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Abstract

This study examined the construct-related validity of an assessment centre (AC) developed by a national distribution
company for the selection and development of lower-grade managers. In five locations throughout Britain, 487 individuals
were observed on nine dimensions, each of which was measured through six distinct exercises. Multitrait-multimethod
analyses conducted to investigate the convergent and discriminant validity of the AC revealed strong exercise (‘“method”’)
effects. This finding was corroborated by an exploratory factor analysis showing that AC ratings clustered into factors
according to exercises, rather than according to performance dimensions. A series of MANOVAs and chi-squared tests
demonstrated that neither the exercise ratings nor the selection decision were biased by sex, ethnicity, or training location,

and a logistic regression determined which exercises had most impact on the final decision.
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The use of assessment centres (ACs) is widespread
both in Europe and in North America (Woodruffe,
1993), their extensive appeal often attributed to
their high predictive validity (Arthur, Day, McNelly,
& Edens, 2003; Gaugler, Rosenthal, Thornton, &
Bentson, 1987) and perceived fairness (Thornton &
Byham, 1982). As regards the former, meta-analytic
and primary studies have shown that ACs are
superior to other selection methods in predicting
performance ratings, status change, and person-
organisation fit (Garavan, 2007; Klimoski &
Brickner, 1987; but see Schmidt & Hunter, 1998,
for an alternative view). With respect to the latter, a
considerable body of evidence suggests that ACs
produce few subgroup differences (Robertson, Iles,
Gratton, & Sharpley, 1991) and thus do not
disproportionately reject candidates from any parti-
cular social group (Huck & Bray, 1976; Ritchie &
Moses, 1983), which is one factor that can contribute
to ““adverse impact.” Despite these advantages, the
construct validity of ACs has not been convincingly
established (Chen, 2006; Woehr & Arthur, 2003). A
recent meta-analysis by Dean, Bobko, and Roth
(2008) found that ACs do not fare as well as

previously suggested as regards subgroup
differences.

Taking a unitarian view (Landy, 1986), the
construct validity of an AC might comprise three
specific subtypes: content validity, criterion validity,
and construct-related validity (Woehr & Arthur,
2003). Content validity refers to whether the
activities which applicants have to undertake during
their assessment adequately reflect the skills and
tasks they will encounter on the job, and it is
accepted that ACs do well in this respect (Klimoski
& Brickner, 1987; Russell & Domm, 1995). Criter-
ion validity (or predictive validity) refers to how well
the outcome of the assessment procedure predicts
future performance of the selected employees. It has
generally been shown that ACs do well in terms of
predicting job performance (Arthur et al., 2003;
Gaugler et al., 1987), possibly thanks to their high
content validity. Construct-related validity (not to be
confused with overall construct validity) refers to
how well the AC measures the dimensions it sets out
to measure, and leads to correct inferences (Woehr &
Arthur, 2003). To achieve high construct-related
validity, ratings for the same dimension must be

Correspondence: Dr. K. V. Petrides, Department of Psychology, University College London, London, United Kingdom. E-mail: k.petrides@ucl.ac.uk
ISSN 0004-9530 print/ISSN 1742-9536 online © The Australian Psychological Society Ltd

Published by Taylor & Francis
DOI: 10.1080/00049531003667380



[University College London] At: 16:27 2 January 2011

Downl oaded By:

228 K. V. Petrides et al.

similar between different exercises (convergent va-
lidity), and ratings for different dimensions within an
exercise should differ (discriminant validity). Find-
ings relating to the construct-related validity of ACs
have been equivocal, but meta-analyses by Lievens
and Conway (2001) and Bowler and Woehr (2006)
have shown that AC studies (e.g., Lievens &
Klimoski, 2001; Sackett & Dreher, 1982) tend to
produce low convergent and discriminant validity,
with exercises, rather than dimensions, driving AC
factor structure.

Lack of construct-related validity may not directly
impact on the hiring process, but could have negative
consequences at a later stage, producing feedback
that is both misleading and potentially detrimental to
a candidate’s well-being (Fleenor, 1996; Joyce,
Thayer, & Pond, 1994). As a result of the assessment
procedure, candidates may be told to focus on
improving performance in a particular dimension,
which may not reflect the skills necessary for the job.
Traditionally, it has been suggested that ACs are
effective because the performance dimension ratings
they produce capture individual differences in
candidate skills and abilities (Byham, 1980). Accord-
ing to this view, the ratings of different dimensions
obtained through the same exercises are expected to
be orthogonal, thus displaying discriminant validity.
In contrast, cross-exercise ratings pertaining to the
same dimension are expected to correlate relatively
strongly, thus displaying convergent validity. Con-
trary to theoretical expectations, empirical studies
based on multitrait-multimethod matrices and factor
analyses consistently reveal “‘exercise effects.”

Multitrait-multimethod matrices (Campbell &
Fiske, 1959) have revealed strong correlations
between different performance dimensions assessed
through the same method or exercise, and weak
correlations between different methods or exercises
intended to assess the same performance dimension
(Bycio, Alveres, & Hahn, 1987; Chan, 1996;
Fleenor, 1996; Robertson, Grattong, & Sharpley,
1987). For instance, Archambeau (1979) examined
an AC with five exercises, designed to measure 10
performance dimensions and found that only 30 of
the 81 monotrait-heteromethod correlations were
statistically significant, which was interpreted as
evidence of a lack of convergent validity. The same
data also revealed a lack of discriminant validity,
manifested through higher heterotrait-monomethod
correlations than monotrait-heteromethod correla-
tions (see also the meta-analysis by Lance, Lambert,
Gewin, Lievens, & Conway, 2004).

Factor analytic studies have also produced equi-
vocal findings with respect to the construct-related
validity of AC dimensions. Thus, studies based on
exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) have regularly
reported that AC ratings produce fewer factors than

their a priori hypothesised performance dimensions
(Kauffman, Jex, Love, & Libkuman, 1993). In
addition, some EFA studies have shown that assessor
ratings tend to cluster according to exercises, rather
than according to the performance dimensions that
the ACs attempt to capture (Kauffman et al., 1993).
For example, Sackett and Dreher (1982; see also
Lance et al., 2004) found that the factor structure of
AC ratings in three different organisations repre-
sented exercises and not performance dimensions.
Several possible explanations have been offered to
explain such findings, including actual exercise
effects, low inter-rater reliabilities, flawed exercise
designs, and the impact of situational determinants
on behaviour.

The findings indicating relatively poor construct-
related validity for the dimensions used in ACs have
led many researchers to propose alternative explana-
tions for their predictive validity (for an overview, see
Lievens, 1998). One such explanation is that
assessors may actually rate candidates in terms of
their general performance in each exercise and not in
terms of their specific behaviours in each perfor-
mance dimension. In turn, these ratings predict job
performance because the exercises included in ACs
tend to be simulations of tasks occurring on the job
(Hoeft & Schuler, 2001; Russell & Domm, 1995).
This suggestion agrees with the conclusion that ACs
mainly measure situation-specific performance (By-
cio et al., 1987; Jackson, Stillman, & Atkins, 2005;
Neidig & Neidig, 1984). Other explanations of the
effectiveness of ACs revolve around assessors’ inside
knowledge of the organisation, range restriction
effects, the use of background information about
the candidates, self-fulfilling prophecy processes (it is
often high-performing participants who get selected
to attend), and the hypothesis that ACs may actually
be measuring general intellectual ability (Klimoski &
Brickner, 1987).

The present study

Our investigation aims to contribute to the validity
debate by presenting data from a large AC developed
by a national distribution company for the selection
and development of lower-grade managers. The
primary goal of our study was to determine whether
an AC that was run in accordance with best practice
recommendations would achieve construct-related
validity. In relation to this goal, we implemented the
following suggestions from the scientific literature:
all assessors completed a general training course in
which the errors and biases that are frequently made
during the rating process were discussed, along with
specific techniques that could be used to eradicate
them (Woehr & Arthur, 2003). In order to limit the
cognitive load placed on assessors, a maximum of
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five dimensions were rated within each exercise
(Gaugler & Thornton, 1989). Furthermore, asses-
sors were provided with rating aids in order to reduce
the cognitive demands of the rating task by pre-
specifying relevant behaviours (Reilly, Henry, &
Smither, 1990). Special efforts were made to keep
the form of the various exercises in this AC identical,
and all assessments were carried out in a one-to-one
context to reduce the likelihood of exercise effects. A
rotation system, whereby all candidates were rated by
at least two assessors, was introduced in order to
minimise the likelihood of rating biases. Finally, as
recommended by Kolk, Born, and van der Flier
(2003), all measured dimensions were made trans-
parent to participants, who received the relevant
information two weeks prior to the assessment.

In addition to the primary goal outlined above, we
had two additional goals: to examine issues of
subgroup differences and fairness, and to determine
which type of exercise is given the most weight in the
final selection decision. The following hypotheses
were formulated in relation to the three goals:

Hla. A multitrait-multimethod analysis would provide
evidence of convergent and discriminant validity in the
form of higher monotrait-heteromethod correlations
than heterotrait-monomethod correlations.

H1b. Assessor ratings would cluster according to the
performance dimensions of the AC, rather than accord-
ing to the exercises used to assess those dimensions.
H?2. The AC would not show any evidence of subgroup
or training location differences.

H3. Assessors would weigh some exercises more than
others in their final selection decision. We did not have a
theory as to which exercises would have most impact
on the final decision, thus this was an exploratory
hypothesis.

Method
Participants

Participants were 487 individuals who had applied
for lower or assistant management positions. Of the
total sample, 72.3% were male and 9.9% were
female (17.9% did not report their sex)’. Age ranged
between 21 and 58 years (M =36.05, SD="7.82). As
regards ethnicity, 76.4% were European Caucasian,
2.9% were Asian, 1.4% were African Caribbean,
1.0% described themselves as ““‘other’ and 18.3%
did not report ethnic information. Finally, 65% of
participants were internal employees and the rest
were external candidates.

Assessment centre procedure

The main functions of the AC were to select
employees for lower- and middle-management
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positions, as well as to develop new skills in internal
employees. The selection process lasted a full day
and was conducted in five locations across Britain
(London, Birmingham, Bristol, Edinburgh, and
Newcastle) over a period of two years. The exercises
and performance dimensions were based on job
analyses, involving interviews with job incumbents,
managers, and experts from the target organisation.
Two weeks prior to the assessment day, participants
were provided with extensive information explaining
the purpose of the centre and what was expected of
them. The information pack included a detailed
description of the exercises and dimensions.

Each AC had two assessors and one chairperson.
Assessor 1 assessed the briefing exercise and inter-
view 1. Assessor 2 assessed the role-play exercise and
interview 2. The chairperson conducted a chair
interview, acted as the role-player, and chaired the
“wash-up” (consensus) session during which asses-
sors met to discuss their final ratings and selection
decisions.

Assessor training

All assessors attended a one-week general-purpose
course providing basic training about the purpose of
the assessment, their assigned roles, discrimination
legislation, and rater errors. In addition, assessors
received training in observation, evaluation, inter-
viewing, and report-writing skills. Two weeks before
the assessment day, assessors were provided with
detailed information about the exercises, the dimen-
sions and dimension-relevant behaviours, and the
rating procedures.

Dimensions

Nine distinct performance dimensions were mea-
sured, namely ‘‘managing resources,” ‘‘oral com-
munication,”, ‘“‘managing others,” ‘“‘building
relationships,”” ‘“managing self,” ‘“making deci-
sions,” ‘“‘written communication,” ‘‘improving busi-
ness,” and ‘‘satisfying customers and managing
commercially.” Table I presents a brief description
of each dimension.

Exercises

Six exercises were used to measure the performance
dimensions: an in-tray and scheduling exercise, a
briefing exercise, a role-play exercise, a numerical
test, and two semi-structured capability interviews.
Interview 1 assessed capabilities pertaining to ‘“‘im-
proving business,”” ‘“managing resources,” ‘“‘making
decisions,” and ‘“‘managing commercially.” Inter-
view 2 assessed capabilities pertaining to ‘“managing
others,” ‘‘building relationships,’”” ‘““managing self,”

9 <¢
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Table I. Descriptive statistics for the assessment centre ratings

Source of rating Dimension Brief description of dimension M SD
In-tray exercise
Managing resources Gathers relevant information by utilising the 2.34 0.81
resources available; analyses simple data from one
or two sources to schedule activities; anticipates
future needs and plans for contingencies.
Making decisions Makes rational decisions based on accurate data 2.21 0.75
analysis; evaluates different courses of action and
considers the implications and impact of
decisions.
Written communication Presents information in a clear and concise format 2.74 0.65
with appropriate structure; uses correct spelling
and grammar; presents ideas succinctly.
Improving business Considers impact of own activities on other business 2.18 0.71
functions; identifies the components of a
problem; proposes and implements solutions
successfully.
Satisfying customers Understands customer needs; strives to maximise 2.42 0.76
customer satisfaction; deals effectively with cus-
tomer complaints and considers the impact of
own work on customers.
Numerical test
Raw numerical test score Possesses basic number skills (e.g., arithmetical 21.57 6.06
operations like addition and subtraction) that are
needed to make correct decisions or inferences
from numerical data.
Briefing exercise
Oral communication Accurately and clearly expresses ideas and 2.81 0.77
information; appreciates the target audience and
tailors a message appropriately; demonstrates
good listening skills and encourages interaction
with audience.
Managing others Manages others to achieve targets; prioritises and 2.72 0.74
effectively delegates workload; encourages others
to contribute; addresses unacceptable behaviour
and poor performance in an appropriate manner.
Managing self Is resilient and copes effectively in demanding 2.70 0.79
situations; keeps clam, holds the goal in sight and
maintains credibility under pressure; seeks
personal feedback and takes responsibility for
own actions.
Improving business Described above. 2.46 0.78
Role-play exercise
Oral communication Described above. 2.83 0.73
Managing others Described above. 2.64 0.76
Building relationships Establishes rapport and develops good working 2.76 0.78
relationships; works well with people from a range
of backgrounds; demonstrates respect and trust
and shows appropriate empathy and sensitivity.
Managing self Described above. 2.75 0.73
Improving business Described above. 2.47 0.74
Interview 1
Managing resources Described above. 2.84 0.64
Making decisions Described above. 2.79 0.65
Improving business Described above. 2.80 0.70
Satisfying customers Described above. 2.71 0.72
Interview 2
Managing others Described above, 2.90 0.69
Building relationships Described above. 3.06 0.63
Managing self Described above. 2.90 0.66
Satisfying customers Described above. 2.92 0.64

Note: The numerical test has been measured on a different scale (ranging from 0 to 40) than the other variables in the table.
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and ‘‘satisfying the customer.”” The numerical test
was part of the Personnel Test Battery developed by
an international test development company and
certified by the British Psychological Society. It
assessed basic number skills that are needed to make
correct decisions or inferences from numerical data
(e.g., arithmetical operations).

In addition to the six exercises, the assessment day
included a chair interview, which aimed to ensure
that candidates had a realistic picture of the job for
which they were applying and also to explore the
reasons for their wanting to become lower-level or
assistant managers. The chair interview was not part
of the assessment and did not affect the final decision.

Dimension ratings

Assessors were required to record candidate perfor-
mance on a piece of paper first and then to identify
and rate the observed behaviours. Each exercise was
designed to measure between three and five perfor-
mance dimensions. Within each dimension, there
were several behavioural examples. Accompanying
each dimension within each exercise was a rating
scale based on behavioural descriptions for a range of
possible responses (Behavioural Assessment and
Research System; BARS). BARS outlined these
behaviours in rows, with each row describing three
different levels of behaviour.

The first description, under heading 1 (Grade 1),
corresponded to very poor performance; the descrip-
tion under heading 3 (Grade 3) corresponded to
adequate performance with minor weaknesses that
may be rectifiable with training; last, the description
under heading 5 (Grade 5) corresponded to excellent
performance. Assessors had to select a description that
best fits the candidate’s behaviour and subsequently to
assign a preliminary grade. The same procedure was
carried out for all dimensions across all exercises.

At the end of the assessment day, assessors
gathered for the consensus session during which
they discussed and assigned the final grades. In order
to pass, candidates had to achieve no more than one
Grade 2, with the rest of the marks at Grade 3 or
above. In those cases where the successful candidates
exceeded the positions available, they were rank-
ordered based on their total scores. Once selection
decisions were made, written feedback reports with
suggestions on how to improve dimension-related
behaviours were produced for all internal candidates.

Results
Construct-related validity

Descriptive statistics for the dimension ratings are
shown in Table I. Mean ratings ranged from 2.18
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(“improving business” in the in-tray exercise) to
3.06 (“‘building relationships’ in interview 2). SDs
ranged from.63 (“‘building relationships’ in inter-
view 2) to .81 (“‘managing resources’ in the in-tray
exercise). These values indicate that the ability
ratings did not vary greatly.

The multitrait-multimethod correlations are pre-
sented in Table II. Although the mean monotrait-
heteromethod correlation coefficient was positive
(r=.29), the corresponding value for the hetero-
trait-monomethod matrix was significantly larger
(r=.57; 2=5.43, p < .01), thus failing to support
Hla. These values are indicative of an ‘‘exercise
effect” influencing the ratings and potentially com-
promising convergent and discriminant validity.

Exercise/dimension clustering

To determine whether ratings clustered according to
exercises or performance dimensions, we conducted
an EFA. Both the scree plot and the Kaiser-Guttman
“eigenvalue > 1’ rule suggested a five-factor solu-
tion (first six eigenvalues were 7.87, 2.39, 1.83, 1.29,
1.03, and.74). Five factors, accounting for 56% of
the total variance, were extracted through principal
components analysis and rotated via the PROMAX
algorithm (6 =4). The factor loadings, reported in
Table III, confirmed the presence of strong exercise
effects, thus failing to support H1b.

More specifically, the five-dimension ratings from
the role-play exercise loaded strongly onto Factor 1,
the five-dimension ratings from the in-tray exercise
loaded onto Factor 2, the four-dimension ratings
from the briefing exercise loaded onto Factor 3, and

Table II. Mean Monotrait-Heteromethod and Heterotrait-
Monomethod correlation coefficients for key dimensions in the
assessment centre

Key dimensions Correlation coefficient

Inter-exercise items

Managing resources .21
Oral communication .35
Managing others .28
Building relationships 43
Managing self .29
Making decisions .26
Improving business .22
Satisfying customers .24
Mean r .29
Intra-exercise items
In-tray/scheduling 47
Briefing .64
Role-play .65
Interview 1 .53
Interview 2 54
Mean r 57

Note: All correlations are significant at p < .01.
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Table III. Factor pattern matrix

Dimensions and (exercises) Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5
Managing others (role-play) .88 —.04 —.02 —.06 .05
Oral communication (role-play) .82 —.01 .03 11 —.07
Managing self (role-play) .79 —.04 .01 .05 —.02
Building relationships (role-play) 77 .02 —.02 —.05 .08
Improving business (role-play) .67 .07 .00 .01 —.01
Making decisions (in-tray) .00 .79 —.04 .04 .00
Managing resources (in-tray) —.02 .74 .00 —.09 .02
Improving business (in-tray) .00 .68 .01 .01 —.01
Satisfying customers (in-tray) —.08 .63 —.02 .06 .04
Written communication (in-tray) 12 .60 .07 —.03 —.05
Oral communication (briefing) .04 .02 91 —.12 .01
Managing others (briefing) —.01 .07 .81 .01 .01
Managing self (briefing) —.01 .02 .76 .04 .02
Improving business (briefing) —.04 .07 .51 22 —.06
Improving business (interview 1) —.03 .06 .00 .85 .02
Making decisions (interview 1) .00 .01 —.04 .70 .08
Managing resources (interview 1) —.01 .01 11 .67 —.04
Satisfying customers (interview 1) .08 .05 —.03 .62 —.01
Managing others (interview 2) .06 .02 .10 —.02 .73
Managing self (interview 2) .00 .02 —.03 .00 .73
Building relationships (interview 2) .07 .04 —.04 .02 .67
Satisfying customers (interview 2) .05 .09 .00 .13 .48

Note: Loadings greater than |.40| are in bold.

dimension ratings for the two interviews loaded onto
Factors 4 and 5. Table IV presents the factor
intercorrelation matrix, which reveals considerable
variance overlap, with factor correlations ranging
between .35 and .67.

Subgroup differences

Four multivariate analyses of variance were per-
formed with scores on the numerical test, the in-tray,
briefing, role-play, and the two interviews as depen-
dent variables, and sex, age, ethnicity, and training
location (London versus outside) as the independent
variables. Neither the multivariate nor the post-hoc
univariate tests revealed significant differences in
ratings by sex (Wilks’ A, 356)=1.96, p > .05),
age (Wilks’ A¢js, o509y =1.19, p > .05), ethnic group
(Wilks® A, 355y =1.32, p > .05), or training location
(Wilks, /l(ﬁ) 353) = 70, p> 05)

Sex, age, ethnicity, and training location were also
modelled as independent variables in four separate
chi-square analyses with the outcome of the selection
process as the dependent variable. Sex, XZ(I) =.70,
p > .05, ethnicity, Xz@: 10.91, p > .05, and train-
ing location, Xz(l) =.12, p > .05, all yielded non-
significant results. However, the overall chi-square
was significant for age, ;{2(3) =8.38, p < .05, and
follow-up tests revealed that significantly more 30- to
39-year-olds were offered positions than either 20- to
29-year-olds, ;{2(1) =6.23, p < .05, or 40- to 49-year-
olds, sz =3.96, p < .05. With the exception of the
finding concerning age, these results provide solid
support for H2.

Table IV. Factor intercorrelation matrix

Factors 1 2 3 4
1. Role-play -

2. In-tray .35 -

3. Briefing 41 .47 -

4. Interview 1 .49 .45 .60 -
5. Interview 2 .67 42 .48 .60

Predictors of final outcome

One aim of the data analysis was to establish which
type of exercise was given the most weight in the final
selection decision. Given that the selection process
resulted in a dichotomous decision (offer of position
or rejection), the data were analysed through a binary
logistic regression (an extension of multiple regres-
sion, which allows for the fact that the dependent
variable is dichotomous; Agresti, 2007).

A model with the six exercises as predictors (in-
tray, role-play, briefing, interview 1, interview 2, and
the numerical test) was significantly better than the
null model, }52@ =184.12, p < .01. The pseudo-R>s
ranged between .40 (Cox & Snell statistic; see
Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000) and .64 (Negelkerke
statistic; see Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000). The
model was better at predicting negative (i.e., position
not offered) than positive decisions (95.1% and
63.9% hit rate, respectively). In total, 88.8% of
decisions were correctly classified. As regards in-
dividual predictors, interview 1 (expB=1.82;
Wald =15.60, p < .01), interview 2 (expB=1.68;
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Wald =13.45, p < .01), role-play (expB=1.38;
Wald = 14.60, p < .01), and the in-tray exercises
(expB=1.37, Wald=11.12, p < .01) reached sig-
nificance levels. In contrast, neither the briefing
exercise (Wald=2.31, p > .05) nor the numerical
test (Wald =.62, p > .05) were reliable predictors in
the equation.

The odds ratios in the parentheses above (expB)
indicate the change in odds of being offered a
position when the value of a predictor increases by
one unit, while holding all other predictors in the
equation constant. Thus, a one-unit increase in the
in-tray exercise score multiplies the odds of being
offered a position 1.37 times. Similarly, a one-unit
increase in the role-play exercise score multiplies the
odds 1.38 times, a one-unit increase in the first
interview score multiplies the odds 1.82 times, and
finally, a one-unit increase in the second interview
score multiplies the odds 1.68 times. In summary,
when deciding whether or not to offer a position,
assessors weighted interview 1 as most important,
followed by interview 2, the role-play exercise, and,
last, the in-tray exercise, results that are in line with
the exploratory hypothesis H3.

Discussion

This study is rare in providing recent British data
from a large and multifaceted AC, while simulta-
neously considering the issue of adverse impact in
relation to gender, age, ethnicity, and geographical
location. As such, it makes a substantial empirical
contribution to the ongoing debate about the
construct validity and fairness of ACs (Dean et al.,
2008; Gibbons & Rupp, 2009; Lance, Woehr, &
Meade, 2007).

Contrary to Hla, the multitrait-multimethod
matrix showed higher heterotrait-monomethod than
monotrait-heteromethod correlations. This pattern
indicated salient exercise (‘““method”) effects and
performance dimensions that were insufficiently
distinguishable from each other. These results were
corroborated by the EFA wherein the factors were
defined by exercises, rather than by performance
dimensions, disconfirming H1b. The analyses re-
vealed that assessor ratings tended to reflect perfor-
mance on exercises and not on dimensions as
intended, which constitutes evidence of lack of
discriminant and convergent validity (Bycio et al.,
1987; Jackson et al., 2005).

It has been suggested that lack of discriminant
validity reflects either a ‘“‘halo effect’” or a true
relationship between the dimensions, while lack of
convergent validity reflects either low inter-rater
reliability or the multifaceted nature of certain
performance dimensions (Robertson et al., 1987).
It seems unlikely that ““illusory halo’’ (Cooper, 1981)
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or inter-rater unreliability effects are the sole or even
the main reasons for the results obtained in the
present study because all assessors employed in the
AC had followed a standardised training course
designed to inform them about these problems and
how to address them. However, since this training
course was not formally evaluated, it is not prudent
to rule out the possibility that such effects may have
played a role.

An alternative explanation is that different ex-
ercises tap into different aspects of the same
dimension (Hoeft & Schuler, 2001; Robertson
et al., 1987; see also Lievens, 2001). In other words,
candidate behaviour in the AC may be largely
exercise-specific, thus producing salient exercise
effects. This implies that the construct-related
validity of AC dimensions may partly depend on
the relative importance of traits versus situations in
determining behaviour in general (Epstein &
O’Brien, 1985; Fleeson, 2004; Mischel, 1968).
Another alternative explanation posits that the
different demands placed on applicants by each
exercise require them to engage in behaviours that
cannot be grouped into dimensions (Lievens, Chas-
teen, Day, & Christiansen, 2006). Such a view is
inconsistent with the idea that more than one
exercise taps into a unifying construct. Finally,
questions remain about the extent to which assessor
ratings in ACs actually measure the dimensions that
they claim to measure. Like other ACs, the present
one appears to have limited construct-related valid-
ity. In light of such results, organisations should
either avoid using performance dimension ratings to
select and develop candidates or predicate their
feedback reports on exercise-specific behaviours.

The analysis of subgroup differences showed that
neither the exercise ratings nor the final outcome
were influenced by sex, ethnicity, or training loca-
tion. These results support H2 and corroborate the
prevailing view that well-designed ACs generally lead
to fair and unbiased decisions (Ritchie & Moses,
1983; Shore, Tashchian, & Adams, 1997) and are
unlikely to have adverse impact. However, this
conclusion must be qualified, since age did have a
small impact on the final outcome, with 30- to 39-
year-olds being offered more positions than other age
groups. One explanation is that assessors valued the
fact that 30- to 39-year-olds have substantial working
experience, while still being flexible and malleable. It
should be noted that the age effect was evident only
in the final outcome and not in any of the exercise
ratings. However, as Anderson, Lievens, van Dam,
and Born (2006) point out, sophisticated statistical
techniques, such as latent means analysis, may be
more sensitive to group differences than conven-
tional univariate comparisons (see also Petrides,
Jackson, Furnham, & Levine, 2003). Furthermore,
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Dean et al.’s (2008) meta-analysis revealed that ACs
are sometimes biased with respect to particular
intergroup differences. The data at hand do not
allow for a more detailed examination of the effect of
age, since crucial information about the candidates
(e.g., work experience and educational qualifica-
tions) was not available, but this could be a topic for
future investigations.

Given that the underlying structure of the ratings
can best be summarised in terms of exercises, we
investigated which exercises assessors took most into
account when deciding whether to offer a position to
a candidate. A logistic regression revealed that, as
predicted by H3, not all exercises contributed to the
selection decisions. Instead, assessors appeared to
place greater weight on the results of the two
interviews, the role-play, and the in-tray exercises.
Conversely, the least weight was placed on the
numerical test and the briefing exercise. These
findings are an interesting starting point for investi-
gating the selection process, but other factors we did
not measure (e.g., individual differences in person-
ality and emotions; Lievens, de Fruyt, & van Dam,
2001; Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki, 2007) may also
have contributed to the final decision.

In conclusion, our findings suggest that the AC in
this study does not have strong convergent and
discriminant validity. This is at odds with the view
that ACs are effective because their dimension-
related ratings capture individual differences in
candidate skills and abilities. Alternative explana-
tions seem to be more plausible, including that ACs
mainly measure situation-specific performance and
that assessors rate the candidates according to their
general performance in each exercise, rather than
according to specific dimension-related behaviours.
In turn, as noted by Klimoski and Brickner (1987)
and Russell and Domm (1995), these ratings predict
job performance because the exercises included in
the ACs tend to be accurate simulations of tasks
occurring on the job. In our exploratory analysis, we
showed that exercise ratings had considerable ex-
planatory power in relation to the final selection
decision. Future research should focus on improving
our understanding of the impact of the different
types of exercises used in ACs with a view to
optimising the selection process and the feedback
provided to candidates.
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