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ABSTRACT

A DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS OF FACTORS INFLUENCING
PARTICIPANT USAGE OF POST-ASSESSMENT CENTER
DEVELOPMENTAL RECOMMENDATIONS

By

David Richard MacDonald

The purpose of the study was to assist organizations
using the assessment center method to increase the number of
individuals having high levels of requisite skills and
qualities to fill supervisory and managerial positions by
identifying factors which influenced assessees' extents of
follow-up on post-assessment developmental recommendations.

Study participants were 299 individuals who had partici-
pated in a supervisory assessment center in a large manufac-
turing organization.

Data were gathered from participants through a question-
naire and through audits of existing assessment center
files. The dependent variable, extent of follow-up on post-
assessment center developmental recommendations, was
measured by calculating the mean of individual ratings of
three trained assessors using a 1 to 5 scale of partici-
pants' descriptions of post-assessment follow-up on develop-
mental recommendations and then compared to each of 22
selected factors using a log-linear model and chi-square
test statistic to measure the degree of association between
each factor and the dependent variable. Nine of the

selected factors were significant.
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A positive relationship significant at the .05 level of
confidence was identified between the dependent variable and

each of the following factors:

1. Formal education level.

2. Desire to attend the assessment center.

3. Logicalness of recommendations.

4. Perceived support from the organization for devel-

opmental efforts.

5. Perceived support from the supervisor/manager for

developmental efforts.

6.  Perceived support from family members for develop-

mental efforts.

7. Perceived likelihood of achieving the target job

for which the assessment center was designed.

8. Post-assessment desire for the target job.

An inverse relationship significant at the .05 level of
confidence was identified between the dependent variable and
age at assessment.

Those factors which were discovered to be significantly

related to the dependent variable were facilitating 1in

nature, i.e., post-assessment follow-up on developmental
recommendations did not appear to occur only as a result of
the presence of a factor, but the absence of a factor was
associated with little or no follow-up on developmental

recommendations.
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The conclusions of the research are:

1.

Indiviéuals with higher levels of formal education
(two or more years of college) demonstrate greater
extents of follow-up on post-assessment center
developmental recommendations than those with
lesser levels of education.

Individuals reporting a greater desire to attend an
assessment center demonstrate greater extents of
follow-up on post-assessment center developmental
recommendations than those reporting a lesser
desire to attend.

Individuals who demonstrate greater extents of
follow-up on post-assessment center developmental
recommendations are more frequently those who
report seeing a fairly logical connection between
the recommendations made and the skills and qual-
ities needing development.

Support from the organization facilitates follow-up
on post-assessment center developmental recommenda-
tions.

Support from the supervisor/manager facilitates
follow-up on post-assessment center developmental
recommendations.

Support from family members facilitates follow-up
on post-assessment center developmental recommenda-

tions.
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Individuals reporting perceptions of a higher like-
lihood to achieve the target job demonstrate
greater extents of follow-up on post-assessment
center developmental recomméndations thgn those
reporting perceptions of a lower likelihood to
achieve the target job.

Post-assessment desire for the target job has a
facilitating effect on follow-up on post-assessment
center developmental recommendations.

Individuals over 40 years of age demonstrate lesser
extents of follow-up on post-assessment center
developmental recommendations than those in younger

age groups.

Based on the findings of the research, it is recommended

that organizations:

1.

Encourage individuals to pursue more development
than that suggested by post-assessment center de-
velopmental recommendations.

Describe the assessment center to employees and
stress the personal benefits of attending.

Describe to assessees how developmental recommenda-
tions logically relate to measured skills and qual-
ities. ‘

Offer support through educational assistance pro-
grams and appropriate policies which encourage

self-development.
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Ensure that supervisory personnel provide on-the-
job opportunities for self-development.

Recognize the role that family support plays in
follow-up on post-assessment center developmental
recommendations. Encourage assessees to seek de-
velopmental support through family members.

Conduct a discussion with each assessee to deter-
mine each individual's perception of likelihood of
achieving the target job. Put the assessment cen-
ter information in context with each individual's
performance information and a forecast of the num-
ber of individuals needed to fill target job open-
ings.

Recognize the role that post-assessment center
desire for the target job plays in follow-up on
developmental recommendations.

Recognize that individuals over 40 years of age
will likely demonstrate lesser extents of follow-up
on post-assessment center developmental recommenda-

tions than those in younger age groups.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

When reduced to its essence, selection and development
of skilled workers is, for nearly all organizations, a clear
matter of economics. As labor costs spiral upward, com-
panies are intensifying the search for methods of selecting
and developing employees who have the highest probability of
performing their jobs effectively.

Individuals in supervisory and management positions
exert influence over the achievement of their organizations'
goals; the effects of their successes and failures are made
more significant through the corresponding multiplying
effect their actions have on their subordinates and other
individuals with whom they interact, both internally and
externally. Because of the nature of managerial positions
it is particularly important for organizations to select and
develop individuals to fill these positions who will be most
likely to perform to expected standards in leading their
respective work groups to accomplish goals and fulfill the
missions of their respective organizations.

In addition to the financial costs, there are also the

very real human costs of non-performance. Expectancy theory
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(Campbell and Pritchard, 1976) suggests that individuals who
fail to perform to expectations are likely to experience
feelings of frustration, anxiety, and inadequacy, particu-
larly if they have put forth their best efforts to perform
effectively. Some managers who are failing to perform ef-
fectively will be involuntarily terminated from their posi-
tions. Of these, some will be reassigned to other positions
within the organization while others will not. Other
poorly-performing managers, sensing the 1inevitable, will
terminate voluntarily. 1In any case, a vacancy will remain
which is likely to be costly and time-consuming to fill.

A new manager selected to fill a vacancy will nearly
always require some miniﬁal orientation time to become
accustdmed to those variables in the position with which
he/she is unfamiliar. In addition, the newly-selected man-
ager may still require training and development to maximize
job performance. An approach to organizational staffing is
needed which places special emphasis on managerial selection
and development. For some organizations, one component of
this approach is the assessment center.

Since its development some four decades ago, the assess-
ment center method has become a welljestablished process by
which critical skills and abilities of candidates for target
jobs can be measured. As such, it is used in the making of
selection decisions, as well as in the identification of
relevant strengths and areas for development for job candi-

dates. Because assessment centers are expensive to develop
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and operate, an understanding of the manner in which asses-
sees use their feedback, and why, becomes an important

issue.

According to Finkle (1976) and S. L. Cohen (1980 c) over
1,000 organizations were using the assessment center process
at the time of their writings. As a general indicator of
overall interest in assessment centers, Finkle aléo said
(1976):

Several consulting firms, such as Person-
nel Decisions, Inc. of Minneapolis, Min-
nesota, were known to offer assessment
center services with others prepared to
advise and assist companies in setting up
centers. At least one organization spe-
cialized in offering psychological
assessment center materials, and work-
shops on how to conduct assessment cen-
ters were being offered by several groups
including the American Management Asso-
ciation.

Perhaps because of its success, the assessment center
method has been dissected for analysis by a great many
researchers representing several major fields of study.
According to George C. Thornton III and William C. Byham
(1982).

There is...a lesson to be learned from
the high professional standards evidenced
by assessment center proponents. The
assessment center method has been sub-
jected to more research and professional
scrutiny than any other personnel prac-
tice. Because of high quality research
and generally positive results, the de-
velopment of standards for assessment
center operations, and widespread self-
monitoring to ensure compliance with
proven practices, there are good pros-
pects for continued validity of the
method. (p. 391 - emphasis added)
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Though not all research on the assessment center process
has been completely favorable, e.g., Sackett and Dreher
(August, 1982), Clement and Rawlins (1982) and Ross (1979),
the greater proportion of the research is very supportive,
e.g., Stephen L. Cohen (1980 b,c), Byham (1979, 1980),
Jaffee, Frank, et. al. (1976), Quick, Fisher, Schkade, and
Ayers (1980), and Olivas (1980) to name just a few.

The assessment center is simply one method by which
human performance can be measured. Osborne and Norton
(1983) indicated that five popular techniques are used to
evaluate managerial performance: (1) assessment centers,
(2) psychological assessment, (3) rating forms, (4) perfor-
mance standards, and (5) joint goal setting. They concluded
that when applying these techniques to evaluate performance
in five personnel management areas: (l) assessment centers
are best for evaluating career development, (2) rating
forms have the best foundation for coaching, (3) joint goal
setting and performance standards are useful for assessing
planning abilities, (4) performance standards are effective
for negotiating salaries and benefits, and (5) assessment
centers are valid predictors of managerial success. As
already mentioned, assessment centers are also used to
gather performance information which can be useful in making
selection decisions. Douglas W. Bray (1977) identifies
alternate uses for the assessment center method and provides

strong support for it:
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As one looks back over the 35 or so years
since the assessment center method first
came to the attention of psychologists
generally, the method has come a long
way. It has moved from the status of a
special technique applied to special
problems to the status of a general
methodology--a method ideally suited to a
wide variety of selection, placement,
development, and self-evaluation applica-
tions. The time has passed when we can
be content with attempting to predict
complex future behavior only from
responses to paper-and-pencil test items
or verbalizations during an interview.
Although such methods may be part of a
complete appraisal of the individual,
they are no longer enough. Credentials,
too, have become an insufficient stand-
ard. When we need to know whether people
can and will perform effectively, what
could be a more obvious solution than
observing whether they can and do per-
form? (p. 302)

The Problem

Management selection and development is crucial to most
organizations. Managerial and supervisory talent of an
appropriate quality is generally unavailable to the same
extent as the talent required to perform routine production
jobs. A good deal of time and money, therefore, is spent to
locate and develop capable supervisors and managers.
According to C. Edward Kur and Mike Pedler (1982),

Management development has been the focus
of intense interest and activity during
the last decade. Rapid changes in tech-
nology, such as the use of computers and
teleconferencing, as well as changes in
organization styles brought on by the
Quality of Work Life movement and matrix
techniques, have resulted in an enormous
shortage of qualified managers. This
shortage 1is evidenced by the difficulty
organizations have in filling openings,
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by the high starting salaries for new
MBAs and by the number of "help wanted"
advertisements in management-oriented
periodicals. (p. 88)

Peter Drucker (1974) in his text Management: Tasks,

Responsibilities, Practices also spoke on this issue:

Basic business decisions require an
increasingly long time span for their
fruition. Since no one can foresee the
future, management cannot make rational
and responsible decisions unless it
selects, develops, and tests the men
[sic] who will have to follow them
through and bail them out--the managers
of tomorrow. (p. 420)

The numerical demand for executives is
steadily growing. A developed society
increasingly replaces manual skill with
theoretical knowledge and the ability to
organize and lead--in short with manager-
ial ability. (ps 420)

And if we know one thing today, it is
that managers are made and not born.
There has to be systematic work on the
supply, the development, and the skills
of tomorrow's management. It cannot be
left to luck or chance. (p. 421)
The literature is replete with studies relating to
supervisory and management development, selection, succes-

sion planning, and related topics. Such publications as

Training and Development Journal, Personnel Journal, Acad-

emy of Management Review, and Personnel Administrator are

common sources of articles on the relative shortage of
competent management personnel, e.g., Oppenheimer, 1982;
Scholl, 1981; Langdon, 1982 to name only a few.

The problem, simply put, is that a shortage of high-
quality supervisory and managerial talent exists when com-

pared to organizations' needs for this type of talent. The



2
assessment center method is one method by which organiza-
tions locate and develop employees to fill supervisory and
managerial positions. This study is aimed at contributing
to a parﬁial solution to this problem by analyzing the
impact of various factors on assessment center participants'

follow-up on post-assessment developmental recommendations.

Purpose of the Study

Thornton and Byham (1982) and Moses and Byham (1977)
agree that, to date, no steps have been taken to measure the
extent to which assessees follow up on their feedback and
developmental recommendations. This type of information
would be useful to those individuals designing, administer-
ing, and participating in assessment centers; furthermore,
this information is apparently unavailable as evidenced by:
(1) searches through relevant 1literature, (2) searches
through INFORM, NERAC, ERIC, MANAGEMENT CONTENTS, AND DATRIX
databases, and (3) conversations with assessment center
experts. Providing information on how individuals follow up
on post-assessment center developmental recommendations was
the researcher's intent.

In summary: The purpose of this research is a determin-
ation of the impact of selected factors on whether or not
assessment center participants use post-assessment develop-

mental recommendations.
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Need for the Study

Thornton and Byham (1982) identify numerous topical
areas in which assessment center research has been conduct-

ed. In their text Applying the Assessment Center Method

(1977), Joseph L. Moses and William C. Byham publish a
chapter ("Current Trends and Future Possibilities") by
Douglas W. Bray. Bray says:

Although the predictive power of the
assessment center method has been well
researched, there are other areas 1in
which considerable work remains to be
done. These include the nature of and
definition of the dimensions to be rated,
the assessment techniques themselves,
methods of observation used by the asses-
sors, the characteristics and training of
the assessors, methods of combining judg-
ments from the multiple techniques, and
methods and effects of feedback of as-
sessment center findings. (p. 301 - em-
phasis added)

In addition to citing topical areas of completed
research, Thornton and Byham (1982) and Moses and Byham
(1977) cite literally dozens of areas in which questions
about the assessment center method are still begging for
answers. One general grouping of questions relates to the
effects of assessment centers; within this grouping are
questions which probe the issue of feedback and its effects
upon assessees and other interested organizational members.
Of the several questions Bray (1977) suggested could be the
topics of needed research was, "What are the effects of the
feedback of assessment center results to the assessee on job
motivation, self-esteem, and self-development efforts?"

(p. 301)
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To explain the importance of the proposed study to
educational technology, it will be useful to examine briefly
how assessment centers are designed and administered.
Assessment centers are created with specific (target)

jobs in mind. A job analysis is conducted by interviewing

supervisory personnel one and two levels above the target
job, by examining job outputs, and by interviewing and
observing a wide range of incumbents. The job analysis will
produce a determination of those skills and personal quali-
ties known as "dimensions" or "variables" which are most
critical to success in the target job. A detailed listing
and description of the dimensions of one specific job are
presented subsequently.

Next, simulation exercises are designed--exercises which
will elicit behavior relevant to the job's critical dimen-
sions. As candidates participate in the exercises, their
behaviors are thoroughly observed and recorded by a staff of
trained assessors. Based upon their observations, assessors
rate each candidate on each dimension according to the
amount of behavior exhibited. Often, the separate ratings
for an individual candidate are integrated in order to
provide an overall measure of the assessee's preparedness to
enter the target job. In some organizations, the assessors'
observations, analyses, and conclusions for a candidate are
summarized and presented orally and/or in writing to that
candidate, in some cases, with specific developmental recom-

mendations.



10

The evaluative information available at the end of a
candidate's participation can be used not only for the
individual's personal and career development, but also can
be considered with other information in making a selection
decision when a target job opening occurs. To this end,
what an assessee does based upon the feedback received
become significant. Some assessees demonstrate a good level
of the critical dimensions of the target job, are promoted,
and generally perform well in the job. Other candidates
display less competence in various critical job dimensions.
For these candidates, further development would be indicated
before their promotion to fill a target job opening.

Of those individuals requiring development, some will
take active efforts to improve their skills, while others
will not. As mentioned earlier, because assessment centers
are gquite costly to an organization, an understanding of the
manner in which assessees use assessment center feedback,
and why becomes quite important as it could be used to
assist each candidate needing some development in progress-
ing toward the target job. It is in this way that the
results of this study would be beneficial when generalized.
The results of this study will be generalized to those
assessment centers which measure skills and/or qualities
required for success in a specific target job.

Dugan Laird (1983) emphasized the need for organizations
to follow up on any analysis of the developmental needs of

its members:
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These are the days of assessment centers
and career planning and appraisal pro-
grams. Such systems are meaningless
unless accompanied by proper individual
training and development plans. The T &
D (training and development) officer
wants to be a major factor in the design
of those individual programs...and above
all, a major factor in the follow-up
which gives such programs their real
impact. That follow-up is the education,
training, or development which individual
humans achieve as a result of the assess-
ment, the career plan, or the appraisal.
(p. 78)

Because an assessment center represents an analysis of
individuals' needs to develop critical skills and qualities
for target jobs, it is in this sense that this research is
integrated into the broader field of educational systems

development.

The Research Questions

This research should provide data which will assist the
researcher in answering the following broad question:

Q. What factors influence the extent to
which an individual follows up on
developmental recommendations made
following his/her participation in
an assessment center?

Part of this general question is rooted in the work of
Thornton and Byham (1982). The authors have indicated that
there are questions in this general area to be answered.
Speaking of assessment centers, they ask:

Does it help to enhance an individual's
self-awareness of developmental needs?
Attitude surveys (Dodd, 1977) confirm

that a majority of participants believe
the assessment center provides valuable
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information, but whether these new in-
sights 1lead to development is as vyet
unconfirmed. As we have discussed, mana-
gerial development is hard to accomplish.
Self-awareness does not necessarily lead
to development for most areas, especially
for cognitive skills such as problem
analysis, judgment, or planning and or-
ganizing. Personal awareness may be
enough to lead to improvement in some
intrapersonal characteristics such as the
willingness (not skill) to delegate,
amount of participation in group meet-
ings, risk taking, or initiative. (p.
340 - emphasis added)

Based upon this and the opinions of other authors, it is
logical to conclude that an organization applying the
assessment center method would be vitally interested in
measuring the extent to which those assessed respond to the
feedback they received, i.e., their performance evaluation
and personalized developmental recommendétions, if any,
following their participation in an assessment center. An
answer to this open question would help human resource
personnel become more effective in their employee develop-
ment and organization development efforts through the more
effective training and placement of assessed employees.

At this point, it seems appropriate to define the con-
cept of "feedback" as it is used in this research.

A particularly suitable definition of "feedback" 1is
supplied by Edward E. Lawler III (1976):

Feedback or knowledge of results seems to
be crucial...because it performs two
important functions. First, it gives the
individual the information that is needed
in order to correct his or her behavior
when it deviates from the standard or

desired behavior. Second, feedback pro-
vides the intrinsic motivation that will
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lead the person to perform at the stand-
ard or in an effective way. (p. 1279)

Lawler continues to expand his definition of feedback as

he identifies two specific types of information feedback

provides:

Vroom (1964) refers to two kinds of in-
formation that people get from feedback.
The first is information about how they
are performing. He refers to this as the
cue function of feedback and says it can
contribute to good performance even on
tasks that have been performed many
times...

The second kind of information which
people get from feedback is information
about performance success that comes
after the task has been performed. A
number of early psychological learning
studies have shown that this kind of
feedback is necessary if task performance
is to improve. (p. 1279)

Vroom is referring to formative and summative evalua-

tion, respectively.

Because an assessment center is used primarily to eval-

uate a person's current levels of skills and qualities in

relationship to levels required for effective performance in

a specific job,

which is

supplied by assessment center feedback.

it is the summative type of evaluation data

The specific research questions to be answered by this

study are as follows:

Ql. To what degree are pre-assessment
factors related to the extent to
which an individual follows up on
post-assessment center developmental
recommendations?

The pre-assessment factors to be examined

research

include:

in this
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Age at assessment.

Company seniority at assessment.

Formal educational level.

Organizational level (job grade) at assessment.

Sex.

Desire to attend the assessment center.

Desire for the target job.

Q2. To what degree are factors associ-
ated with the assessment center and
feedback process related to the
extent to which an individual fol-

lows up on post-assessment center
developmental recommendations?

A second grouping of factors to be examined in this

research are those factors associated with the assessment

center itself and the feedback process.

Q.

Rating of overall potential to succeed in the tar-

get job.

Perceived realism of assessment situations or exer-

cises.

Perception of the utility of the feedback process

itself, including:

i. Acceptability of the time delay between the
assessment and the feedback.

ii. Sensitivity displayed by the individual deliv-
ering the feedback.

iii. Appropriateness of the amount of time spent
during the oral feedback session.

iv. Credibility of the individual delivering the

feedback.



15
V. Relevance of the feedback in comparison to the
critical job dimensions.
vi. Relevance of the developmental recommendations
to the developmental needs identified.
Q3. To what degree are post-assessment
factors related to the extent to
which an individual follows up on
developmental recommendations made
during the post-assessment feedback
process?
Post-feedback factors to be examined during this
research include:
a. ’ferceived level of support provided by each of the
following for individual development efforts:
i. Organization.
ii. Immediate supervisor/manager.
iii. Co-workers.
iv. Family members.
v. Friends.
b. Desire for the target job.
c. Perceived likelihood of achieving the target job.
The intuitive basis for selecting the factors of the

research was the expectation that each would contribute to

an answer for its respective research question.

Scope and Limitations

The following research is limited to factors influencing
individual usage of developmental recommendations made fol-
lowing managerial assessment center participation. It does

not extend to a measurement of the factors influencing the
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other sources of performance feedback and developmental
recommendations, e.g., training program evaluations, inform-
al progress discussions, and periodic performance apprais-
als, although a cursory discussion of these 1is included as
a means of more clearly identifying the position of
an assessment center within a corporate human resources
management system.

The research is limited to data collected from one
private sector assessment center. The center serving as the
data source is one which measure those skills and qualities
required for a specific supervisory job and which has two
organizational purposes: (1) identification of candidates
to fill current and short-range supervisory vacancies
(selection), and (2) develobment of those individuals
assessed as not yet prepared to fill those vacancies (diag-
nosis) .

The type of data dealt with in the research are primar-
ily perceptual, although some hard data are also included,

such as age, seniority, and organizational level.

Assumptions

In dealing with the problem and attempting to answer the
research questions, this research is predicated on the fol-
lowing assumptions:

1. A group of individuals exists whose perceptions

regarding assessment center feedback and corre-
sponding developmental recommendations are likely

to be quite reliable.
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2. Through the application of appropriate techniques,
the perceptions of the above group of individuals
can be collected.

3. Through the application of appropriate techniques,
the perceptions of the above group can be analyzed
to provide significant data from which conclusions
can be drawn regarding the basic problem of the
study.

4. Knowledge of factors relating to assessment center
participants' usage of post-assessment development-
al recommendations would be helpful to human re-
source personnel and, in particular, to developers

of educational systenms.

Definitions

Terms used in the study are based on definitions found

in Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language.

Exceptions are as follows:
Assessee - an individual whose skills and qualities are
measured by an assessment center.

Assessment Center - a process using multiple assessment

techniques and multiple assessors which yields judgments
regarding the extent to which a participant displays select-
ed skills and qualities. Unless otherwise noted, this term
will be used to refer specifically to the process as applied
to measure those skills and qualities judged to be critical

to the performance of a particular target job.
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Assessor - an individual trained to observe, record,
classify, and make reliable judgments about the behaviors of
assessees.

Developmental Recommendations - suggestions given to an

individual regarding actions which could be taken in an
attempt to improve skills and qualities judged as needing
improvement for successful performance.

Dimensions - also called "variables." Those skills and

qualities, 1i.e., behaviors judged to be critical to success
in a particular job.

Feedback - information about performance success which
comes after a task has been performed. (Vroom, 1964)

Job Analysis - in this study refers to a combination of

techniques (interviews with, and observations of, incumbents
in a given job; job check lists, training material analysis,
diaries, etc.) used to determine which dimensions comprise a

target job.

Target Job - the job for which an assessment center |is
created.
Variables - used interchangably with the previously

defined term "Dimensions.”

Overview of the Study

The background for the study was developed in Chapter I.
The background included the purpose of the study, the need

for the study, the broad and specific research questions to
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be answered by the study, definitions of special terms used,
and an overview of the research.

A review of relevant literature is presented in Chapter
II. This review includes a discussion of performance
measurement methods and, in particular, the assessment cen-
ter hethod, including historical development and some spe-
cific applications.

A description of the design of the research is presented
in Chapter III. The information presented in Chapter III
includes the research method, a description of the assess-
ment center serving as the source of data for the research,
the procedures used in the study, a statement of the broad
and specific research questions, a description of how the
collectea data are treated, and a summary of the chapter.

Chapter IV contains the analyses of data. A determina-
tion of the factors influencing participant usage of post-
assessment center developmental recommendations is presented
which is followed by a summary of the methods used in arriv-
ing at these conclusions.

In Chapter V the summary, conclusions, and recommenda-
tions are presented. This chapter includes suggestions for
future research.

Following Chapter V are the Appendices and the Biblio-

graphy.
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Summary

A shortage of supervisory and managerial talent exists.
Because of this, most organizations spend significant
amounts of money to locate and develop individuals for
managerial positions. The assessment center method is one
process which many organizations have used to select indi-
viduals for managerial and supervisory jobs from among their
personnel and to make developmental recommendations to those
who do not perform to expectations in an assessment center.
Research does exist which outlines a number of the ways in
which assessment center participation impacts assessees. It
is currently unknown, however, what factors influence an
assessee's follow-up on developmental recommendations made
following feedback on assessment center performance. The
purpose of this study is to identify the factors which
appear to facilitiate/hinder an assessment center partici-
pant's follow-up on post-assessment developmental recommen-

dations.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

To contribute to that which has been done, it is neces-
sary to know what has been done. This chapter reviews
existing literature in a number of specific topical areas
relating to assessment center technology, adult development,
motivation, and feedback. Examination of these areas of the
literature, and others, was carried out as a means of devel-
oping a foundation for the design of the study and the
conclusions and recommendations to follow.

In this chapter of the study, the origins and historical
development of the assessment center method are presented.
Also included is a description of precisely what an assess-
ment center is and is not, along with a description of the
general process which must be followed to develop a useful

assessment center.

The Costs of Managerial Non-performance

As mentioned in Chapter I, it is wvital to an organiza-
tion as a whole and to each of its members individually that
every employee perform at or above expected standards. It

was also mentioned in Chabter I that the failure of a

21
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manager or supervisor has even more significant negative
consequences for the organization than the failure of a
member of the general work force.

Some studies have been conducted in an attempt to deter-
mine the costs of managerial failure. S. L. Cohen (1980 b),
for example, has listed some of the costs likely to be
incurred in any organization when one of its managers or

supervisors fails to perform to expectations:

1. Lost revenues from the incumbent doing a poor job.

2. Lost revenues from the right incumbent not being on
the job.

3. Training for an individual who fails.

4. Training for a new incumbent.

5 Downtime between incumbent changeover. [sic]

6. Start-up or orientation time for a new incumbent.

7. Relocation expense.

8. Psychological costs: individual and organizational.

9. Legal implications of justifying removal decisions.

Miller, in S. L. Cohen (1980 b), also cites some specific
dollar amounts which are significant:

A few attempts have already been made to
calculate failure costs. One estimate,
based on similar factors to those noted
above, was $50,000 for a first-line
supervisor's position; another was over
$250,000 for the cumulative impact of a
managerial failure at the upper middle
management level. While these figures
are at best isolated cases and can't
necessarily be generalized to other
organizations, it is reasonably safe to
assume that the costs associated with a
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single ineffective managerial performance
for most organizations probably lies
somewhere between these two values. (p.
51)

As mentioned earlier, there is also the issue of the
human cost of non-performance. Psychologists have studied
the concept of self-esteem and the way in which individuals
react to events which influence their self-esteem.

According to Abraham H. Maslow (1970, p. 45) all indi-
viduals in our society who are psychologically healthy have
"...a need or desire for a stable, firmly based, usually
high evaluation of themselves, for self-respect, or self-
esteem, and for the esteem of others." He categorized the
concept of self-esteem into two subsets: (1) the need to
exert power, display competence, to achieve, be independent,
and to feel confident, and (2) the need to be respected by
others through praise, recognition, attention, and status.
It seems quite clear that these two subsets of self-esteem
are interrelated.

It seems natural, then, that a manager's failure will
result in a decreased level of self-esteem due to a reduc-
tion in self-esteem from both of the aforementioned subsets;
the poorly-performing manager will not be able to achieve,
display competence, or feel confident. Additionally, poor
performance is less likely to result in praise and positive
recognition from others. Particularly unfortunate 1is the
prognosis for the individual who failed in a managerial

position. Research conducted by A. K. Korman (1966) has

concluded that individuals who perceive themselves as
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successful behave in a manner which increases the likelihood
of further success. Those individuals who have a strong
negative self-perception tend to behave in ways which in-
crease the likelihood of failure. As a result, the finan-
cial costs of a managerial failure in which the ex-manager
is kept in the employment of the organization may be pro-
longed in the new job role. Assuming one's level of self-
esteem is much reduced due to a managerial failure, the
probability of performing successfully in a different posi-
tion may be correspondingly reduced. Avoiding managerial
failure, therefore, seems very worthwhile when all of the

implications are considered.

Methods of Managerial Selection and Development

It is the task of most human resources personnel to
provide support to their organizations in recruiting,
selecting, orienting, training, developing, and maintaining
employees (Szilagyi, 1984). Toward this end, a number of
differing techniques have been developed to identify/select
and develop employees. Within the context of this research,
supervisors and managers are simply one definable group of
employees and, as a result, many of the selection and devel-
opment techniques to be briefly examined can be, and often
are, used with other employee groups as well.

Digman (1980) conducted research to more fully under-
stand how major corporations project development needs of

the organization, identify individual development needs, and
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how the corporations' actual methods of needs identification
compare to methods they would ideally employ. Digman (1980)
sent questionnaires to 289 U.S. companies considered to be
among the top 500 in terms of assets, sales, market values,
and net profits and received 47 usable responses. His
research resulted, in part, in the list in Table 2.1. The
list is useful in defining the multiplicity of ways in which
management development needs are identified and their rela-

tive frequencies of use.

TABLE 2.1--HOW MANAGEMENT DEVELOPMENT NEEDS ARE SPECIFIED

Percent Using By
Level of Management

Exec- Super -

Method : utive Middle visory
Performance Appraisal 69% 89% 89%
Judgment of Superiors 78% 87% 87%
Analysis of Future Position 56% 69% 53%
Self-assessment by Individual 58% 64% 58%
Individual Development/Training Plan 44% 56% 62%
Analysis of Current Position 51% 60% 60%
Geared to Typical Needs 38% 44% 51%
Formal Assessment Center 2% 11% 20%
Input from Subordinates 7% 18% 18%
Objective Testing 43 43 11%

Other 4% 4% 2%
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Following are descriptions of a few of the commonly used
methods of managerial and supervisory selection and develop-
ment which should help place the assessment center method

into an appropriate perspective.

The Interview

Single and multiple interviews have long been used as a
means of collecting information which can be used to eval-
uate an individual's readiness and suitability for a parti-
cular job. According to Porter, Lawler, and Hackman (1975):

The interview is the most widely used
selection device, and there is clear
evidence that job applicants can influ-
ence their attractiveness by how they
manage the interview. It has been demon-
strated that the more interviewers talk,
the more favorably they are inclined
toward the job applicant (Mayfield,
1964). There are also data that show
that interviewers are much more influ-
enced by unfavorable information than by
favorable information (Webster, 1964).
Additionally, of course, such factors as
dress and appearance can influence the
favorableness of the interviewer's judg-
ments. What all this suggests is that
the thoughtful job applicant can often
significantly influence his attractive-
ness to an organization by behaving in
certain specific ways. (p. 137)

The authors also probe the extent to which the interview
outcome can be skewed by particular behaviors of the appli-
cants being interviewed:

Experienced interviewers are, of course,
very much aware of the motivation and
opportunity for interviewees to present a
misleading image of themselves in the
hope of appearing more acceptable...
Many interviewers, furthermore, claim
they can tell when an interviewee is in
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fact trying to do this. However, the
evidence on the validity of interview
judgments (Mayfield, 1964) would suggest
that perhaps they are not as good at this
as they believe themselves to be. (1975,
p. 138)

Development Dimensions International, headquartered in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, is devoted to supplying programs
and consulting assistance to organizations, particularly in
human resource areas. DDI was founded, and is currently
headed, by Dr. William C. Byham, a well-known author in the
field of managerial assessment.

According to DDI through their training program Targeted
Selection (1980), recent past behavior can be used to make

judgments about applicants which have good predictive valid-

ity. According to Targeted Selection, to make reasonably

accurate predictions about future behavior, interviewers
must start asking questions only when an extensive job
analysis has been performed to identify and describe those
behaviors which are considered important to success in the
job. Once this has been accomplished, the next step is to
design interview questions which are job-relevant, non-
leading, and non-hypothetical, i.e., questions which focus
on events of the recent past rather than upon the inter-
viewee's description of a proposed reaction to a given
situation in the future.

Interviews are used to select external applicants for
positions, as well as to select current employees for other

positions within an organization. The interview is rarely

used as a developmental tool as well. Development can occur
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provided feedback is supplied to job applicants which iden-
tifies areas in which the candidate is seen as needing
improvement.

It must be mentioned, however, that the evidence is
currently not in favor of the interview. According to
Reilley and Chao (1984), "The interview is recognized as the
most widely used method in personnel selection...and encom-
passes a wide variety of techniques which can range from an
unstructured, non-directive approach to a defined set of
questions in an oral exam." (p. 266) In reviewing research
pertaining to interview validities, they concluded the aver-
age estimated validity coefficient (based on 12 studies,
roughly half of which were predictive, the others con-
current) to be nineteen one-hundredths. 1In sum, Reilley and
Chao (1984) indicate:

The evidence does not support the valid-
ity of interviews as alternatives sub-
stantially equal with tests, nor is there
any evidence that interviews will have
less adverse impact than tests (though
few studies are available). Based on
this evidence the interview cannot be
recommended as a promising alternative.
(p. 271)

It seems evident that the interview used as a develop-
mental tool would not be sufficiently accurate in pinpoint-
ing managerial developmental needs. While job applicants
may be given feedback regarding those areas in which they
were deemed by interviewers to be less than satisfactory,

the research to date would suggest the applicants should

question the validity of those recommendations.
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Tests

Prior to the implementation of Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 as subsequently amended by Executive
Orders 11236 and 11375, tests of various sorts were commonly
used to select and place individuals in organizational posi-
tions. With the new legislation covering requirements for
tests--requirements to be enforced by the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC)--employers began to abandon
objective tests formerly thought to identify strengths and
weakness of job candidates. For most employers, the effort,
expense, and potential liability incurred in developing
and/or using a test does not justify its contribution to a
selection or placement decision.

Tests are often classified as "aptitude" or "achieve-
ment" and measure potential in a given area or a current
level of skill, respectively. Although test validities vary
greatly, Blum and Naylor (1968) have concluded:

Since the same test can often be con-
sidered both an achievement test and an
aptitude test depending upon use, this
classification system is often a fuzzy
one. Thus, with many tests one can (1)
measure the amount of present skill, and
(2) use the present score to predict
future performance. (p. 90)

This information suggests that achievement tests may be
of some assistance in identifying the extent to which an

individual displays the skills needed to perform effectively

and may be of some use in identifying developmental needs.
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Performance Appraisal

According to Szilagyi (1984, p. 540) employee perfor-
mance appraisal is "...the process of identifying, meas-
uring, and developing human performance in organizations."”
Porter, Lawler, and Hackman (1975) acknowledge the informal
component of evaluating work effectiveness:

Much of the evaluation that takes place
in organizations is informal, but some of
it becomes part of the formal performance
evaluation systems that are present in
many organizations. Ideally, formal
evaluation systems utilize valid data in
order to determine how well an individual
is performing his job. Information of
this type then forms an important input
to organizational reward...and planning
systems. (pp. 315-316)

Szilagyi (1984) highlights three functions of perfor-
mance appraisal: (1) observation and identification--
observing selected job behaviors and/or outputs and deciding
how frequently sample observations will be conducted, (2)
measurement--comparing the actual behaviors and/or outputs
to the levels expected to determine the acceptability of
performance, and (3) development--improving performance over
time. Szilagyi (1984, p. 540) emphasized:

A performance evaluation system must be
able to point out deficiencies and
strengths in people's behavior so they
can be motivated to improve future per-
formance.

These broad-based functions of a perfor-
mance evaluation system can be translated

into specific purposes. The most import-
ant are:



31
Feedback for employees about
how the manager and organiza-
tion view their overall per-
formance.

Promotion, separation, and
transfer decisions.

Criteria for allocating organi-
zational rewards.

Criteria for evaluating the
effectiveness of selection and
placement decisions.
Ascertaining training and de-
velopment needs, along with
criteria for evaluating the
success of training and devel-
opment decisions.
Managers need to keep in mind that the
performance evaluation process is at the
focal point of the entire behavioral
control system. That is, it not only
evaluates the employee's behavior, but
also initiates and corrects action.

It is the last specific purpose listed by Szilagyi, that
of ascertaining training and development needs, which is of
the greatest interest to the researcher. No research, how-
ever, could be located to identify why assessees follow up
in varying extents to developmental recommendations dis-
cussed in a performance appraisal interview.

It should also be mentioned that performance appraisal
systems are used as a tool for an individual's development
in the present job by comparing present skills and behaviors
to the demands of the job currently held as well as for a

more advanced position by comparing the present skills and

behaviors to the demands of the advanced position.
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Kirkpatrick (1978) has indicated that while analysis of
performance appraisal forms in "...one of the best sources
of supervisory training needs...this approach is rarely
used." (p. 17) This was not entirely in congruence with
the research conducted by Digman (1980) who agreed that
performance appraisal systems yield information which can be
used in determining management development needs, but who
discovered that, in the 47 major corporations surveyed, a
performance appraisal system was the most frequently cited
source of management development needs information for
middle-management and supervisory positions. Performance
appraisal is used for this purbose by 89 percent of the
responding organizations. When executive development needs
were identified, incidentally, judgment of superior(s) was
the most frequently cited technique (78 percent) while per-
formance appraisal systems held second position (out of a
possible 11 sources of information), cited by 69 percent of

the responding organizations.

Self-assessment

As the name implies, self-assessment is the process by
which an individual examines his/her own strengths and areas
for development with respect to one or more skills or
traits.

Self-assessment is uncommon in employment settings
(Reilley and Chao, 1984), primarily because the technique is

based upon the apparently faulty assumption that individuals
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can make valid judgments about their own skills and abili-
ties. In their review of self-assessment validation
studies, Reilley and Chao (1984) discovered that:

Although several studies reported posi-
tive results, only three studies included
validity coefficients with overall cri-
teria. Based on these 1limited data
(three independent coefficients, total
N=545) an average weighted validity of
.15 was calculated. (p. 282)

Although Reilley and Chao did find self-assessment to
have widespread use in psychological research, they con-
cluded:

Based on the research available, self-
assessments cannot be recommended as a
promising alternative. However, since
self-assessments can be obtained quickly
and inexpensively from applicants,
researchers might consider including
self-assessment variables based on job
analysis information in a wvalidation
study. Results of such.studies, if con-
ducted in a realistic employment setting,
could help determine whether self-
assessments can be a useful source of...
information. (1984, p. 283)

Individual Assessment

Though individual assessment may include a number of
techniques like the interview and various tests, e.g., self-
report inventories, and projective tests, it is a process_in
which a psychologist gathers information about an individual
and compares it to job requirements to make a recommendation
regarding the individual's suitability for the target job.

Of the methods of managerial selection and development,

individual assessment has the greatest similarity to the
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assessment center method. Many of the assessment center
exercises may be found in individual assessment, e.g., an
in-basket exercise, an interview, and a scheduling exercise,
but a key difference is that individual assessment employs a
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