The Effectiveness of the Job Applicant Selection Process

On what is the decision to hire someone generally based?  

Any of several methods are currently used in the process of hiring a job applicant.
Below is a discussion of a number of methods currently in use.
Interview

This method of establishing job applicant suitability is subjective and intuitive, subject to hiring bias and dependent on the perceptions of the interviewer in the following areas:

  -  Appearance

Appearance has an influence on the appointment of job applicants, according to Beehr & Gilmore (1982).
Studies done at the University of Tuledo indicated that the opinion formulated within the first 20 seconds of an interview, are generally reflected in the final evaluation of the applicant (Kapor Klein 2007).  This study would confirm the subjective and intuitive nature of job selection in companies (often smaller organisation) which use only this method and the curriculum vitae in the appointment of job applicants.
Patrick C Stark, & Richard D Goffin (2003), agree that physical appearance may play a role in the appointment of job applicants.

Kapor Klein (2007) explains that stereotyping (generalising about people according to our own beliefs) influences our assessment of others.  We will subconsciously fill in information which is not apparent, about another individual, from our frame of reference. She cites an example of a company having to choose between two applicants for promotion, one white and the other black and gay.  The decision was based on an assumption, that one was an affirmative action appointee. Research conducted by the University of Chicago in 2004 (Kapor Klein 2007) cited an example where about 5000 fictitious c.v.’s were sent out to employers. Those with ‘white’ sounding names had 50% more call backs than those with African American sounding names.
According to Kapor Klein, unconscious bias consistently influences decisions we make about job applicants though  in the so-called non-discriminatory modern work environment, this is vehemently denied.
-   Eloquence

Preparing glib standard responses without giving away too much about self, is often easy for the applicant since the questions in an interview are frequently predictable, e.g. ‘where do you see yourself in 5 years from now?’ or ‘how do you handle conflict?’  The question is how many applicants actually believe their own responses, how many people ever each that goal, how many human resource managers ever remember what the applicant said.  What is remembered by the Human Resources Manager, is whether the response was favourable or unfavourable in their view.
-  Curriculum Vitae 

According to Bright and Hutton (2000) the curriculum vitae is a ‘self report’ which may or may not reflect the complete truth. ‘Recruiters’ perceptions of applicants’ academic qualifications, work experience, and extracurricular activities interacted to predict recruiters’ perceptions of applicants’ employability’ (Cole, Michael et al 2007).

It is surprising how many companies will accept the curriculum vitae without question, neglecting a proper assessment of references until the relationship between the employer and the employee sours.
Further to the subjective and intuitive methods, recruiters attempt to add a more objective means of assessing personality.  These include the following methods.

Conventional Personality Tests

What do personality tests attempt to establish?

Personality tests attempt to assess the ‘Big Five’, which is thought to be a ‘fairly comprehensive and well-accepted taxonomy of normal personality (these five factors are often labeled Neuroticism, Extroversion, Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness’ Morgeson et al (2007:693).
It is often as a result of personality factors that an employee is eventually fired.

Do tests give the interviewer enough insight into the prospective employee for the human resources manager to make an informed decision?

According to Morgeson et al (2007), the use of personality tests brings with it numerous problems, including the low validity of personality tests in predicting job performance.  Morgeson is clear that their research pertains only to personality tests for selection purposes and not for personality tests in general. On the other hand research done by Tett & Christiansen (2007), disputes Morgeson et al’s findings, indicating moreover, that there is little evidence that response distortion among job negatively influences the criterion-related validity, of personality measures.  
In  Morgeson’s et al. (2007) review of faking in personality tests, faking on personality tests by job applicants, continues to be a problem for which there appears to be no solution. Problems include the elimination of potentially good candidates who may be attempting to respond with honesty.  Diphoye in Morgeson (2007) defines faking as either an outright lie or as the applicant’s ability to ‘present an idealised concept of self’.  The idealised concept of self implies that the applicant believes s/he has the potential to achieve the criterion addressed in the question.
The effectiveness of self report tests therefore depends on whether the applicant is prepared to disclose information.
Murphy et al (2007) believes that faking is less of a problem than the validity of personality tests. According to them, ‘it is that the validity of personality measures as predictors of job performance is often disappointingly low.’ (2007:693).  He cited a study done by Barrick which indicated that correlation between personality dimensions and job performance, the variance was as low as 15% and suggests that measures of cognitive ability provide a more accurate indication of variances in job performance. Wagner in Murphy (2007) confirms positive validity coefficients for cognitive tests as a measure of job performance but concedes that additional measures would enhance cognitive tests validity.

Dzieweczynski
Cortina et al. (1992:121), cite Schmit and Ryan’s argument that past failures to find significant relationships between measures of personality and job performance is that ‘personality researchers have lacked any well accepted taxonomy for the classification of personality measures’.

As Guion (1965) in Morgeson (2007) stated, more research is needed to establish why personality tests are at times effective and at other times are not.  This concern is echoed by Marcus et al (2007) who adds that further research is required to establish which personality constructs contribute to criterion-related validity.

Campion (2007:694) suggests that although personality tests have a low validity, they could add validity to a battery of cognitive tests.

Research done by Hurtz and Donovan (2000) showed that personality tests did not predict ‘trainability’ of an applicant whereas cognitive tests did.  The effectiveness of cognitive vs personality tests, according to Hurtz and Donovan (2000) is important bearing in mind that companies are increasingly required to train knowledge workers.

In their research on the correlation between the big five personality factors and job performance, Hollenbeck in Morgeson et al (2007:710) concluded that the ‘correlation between these factors and job performance was affected by other variables, e.g. agreeableness to performance was influenced by the reward system in place’ and add that self report tests do not effectively measure team dynamics.
The suggestion therefore is that personality tests should be designed specifically to be job related. Murphy et al (2007) also suggests that other ways of assessing personality should be explored, e.g. if you want to know about someone’s personality, just ask his or her coworkers.’ (2007:719).  According to Suls et al (2004) there is a very low correlation between how one rates oneself and actual performance.  In fact how other people rate one is often more accurate.

There therefore appears to be a lack of consensus as to the validity and reliability of personality tests in the selection of job applicants.
There appears however, to be consensus among researchers that, alternatives to self-report personality measures should be found. Campion (2007:719) agrees with Murphy’s et al (2007) suggestion that there is a need to ‘think about new and innovative ways of measuring the constructs.’  Morgeson et al (2007) concerned by the low validity of personality tests for predicting job performance agrees that personality constructs do have value for employee selection, but that alternatives to self-report personality measures need to be found.
 Integrity tests
Schmitt (2007), questions the research by Ones, Viswesvaran, & Schmidt, 1993, on the validity of integrity tests, pointing out that integrity items would require applicants to disclose dishonest behaviour,  which is not likely to happen thus defeating the purpose for which companies use integrity tests, and therefore resulting in low validity of integrity tests in personnel selection.  
A lack of consensus regarding the validity and reliability of personality tests in the selection of job applicants continues to be a problem. For Murphy et al (2007) a further lack of consensus is whether faking responses on tests is perceived by companies to be dishonesty or simply that the applicant knows how to respond in a socially acceptable manner.
Handwriting Analysis (Graphology) as an alternative to conventional personality assessments.
Graphology, like conventional personality tests seeks to the measure personality constructs of the writer.
A fledgling science, graphology is being used as an alternative method in the selection and appointment of staff in many European and American companies.  The credibility of this method of personality measurement, remains under scrutiny.  Scepticism surrounding graphology is often owing to its misuse by untrained individuals.  McNeal (1967) states that ‘graphology has become a legitimate field of research, offering an alternative to conventional hiring techniques’.  Current research continues to contribute to the body of research on the subject which still requires significant study to counteract the scepticism with which graphology is still plagued.
How does graphology differ from conventional methods of personality measurement?
Handwriting analysis can be done whether the graphologist understands the language of the writer or not.  Handwriting Analysis cannot determine: age, race, religion or gender and is not influenced by appearance, positive self reporting and attempts to portray a positive image, which therefore reduces the subjectivity factor of the technique.  
According to Crumbaugh JC & Stockholm E (1977:403), graphology is a ‘projective expressive movement that is neither better nor more poorly validated than most projective techniques as a means of personality assessment, which is inadequate because their subjectivity makes statistical study difficult.’
A significant cause for concern in the use of personality tests, is the ability to fake in the test.  Prior coaching  for the test, or the predictability factor in the test or interview makes it easy for the prospective employee to respond ‘appropriately’.

Faking is almost impossible with graphology as the applicant is unable to control the brain impulses which is projected on paper nor is aware of how to manipulate the writing. Any attempt to change the writer’s normal handwriting would be easily identified by a technically trained and experienced graphologist who examines more than 300 graphological features within a sample of writing before developing a composite profile of the writer.

In a study done by van Rooj & Hazelzet (1997) ten graphologists independently analysed samples of handwriting for extroversion/introversion Of the 60  classifications 58 were correct, which indicates the graphologists could correctly identify extroversion from handwriting. 
The validity and reliability of graphology as a method of personnel selection continues to be debated with studies such as that conducted by Simner & Goffin (2003) discounting its validity as a predictor of job performance and studies by Crombaugh & Stockholm (1977), which confirm its usefulness as an alternative method to the current more conventional methods.  
Because the application of graphology is not subject to the same stringent regulations required of other personality tests, it is frequently practiced by qualified and unqualified practitioners alike therefore severely impacting its credibility. Graphology if properly administered is a highly technical method attempting as other psychological methods, to measure personality without claiming to be infallible.  
From the above discussion it appears there is no one guaranteed method to ensure optimal personnel selection. Orthodox psychology researchers admit that they do not have the ultimate answer for determining personality traits. Each method carries with it significant weaknesses with hiring bias a potential danger.  Methods of personnel selection in a culturally diverse South Africa with its strict nondiscriminatory regulations, brings with it its own complexities.  For the human resources manager therefore, the problem of objectivity continues to be a problem in personnel selection.
Making use of a combination of methods could bring the employer closer to selecting the best applicant for a position or promotion.
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