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PREFACE

One of the things I have learned after more than twenty years of design-
ing and administering assessment centers is that while the method

remains constant, the process does (or should) not. If assessment centers
are to live up to their full potential of being a viable and valuable method of
selecting men and women for supervisory and command-level positions in
the police and fire services, it is absolutely essential that the process
evolve and adapt to meet new and changing conditions. It is my belief that
if we are doing things the exact same way we did them five years ago, we
have failed to keep up and have neglected our responsibilities.

The world of personnel management in general, and the fields of police
and fire services, is rapidly evolving and bringing about new challenges
each passing year. We need to evolve and adapt to those changes if we
are to have a process that suitably reflects current conditions. It is essen-
tial that we continue to seek out new ideas and methods, including fresh
scenarios and more reliable scoring techniques. Some of these newer
ideas are discussed in this second edition. The use of computerized simu-
lators rather than the old “smoke and mirrors” method of conducting the fire
tactical problem is but one example. Using computerized in-baskets rather
than the traditional paper and pencil format, is another. I can imagine that
in the years ahead, new advances will be made in the art of designing sce-
narios, methods of administration, and candidate evaluation practices so
that what we consider “state of the art” today will seem old fashioned then.

One thing that is not likely to change, I believe, is the value of the
assessment center method to the field of personnel selection. It has proven
itself time and time again, and its value will not be diminished with the
passing of time. If anything, it will be viewed in the years ahead as an even
more vital tool for selecting future supervisors and middle-managers than
it is today.

In this edition, I have expanded and updated some of the technical
aspects of conducting assessment centers and candidate evaluation pro-
cedures. For example, I have included a discussion of computerized sim-
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ulations for the tactical fire problem as well as a means of ensuring that the
benchmark criteria for this problem are consistent with local practices. I
have also added a chapter discussing the complaints typically heard about
assessment centers. This may be valuable reading if you are considering
an assessment center and anticipate some resistance to it. I have also
included a chapter devoted to a discussion of ways to ensuring candidate
satisfaction with the process. While not all candidates will appreciate or
have positive feelings about their participation in the assessment center,
there are ways to try to ensure that the experience is meaningful and
rewarding for them, regardless of the outcome.

I once considered writing an entirely new book to describe the best and
worst performances I have ever seen in an assessment center. I later
decided that the best performances speak for themselves, but the worst
ones need to be memorialized so that others can benefit from them. I have
described many of these in Chapter 10, and I hope they serve as dramat-
ic examples of the worst approaches to several of the exercises contained
in this book.

I originally prepared this book as a guide for those who might be prepar-
ing to participate in an assessment center as well as for those who might
simply want to know more about the process, or who might be considering
adopting the process for their own agency. I have been told by many peo-
ple that this book was helpful to them in preparing to participate in an
assessment center. It is gratifying to know that some useful purpose has
been served by my efforts. I hope this second edition will prove as valuable
to my intended audience as the first edition seems to have been.

C.D.H.
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What’s this I hear about assessment centers?



Chapter 1

WHAT IS AN ASSESSMENT CENTER?

An Assessment Center is not a place, but rather a process that is used
in both private industry and in governmental agencies for the purpose

of determining those persons who have the ability or potential to assume
higher levels of supervisory, managerial and administrative ability.

Assessment centers are traditionally viewed as a part of a selection
process, whereby candidates are evaluated on their ability to perform a
particular job for which they are applying, but an assessment center can
also serve other purposes as well. For example, assessment centers can
be used to assist individuals in learning more about their strengths and
weaknesses so that they can better prepare themselves to achieve what-
ever career goals they may have set for themselves. Carefully-designed
assessment centers can also be used to evaluate deficiencies in organi-
zational as well as individual training programs. For instance, the results of
an assessment center may indicate the need for additional training in pub-
lic speaking, cultural diversity awareness, or human relations.

Assessment centers create a learning environment for participants. By
taking part in an assessment center, participants can better under-
stand the direction their organization is going and prepare for the “jour-
ney.”1

An assessment center can also be used to pinpoint problems with orga-
nizational coordination and policy and procedure development. For exam-
ple, the police or fire tactical problem exercise (described in Chapter 4)
may yield tremendously valuable information about a police or fire depart-
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1. Patrick Oliver, “The Assessment Center Method: Not Just for Promotions Anymore.” in Subject to
Debate: A Newsletter of the Police Executive Research Forum (March/April, 1998), p. 2.



ment’s tactical procedures and how well (or poorly) they are understood by
members of the organization.

While these other uses are important, the assessment center is used pri-
marily as a tool for evaluating candidates for promotion or appointment,
and it is in this context that the material contained in this book is present-
ed.

An assessment center consists of a standardized evaluation of behavior based on
multiple inputs. Multiple trained observers and techniques are used. Judgments
about behavior are made, in major part, from specifically developed assessment
simulations. These judgments are pooled in a meeting among the assessors or by a
statistical integration process. In an integration discussion, comprehensive accounts
of behavior, and often, ratings of it, are pooled. The discussion results in evaluations
of the performance of the assessed on the dimensions or other variables which the
assessment center is designed to measure.2

The assessment center process differs from more traditional examina-
tion methods in that it is a test of skill and ability rather than knowledge.
Perhaps the greatest advantage of the assessment center is that it pro-
vides a higher degree of reliability and insight into supervisory or manage-
ment potential than is possible with other examination methods. In addi-
tion, experience has shown that candidates feel that the assessment cen-
ter is much more fair and job-related than other types of examinations. As
a result, they are less inclined to challenge the results of an assessment
center, even when they do poorly.

Assessment centers must adhere to certain basic principles which have
been developed over time and must be administered under carefully con-
trolled conditions if they are to be considered valid and reliable (see
Appendix A). Among other things:

1. Assessors should be thoroughly familiar with the duties and responsibilities of the
position for which the candidates are being evaluated and must be trained in assess-
ment center methods and techniques.

2. Multiple assessors are used in evaluating the performance of candidates.

3. Multiple assessment techniques, including at least one simulation exercise, must
be included in the process.

The assessment center is a process of evaluating candidates for promo-
tion, appointment or reassignment that has proven itself in over fifty years
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of application in both government and in private enterprise. While assess-
ment centers are usually viewed as tools for determining a candidate’s suit-
ability for promotion in rank or assignment to a higher position in the police
or fire service, this method is also used by some agencies for evaluating
candidates for entry-level positions.3

Although there are other methods that can (and should) be used in eval-
uating the supervision, management, and administrative skills of candi-
dates for various positions, there are none that provide the same level of
insight into how a person will actually perform if eventually appointed to the
position for which he or she is being evaluated. This is due, in part, to the
fact that, in the assessment center method, there is an attempt to place the
candidate into situations and scenarios that are very similar to the situa-
tions and scenarios that the candidate will actually confront if appointed to
the position.

An assessment center attempts to capture the reality of the position for
which the person is being considered. While the candidate understands
that the exercise is merely a simulation, he or she also understands that
every attempt has been made to make the simulation reflect the actual
conditions of the position for which he or she is being considered. For
example, in an In-Basket Exercise, the organization of the police or fire
department used in the exercise will normally reflect or be similar to the
actual organization of the police or fire department in which the candidate
works or where the position is located for which the person is applying.
Similarly, in a Community Meeting Exercise, the candidate will normally be
asked questions by the role players based upon actual conditions in the
community or neighborhood that is being represented in that exercise.

Because candidates understand that the exercises which they will expe-
rience are intended to reflect reality, they also understand that their reac-
tions to these situations should also reflect reality. They must understand
that they are expected to deal with each of the scenarios presented to them
in the same manner they would if, in fact, the scenario were an actual sit-
uation. In truth, candidates rarely need to be told this at all. Experience has
shown that candidates become so involved in the emotion of the situation
that they often forget that they are role playing and do, in fact, react exact-
ly the way they would in a real- life situation. This becomes quite important
in the evaluation of candidates if it becomes clear to the assessors that a
candidate may lose confidence under pressure or react belligerently when
encountering opposition or hostility.

One of the most unique aspects I have discovered about assessment
centers is how quickly and accurately assessors are able to “size up” a can-
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