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Abstract

This research provides evidence to support the argument that selection procedures dependent upon
clinical judgements, being used in the chartered accountancy profession, may well provide results not
significantly different from those obtained by chance. Research has suggested that personality type,
choice of vocation and performance are predictable from personal histories (Holland, 1976; Owens
and Schoenfeldt, 1979; Eberhardt and Muchinsky, 1982a; Super, 1980; Wernimont and Campbell,
1968) and using a predictive model approach to scoring biographical data (biodata) 1s explored here
as a means of improving the selection function.

Part I of this study develops predictive models for scoring the biodata of applicants to the profession.
An original contribution is made by carefully comparing two empinical model-building
methodologies: the generally accepted, non-parametric, Weighted Application Blank technique and
the parametric, logistic regression technique. The validity of both are explicitly tested using
information from a sample of 23 training offices from 22 medium size chartered accountancy firms.
The sample trainees were all non-accounting graduates entrants entering between 1985 and 1987
(N=665). Evidence is provided of the superiority of the results of the parametric models, in terms

of true predictive validity. Relevant theory and the important implications of the results for related
biodata studies generally are discussed.

The result of applying the models to applicants, rather than recruits, 1s examined in a pilot study.
An original approach to scoring applications is presented. Specifically developed software is provided
to minimise both processing time and error margins. The biodata logit scores of the applicants and
their likely success as trainees as indicated by that score, are compared with the firm’s decision
whether to accept or reject. Severe problems inherent in the judgemental approach to selection are
revealed and the superior performance of the model-based approach demonstrated.

Part II addresses the crucial issue of long term validation of biodata models by scoring a sample of
recruits from 3 representative firms’ 1988-90 entrants (N=323). The evidence does not support
criticism of long term validity, as the logit models demonstrate effective performance, measured in
terms of the probability of correct classification, successfully predicting the criteria on those entering
the profession up to 5 years after subjects used in model development. It 1s suggested that poor

methodology may be responsible for excessive loss of validity over time in other studies and their
lack of use of hard data.,

In addition, original evidence is provided to support the hypothesis of the generalizability of such
models (i) across organizations and (ii) across samples significantly different from the development
sample. This evidence suggests that, not only may the models be used to score applicants accounting
firms of different sizes (and are therefore not organization-specific) but they may be used to score
accounting graduates, who differ considerably from the original development sample (indicating that

they are not sample specific). The appropriateness of using these models in a manner similar to
psychometric tests is considered.

An assessment of approximate net profit associated with successful, failing or partially successful
trainees 1s made. Accounting graduate trainees are more financially viable than non-accounting



1 | Introduction

Human information processing is extremely complex. Judgemental processing,
involving, as it does, the comparison of diverse information, is adversely effected
by the level of complexity of the task and the number of items to consider. In
addition, human judgement is notoriously susceptible to bias caused by situational
determinants and personal experience. This is particularly true in the areas of
recruitment and selection, where human ’clinical’ judgements are used routinely to
assess the potential of job applicants. The problems associated with such

judgements are magnified when the applicants are not experienced in the work for

which they are applying.

Techniques for evaluating the likely performance of people in various types of
occupation are legion. Some are more thoroughly researched than others. Some have
high face-validity which belies their low validity and reliability, others, although
exhibiting good reliability and validity, may not have the face validity to make
themselves popular. This might explain the continued use of the unstructured

selection interview, personality tests of any kind and pseudo-scientific and
fundamentally questionable methods of selection eg graphology, which are all in
constant use in this country (Robertson and Makin, 1986) and the limited use of

more valid measures, such as structured interviews, cognitive tests and scored
biographical data (biodata).

Employers in the UK are remarkably similar to those in other European countries
in their chosen methods of recruitment (Smith and Abrahamsen, 1992). There is a
prevalent, if misplaced, belief that human jydgemental methods, like the ubiquitous
selection 'interview, “are superior methods of evaluation. ‘At the very least, the
prospective employer and employee must meet to assess each other in social terms.

However unstructured interviews, which are widely used to judge applicant

suitability in terms of the interviewers’ prediction of future performance, are

1



extensively criticised for lack of predictive validity and reliability and their basic

unfairness (eg, Arvey and Campion, 1982).

Recruiters believe that good employees result from successful recruitment procedures
but what of their firm’s poorer employees? The recruiter obviously believed at the
time of selection that they also had the right qualities for success but, barring those
whose removal from the job was not performance related, this was manifestly not
so. Equally, what of those not accepted for employment ? What proportion of these
would have been successful employees? The lowest expectation for any recruitment
system 1s that the results are better than random selection of applicants. A selection
procedure is useful if the organization can do a better job of hiring people with 1t
than without 1t’ (Guion, 1992, p330). This expectation is not always fulfilled.

Guion points out the employment decision is based on implied prediction and that
such *hypothesis-making’ requires a clear understanding of the job to be filled. Thus
the job must be formally analysed and the resulting description used to identify

important behavioural criteria. This information should then be used to develop

"hypotheses’ about potential predictors and prepare assessment strategies.

The research literature is emphatic that statistical methods of evaluation are superior
to ’clinical’ methods (Dawes and Corrigan, 1974; Dawes, 1977) and Herriot (1987)
has argued that clinical judgement of candidates’ suitability for employment should
perhaps be removed from the employment interview. ’Professional judgement,
unlike "hunch” or "play-it-by-ear” decision making, is systematic, informed and
based on understanding and research (Guion, 1992, p388).°

It the evaluation of the prospective employee’s aptitude for the job does not take
place 1n an interview, where then should this function be accomplished? Since it is

wasteful 1in both manpower and cost terms to conduct interviews with unsuitable

candidates, arguably it should take place before the candidate is approached.

The employer has to use what information is available to him at the time of the



assessment to judge the suitability of the applicant and this area is fraught with error.
Application forms are used to make swift judgement on whether to meet the

applicants and interviews and tests of various types are used to complete the

assessment.

Scoring the applicant on his/her background data, supplied by the application form
and cv, 1s often an intuitive process, not governed by any statistical methodology
and yet there is sufficient data held on the humble standard application form to

provide ex ante accurate predictions of applicant likelihood of success.

Biographical data (biodata), has been found to be a very useful source of information
for building predictive models, particularly at the initial stage of recruitment. This
study seeks to assess the applicability of such models for overall professional
recruitment of graduates. The profession studied here is the chartered accountancy
profession. Its record of graduate recruitment has not been good, with wastage and

poor performance affecting over one third of entrants.

The profession recruits almost exclusively from those graduating from the established
universities. Over the last decade, the wastage rate has clearly demonstrated that the
profession’s predominantly interview-based selection process is failing to select

appropriate trainees with an acceptable survival rate from the applicant pool.

However, the profession is made up of a multiplicity of firms of differing sizes and
client bases. Small local practices service local clients, medium sized firms service
medium sized clients, sometimes specialising in one type of client eg, the shipping
industry or the press, and large firms service public-listed clients, conglomerates and
multinationals. - Within firms and between firms, there may be differing codes of
conduct, methods of work and idiosyncratic forms of appraisal. Nevertheless,
within these frameworks, methods of recruitment across the profession are almost
identical (Harvey-Cook and Taffler, 1987).

The ICAEW (Institute of Chartered Accountants of England and Wales) monitors the



training and experience of all trainees, such that at the end of a successful contract,
all students should be of a similar standard. In theory, no matter what size of
training firm or client base, each trainee passing the professional examinations and
completing a successful three year contract within a member firm, 1s expected to be

at a level of professional competence comparable with any other.

Thus 1t 1s feasible to view the profession as a whole and develop suitable recruitment
strategies for profession-wide use, providing the predictive criteria reflect
professional, rather than individual firms’, goals. Successful and unsuccessful
trainees should form homogenous groups from which to draw sufficient information

to build predictive models for classifying all graduate applicants to the profession.

Nevertheless, inter-firm and, indeed intra-firm differences in ethos, management
style and training should not be reflected within such strategies as these are the areas
which must be assessed at meetings not concerned with the selecting of the suitable
applicant, the selection models having taken on this function. ’...(A)ll organizations
have a climate or culture which in turn tends to attract a certain type of person
(Swinburne, 1986).

This study seeks to provide evidence that indeed it is feasible to use formal statistical
predictive models to replace the selection function of recruitment interviews,
proposing that such models are fairer, more valid and more reliable. In addition,
taking a profession-wide approach using subjects drawn from firms of differing sizes
from within a particular profession, the feasibility of developing one set of models

for all firms within that profession 1s examined. Such a strategy would uphold

arguments that reject the orgamization-specificity of such models (Childs and

Klimoski, 1986; Rothstein et al, 1990) contrary to the suggestions of Hunter and
Hunter (1984).



1.1 Biographical Data

The use of biographical data (biodata) for predicting future behaviour has recently
increased in the USA. Drakeley (1989b) suggests that the rise in popularity of
biodata has coincided with US employment legislation, concerned with the
job-relatedness of information gathered by firms in their selection procedures
(Hunter and Hunter 1984) and the impact of the use of cognitive tests on minority
groups. Certainly Reilly and Chao (1982), in examining the validity and fairness of
alternatives to using psychometric tests in selection, found that only biodata and
peer evaluations provide comparable validities, although more recent research

(Weisner and Cronshaw, 1988; Campion, 1988) suggests that structured interviews
may provide equally high validities.

Biographical items on application forms are used routinely by firms and education
establishments to form judgements as to whether, in the opinion of the processor,
applicants are suitable for the position/course for which they are applying.
Harvey-Cook (1984) finds that much of the information required by chartered
accountancy firms on their application forms is redundant in practical terms.
Decisions on the inclusion of items are based on arbitrary judgements of what
constitutes useful and necessary information for selection and indicators of future

success/failure.

High volumes of similar application forms received at certain times of the year, as
in the case of graduate recruiters, are generally inspected by a clerk or secretary
with, perhaps, instructions concerning the rejection of those applicants who are
deemed to be totally unsuitable. These are conditions under which cognitive

overload is most likely to occur. Processors faced with vast numbers of extremely

similar forms may lose sight even of the simplest of criteria. There is simply too

much information to process.

The data normally collected on an application form is usually what is termed ’hard’

biographical data, ie the data is objective and verifiable. In addition, it is the kind



of information which an applicant is usually happy to divulge. Those items which
might cause offence, eg sex, mantal status and racial items, are still to be found on
application forms and in the event may be missed out by applicants if they feel
offended. However, this may not necessarily be a problem in practice, for example,
only 5% of all those entering training contracts under the aegis of the ICAEW in
1993/94 had apparently chosen not to respond to the question on racial background

(ICAEW, 1995). In this study only 3 of the 663 application forms were similarly
deficient.

A great deal of what is termed ’biodata’ énd used in the development of predictive
models, however, is of the ’soft’ (unverifiable) type where the applicant is invited
to express feelings or opinions in multiple choice format, with the inevitable
acceptance of the inability of such measures to be reliably compared between
subjects (eg Biographical Inventory for graduate entrant HM Inspectors of Tax,
1985; Helmreich et al, 1973: Matteson, 1978).

Despite the possible loss of the contribution of such more qualitative and
unsubstantiable- data (Asher, 1972; Stokes, Mumford and Owens, 1989), the
development and validation of predictive, practical biodata models from the usual
hard data found on application forms, 1s the basis of the first part of this study. The
associated advantages stem from the continued use of firms’ present accepted
application style, including the SAF (standard application form), firms’ individual
application forms and cv’s, and the ease of verification of the information and the

perceived worth of such data for recruiters.

Using - biodata predictively in employee selection is to employ the fruits of a
combination - of research paradigms : Holland’s Vocational Preference theory,
Super’s Life-span - Lifespace theory, Wernimont and Campbell’s behavioural
consistency . approach, etc. The basis of such research is. simply that prior
experiences shape the way we will behave in future situations and those who have
had similar patterns of past experience are likely to behave in a similar way in

future. ’Such data work because behaviour tends to be consistent’ (Guion, 1992,



p344).

It has been suggested that biodata instruments are not ’transportable’ across
organizations (Hunter and Hunter, 1984) and that empirical keys are organization-
specific. This study also seeks to test Rothstein et al’s (1990) thesis of non-
organmizational specificity of such instruments in a professional environment with
many separate firms of varying sizes with greatly varying client bases and criteria,
albeit involved in similar work, using common predictors. Not only may
professional examination performance be satisfactorily predicted by such an
approach, but also successful performance within the individual organization and in

client firms, as measured by performance ratings which encompass both firm and
client-based behaviour.

In addition, the long term validity of biodata instruments has been questioned
(Hunter and Hunter, 1984; Mitchell and Klimoski, 1982; Henry and Hulin, 1987,

1989; Ackerman, 1989; Rothstein ez al, 1990 and Barrett and Doverspike, 1992) and
this study will offer evidence to support the stability of such devices over time.

1.2  Recruitment and Selection in the Accounting Profession

In the early 1980s accounting firms generally were critically examining their
recruitment procedures in order not only to improve their productivity by more
successful manpower management, but to come to terms with what they were led to
believe was an imminent and rapid shrinkage of the pool of young prospective
employees, particularly graduates. Indeed, in 1987, Herriot spoke of the decrease
in the number of graduates over the following 15 years and, as recently as 1990, the
Institute of Chartered Accountants of England and Wales (ICAEW) reported a 27%
drop in school leavers and a 30% increase in the demand for graduates, in the
Executive Summary of their magazine ’Accountancy’ (ICAEW, 1990).

A study of small firm (10 or fewer partners) recruitment completed by the ICAEW



(1989) indicates that, despite the overall increase in student numbers in the
profession, there had been a noticeable drop in the numbers recruited to small firms.
The reasons for this may variously stem from the staffing implications (trainees
spend a lot of time on courses etc), recruitment expense (both financial and time

aspects) and uncertainty of tenure associated with student accountants.

Harvey-Cook and Taffler (1987), in their study of the profession, note that only
10-15% of those submitting application forms to chartered accountancy firms were
being offered an interview as literally thousands of applications may be received for
very few vacancies. Indeed a recent survey carried out by the PA Consulting Group
(1993) finds that an average of 95 applications are received for each general graduate
vacancy, Blue Chip companies and familiar high street names attracting an average
of 272 applications per vacancy. Recruitment to the profession rose from 4,683 in
1977/8 to a peak of 7,063 in 1988/9 and then fell steadily from 6,894 in 1989/90
to 3,840 in 1993/4. The intake percentage of accounting graduates has remained

steady at about 20% and the non-accounting graduates at around 70% (ICAEW,
1988, 1995).

The chartered accountancy profession offers a basic training so useful that qualified
accountants are much sought after in industry and commerce and therein lies the
reason for the popularity of the profession with graduates, particularly those who did
not choose accountancy when they took their degree. At present more than half of
the ICAEW qualified members work outside accountancy (O’Kane, 1989). This loss
1s no longer accepted philosophically by the profession as it is, in effect, bearing
industry’s training costs, even though there are distinct advantages for firms in

having members placed in industry.
The profession is plagued by its image and the dangers that training ’...will be

perceived as boring, socially barren and commercially irrelevant by students looking
for intellectual challenge and an interesting life’ (ICAEW, 1990).

Thus retention in the profession, and particularly to the training firm, has become



an important issue, additional to the successful passing of professional examinations

and practice work performance. Changes in accounting practice have resuited in the
need for fewer trainees eg, the reduced audit commitment of many larger firms, but
the need for a steady stream of personnel with partner and management potential has

not reduced, as firms diversify into areas such as management consultancy.

Recruitment departments are under increasing pressure to generate such personnel
in the face of diminishing resources and yet the sample firms had not seriously

explored the characteristics conducive to long tenure or successful performance as

a practising accountant.

Smaller firms are seen to be at particular risk and certainly their share of the intake
had dropped from 28% in 1985 (the first sample year of this study) to 20% in 1988.

Currently firms with =100 partners account for 65% of the total graduate intake
(ICAEW, 199)).

The ICAEW, concerned at the levels of wastage during the training stage of graduate
entrants, particularly in small and medium-sized firms, helped to fund part of the
research which formed the basis of the study reported here, Harvey-Cook and
Taffler (1987) having expressed the opinion that using a biodata-model selection
strategy might well be an answer which could be considered on a profession-wide

basis.

Methods adopted generally by companies to recruit staff are examined by an Institute
of Personnel Managers (IPM) study conducted by Gill (1980) which shows that 90%
of the 335 companies studied relied upon the interview to select executives, only
10% of firms used some form of psychometric testing% and less than 5% used
assessment *centres. These findings are upheld by Harvey-Cook and Taffler (1987)
and are similar to results published by Robertson and Makin (1986) which show a
greater proportion of the 108 Times Top 1000 firms using grapﬂology (7.8%) than
biographical data (5.8%), while one firm uses astrology to select managers.
Anderson and Shackleton (1986) conclude °...over the past 15 years, there appears

to have been minimal uptake of the advances in staff resourcing technology into



organizational practices.’

They stress that it 1s up to personnel specialists to take advantage of the developing
technology to improve their practice and call upon psychologists to ’...1dentify and

1solate the causal factors underlying the negligible transfer of research developments

into wider recruitment and selection practices.’

As the accounting profession is moving through the 1990s, the effectiveness of the
recruitment function has not greatly improved and drop-out and failure rates are still
unacceptable. There are still many more graduates seeking employment than there
are jobs available but, despite this, the PA survey is reported to find that 23% of

their sample of firms are unable to fill their quota of graduates (PA Consulting
Group, 1993).

The accounting profession recognises that the key to more successful recruitment and

retention must be ensuring a better ’fit’ between candidate attributes and

performance.

’The problem of manpower planning for the 1990s is so serious that
it needs to be put high on the agenda of every managing partner, no
matter what the size of firm.” (ICAEW, 1990).

1.3 General Recruitment Issues

All industries which are associated with large graduate intakes are understandably
anxious to take steps to ensure that their recruitment methods appear fair and
efficient. The qualify and quantity of those recruited must be such that firms are
adequately staffed by competent employees who are likely to be succe*ssful_ﬁ in their

work and remain with their recruiter for a reasonable length of time, in order to off-

set training costs, improve productivity and contribute to the overall development of
the employing organization.
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This study commenced late in 1988 and might be seen as answering the call made
by Anderson and Shackleton (1986) above. At that time little improvement in the
uptake of more technical recruitment practices had been reported in the literature,
but many of the largest graduate recruiters were reported in the media as
experimenting with assessment centres, outward-bound courses and proliferating
personality and psychometric tests, such as the Watson-Glaser CTA (Watson and
Glaser, 1991) and the Occupational Personality Questionnaire (Saville and

Holdsworth, 1984) to supplement and improve their existing recruitment procedures.
Nevertheless, most still see the section interview as a fundamental part of the

recruitment process and resist the notion that it is not valid.

The following sub-sections give an outline of procedures adopted generally by large

recruiters of graduates at the time this research commenced.

1.3.1 Presentations and Literature

Professions and individual organizations recruiting graduates in quantity offer
presentations at universities during which they explain what the organization
will require from the graduates and what they can expect in return. Many
also issue brochures which are distributed to university careers offices for
students to peruse or which are sent to direct applicants. At presentations,
there are very often current staff members, who are available to discuss the

firm with prospective entrants.

Employers are keen that this publicity reflects their firm’s ethos, giving a
reasonable picture of life within their organization and indeed candidates
expectations of the firm are formed by such pre-selection literature and any

presentation made by them at university recruiting sessions (Wanous, 1977;
Rynes and Boudreau, 1986).

Herriot (1987) expfeSses concern about the truthfulness of prE-selection

publicity material since realistic job information, vital for students making
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career choices, is not always what is found in brochures. He emphasises the
need for full factual information, ’...not vague promises about an exciting

and stimulating environment in a glossy brochure.’

Recruits, who, on the surface, seem identical in qualification and background
to successful trainees, drop-out of the system. Identifying those who are not
well matched to the job is a key issue, as is identifying the reasons for

mismatch.

'New employees entering the accounting profession have
work expectations which are not being confirmed by their

actual work experience at least during the first year of
employment.’ (Dean er al, 1988).

While the latter expectations may be based on a composite of all the
information applicants have received concerning their own chosen profession
during the recruitment and selection processes, and their inherent needs
(Ferguson and Hatherly, 1991), the problems associated with person/job
mismatch should be considered to be the unsatisfactory result of all
information received before joining the organization. Porter and Steers
(1973) argue that the job behaviour of an employee is directly affected by the
degree to which his/her prior expectations match reality.

Certainly some of those recruited by the less ’open’ methods will be

successful, perhaps more by chance than design, and many will not (Porter
and Steers, 1973). Unfortunately the problems associated with unfulfilled

expectations may not readily be removed for

’

Failure to satisfy employee expectations may result in
“dysfunctional organizational outcomes...it may not be possible
.. to extract higher than expected commitment levels by
§urpassing those expectations.” (Dean et al, 1988).

There 1s general agreement that those who have received realistic previews

are able to self-select more efficiently (Premack and Wanous, 1985: Meglino

and De Nisi, 1987) and thus are less likely to apply for jobs for which they
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are not suited. When the applicant is fully informed, he/she is freer to make
informed choices. As freedom to make choices increases, so does
commitment to the selected courses of action. In addition, the fully informed
candidate can, prior to commencement, develop coping strategies to deal with

the more worrying aspects of the job, if and when they are encountered
(Premack and Wanous, 1985).

Once the candidate has joined the organmization, those who have received
good information will experience an adjustment of expectations, which will
be shifted downwards, and they are therefore less likely to be disappointed
(Saks and Cronshaw, 1990). There is also less likely to be a mismatch
between the individual’s needs and the organizational climate.

"The use of realistic job previews in the recruitment of new
members has shown consistent results in reducing the turnover

of newcomers for a variety of organizations.” (Wanous,
1977).

The reason for this is likely to be because Organizational Reality Shock
(ORS) described as ’... the discrepancy between an individual’s work
expectations established prior to joining and the individual’s perceptions after
becoming a memberﬁof the organization’ (Dean et al, 1988), 1s reduced when
the applicant has received realistic job information based on analysis of the
work involved. Thus i'ealistié information should be used in attracting
applicants to reduce the numbers of those who leave prematurely because
they have suffered unacceptable ORS.

However, the IPM study (Gill, 1980) finds that 24% of those firms surveyed
used no job description in their recruitment procedures. In addition, firms
are unlikely to issue any information, via whatever channel, which they
consider in any way detrimental to their corporate image, or likely to put
candidates off with negative overtones. Thus it seems unhkely that much
effort will be taken to reduce the gloss and improve the quality of the

information, while graduate recruiters feel themselves to be in open
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1.3.2

competition with each other for the same potential recruits, which indeed

they are.

Those applicants who are, in fact, mismatched and leave, may be the victims
of inadequate or less than truthful pre-entry information. Certainly, the high
volume of applications received by chartered accountancy firms indicates that
efficient self-selection is not taking place. Wilson (1994) finds a moderately
high correlation (r=.34) between trainee accountants’ experience of receiving
a realistic preview and professional commitment and states that

...trainee accountants are more committed to the profession
and more successful within the host firm when they have
gained prior exposure which informs them of what to expect
in the job.’

Application Form Processing

Application forms influence decisions made at all stages of selection (Herriot
and Rothwell, 1981; Dipboye et al, 1984; Herriot, 1984) and are according
to Herriot, ’...in principle a source of the most valid predictors of job

success yet discovered: biodata.’

A recent unpublished IMS survey (Strebler, 1990) indicates that 90% of
firms use application forms and 79% of those sampled felt that they were
reliable enough to predict job performance as they stood. There has been
little published research in the UK based on using such biographical data for
predicting job success. What there is tends to have been carried out by the
armed forces or the Civil Service. For example, graduate applicant tax
inspectors are subject to a biodata inventory which has been in use since
1985, biodata has been used as a pre-selection sift for the appointments-in-
adminstration competition for cabinet office posts (Bethel-Fox et al, 1988)
and has been used as part of the selection procedure for Royal Naval Officer

training (Drakeley et al, 1988).
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Although, by report, other large recruiters use biodata, eg, medical schools
and high street banks, there 1s, as yet, no published evidence from these
sources. This may perhaps reflect the competitive nature of graduate
recruitment as organizations using biodata may not wish it to be known, In

order to keep the "edge” over others, or may fear that the components of the

models will become known and test results contaminated. It should be noted

that such contamination will not affect hard data items, which can and should
be verified.

The application forms used by organizations recruiting graduates are usually
very similar. Apart from the usual details of name, address, education,
academic qualification and previous work experience, the candidate is invited

to describe himself in terms of social activities and the levels of responsibility

he has achieved at school and in subsequent activities.

There is, in addition, a space where the candidate is expected to give an
account of his/her reasons for applying to the organization and perhaps to a
particular profession. This would appear to invite the candidate to peruse the

publicity material and give the recruiting organization appropriate responses
gleaned from 1t (Keenan, 1985).

Candidates may indeed make earnest attempts to assess the match between
their characteristics and those apparently required, but, as indicated above,

the brochure may not give adequate or even truthful information upon which

to make valid career decisions.

The majority of application forms require the names of personal and

academic referees. These references are ’virtually useless as screening

devices’ (Anderson and Shackleton, 1986), as they contain ’...no specific
relevant information and such details that are included are mostly indefinite

and inaccurate.” Common sense indicates that it would be highly unlikely

that applicants would cite referees who might give any other than a good
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reterence and 1t 1s very rare for a referee to give negative responses.
Evidence as to the low validity and reliability of such letters is given by
Muchinsky (1979) and Reilly and Chao (1982).

Anderson and Shackleton contend that the use of referees should be limited
to the factual checks of biographical information and not for eliciting
opinions relating to personality characteristics or suitability for positions.
However, despite their obvious inadequacy, like the selection interview,
letters of reference continue to be used by recruiters, 96.3% of Robertson

and Makin’s (1986) sample of 108 firms used references some of the time.

Much of the information on the application form seems to be used as a
prompt for suitable questions at interview and is not, in effect, used for
selection purposes per se, eg, academic or athletic awards obtained, general
health. Other information is used as an ad hoc predictor of future
performance eg, grades of yearly undergraduate examinations, which are
used to make informal predications of eventual degree class. The use of such
information with no underlying statistical basis 1s invalid and must inevitably

contribute to inappropriate selection decisions.

Finally, given that the information upon application forms is seen to be of
importance to the firm (why else collect 1t ?), 1t would appear likely that the
necessary measures would be taken by the recruiter to ensure that the
information is appropriately gathered, coded and systematically used. This
1s rarely the case. Very few firms in Robertson and Makin’s (1986) survey
used the data on their application forms for predictive purposes, 94.2% never
using biodata at all and only 1.9% of firms using it always. In addition,
Wingrove et al (19845 report that there are factors other than those related
to the a;ctuai contents of the application form, eg ’applicant wrote a lot’,

which were highly influential in accept/reject decisions.

The range of information demanded by an application form is wide. and

16



varied. The items are certainly likely to be valid predictors (Herriot, 1984)
but very little real use is made of them. Considering the time taken by
applicants to complete them this is staggering. Nevertheless, they do so
willingly in the believe that all of the information will be used to judge their

suitability in an effective way. This faith appears misplaced.

1.3.3 Selection Interviews

Candidates whose application forms have been successfully vetted by firms
are inevitably offered a selection interview to assess their fitness for the

position being offered. There can be few selection techniques which have

been so thoroughly researched as the selection interview with many of the

results negative, particularly those relating to the traditional, unstructured

interview.

'Judged by the acid test of psychometric efficiency -
that is validity - the selection interview is a miserable
failure. Review after review of the literature has
indicated that the degree of validity is lower than that

obtainable by means of appropriate psychological tests,
and much lower than for biodata’ (Herriot, 1984).

'With the possible exception of such obvious forms of
quackery as graphology, phrenology and astrology, no
other personnel selection technique is held in such low

esteem in the research literature as the interview.’
(Dipboye et al, 1984).

Yet the interview remains the most widely used selection tool (Robertson and
Makin, 1986; Anderson and Shackleton, 1986) despite having low reported
validity and reliability. Apparently recruiters are not convinced. Orpen
(1985), referring to earlier, unpublished work, finds

’...selection officers were generally unwilling to dispense with the
interview as the main selection tool, even when informed that

psychological tests were more valid predictors of success for that
particular job.’

Cémpion et al (1988) comment ’There is no evidence that the continual

warnings of researchers over the last 40 years about the limitations of the
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traditional interview have decreased its prevalence.” The interview is seen
as being as valid as any suitable psychometric test and just as much an
indicator of future success. In the accountancy profession, since the
application pre-sift is cursory, the reliability of the recruitment process is
almost exclusively focused on the interview result (Harvey-Cook and Taffler,
1987), despite the warnings concerning the validity of selection interviews

having been issued to the profession directly by Bevan (1989).

There 1s an extensive and detailed literature on the selection interview. A

brief discussion only follows.

Reilly and Chao (1982) specifically compare the fairness of interviews with
other methods of evaluation, including biodata and reference checks, and
conclude that only biodata and peer evaluations produce validity coefficients
to match those of psychometric tests, the latter having the highest predictive
validity. However, Dreher et al (1988) argue that traditional research design
issues may be responsible for the interview’s unwarranted reputation for poor

validity, and suggest that interviews should be behaviourally based.

Wiesner and Cronshaw’s (1988) meta-analysis of employment interviews to
investigate the impact of interview format and structure on interview validity,
suggests the interview may, in fact, be a good selection instrument.
However, structured interviews provide validity coefficients twice as high as
those derived for unstructured interviews and higher validity coefficients are
"...associated with more reliable interviews [ie, structured, board, situational}

and the use of formal job-analytic information in developing interview

questions.’
Huffcut and Arthur (1994) define interview structure as ’...the reduction in

procedural variability across applicants, which can translate into the degree

of discretion that an interviewer is allowed in conducting the interview.’
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Harris (1990) discusses the recent development of three types of interview
structure: Behaviour Description Interviews [BDI] (Janz, 1982), Situational

Interviews [SI] (Latham et al, 1980) and Comprehensive Structured
Interviews [CDI] (Purcell et al, 1980).

The first concentrates on past employment experience and uses responses (o

predict future performance. Orpen (1985) compares BDIs with unstructured
interviews and finds BDI validity for predicting supervisory ratings after one

years (r = 0.48) to be significantly higher than for unstructured interviews

(r = 0.08), and, for predicting sales performance, the difference is even
more marked, r = 0.61 v 0.05.

The second type of structuring, situational interviews, focuses on what the
interviewee would do in a given situation (his/her intentions). This
technique, pioneered by Latham et al (1980), is grounded in the theory of

goal setting, which states that mtentlons or goals, are the immediate

precursors of a person’s behaviour.

SIs provide the interviewer with examples of actual work situations, rated on
anchored scales, which measure applicant intentions. They tap *meaningful

areas of predictor behaviour for signs and/or samples of future job-relaied
behaviour (Wernimont aqd Campbell, 1968). Questions are of the ’what

would you do if..:.’ variety and are based on a critical incidents job-analysis.

Latham et al (1980) report high inter-rater reliabilities for SIs and Wri ght et
al (1989) obtained a reasonable mean correlation of 0 39 for their meta-

analysis of 13 studles Latham (1989) c1tes 8 studles using SIs with predlctlve
vahdmes rangmg from 0.14 to 0. 45 and compares them favourably Wlth

cognitive test results. He also prov;des evidence from 10 studies to support
the valid, bias-free, reliable and practical nature of SIs.

g

Janz and Purcell ef al liken BDIs and CSIs, the latter as yet the subject of
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limited research, to cognitive tests, although there 1s no evidence so far that

significantly better results are achieved.

Why should structuring the interview increase its predictive validity? Dawes
(1977) states that any structured form of decision making is superior to
unstructured forms. Maurer and Faye (1988) suggest that structuring
interviews may simply prevent the interviewer from collecting too much

information and the employment of mechanical scoring systems regulates

their ratings.

Unstructured interviews yield more information than structured interviews,
but 1t 1s disorganized and ’noisy’ and therefore makes inter-candidate
evaluation more or less impossible. ’Given this state of affairs, it is not at
all clear how interviewers manage to discriminate between candidates on any
rational basis.’ (Keenan and Wedderburn, 1980).

Hakel (1989) believes that inter-rater agreement is the key issue in assessing
the reliability of the selection interview, although he warns that ’...vigorous
pursuit of interrater agreement might produce an interview...that is nothing
more than a self-reported work sample’ (p291). Nevertheless, there may be
disadvantages in curtailing the range of information gathered. Hakel defines
this as a problem of construct validity, ’...specifically the trade-off between

bandwidth and fidelity. The interview is...a wideband low fidelity technique
(p291).’

Carlson er al (1971) examine the consistency with which people interviewing
the same candidate actually agree. Their results indicate that only structured
Interviews yield information which has reliable inter-rater agreement. This

1S also supported by the work of Schmitt (1976).

Campion et al (1988) argue that structuring raises the psychometric
properties of the interview and report a corrected validity of 0.56 in their
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study. They, and Wright er al (1989), suggest that highly structured

interviews are the equivalent of verbal ability tests and more recently,
Huffcut and Arthur (1994) provide evidence that such interviews may

provide overall validity comparable with that of ability tests and that validity

increases with increasing structure.

The theory of validity of predictors in selection (Smith, 1994) states that the
characteristics of work performance fall within three domains: the universal

(required by all work), the occupational (required by certain jobs) and the
relational (required to relate to others in specific settings). The validity of the
predictor measure is a function of the extent to which it reflects the
dependence of work performance upon these three domains. He suggests
that siﬁational interviews focus less on the ’irrelevant domain’ and more on

the ’occupational’ (and possibly the universal) domain(s).

As interviewers ask applicants about the past in order to make predictions of
likely future behaviour, interview validity must depend on the memory of the
applicant and pre-supposes that the responses will be truthful. This 1s not to
suggest that applicants deliberately falsify their responses, although they may
do so, but they are playing a role of which they are aware certain
characteristics are expected and will modify their behaviour and responses
accordingly (Super, 1980). In addition, not all aspects of the past behaviour
of the applicant will be good predictors of future success and some variables

will be better predictors than others.

Relatively little emphasis is placed on the behaviour of the interviewer,
although there is ample evidence that there 1s a strong relationship between

candidate responses and interviewer behaviour (Keenan, 1976,1977,1978;
Keenan and Wedderburn, 1980). Research demonstrates that positive
non-verbal interviewer behaviour can increase the desire of the interviewee
to accept an offer (Liden and Parsons, 1986) and applicants take this

behaviour as an indication of their likely success (Rynes and Miller, 1983).
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Interviewer behaviour may also be manipulated by applicants’ impression

management techniques (Gilmore and Ferris, 1989).

Even though structuring interviews restricts information gathering to that set
out by the structure, interviewers are, unfortunately, subject to many biases,
eg primacy, halo, leniency and severity effects (Shuh, 1978; Arvey and
Campion, 1982; Reilly and Chao, 1982; Harris, 1990) which are concerned
with the order of information presentation and the tendency of raters to raise

or lower their overall ratings on the basis of the candidate’s ratings on

particular aspects.

The physical characteristics of applicants have significant impact on interview
outcome and most recruiters are happy to admit that they are not impressed
by candidates who, by their careless dress, have indicated that they place
little importance on the interview. Although this is understandable in a
conventional professional atmosphere, if unscientific, there are far more
insidious biases at work in the interview situation. For example, those whose
physical appearance does not impress or indeed creates a negative impression
on the interviewer, will be disciminated against, as will those who do not

match the personal stereotype the interviewer is seeking.

Physically unattractive people are thus at a considerable disadvantage as they
are perceived less favourably than attractive people with 1identical
qualifications (Haefner, 1977; Rynes and Gerhardt, 1990; Morrow, 1990).

Applicant sex is also an important discriminatory variable., Heilman and
Saruwatari (1979) found that when females represented 25% or less of the
pool .of candidates, they were evaluated less favourably than when the
proportion of female candidates was higher. Females are persistently
discrimingted against at interviews (Dipboye et al, 1975; Dipboye et al,
1977). Dipboye et al conclude that even though "attractive” women are more

highly rated and recommended for higher salaries than "unattractive” ones

22



generally, in jobs which are masculine stereotyped (as is accountancy), they
are consistently evaluated lower than "unattractive” women and both are
consistently rated lower than men, regardless of job. Indeed, 1n this case, 1t
is a disadvantage to be attractive : this has been termed the "beauty is

beastly” effect (Heilman and Saruwatari, 1979).

There has been little work in the UK on how racial minorities are treated at
interview. What work there has been tends to have been carried out in the
USA where equal opportunities legislation 1s further advanced than 1n the
UK. The indications are that black candidates are not treated less favourably
than white candidates in the USA (Rothstein er al, 1990) and may even be

treated more favourably.

However, in the UK, there is a difference between the proportion of various
minority groups in the population and the proportion of the same groups in
professional work (Brennon and McGeevor, 1990). The disproportionality
may be more a function of the education system in the Ui(, which produces
fewer university graduates from minority groups to enter the employment

pool, rather than restrictive recruitment practices.

The CNAA survey of ethnic minorities in the graduate labour market in 1985
(Brennan and McGeevor, 1990) indicates that 0.55% of the university
graduate sample was Afro-Caribbéan, 0.89% was African and 1% was
Asian. Of those recruited to the chartered accountancy firms in 1990, the
percentéges were 0.32%, 0.87% and 7.38% respectively. There is an
observable overweighting in the Asian category and a very small difference
between the other two cﬁte gories. On this evidence it seems unlikely that the

profession is treating minority applicants differently from non-minorities.

The minor differences in the accounting profession may have arisen from the
practice of recruiting mainly from the university graduate population, 1In

which minority groups are under-represented. Polytechnics or ’new’
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universities traditionally recruit from those who have lower academic
achievement than the established universities accept, and those with
vocational qualifications. Since ethnic minority communities are commonly
found in inner-city areas, where standards of educational attainment are

lower than the national average, they are more likely to gain their degrees

at polytechnics.

While both the Commission for Racial Equality and the Equal Opportunities
Commission monitor employment procedures for racial minorities and
different genders, the physically and mentally handicapped workforce does
not enjoy such protection. Campion and Arvey (1989) note the paucity of
recent research concerning interview impact on handicapped applicants

making it impossible to assess the presence or absence of unfair treatment.

Arvey and Campion (1982) ask why the interview is still central to virtually
all recruitment processes (Robertson and Makin, 1986; Anderson &
Shackleton, 1986) ‘’given its relatively low validity, reliability and
susceptibility to bias and distortion’ and discuss some of the reasons for this

prevalence. The most likely seems to be that suggested by Kahneman and
Tversky (1973):

’... people are prone to experience much confidence 1n highly
fallible judgements, a phenomenon that may be termed the
illusion of validity. Like other perceptual and judgement
errors, the illusion of validity often persists even when its
illusory character is recognised. When interviewing a
candidate, for example, many of us will have experienced
great confidence in our prediction of his future performance,
despite our knowledge that interviews are notoriously fallible.’

Since we rely in everyday life upon our judgements of people and situations,

it 1S inevitable that we should adhere to those judgements, even in the face
of conflicting evidence, for acceptance of such evidence would undermine

our faith in our ability to cope with the environment (Festinger, 1957).
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Certainly, at some stage, both parties need to meet to assess applicant fitness
for the job. Recruiters in organizations probably rightly believe that they
cannot assess such essential attributes as value priorities, motivation and
life-style expectations, other than in face-to-face meetings and the need for

such assessment 1S emphasised by Smith (1994).

At an 1ntuitive level it is easy to see that a brilliant engineer
at odds with his or her organization is likely to produce little.
A mediocre person who fits the organization like a glove is
likely to do better than many would expect.’

He implies that the use of ‘relationship variables’ as predictors 1s largely

ignored by researchers.

It is, unfortunately, very easy for candidates to make a good impression on
the interviewer by simply agreeing with him/her and complimenting him/her
(Keenan, 1977). This behaviour was found to enhance the chances of a
successful selection outcome, even when the candidate’s qualifications were

inadequate (Gilmore and Ferris, 1989).

If we like people like ourselves and tend to recruit them at interview, this
would not, logically, seem a bad thing, since those interviewing are likely
to be successful job holders. However, those similar to the incumbents of
previous years may not be what the firm is seeking, even though the recruits
will have to work in the same organizational structure. Collins (1987)
reports that the national director of human resources for Price Waterhouse
in the USA stated that, ’It is clear that the public accountancy profession is
not that same as it was 20 years ago.” The same article quotes the dean of a
prestigious American graduate business school as saying, ’It becomes
abundantly clear that the next generation of accountants cannot succeed by

replicating the last.” In addition, such approaches perpetuate any social or
racial bias within professmns

The assessment of applicant fit, however, does not have to be undertaken at
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the same time as the selection decision is made, since an applicant may be

competent to do the job, but be not suited to the work environment of the

firm.

The problems concerned with the lack of reliability and validity of interviews
may be overcome by removing the selection function from the interview and
changing its status (Herriot, 1987). The interview then becomes a
negotiation, rather than an assessment session with one-way information

flow. The two parties may concentrate on the necessary interaction to assess
candidate ’fit’ within the organization (Rynes and Gerhardt, 1990) and the

formation of a ’social contract’ (Argyris, 1960, referred to in Herriot, 1987).

Barber er al (1994) find that a ’recruitment only’ interview can result in
substantial increases in the information acquired by applicants, enhancing the
organization’s ability to communicate with them. They suggest that such an
interview format is ideal for organizations who want to counteract a low

profile or poor 1mage.

Evidence from Rynes and Gerhart (1990) suggests that, when general
employment skills (Cuniversal characteristics’ (Smith, 1994)) are held
constant, interpersonal skills, goal orientation and physical attractiveness
contribute to the assessment of ’fit’ (these items are not available on the
application form) and academic qualities, social involvement and work
experience (all available on the application form) do not contribute. It would
appear that interviews may have a unique contribution in tapping areas which

may not be available at the application stage, although Rynes and Gerhardt
call for further research into the whole question of ’fit’.

Reilly and Chao (1982) suggest that the low reported validity of the selection
interview might be caused by confusion about its rules and objectives. In the
case of the chartered accountancy profession, where on-campus, and indeed

in-firm interviews, are conducted by many different people from the same
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firm, there is an obvious need to standardise the procedures to ensure that
candidates are assessed on an equal footing. The same groups should be
rejected or accepted, independent of interviewer, and those rejected are those

who would ultimately have proved to be unsuccessful. In short, the system
should be valid and reliable.

Despite this, only 44 % of firms in Harvey-Cook and Taftler’s (1987) survey
had a written interview structure, and these were not necessarily based on
job-analysis. Structuring the interview is a process dependent on job-analysis
which should be undertaken by suitably qualified professionals, although
there are ’off-the-peg’ systems available which allow firms to analyse their
work and prepare job descriptions, eg the Common-Metric Questionnaire,
(Harvey, 1994).

The problem of inter-rater reliability can certainly be addressed by using
BARS [Behaviourally Anchored Rating Scales] (Smith and Kendall, 1963) or
trait assessments (Latham ez al, 1980). Latham ez al find that their BARS
benchmarks show striking similarity to the responses of interviewees. They
suggest that the situational interview might be improved by combining it with
methods that focus on episodes of past behaviour and such an approach might

be considered by the accounting profession (see Orpen above).

However, Carlson er al (1971) ask the fundamental question, *Why spend the
additional effort and expense of using a structured interview when
commercially available and inexpensive paper and pencil ability tests predict
just as well?’ They admit that interviews have greater *face-validity’ than the
psychometric tests with which they are frequently compared and employers
want to use interviews to meet prospective employees. In addition, applicants
whether from social majorities or minorities, may believe such ’content-
orientated’ methods of selection (Schmitt and Ostroff, 1986) to be fairer than
those not so obviously connected with the job, such as cognitive and
personality tests.
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While Hakel (1989) emphasises the need to take into account practical
considerations in changing selection procedures, even refining the selection

interview may be a costly and time consuming business.

Huffcut and Arthur (1994) draw attention to the costs of structuring
interviews (p188): ’... results are particularly relevant to practitioners, who
must weigh cost and development time against anticipated results when

deciding how much to structure an interview.” Maurer and Fay (1988) make
similar comments concerning the development of situational interviews: *The
use and characteristics of an interview method are reflected in its expected
costs and practical viability...advantages must be weighed against the cost
and feasibility of performing the critical incidents analysis upon which this

form of interview is based.’

1.4 Other Methods of Selection

Firms recruiting graduates may choose to use other methods for assessment. Among

these are personality tests, cognitive tests and job-related tests eg, in-tray exercises
(individual situational decision making or job-related information tests), group

discussion/decision exercises, situational inventories and assessment centres (which

are combinations of many different types of test).

Downs (1970) reports that candidates feel that work-related tests give them an
opportunity to show what an interview cannot. One of the most positive aspects of
such tests 1s that candidates can see the relevance of the tests to the job (high
face-validity) and so respond in a positive manner to them. Smither et al (1993) find

...newly hired entry-level managers judged simulations, interviews
and cognitive tests, with relatively concrete item types, to be
significantly more job-related than personallty, biodata and cogmtlve
tests with relatively abstract item types.’

However, the evidence from Becker and Colquitt (1992) would seem to indicate that
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the areas most likely to be faked on a biodata form are exactly those which are more

job-relevant. Their obvious job-relevance opens them to abuse.

The high ’face-validity’ of the ubiquitous personality test, as poorly rated by many
as the interview (Blinkhorn and Johnson, 1990), may account for the recent rise in
the use and popularity of such tests at the selection stage and the regulanty of the
spirited correspondence concerning the nature and valid use of such tests 1n the
psychological press (The Psychologist January, March, May, November, 1990; June,
July, September, November, 1991; February, March, May, 1993).

Herriot (1987) suggests the popularity of personality tests can be explained as firms
use them to assess how applicants will fit in and how far they will rise in the firm’s
hierarchy. The underlying belief is that work being a group activity, relationships
with colleagues are important. Senior management should be home-grown’ and
therefore ’steeped in the organizational culture’. The personality test gives the
manager a ’profile’ of a likely candidate which is identifiably similar to his self-
perception and so it is employed to identify others like him.

Jackson and Rothstein (1993) refute Blinkhorn’s and Johnson’s allegations of poor
validity, commenting that their evidence is too restrictive on many measures and a
biased sampling of the research. They stress that the contribution of personality tests

should be assessed ’in terms of the degree to which they contribute to improved

criterion predictability in the context of other predictors.’

Nonetheless, Guion (1992) concurs with Blinkhorn’s and Johnson’s critique,
criticising the quality of research into the practical utility of personality tests on the
basis of ’...too many concurrent rather than predictive designs and too little

replication (p343)’. He quotes earlier work (Guion and Gottier 1965) concluding

'...it 1s difficult...to - advocate...the use of personality measures In most
situations...as instruments of decision.” Although Guion agrees that personality tests

can be useful 1n a multiple assessment context, he is clear that ’...the evidence does

not exist to justify the use of personality measures, without specific research for
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specific purposes, as a basis for employment decisions (p343).” (emphasis added)

This would seem to indicate that it is unwise to use such devices as stand alone
measures but they may be considered as useful additions to the selection process, a
response echoed by Herriot (1985). Personality tests might prove valuable for

identifying personality congruence with the ’conventional’ type of Holland (1976)
or indeed with the present day ’successful’ chartered accountant personality profile.

However, Crawley er al (1990) find interpreting the results of personality tests (the
Occupational Personality Questionnaire and Myers-Briggs Type Inventory) in their

assessment centres far from easy. Needless to say, the personality attributes assessed

by such tests must be demonstrably job-related for their use in selection procedures.

Assessment centres (ACs), which combine several assessment techniques, have a
very good reputation for validity, though a less good one for reliability, e, they
predict the successful outcome at an acceptable level but may not maintain their
performance over time (Turnage and Muchinsky, 1984). A disadvantage of ACs 1s
that they are situation-specific methods and must be developed for each given

selection problem.

Again, the emphasis is on thorough and systematic job-analysis to ensure the validity
of the centre (Blanksby and Iles, 1990). Only through such analysis can the
’...qualities, skills, characteristics, or abilities or dimensions that are required for
effective job performance’ be assessed. Abstract ’dimensions’ of performance are

identified, used to form the component tests and combined to produce the overall
assessment rating (OAR).

However, Robertson and Kandola (1982) note that work-sample tests 1n assessment
centres provide consistently higher validities than other tests which are not so closely
related to the job; in fact ’...it is exercises (work-samples) not dimensions that best
represent the underlying stucture of assessor ratings...” Robertson er al (1987).

Crawley er al (1990) further emphasise the need for exercises based on the actual

job in assessment centres, in order to provide content validity, as their research
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suggests that the sign rather than sample rationale of Wernimont and Campbell
(1968) 1s of dubious worth.

There 1s still uncertainty over what the Overall Assessment Rating (OAR) measures
and why ACs work (Klimoski and Brickner, 1987: Robertson et al, 1987) and
research 1s still continuing in this area. Unfortunately, ACs are very expensive to
run, due to the number of component exercises and the need for many assessors.
Where large numbers of candidates are assessed, as with graduate recruitment
procedures 1n accounting firms, the process would be impractical, time-consuming
and prohibitively expensive. ACs are more usually associated with assessment of

attributes such as the management potential of the individual already within the

organization.

Situational inventories (Motowidlo and Tippins, 1993) which are low-fidelity work
simulations, are the paper and pencil equivalents of situational interviews, with
multiple-choice format questions. Motowidlo and Tippins find relatively low
predictive validity for such devices (r = 0.3 for job performance) although their
study provided only 36 subjects with sufficient criterion information for analysis.
However, such inventories are relative newcomers to selection and will, no doubt,
be subject to further research and Motowidlo and Tippins note that, whereas the job-
related questions are so specific it might be expected that those with no job
experience would not score well, this is not the case in practice. Such an approach
might well, therefore, be considered by graduate recruiters, since, like biodata

approaches, they use few staff resources and reduce interview commitment and

COSts.

™

Cognitive psychometric tests are designed to score such attributes as clerical aptitude
(DAT Battery, General Clerical Test, Clerical Ability Battery) language ability

(MLAT), verbal reasoning (WAIS), spatial awareness (DAT), and critical thinking
(Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal). Furthermore, most of the more

complex tests, such as the WAIS and the Watson Glaser CTA, target specific areas

of competence, viz (in the case of the CTA) : drawing inferences, recognising
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assumptions, deductive reasoning, logical interpretation and argument evaluation.

Even were specific tests to be identified as useful tools for specific professions,
applicants making multiple applications within the profession might find themselves

repeatedly completing them with the inevitable consequences of practice effects,

boredom and frustration. However, use on a profession-wide basis might be
considered, where any applicant completes the test once and a professional body,

such as the ICAEW, provides the result to member firms.

Guion (1992) reports a reduction in the use of highly specific tests and a trend
towards general measures. He draws attention to the Journal of Vocational
Behaviour which, in 1986, devoted an issue to the importance of general
intelligence, g, in employment settings and concludes that ’a general factor of

intelligence is quite often a better predictor of success, in training and on a job, that

is an "optimally weighted” set of more specific scores (p341).°

Such tests have provided the best accuracy as predictors for employment purposes
(Ghiselli, 1973; Owens, 1976; Hunter and Hunter, 1984) but their use, too,

necessitates the establishment of predictor-criteria relationships after job analysis has

been carried out. That is, specific levels of the targeted test areas must be 1dentified
as significant predictors of performance in job-related areas, providing point-to-point
correspondence (Asher, 1972). Unless these clear relationships are demonstrated,

the use of such tests may alienate applicants (Campion ez al, 1988) and, in addition,

may technically contravene employment and equal opportunity legislation (Owens,
1976; Pace and Schoenfeldt, 1977).

1.5~ Summary

The selection mechanisms in general use for graduate recruitment ie, promotional

material, pre-selection based upon application form vetting and interviews, are not

viewed favourably in the research literature and face criticism for their poor validity
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and reliability. There is mounting concern that such methods are too fallible and

may well not be adequate in the face of increased competition for suitable

prospective recruits.

Recruiters are understandably anxious to refine their current procedures while being
very reluctant to relinquish any of their traditional methods, even in the face of
pressing evidence as to their inappropriate nature (Arvey and Campion, 1982;

Orpen, 1985; Campion et al, 1988; Bevan, 1989; Herriot, 1987).

Promotional material and the use of application forms can be improved, the former
by greater attention to providing pertinent, reliable information and the latter by

structured appropriately developed scoring systems. The selection interview may

perhaps be most resistant to improvement.

Herriot (1984) argues that managers are certainly aware that the selection interview
has severe failings and they should recognise that, as both parties are making

decisions, the situation should be recognised as one of information exchange and
perhaps of negotiation and selling.

It has been suggested that structuring the interview raises its validity by removing
some of the ’noise’ and opportunities for bias. In addition, structured situational

Interviews, with standardised scoring systems to control inter-rater reliability, can

provide predictive validities comparable with cognitive tests.

In order to raise the validity of the selection process, either the validity of the
selection interview must be increased by the methods described above, or other more
valid methods of selection, such as the use of scored biodata, adopted. Model-driven

biodata scoring strategies can be designed to remove those with little chance of

success from the applicant pool before other recruitment strategies are applied. - -

Adopting such an approach, candidates primed by realistic job information, and thus

In a secure position from which to make self-selection decisions (Williams, 1984:
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Premack and Wanous, 1985; Meglino and De Nisi, 1987), are selected by the firm

at the application-form stage when only those whose biodata score indicates a high
likelithood of success in the job are approached.

The candidate is free to assess what the organization can offer, and how well they
will fit in, at the interview (Herriot, 1987). The organization, with similar
knowledge, will be in a much better position to negotiate with the candidate. Thus
the interview may be used by both parties to assess candidate fit’ (Herriot, 1987;

Rynes and Gerhart, 1990). The usefulness of such ’recruitment only’ interviews is
emphasised by Barber et al (1994).

Biodata models which are based on factual data may well produce results as valid
as those achieved by psychometric tests (Reilly and Chao, 1982). Using them to

determine selection criteria may, in effect, be using a biodata model as a proxy for

a standardized test and, it will be argued, remove the need for a ’selection’
interview, by reliably predicting the candidates’ likely performance in the job before
the employer makes the approach to the applicant.

Biodata models are developed from criteria related to job performance, eg,
professional performance and examination results, are obviously job-related and their
use would obviate the need for specific research into which particular standardized
tests would yield satisfactory predictive indicators for that job. In addition, the
predictive power of strategies based such standardized measures is less likely to

decrease over time than those based on more flexible 1items.

1.6  Objectives of the Study

The chartered accountancy profession wishes to reduce the numbers of those wrongly
recrutted, whether the losses are due to mis-match, examination failure, poor
performance within the firm, or any combination of these. The non-accounting

graduate attrition rates for the entry years 1980-1986 were 47%, 42%, 37%, 31%
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32%, 36% and 36% (ICAEW, 1992, 1993). The Education and Training Board of
the ICAEW was concerned with such wastage and its implications for the profession

as a whole, its member firms and, not least, failing students.

This concern is justified. Examination of the thesis study sample of trainees
indicates that only 34% of recruits are successful in terms of passing both their
Foundation and Intermediate examinations at the first attempt. Thirty percent are

outright failures, having failed or referred in both, or failed the first and then left.
Thirty-six percent are intermediate cases who have failed or referred either of these

examinations. These statistics are not better than would be expected from chance

recruitment.

At the request of the ICAEW this research is primarily directed at non-accounting
graduates, since they constitute by far the larger part of the trainee accountant
graduate entry cohorts (78% : 22%) [ICAEW 1992].

The development sample is drawn from non-accounting graduates entering a sample

of small and medium size accounting firms during 1985, 1986 and 1987.

The focus of the research is the first two years of the training contract because it 1s
within this period that the recruitment failures become manifest. Table 1.1 below

demonstrates the attrition of the non-accounting degree graduate trainees prior to
PE2.

Table 1.1

' Non-Accounting Graduate Trainee Withdrawal Prior to PE2*
Entry 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989
% Lost 31.3 32.2 31.2 32.4 32.4

(* ICAEW 1991/2)
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This thesis compares empirically derived methods of personnel selection (biodata
models) with clinical judgemental methods (selection interviews), within the context

of graduate recruitment in the UK chartered accountancy profession, i.e., in an

industrial setting.

An oniginal comparison is made between two model building methodologies, viz: the
non-parametric standard recommended procedure, the informal WAB technique of
England (1971) and a formal parametric statistical technique, logistic regression
(log1t).

Siegel (1956) stresses that the advantages of non-parametric tests stem from their
ability to accommodate ranked or categorical data, to waive the assumption of
normal distribution of scores, to be simply computed and to be applied to small
samples. However, Norusis (1990) points out that such tests are generally less

powerful than parametric tests and are most useful in situations where parametric

procedures are not appropriate.

While Mitchell and Klimoski (1982) use a WAB-derived model to compare with
their formally derived model, a true comparison is not made between methodologies
since each is developed using different sample data. This thesis will provide a

proper comparison between formal and informal methodologies, based on analyses

using identical data sets.

Biodata models have been associated with loss of validity over time which may have
been variously due to poor methodology and/or poor development (Shuh, 1967;
Owens and Schoenfeldt, 1979; Eberhardt and Muchinsky, 1982b; Mitchell and
Klimoski, 1982; Schmitt er al, 1984) but more recent work has challenged the

assumption of diminishing validity (Rothstein et al, 1990; Barrett and Doverspike,
1992).

This thesis examines the out-of-sample performance of predictive selection models

over 4 years after development and seeks to provide evidence supporting their
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continuing use as predictors.

Biodata models have also been presumed to be organization-specific (Hunter and

Hunter, 1984) and therefore restricted in use to groups reflected by the derivation

sample.

This thesis seeks to provide original evidence that this is not the case and that

development samples drawn from organizations across a profession may provide

models applicable to the sampled profession as a whole.

In addition, evidence of the robust nature of such models will be provided,
demonstrating that where the model criteria apply, models may be ’transferred’ to

samples markedly different from the derivation sample (the accounting graduate
entrants).

Finally, there 1s a paucity of the reported use of such models once developed. Since
predictive models are developed for practical applications, this is not helpful. Some
of the issues of diminishing long-term validation may well result from practical use
and/or abuse and lessons may be learnt from the experience of users. This thesis
therefore reports a pilot exercise and issues arising from ’live’ implementation of a

model-based selection process in an industrial setting.

Specifically the objectives are:-

1) To develop predlctlve selection models using an establlshed non-parametric

techmque the Weighted Apphcanon Blank and an appropnate parametric
techmque logit.

4

2) To test the predictive-validity of both techniques and to compare the results
achieved by each.

3)  To compare the results of the selected technique with the results of the
current judgementally-based procedures.
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4) To examine the crucial area of long term validity, providing positive
- evidence of the reliability of predictive models.

J) To explicitly test the theory of organizational specificity in the light of
professional, rather than organizational, entry.

6) To provide original evidence to support the robust nature of predictive
biodata models indicating that they may, like cognitive tests, be used on

cases differing substantially from the intended group but to whom the model
criteria are applicable.

7 To explore implementation issues not addressed in the literature, using data
from a representative sample of firms from within the target profession.

Chapter 2 provides a review and discussion of the use of biographical data as a

source of predictive data and Chapter 3 provides an account of recruitment issues

and the current methods of selection employed in the chartered accountancy

profession.

The empirical research in this study is presented in two sections. Part I describes the
emptrical derivation of predictive models and Part II reports their long-term
validation and practical implementation in an industrial setting and, in addition, also

provides the evidence of their robust nature and organizational non-specificity.

The "development of the selection models, the comparison between the two
methodologies and the implementation of a model-based selection procedure in a
representative sample of firms are reported in Chapters 5 to 7. These are followed
in Chapter 8 by a deséﬁpﬁéh and discussion of Part II of this study, féiatfhg to the

assessment of the long-term validation of the models and their further development.

The final section, Chapter 9, draws conclusions from the study and suggests areas
which would benefit from further research. -
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2 Biographical Data

2.1 Introduction

The theme central to any employment selection strategy is the match between the
skills and personality of the candidate and those required by the job. This involves
exploring the characteristics of the job, then predicting the extent to which any given
candidate will fit the job’s requirements. There are many selection techniques in
current use which have varying degrees of success and most involve some kind of
assessment of the life history of the applicant. Methods used to treat this

biographical data (biodata) also vary to a great extent in terms of content validity
and reliability.

This chapter will examine the nature of biodata and some of the advantages and

disadvantages of its use for predicting applicants’ job behaviour.

2.2  History

Biographical data, or biodata, has had a long history of use for predictive purposes,
dating back to the early part of the century (Owens, 1976 and Monahan and
Muchinsky, 1983) and this reflects its

’...Intuitive and intrinsic validity based.on the fact that it speaks
directly to a central measurement axiom, namely that what a man

will do in the future is best predicted by what he has done in the
past.” (Owens, 1976).

Owens reports heavy and valid military use of biodata during the Second World
War, however*, according to Reilly and Chao (1982), it did not achieve wider

recognition or use until the 1950s. Reilly and Chao believe that the adverse impact
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of equal opportunities legislation in the USA may well have contributed to the
adoption of ’fairer’ methods of selection to replace the standardised tests which,
although highly successful, had been found to have adverse impact on minority
groups (Hunter and Hunter, 1984). Biodata 1s currently a well used tool, both in

selection and staff-development and the volume of research recently attributable to
it bears witness to this.

The development of the use of scored biodata for predictive purposes is the result
of a combination of several theories of personality and development. Two distinct
paradigms which reflect the common-sense view that past patterns of experience
will moderate our approach to our future lives and consequently our choice of
career:- Holland’s Vocational Preference Theory (Holland, 1976) and Owens attempt
at Classification of Persons using biodata from American college students (Owens
and Schoenfeldt, 1979), are integrated in the work of Eberhardt and Muchinsky
(1982a). They conclude that significantly different personal history experiences

differentiate the lives of members of different vocational types.

2.2.1 Holland’s Vocational Preference Theory

Holland’s theory suggests that our prior experiences shape the way we
approach decisions about our future and members of a particular vocation
will have similar histories of personal development. Thus personality type
and vocational groups are congruent and individuals with similar
personalities choose similar vocations. People can be characterised by their
degree of similarity to one or more of six vocational types, viz: Realistic,
Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising and Conventional. Membership
of these groups is seen to be the result of an interaction between a variety

of cultural and personal forces and accountants are found in the
Conventional group.



2.2.2 Owens’s Classification Of Persons

2.2.3

Owens and Schoenfeldt (1979) derived a 389-item Autobiographical
Inventory (AI) from a pool of 2000 items reflecting significant aspects of
early life experieﬁce, including both those within and beyond the control of
the individual. The inventory consists of questions relating to items such as
family life and extrafamilial relationships, school-related activities, interests
and attitudes derived from l<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>