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    ASSESSMENT CENTERS 

Definition 

An assessment center is a process in which several different competencies of poten-
tial or existing employees are evaluated by more than one assessor using multiple 
techniques. These techniques include paper-and-pencil inventories, interview" and 
role plays and simulations. The results of the assessment center process can be used 
for employee selection or development. 

Description 

Assessment centers were originally developed for military purposes, first by the 
German military and later by the U.S. Office of Strategic Services in World War 
II. The process was driven by the need to select officers and undercover agents. 
The competencies required of people entering these jobs were very complex and 
not appropriately measured by existing instruments. 

The goal of the early assessment centers was to measure complex behavior 
accurately using several different kinds of measures. It was thought that compe- 
tencies would be more reliably measured if observed more than once and by as- 
sessors with specially developed skills. 



 

 

The key to a valid assessment center is the objective measurement of behav- 
iors. If assessors are not extremely well trained, their assessments might be biased 
as a result of factors unrelated to performance, such as the attractiveness of the 
person whose behavior is being assessed. 

In 1956, at AT&T, Douglas Bray first applied the assessment center technique 
in a business setting (described in Thornton & Byham, 1982). It is hard to imag- 
ine a more detailed study of individual behavior, attitudes, motivation, and suc 
cess. More than four hundred entry-level employees participated in the AT&T 
assessment centers between 1956 and 1960. Five years later their assessment cen- 
ter scores were shown to be strongly correlated with different measures of man- 
agerial progress (for example, salary and number of promotions). 

There is no such thing as a typical assessment center. However, some prac- 
tices are more common than others, with 83 percent of assessment centers using 
in-basket activities, 78 percent using simulated coaching meetings, 70 percent using
leaderless group discussions, 70 percent using structured interviews conducted by 
the assessors, and 68 percent using oral presentations (Kudisch et al., 1998). Nearly 
90 percent of the organizations that administer assessment centers use them for 
employee selection, and 69 percent use them for employee development (Kudisch 
et al., 1998). A majority of development centers also use 360-degree, or multirater 
feedback (Kudisch et al., 1998). 
 

When to Use 
 

Implementing assessment centers requires both time and financial resources. 
Therefore, assessment centers should be undertaken only when there is solid ev- 
idence that the organization can achieve a positive return on investment (ROI). 
The following three situations are appropriate opportunities for using assess- 
ment centers. 
 

When Selecting Managers and Supervisors 
 

Using the assessment center technique does add cost to the hiring process. How- 
ever, Gaugler, Rosenthal, Thornton, and Bentson (1987) demonstrated that across 
many applications, there is a significant correlation between performance in an as- 
sessment center and performance on the job. Also, Cascio and Silbey (1982) 
demonstrated that even when assessment centers used to select supervisors result 
in less correlation between the two types of performance than that found by Gau- 
gler et al., the organization can experience a positive ROI. This is because assess- 
ment centers can help organizations to hire better performers, even when written 
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