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Abstract

The present study aimed to assess the nomological validity of the Assessment Centre (AC). More specifically, the authors investigated

the relationship between theoretically related personality variables and AC ratings in a personnel selection procedure. Previous

studies have reported contradictory findings regarding the nomological validity of the Assessment Centre. We identified shortcomings

in the previous studies and demonstrated the nomological validity of the AC in a relatively large sample of line manager candidates

(N =314). Our results are in harmony with trait activation theory, and this confirms the nomological validity of Assessment Centres.

The theoretical and practical implications of these findings are discussed.
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1 Introduction

Assessment Centres (AC) are powerful tools for evaluating
candidates for selection and promotion purposes. Ideally,
ACs are designed to measure job-related behaviours for
effective performance in the focal work role; the behavioural
ratings are provided by multiple trained assessors; and mul-
tiple job-related simulation exercises are used. There are
three types of ratings in an AC: dimensional ratings, exer-
cise ratings, and overall assessment rating. Dimensional
ratings focus on cross-situational competencies of the par-
ticipants such as communication, persuasion skills, organ-
ising and planning skills, and so on. Exercise ratings focus
on situation-specific, exercise effects, in other words the
participant's behavioural pattern when solving a situation
(c.g., feedback to a supervisor, feedback to a subordinate,
and so on). The third type of evaluation provides informa-
tion on the assessee's general performance as measured by
their overall assessment rating (OAR) (Christiansen et al.,
2013). Over the past years, research on ACs has primarily
focused on the construct validity of ACs. The main question
was whether ACs primarily measure the cross-situational

competencies of participants (as originally intended), or
the participant's ability to perform effectively in certain
situations (Lievens, 2009). Simonenko et al. (2013) point
out that in addition to studying the internal structure, more
attention should be paid to the nomological validity of
the AC. Nomological validity is another type of construct
validity that is met when the theoretically expected rela-
tionships between the studied variables are confirmed by a
nomological network (Weiber and Miihlhaus, 2010). In the
present context, nomological validity would be confirmed
if the personality traits theoretically related to the variables
measured by this AC showed the predicted pattern irre-
spective of the magnitude of the associations. The aim of
our study was to assess the nomological validity of the AC
using different types of AC evaluations.

1.1 The relationship between AC outcomes and
personality traits

The assumption that AC outcomes and personality traits
are related is inherent to the dimensional approach, which
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dominated the early history of the AC (Bray et al., 1974).
However, the introduction of exercise-related measures
and the OAR in the methodological repertoire cast doubt
on the position assuming direct relationships between per-
sonality traits and the measures provided by a typical AC
procedure. In the next section, we will summarise previ-
ous findings on the associations between personality traits
and AC ratings. We will mainly focus on the relationship
between AC ratings and Big Five traits, as our personality
measures also employed the Big Five terminology. The Big
Five model of personality postulates five broad domains:
Emotional stability, Extraversion, Openness, Agreeableness,
and Conscientiousness. Emotional stability indicates the
extent to which someone experiences negative emotions.
Openness indicates how innovative and open-minded some-
one is. Extraversion indicates the extent to which someone
is sociable, and socially active. Agreeableness indicates the
extent to which someone values getting along with others.
Conscientiousness indicates how organised, goal-directed,
and disciplined someone is (Costa and McCrae, 1992).

Inconsistent findings have been reported on the rela-
tionships between the AC ratings and personality traits.
The OAR has most frequently shown a positive associa-
tion with extraversion: higher levels of extraversion were
in most cases associated with better overall AC ratings
(Christiansen et al., 2013; Collins et al., 2003; Scholz and
Schuler, 1993; Hoft and Schuler, 2001; for an exception see
Lance et al., 2007).

Hypothetical links between exercise ratings and per-
sonality traits have been suggested in the interactional
approach of the trait activation theory (TAT; Tett and
Guterman, 2000). TAT suggests that the activation of a
trait depends on the extent to which the specific trait is
relevant to the situation, and on the strength of the situa-
tion. A trait is relevant to a given situation if there are cues
that activate the trait, while situational strength deter-
mines whether the specific trait or the lack thereof has an
impact on the outcome of the situation. Strong situations
are defined as situations with a high degree of structure
that provide salient cues for behaviour. Weak situations
are defined as situations with a low degree of structure
that provide no such cues for behaviour. Strong situations
elicit similar behaviours from most individuals regard-
less of their stable traits, while weak situations leave more
scope for individual differences. Previous studies found
that extraversion and openness were weakly but signifi-
cantly correlated with participants' performance in leader-
less group discussions (LGDs), in role-play exercises, and
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on oral presentation tasks (Craik et al., 2002; Hoffman et
al., 2015). Conscientiousness, agreecableness, and emo-
tional stability showed weak or no correlation with perfor-
mance on AC exercises, although some studies revealed
an association between conscientiousness and perfor-
mance in in-basket exercises (Craik et al., 2002; Hoffman
et al., 2015). This latter finding along with the relationship
between extraversion and performance in leaderless group
discussions supports the nomological validity of the AC
(Lievens and Christiansen, 2012; Hoffman et al., 2015).

The existing findings on the associations between
personality traits and dimension ratings are likewise
inconsistent. Lievens and Christiansen (2012) point out
that there are at least as many studies that did not find
a relationship between AC dimensions and conceptu-
ally related personality traits (e.g., Chan, 1996; Fleenor,
1996; Goffin et al., 1996) as there are studies that did (e.g.,
Dilchert and Ones, 2009; Shore et al, 1990; Thornton et
al., 1997). A meta-analysis published by Meriac and col-
leagues (Meriac et al., 2008) revealed that in most studies
weak or non-significant associations were found between
AC dimensions and personality traits. Furthermore, while
some of the reviewed findings supported nomological
validity (e.g., the association between extraversion and
the ability to exert social influence), other results pointed
to nomological invalidity (e.g., a non-significant relation-
ship between conscientiousness and organising and plan-
ning skills). In a subsequent study, Meriac, Hoffman and
Woehr (Meriac et al., 2014) found that dimensional AC
outcomes showed significant positive associations with
the Big Five markers of "getting ahead" behaviours (extra-
version, and openness to a lesser extent) but not with the
markers of getting along (conscientiousness, agreeable-
ness, and emotional stability).

Some of the above-mentioned inconsistent findings
can be explained by the problematic nature of the avail-
able evidence. Most primary studies about the relationship
between AC evaluations and personality traits often relate
to one-time personnel selection projects involving only
asmall number of candidates. According to Schonbrodt and
Perugini (2013) correlational coefficients are often inaccu-
rate in small samples, and in typical scenarios the sample
size should approach 250 participants for stable estimates.
Unfortunately, most studies do not meet this recommenda-
tion (e.g., Chan, 1996: N = 46; Craik et al., 2002: N = 119;
Fleenor, 1996: N=102; Goffin et al., 1996: N = 68; Haaland
and Christiansen, 2002: N =79; for exceptions see Dilchert
and Ones, 2009; Shore et al., 1990; Spector et al., 2000).
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In our study, we investigated the relationship between
personality variables and AC ratings in a large sample of
Hungarian frontline managers. We briefly turn our atten-
tion to the context of our study.

1.2 The context of the present study

The empirical data were collected as part of a selection
programme developed for a Hungarian-based manufactur-
ing company. Candidates for line manager positions were
selected from the company's internal talent pool. During
the programme, which was run continuously for three
years, a total of 314 candidates participated in an assess-
ment procedure. In the first phase, participants completed
a test battery containing personality measures relevant
to the frontline manager position, in the second phase,
groups of 3 to 5 participants were assessed in an AC pro-
cedure comprising three exercises. An initial job analysis
preceded the programme.

Based on the preliminary job analysis, the most difficult
challenges were the following. First, line managers acted
as the main communicational bridge between the differ-
ent hierarchical levels of the organisation. They needed
communicational and social skills to handle conflicts, per-
suade and convince supervisors and subordinates, and
work together with their peers. They had to analyse and
solve problems. Another challenge was that the frontline
managers were usually promoted from the employee level,
creating role conflict and role ambiguity. They needed to
manage former peers, and the ability to distance from for-
mer co-workers was considered essential. The ideal front-
line manager was defined in six dimensional terms:

1. problem-solving and decision-making;

. effective communication;
. conflict-handling;

. persuasion;

. responsibility;

AN L B W

. and outcome-orientation.

The AC procedure comprised three exercises to assess
these dimensions: a leaderless group discussion (LGD),
a potentially conflictual situation involving feedback to
a superior (role play), and a potentially conflictual situa-
tion involving feedback to a subordinate (role play).

1.3 The aim and hypotheses of the present study

The present study was primarily aimed at verifying the
nomological validity of the AC. Our expectation was that
extraversion would be positively associated with OAR, the

exercise ratings of LGD and role-plays, and dimension rat-
ings related to social skills and social influence. We also
expected a negative relationship between agreeableness
and exercise and dimension ratings related to conflict,
especially with subordinates. We also expected that con-
scientiousness would be related to problem-solving and
decision making in the LGD, and to ratings in exercises
which had a strong problem-solving element.

2 Study

2.1 Participants and procedure

The overall sample included 314 participants (237 males,
75.5%). The mean age of the sample was 37.5 years
(SD = 8.39), and participants' age varied between 23 and
65 years.

Personality tests were administered in an electronic
format via the computerised Vienna Test System (VTS).
ACs were administered in groups of 3 to 5 participants.
They received written information both on the digital tests
and on the AC procedure and gave their written consent to
participation prior to starting the assessment.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Assessment Centre: tasks

The AC procedure comprised three exercises, which are
briefly presented below.

Task 1. Leaderless group discussion. In this exercise, par-
ticipants cooperated with each other in a group setting.
They received written instructions informing them that
their superior was taken to hospital due to an accident, and
he would be absent from work for a month, during which
period they had to fulfil his duties. Each participant had 25
minutes for individual preparation, then they had 30 min-
utes to make a joint decision on the actions to take. This
task was designed to measure the following dimensions:
problem solving and decision making; outcome orienta-
tion; communication.

Task 2. Feedback to superior. In this exercise, each par-
ticipant had a one-on-one meeting with the site director of
their company played by a confederate. According to the
instructions, participants were hired by the company a few
months before, and the CEO routinely asked new manag-
ers for feedback on their first experiences at the company.
Participants received written information on the points to be
addressed in their feedback, some of which involved poten-
tial conflict with their superior, while others referred to
issues whose solution would considerably improve the effi-
ciency of the organisation. Each participant had 20 minutes



for individual preparation, and 15 minutes to give feedback
to their superior. This task was designed to measure the fol-
lowing dimensions: problem solving and decision making;
responsibility; conflict management; persuasion skills.

Task 3. Feedback to subordinate in a lower managerial
position. In this exercise, participants had a one-on-one
meeting with a subordinate in a lower managerial posi-
tion, who was played by a confederate. The instructions
informed them that several problems had arisen with their
subordinate recently, despite their having been a produc-
tive member of the organisation for many years. They
were then instructed to meet their subordinate to clar-
ify the issues with him in person. Each participant had
15 minutes for individual preparation, then they had 20
minutes to conduct the meeting. This task was designed to
measure the following dimensions: communication skills;
responsibility; conflict management; persuasion skills.

Individual participants' performance in each exercise
was evaluated on an evaluation sheet, which contained
a rating scale assigned to each measured dimension and
a list of the behavioural indicators of each dimension. Each
rating scale ranged from 1 ("The dimension is not or mini-
mally demonstrated by the assessee") to 5 ("Demonstration
of the dimension is outstanding and exemplary"). Each
participant was assessed in each exercise by at least two
evaluators. The AC procedure was designed in such a way
that each measured dimension was assessed twice during
the three exercises (outcome orientation was assessed only
once). Participants' performance in the AC exercises was
evaluated by expert assessors. The performance of the
participants was rated in three different ways in the AC:
OAR; exercise ratings; and dimension ratings.

2.2.2 Personality measures

The test battery used to assess participants personality
traits comprised three self-reported personality tests. The
tests were administered via the VTS: participants were
presented with the instructions on a computer screen and
their responses were processed automatically. In the VTS,
individual assessees' test results are expressed in a per-
centile rank (PR) on each dimension, which ranges from
0 to 100 and indicates the assessee’s rank as compared to
the norm group. Unfortunately, the VTS does not provide
access to the raw scores, thus reliability measures of the
test variables could not be calculated. For the sake of clar-
ity, the variables of the three personality tests were put
together in an exploratory factor analytic procedure.
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The Big Five Structure Inventory (BFSI) (Arendasy et
al., 2011) assess the Big Five personality traits. For the pur-
poses of the present study, 12 out of the 30 subscales were
selected based on the results of the preliminary job analy-
sis. Each subscale was measured with 10 items. Five sub-
scales were related to conscientiousness, three were related
to emotional stability, two were related to openness, and
one was related to agreeableness and extraversion each.
Participants rated adjectives according to the extent to
which each applied to them. Each adjective was rated on
a four-point scale ranging from 1 ("untypical for me") to 4
("typical for me"). Reliability (o) for the 12 BFSI subscales
varied between 0.77 and 0.92 with a mean value of 0.84 in
previous studies (Arendasy et al., 2011).

The Inventory for Personality Assessment in Situations
(IPS) (Schaarschmidt and Fischer, 2011) is a personal-
ity test that requires respondents to appraise behaviours
and experiences typically occurring in everyday life. The
IPS presents the assessed trait-relevant behaviours in spe-
cific situational contexts. The test comprises 15 situation
descriptions, each of which is followed by several related
statements, and the respondent is requested to indicate the
extent to which each statement applies to them. The 15 sit-
uations are associated with a total of 80 statements, which
compose 15 variables. Respondents rate each statement on
a four-point scale ranging from 1 ("definitely true") to 4
("not true at all"). For the purposes of the present study, 8
variables were included in the data analysis:

e Assertiveness,

» Tendency to confrontation,

» Considerateness,

» Communicational activity,

 Inertia when change is required,

» Stability in a stressful situation, Active recreation

behaviour,

 Ability to relax.

Reliability () for the 15 variables based on normative
data varied between 0.71 and 0.91 with a mean value of
0.82 (Schaarschmidt and Fischer, 2011).

The Management Potential Analysis (MAP; Sonnenberg
and Wottowa, 2013) is a 109-item questionnaire that
assesses leadership and work-related attitudes and person-
ality characteristics on 12 dimensions. For the purposes
of the present study, 5 out of the 12 variables of the MAP
were included in the data analysis, all of which were rele-
vant to the activities associated with the positions offered.
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The 5 variables were: Open reaction to frustration and
criticism, Empathic attitude to others, Striving for con-
tact, Willingness to work under pressure, and Planned
working style. Respondents rate each statement on a four-
point scale ranging from 1 ("is not true") to 4 ("is always
true"). Reliability (a) for the 12 dimensions of the MAP
varied between 0.65 and 0.85 with a mean value of 0.76
(Sonnenberg and Wottowa, 2013).

2.3 Results

AC measures were calculated from individual participants'
AC evaluations at three levels (dimension ratings, exercise
ratings, OAR). For data reduction purposes, all 25 person-
ality test variables were entered into an exploratory factor
analysis using maximum likelihood extraction and pro-
max rotation. The sample met the statistical requirements
for factor analysis (KMO = .91, Bartlett's y* < .001). The
eigenvalues and the scree plot revealed 4 factors account-
ing for 49.5% of the total variance.

The first factor (VAR% = 31.34%) included measures
related to conscientiousness: self-control, sense of duty,
caution, love of order, and discipline. All these variables
were measured with the respective BFSI subscales of
conscientiousness.

The second factor (VAR% = 6.84%) included measures
related to extraversion and the social aspects of coping
with stress. Extraversion was measured with the two vari-
ables tapping assertive communication (one from the BFSI
and IPS each) and with activity in a familiar communica-
tive situation (IPS) and striving for contact (MAP). The
social aspects of coping with stress were measured with

competence (BFSI) and with stability in a stressful situa-
tion, ability to relax after the working day, and low inertia
when change is required (IPS).

The third factor (VAR% = 6.32%) included measures
related to emotional stability: equanimity, open reaction
to frustration and criticism, low tendency to confronta-
tion, and emotional robustness. Equanimity and emotional
robustness were measured with the BFSI, confrontation
tendency with the IPS, and reactions to frustration and
criticism with the MAP.

The fourth factor (VAR% = 4.96%) included measures
related to agreeableness: helpfulness and openness to feel-
ings were measured with the BFSI, supportive communica-
tion with the IPS, empathic attitude to others with the MAP.

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations for
the main variables are shown in Table 1. Table 1 shows
that the OAR was positively associated with extraversion
and negatively with agreeableness. Overall performance
in each of the three exercises showed a significant positive
relationship with extraversion, while overall performance
in each of the two feedback exercises correlated negatively
with agreeableness. All dimensional measures were asso-
ciated positively with extraversion, and negatively with
agreeableness. Emotional stability and Conscientiousness
were not associated with any of the AC rating.

3 Discussion

The present study investigated the nomological validity
of the AC method in a relatively large group of frontline
manager candidates. The obtained findings mostly con-
firm the nomological validity of the AC in the sense that

Table 1 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities and Pearson's Correlation for the AC Ratings and Psychological Test Variables (N = 314)

Mean (SD) o C X E A
OAR 31.54 (11.91) 0.94 0.07 0.19%* 0.03 —0.17**
LGD 2.77 (1.26) 0.93 0.09 0.21%* 0.02 —-0.09
Feedback to Superior 3.01 (1.25) 0.95 0.02 0.15%* 0.03 —0.18%*
Feedback to Subordinate 2.80 (1.29) 0.95 0.07 0.14* 0.03 —0.15%*
Problem Solving 2.92(1.14) 0.70 0.06 0.20%* 0.03 —0.14*
Communication 2.91 (1.1DH 0.67 0.09 0.20%* 0.01 —0.12*
Responsibility 3.08 (1.19) 0.67 0.05 0.16%* 0.04 —0.15%*
Conflict Management 2.75 (1.21) 0.68 0.04 0.16** 0.05 —0.17**
Persuasion Skills 2.74 (1.25) 0.75 0.06 0.15%* 0.01 —0.20%*
Outcome Orientation 2.72 (1.43) - 0.07 0.19%* 0.02 =0.117

Notes: tp<.10, *p <.05, **p < .01. OAR = Overall Assessment Rating. OAR was a summation of the dimension ratings. The minimal value of OAR
was 5, the maximum value was 55. The dimension ratings were in a 5-point scale. Outcome orientation was assessed only in the Leaderless Group
Discussion (LGD). Psychological Test Variables were measured in Percentile Rank, minimal PR value was 0 and maximum value was 100.

C = Conscientiousness, X = Extraversion, £ = Emotional Stability, 4 = Agreeableness



most of the observed correlations met the predictions (see
e.g., Christiansen et al., 2013; Lance, 2008; Lievens, 2009;
Hoffman et al., 2015; Merkulova et al., 2016; Jackson
et al., 2016). The significant associations between over-
all performance in the three AC exercises and personality
measures may be adequately explained in the framework
of trait activation theory (Tett and Guterman, 2000), since
the findings on extraversion and agreeableness are clearly
consistent with the situational contexts of the exercises.
All three AC exercises mobilise social skills; thus, it is not
a surprise that overall performance on these exercises pos-
itively correlated with extraversion. Both one-on-one situ-
ations required efficient advocacy of personal and organi-
sational interests and hence facing potential conflicts with
the interactional partner, which may explain why a purely
supportive approach did not help participants perform
well in these situations. Highly agreeable participants
often chose to give up their leadership role, especially
when giving feedback to a subordinate in a lower man-
agerial position: they acted as a partner much more effi-
ciently than they fulfilled the control function associated
with their leadership role. This also explains why agree-
ableness significantly negatively correlated with outcome
orientation in the leaderless group discussion.

Our study also suggests that separate AC projects have
their own nomological networks based on the specific
design of the given AC. For instance, agreeableness is
generally thought to be not connected to AC performance
(e.g., Lievens and Christiansen, 2012; Meriac et al., 2014;
Hoffman et al., 2015), while in the present AC, agreeable-
ness was negatively related to many AC ratings. From the
perspective of a nomological network, it is not surpris-
ing that high levels of agreeableness hindered the perfor-
mance of our candidates in situations with high conflict
potential (see also Jensen-Campbell and Graziano, 2001).

The present study contributes to the literature in numer-
ous ways. Most importantly, the present study investigates
the relationship between personality traits and AC ratings
in a relatively large, homogenous sample. Prior empiri-
cal support for the nomological validity of the AC is weak
because studies have either struggled with inadequate
sample sizes. Our study belongs to the rare exceptions
that have sufficient statistical power and a homogenous
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sample (see also Dilchert and Ones, 2009; Shore et al.,
1990; Spector et al., 2000). Our study also investigates the
relationship between stable personality differences and all
types of AC ratings.

The observed low magnitude of the predicted correla-
tions between the personality traits and the AC measures
has an important practical implication besides its theoret-
ical importance for the nomological validity of the AC.
Namely, this observation suggests that the two types of
measures provide — at least partly — different types of infor-
mation on assessees (i.e. they are non-redundant measures),
meaning that it is advisable to use them in combination
for selection purposes (see also Christiansen et al., 2013).
One of the most important reasons for the weak associ-
ations is that the typically used AC measures (exercises,
dimensions, OAR) not only reflect personality traits but
also various skills, expertise, and experiences.

Nevertheless, the present study has several limitations.
The sample and the AC procedure on which the findings
are based are specific in that all data were collected from
one organisation and all participants were assessed for
lower managerial positions. These circumstances consid-
erably restrict the generalisability of the findings across
various types of organisations and scopes of activities.
The personality tests used in the study are problematic in
two respects: they are self-report measures, and they are
— apart from the MAP test — not workplace-specific mea-
sures of personality (see the importance of workplace-spe-
cific measures here: Ziegler, 2014).

4 Conclusion

The present study confirmed the nomological validity of
the Assessment Centre. Our study provides additional
evidence to the existing literature, confirming the posi-
tive relationship between extraversion and AC ratings,
and demonstrating that traits such as agreeableness might
also relate to AC performance (negatively in our case).
The main conclusion of the present study is that there are
theoretically predictable associations between personal-
ity test measures and AC measures obtained in a selection
process assessing candidates for lower managerial posi-
tions at a Hungary-based large company.
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