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How well 
would you do? 
The following are sample 
questions a job candidate 
can expect as part of the 
written portion of most 
psychometric tests. 

1. What is the next letter 
in the sequence? 
O•••T•••T•••F••• F•••S•••l. 
A.S 
B.T 
CO 
O.F 
E.lmpossible to tell 

2. Evil is to Doom 
as Live is to: 
A. Breathe 
B.Happy 
CMood 
O.Expire 
E. Feeling 

3.lf BACON =3S, 
what does EGGS =1 
A.28 
8.32 
C35 
0.38 
E.41 
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By Rebecca Theim 
Special to the Tribune 

Whether interviewing for a 
sales clerk post or an executive­
level position for a'Fortune 500 
company, job seekers in today's 
glutted labor market should pre­
pare for a nostalgic return to a 
teenage rite of passage: an as­
sessment test. 

Pre-employment psychomet­
ric testing-which purports to 
measure everything from a can­
didate's aptitude for a specific 
job to his or her honesty and 
ability to manage anger-is on 
the upswing, test consultants, 
researchers and company rep­
resentatives report. . 

"We've long understood that 
things other than ability can 
make or break an employee," 
said Brian Stern, vice president 
of consulting for the Americas' 
division of the SHL Group, one 
of the world's largest pre-em­
ployment test administrators. 
"For a while, it was out of favor 
to measure the soft stuff-the 
ability to work well in a team or 
communicate well or manage 
stress-but we know those 
traits can be just as important to 
job success as education or spe­
cific job skills. And over time, 
we've developed ways to accu­
rately assess for such attrib­
utes," he said. 

Long a mainstay in the Unit­
ed Kingdom-where several of 
the United States' largest testing 
companies got their start~ne­
quarter to one-third of u.s. com­
panies now administer some 
sort of preemployment test, ac­
cording to recent surveys by the 
Society of Human Resource 
Management and the Careers 
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More companies administer pre-employment screening to assess 
ajob candidate's aptitude, honesty and even personality 

'Now even mom-and-pops are thinking, 
"Hey, we should check this Person out before 
we allow them into our company."' 
--:- Dean Suposs, general manager of Avert, 
a human resources services company 

section of Internet site Yahoo. 
Factors as varied as growing 
concerns over workplace secu­
rity and the need for a conven­
ient and inexpensive way to 
winnow today's deep candidate 
pool are fueling the tests' popu­
larity. 

"We've defmitely seen a 
steady increase in their use in 
the past 20 years," said Edward 
Hoffinan, a New York-area clini­
cal psychologist and author of 
'~ce the Corporate Personality 
Test" (McGraw Hill, $15.95) and 
"Psychological Testing at 
Work" (McGraw-Hill, $16.95). 

A preemployment test can be 
as different as the job for which 
it is being administered. For 
sales clerk positions, itmay con­
sist of a 20-minute multiple 
choice, pen-and-pencil test that 
gauges candidates' honesty, per­

sonality and other traits valued 
in retail and customer service 
roles. 

For a managerial or executive 
level post, the evaluation can 
consume an entire day. It may 
include an in-depth personal in­
terview with a psychologist, 
cognitive tests similar to college 
or professional school entrance 
exams, a "personality invento­
ry".questionnaire and simula­
tion~bservedand evaluated 
by psychologists-in which can­
didates assume roles they will 
be expected to fill if hired. "For 
positions paying $150,000 and 
above, you'll definitely see this 
type of testing," said Helen La­
Van, a professor at DePaul Uni­
versity's School of Manage­
ment. 

While employers are prohib­
ited from asking questions that 

violate anti-discrimination 
laws-including queries related 
to race, ethnicity, sexual orienta­
tion or religious beliefs-legis­
lators and courts have given 
companies wide berth in how 
they assess prospective employ­
ers, including the use of such 
tests, said Michael D. Karpeles, 
a labor lawyer with the Chicago 
law firm of Goldberg, Kohn, 
Bell, Black, Rosenbloom & 
Moritz, Ltd. And while candi­
dates always,have the option of 
declining to participate in an as­
sessment, doing so usually elim­
inates them from further con­
sideration, experts said. 

A major impetus fueling pre­
employment testing is compa­
nies' growing concerns about 
workplace security, integrity 
and crime. An analysis of the 
1.8 million background checks 
conducted in 2000 by Avert Inc., 
a human resources services 
company that conducts pre-em­
ployment tests and background 
checks, found that almost one­
quarter of applicants misrepre­
sented their employment or ed­
ucational records, 13 percent 

PLEASE SEE TESTING, PAGE 4 

4. What are the 
missing letters? 
ACKMMO 
GIIKCE 
QSOQ? 
A.CK 
B.QM 
C.EG 
D.AG 
E.IS 

S. What is the missing 
number? 
17... 13... 11 ... ? .. 5...3 ...2 
A.9 I 
B.7 
C.6 
0.8 IE.10 

The remaining questions 
should be answered with 
one of the following: 
A. StronglyAgree 
B.Agree 
CNeutral 
D.Disagree 
E. Strongly Disagree. 

1.1 have never 
disappointed anyone. 

2.1 know many people 
who work themselves 
too hard. 

3. Most people are 
honest. 

4. It must be admitted 
that almost everyone 
fantasizes about 
destroying equipment 
at work. 

5. Sometimes I don't feel 
able to handle all my 
work responsibilities. 

ANSWERS 
• To check your results 
turn to PAGE 4 
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wouldn't be rehired by a previ­
ous employer and 6 percent had 
recent criminal records. 

"Employers are more con­
scious now about looking at all 
aspects ofa prospective employ­
ee," said Dean Suposs, general 
manager of Ft. Collins, Colo.­
headquartered Avert, which has 
seen a twentyfold increase in 
new business since the Sept. 11 
terrorist attacks. And while 
such tests have been standard at 
large companies for years, "now 
even mom-and-pops are think­
ing, 'Hey; we should check this 
person out before we allow them 
into our company.' " 

Can candidates prepare for a 
psychometric test? Yes and no, 
experts said. 

"You can prepare yourself for 
what to expect and practice the 
sort of questions you are likely 
to encounter," said Mark Par­
kinson, an occupational psy­
chologist with the London­
based testing and career consul­
tancy Bluewater Partnership 
and author of "How to Master 
Psychometric Tests" (Kogan 
Page Ltd., $12.95). 

"Generally, people do better 
when they have practiced or 
read books on test-taking be­
cause they are less anxious." 

Whether candidates should 
seek to present themselves in a 
more favorable light-known as 
"social desirability" in psycho­
logical parlance-is open for de­
bate. All professionally devel­
oped psychological tests have 
"lie scales" designed to identify 
dishonest answers. (Example: 
"I have never hurt anyone's feel­
ings.") Get tripped up by a test's 
"lie scale" and your score suf­
fers. 

"Answered honestly, these 
tests are good predictors of job 
performance, but the question 
then becomes, 'What consti­
tutes answering honestly?' " 
said Rick Frei, an organization­
al psychologist with Philadel­
phia's Temple University who 
has researched such tests' abil­
ity to predict job performance. 
"There are some questions that, 
ifyou answered honestly, would 
raise serious questions about 
your intelligence or political 
savvy, which are traits that areI, also obviously important in the 
workplace." 

Most experts, however, coun­
sel test-takers that honesty is in­
deed the best policy. Being hon­
est protects you from getting 
caught by the "lie scale" and en­
sures you don't end up in a job 
for which you're ill-suited and 
at which you'll likely be unhap­
py or unsuccessful. 

Other tips experts offered in­
clude: 

• Practice, but don't go over­
board. Find a few books or Inter­
net sites devoted to the topic. 

• Learn as much as you can 
in advance about the job, hiring 
company and structure and con­
tent of the test. "The best prep­
aration is to have an under­
standing ofwhat the job entails, 
because for all their sophistica­

'Answered honestly, 
these tests are good 
predictors qf'job 
peljonnance, but the 
question then becomes, 
'What constitutes 
answering honestly?' 
Rick Frei, an organizational 
sychologist 

tion, these tests are 'fake-able,' " 
said DePaul's LaVan. "If you 
understand the job and the qual­
ities the ideal candidate is ex­
pected to have, you're better 
able to inject those qualities" in­
to your answers. 

• Arrive well rested. 
• Clear your mind. "Think 

about what you,do best and what 
you love to do," said Richard 
Boyatzis, a professor at Cleve­
land's Case Western Reserve 
University and co-author of 
"Primal Leadership: Realizing 
the Power of Emotional Intelli­
gence" (Harvard Business 
School Press, $26.95). "Part of 
the preparation, in a Kung Fu 
sort of way, is to center your­
self." 

Although a pre-employment 
test may fill even the most test­
savvy job seeker with anxiety, 
companies and researchers in­
sist that they benefit employers 
and employees by matching the 
right person with the right job. 

"Used professionally and 
compassionately and in concert 
with other candidate selection 
tools, these tests can be very 
useful and benefit a candidate 
as much as a company," Boyat­
zis said. 

So, did you ace it?
 

1. The letters are the first letters of 
the numbers: one, two, three, four, 
five and six. Because "seven" 
would be the next word in this se­
quence, (a) is the correct answer. 
2. "Evil" is the reversal of "Live" 
and the reversal of "Doom" is 
"Mood," or answer (c). 
3. Each letter's numerical value is 
its position in the alphabet (A = 1, 
B = 2, C = 3, etc.) That means BA­
CON = 35 and EGGS = 38, or (d). 
4. The square is composed of pairs 
of leap-frogging letters. The only 
answer that follows this pattern is 
(c). 
S. This is a series of descending 
prime numbers, so the correct an­
swer is (b). 

Questions like the ones below are 
part of a test's "lie scale," which as­
sess the test taker's honesty in an­
swering the questions. Watch for 
questions that use absolutes like 
"never," "always," "01/" or "none." 

1. Because all people have disap­
pointed someone at some point in 
their lives, "strongly disagree" is 
the proper answer. 
2. Ideal candidates believe hard 
work is desirable and enjoyable, so 
"strongly disagree" is the best an­
swer to this and similar questions. 
3. Because psychologists have 
generally found that honest peo­
ple believe others are also honest 
and dishonesty is an anomaly, 
"strongly agree" is the best re­
sponse to questions about the ve­
racity of your honesty and your ex­
pectation of it in others. 
4. Workplace sabotage is such a 
growing concern for employers 
that "strongly disagree" is the only 
acceptable answer. 
S. A sign of poor stress tolerance is 
loss of self-confidence, so "strong­
ly disagree" is the best answer. 

Sources: How to Master Psychomet­
ric Tests (Kogan Page, $72.95); Ace 
the Corporate Personality Test 
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