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Uncovering talent with 
Adaptive Ability Tests

2011 will be a year with two very different stories. 
Surprisingly, neither of them needs to end in bad news. 
Commercial organisations have been tightening their belts 
for 18 months after suffering the ravages of recession.  The 
organisations that have survived will be slimmer and fit-for-
purpose, with many planning to grow again this year. Each 
will be searching the crowded marketplace for the right 
talent to boost their ranks. On the other hand, government 
organisations will be dealing with the announcements 
made in October 2010 about the massive cost-cutting 
exercise, with rapid savings needing to be made in local and 
national government following ten years of overspending. 
With Government attempting to cut £81billion in only 
three or four years, there are certainly tough times ahead 
for many.

‘So what part will psychometric testing play in all of 
this?’ you may ask. For decades ability testing has been 
used by organisations, with as many as 75% using them 
in recruitment. Empirical research suggests that when 
used correctly they serve as useful predictors of a person’s 
general reasoning skills and help to demonstrate potential 
to perform in the future. Until now, many ability tests have 
been created or ‘standardised’ to measure a particular 
group of people or level of population.  What happens if 
the test is either too hard or not challenging enough for a 
candidate? How can we look holistically at the talent in an 
organisation to benchmark them for their potential? 

Computer Adaptive Testing (CAT) is a concept that 
has been around for decades and is used heavily in both 
education and commercial sectors for qualification 
examination and improved security. CAT utilises both 
computer technology and more in-depth statistical 
analysis to help identify accurately and quickly a person’s 
genuine level of ability. CAT tests can be applied across 
all organisational levels, removing the need to maintain 
a large number of separate tests. This means that you 
can also benchmark new talent alongside existing talent 
from entry-level up to managerial and executive levels. 
CAT uses a large range of questions with varying levels of 
difficulty, therefore the same test can be used for all levels 
of staff from the most junior to the most senior, and their 
scores can be compared against a range of norms on the 
same (or different) continuum. As the name suggests, 

the test “adapts” to your level of ability and therefore the 
level of challenge is tailored to the person who is taking 
the test. This offers a simpler model for measuring talent 
across the organisation and provides a framework for all 
staff to demonstrate their true potential. Many FTSE 100 
organisations have already seen the value in this technology 
and are using the same system for assessing their talent 
across the board.

The utility of CAT for commercial organisations is clear, 
but how can the public sector utilise this technology in the 
current climate? One public sector organisation has used 
CAT to full effect and delivered breathtaking results saving 
millions of pounds. 

Sunderland City Council took steps early in 2010 by 
placing a freeze on external job applications. Councils 
nationally have experience between 5-12% staff turnover 
every year. The costs involved in recruiting and training new 
entrants to the organisation represents an opportunity for 
cost savings where re-structure can be delivered using the 
existing talent in the organisation. Following the external 
job freeze, Sunderland created an internal jobs market 
where internal talent could apply for roles across the entire 
council. Using the power of CAT technology, they created 
a strengths questionnaire encompassing a broad range 
of attributes that could be matched to the roles found in 
the council. The questionnaire was made available to all 
council staff to evaluate their potential. As vacancies arose, 
the job competencies and requirements were matched to 
employees, who they were invited for further assessment 
and interview. Managers have been surprised by the 
quality of talent that have taken up the posts, some from 
completely different disciplines and departments.

Since implementing this process, the council has saved 
between £5-6million in recruitment and associated costs 
(in a single year), and enabled it to begin the re-structure 
of departments with no forced redundancies. Other 
government organisations are quickly taking up this 
strategy to help turn a negative process into one that is 
genuinely inspiring and positive.

If taken across all 433 councils in the UK the savings 
would save over £2billion annually. The Rt Hon. Eric Pickles 
MP, The Minister for Local Government, might take more 
interest in psychometric testing in the future.

Jeremy Pemberton-Pigott, Managing Director, PreVisor UK

How testing technology demonstrates the potential 
to save the Government billions of pounds 

Supporting redundancy

Creating an equitable and 
defensible redundancy process

Dunstan Arthur, Director of Talent Management at Human Factors International

Making redundancies should always be the last resort. 
If natural wastage, redeployment, retraining and 
reducing or stopping overtime have not helped, it is 
crucial that employees see any ensuing redundancy 
process as unprejudiced. Taking the company forward 
accurately, objectively and defensibly demands a 
robust job analysis that identifies the required skills 
and characteristics from an ideal candidate, whether 
that is personality, intellectual ability, experience, or 
preferences for certain work styles and behaviours. A 
wide range of organisations tell us that the use of an 
external or independent business psychology specialist 
is the best way to ensure this process is seen as fair and 
unbiased.  

The first step is to identify appropriate assessment 
methods. We work with organisations to formulate 
a process producing a complete and accurate picture 
of ability, performance and potential. You can assess 
along different criteria, from formal, company appraisal 
information and performance against KPIs, to education 
and experience, skills and competencies, or personality 
and behaviour. These tests can be used to differentiate 
between those contributing a greater or lesser amount 
to the organisation, but they are just as effective in 
identifying participants with high potential, and can 
highlight specific areas for development to bring up to 
full potential the individuals the business needs later 
down the line.

Step two is ensuring transparency. Key to this 
is providing feedback, necessary in any assessment 
process but particularly important for redundancy.  
Communication is vital, and participants in the process 
should be given feedback on their own performance and 
results.  For employees who are leaving, the feedback 
can be used as a basis for personal development or 
career counselling, if required.  

In such a sensitive area as redundancy it is important 
to eliminate bias and personal preference. Creating a 
robust redundancy process requires both meeting the 
legal and administrative obligations of the organisation 
and remembering that it is very much about people 
who have been part of the culture. Psychometric 

assessment has a role to play here, making an important 
contribution as part of a wider redundancy process. 
However, in addition to retaining the most talented, 
high-potential individuals, the process should ensure 
that those being let go receive as positive an experience 
as possible, during what is likely to be a stressful period 
of their lives.  

One obvious reason to use psychometric assessment 
as part of the redundancy process is to minimise the 
risk of litigation. Redundancy places the onus on 
the employer to prove that the decision was fair, 
objective and evidence-based, rather than on personal 
preferences.  Conducting a well-designed process 
using objective assessment tools and maintaining 
accurate records can significantly reduce the risk of a 
former employee bringing a successful case against the 
organisation.

Another, more positive reason to use psychometric 
assessment is to provide direction for those made 
redundant. Redundancy is often viewed as some kind 
of personal failure and individuals must be encouraged 
to take something positive out of the situation.  
Psychometric profiling can be used as a basis for 
discussing individuals’ strengths, weaknesses, abilities 
and motivations as part of considering what other areas 
of employment that they may wish to pursue.

Of course, for those that are staying, psychometrics 
can be used to maximise performance. The results of 
the psychometric assessment and other evaluations 
may be used as a foundation for setting objectives and 
identifying development plans for those employees 
that remain.  This can help keep the workforce engaged 
and motivated, allowing them to make a positive 
contribution to the organisation.

HFI has worked with a wide range of clients as part 
of their redundancy programmes, helping to design 
assessment processes and recommend tests to suit 
the particular business need. Handling the redundancy 
process in a professional way should ensure that 
those who stay are ready to face the future motivated, 
engaged and ready to make a real contribution to the 
future of the business. 

Cutting jobs is always tough, but an objective assessment 
can provide the best opportunity to align the workforce with 
changing organisational needs

For more information about 
Computer Adaptive testing and its 
use for talent management, please 
call PreVisor on Tel: 01344 742813.
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