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ABSTRACT 

Management assessment centres have been used extensively since the 
1960's nationally and internationally in both the private and public 
sectors. The process has proven to be a reliable, valid and objective 
methodology. Trained assessors are utilised to assess the adequacy of a 
candidate's knowledge, skills and ability (competence) for selection or 
future development or promotion within an organisation. 

The value of the information generated about the participants and their 
organisations has been recognised as a key factor which needs to be 
further assessed. The results indicate strengths and weaknesses in skills 
not only with individuals but also at an organisational level can be 
identified. Organisations now need to be conscious of using the 
assessment centre process and resulting information as a key for 
organisational change, more as a messenger than a measure as part of the 
cultural change process, viz, as a way of transmitting culture and values 
down the organisation. In particular, more attention paid to the 
development of key competencies that are critical for current and future 
operations. 

By focusing on their skills, individuals are forced also to focus on 
organisational change. At the same time, organisations can communicate 
the message that the organisation is concerned about management skills 
and has preferences about management style. 

This dissertation focuses on this ability to utilise the assessment centres 
as a strategic process for cultural change at an organisational and 
individual level. It is an examination of the process whereby modern 
organisations seek to recruit, select and develop staff in order to support 
the achievement of their strategic objectives and implement 
organisational cultural change. The paper has three main objectives: to 
describe and explore developments in assessment and selection, to relate 
these to prevalent directions in organisational cultural change and to 
address the ways in which these processes have been treated within the 
available literature. 

Our main findings indicate that the field of international human resource 
development is relatively immature. Organisations are becoming 
increasingly complex and ambiguous. Organisations concerned with 
global alliances and joint ventures need to ensure that their assessment 
centre approaches avoid ethnocentric bias and that they focus on the 
importance of testing managers for their ability to manage diversity. 
Inevitably the question remains - can assessment centres be applied 
globally? 

The study raises nearly as many questions as it answered. Such questions 
as: Can you test the values and standards of an organisation in an 
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assessment centre? Not enough research has been done on these issues. 
Current research has focused on using the assessment centre to test 
mainly for task competencies, but has little to offer in connection with 
organisational culture and change. 



Chapter 1 INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 

The study of selection centres and assessment and its impact on cultural 

change originates from the writers' work place environments. Both are 

from public sector organisations; Ms L Oakeshott, Director, Corporate 

Technology Support Branch within the Northern Territory office of the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (Commonwealth Public Service) and Mr 

M Van Heythuysen, a Superintendent of Police with the Northern 

Territory Police Force (Northern Territory Government). Both writers 

have responsibilities within their respective organisations for 

implementing meaningful changes within cost restraints as part of the 

organisations' achievement of their objectives. Both are aware of the 

need to measure the cost and effectiveness of their activities far more 

closely in today's open and accountable environment. 

There is considerable emphasis on strategic planning with a system of 

resource management focusing on results achieved by programs. Within 

both organisations the structure for delivery of programs is largely 

decentralised through varying regional office structures but with powerful 

central bodies usually dictating, at the corporate level to the regions, the 

actual policies and parameters for service. Wherever possible, the 

emphasis is for devolved decision making through assigning 

accountability to managers at various levels for achieving the 

retrospective organisations desired results. 
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Of significant interest to the public sector management of both 

organisations is continued development of visible accountability of 

performance which will withstand public, parliamentary, media and 

individual scrutiny. This scrutiny makes us, as public sector 

management, far more intent upon and open to review than private sector 

management. However, we believe that national and multi national 

organisations are also facing continual scrutiny from more and more 

specialised lobby groups and shareholders than in the past. 

To manage within limited resources, as our and most other organisations 

are finding they are expected to do, there is an emphasis on creating an 

environment conducive to control. Managers are expected to ensure that 

there are adequate controls in place to meet organisational objectives. 

These changes, ongoing in all respects, place more and more emphasis on 

recruitment and development of management staff that can not only cope 

with these changes, but also act as change agents. The demands for 

improved efficiency, effectiveness, equity, service delivery and more 

open and accountable organisations have meant there have been 

significant consequences for managerial reform processes of the past. 

Managerial ethics, staff morale, work quality and output have all been 

affected by the changes as those at the managerial level have had little 

choice other than to accept the greater responsibility and accountability 

placed upon them. 
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A topic of significant interest to the writers of this dissertation has been 

the various issues of concern highlighted in the course of recent Royal 

Commissions into Police Services within Australia where extensive 

media coverage has impacted on the community's perception of these 

public sector organisations. Our studies of the issues of management 

reform identified by Justice Wood when reporting on the Royal 

Commission into the New South Wales Police Service (The Wood Royal 

Commission, 1996) was a catalyst to our selection of this particular topic. 

In particular the challenges of implementing appropriate management 

selection methods that would withstand public scrutiny and the need to 

implement cultural change at an organisational level. A process of 

transformational change was needed in these particular situations, more 

than gradual or incremental change (Patrickson and Bamber, 1995). The 

deficiencies highlighted were of such magnitude and covered so 

extensively that they may well impact broadly across all policing 

organisations. 

There are strong indications that in the future, much energy will be 

focused on rebuilding community confidence in policing organisations: 

the impact of the current Royal Commission into the New South Wales 

Police Service (the Wood Royal Commission, 1996); the Fitzgerald 

Commission of Inquiry into Possible illegal Activities and Associated 

Police Misconduct (Queensland 1989); & the Select Committee on the 
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Western Australian Police Service, (1994-1996) have identified 

inadequacies that are the subject of an ongoing reform process. 

Policing organisations and external agencies have all attempted to 

explore many of the aspects of where the systems have failed. All 

acknowledge there are no effective short term answers. In the many 

submissions and research papers produced, there is one critical issue of 

reform that shines through continually -- the need to implement a better 

standard of supervisory and managerial accountability. Selection and 

development of personnel to lead organisations through the reform 

process will be an ongoing challenge in meeting this new standard. The 

results of the Commissions and Inquiries indicate the majority of 

personnel are dedicated and committed to providing quality policing 

service to the community with the utmost integrity and professionalism 

but the organisations' and the individuals' culture needs to change. 

STAFF SELECTION 
The emphasis on selecting the right person for the job as a critical issue 

of reform for all policing organisations in the future was identified by the 

Wood Royal Commission, 1996:p3: 

The system of appointment and promotion within the service 
should be one that outlaws patronage and favouritism, and 
encourages appointment of the best person for the job. 
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In the Northern Territory Police Force, significant human resource 

management changes have been made. They have introduced new 

standards in the selection of recruits, implemented reforms for inservice 

training, developed a system of assessment centres, commenced 

implementation of the national core competencies and improved 

promotional procedures. 

The promotional system has been totally redesigned across all levels to 

ensure the most suitable persons are selected. The process is difficult and 

time consuming, and the complexities are many. It is necessary because 

the Northern Territory Police Force can no longer afford to have people 

holding positions who cannot perform effectively. Successful attendance 

at an assessment centre is now a pre-requisite for promotion. 

The concept of assessment centres is new for the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics which has operated until recently with very prescriptive merit 

interview-based selections. The Australian Bureau of Statistics has 

attempted, with varying degrees of success, to introduce staff 

development schemes that will produce leaders for its future and to 

implement cultural change. Use of assessment centres could provide part 

of the answer. 



METHODOLOGY 
Due to the limited time available and the fact that actual studies of 

cultural change can only be measured in the long term retrospectively it 

was decided for the purposes of this dissertation that our best return on 

investment for time would be yielded through a study of the literature 

available. The results would serve as a sound foundation for further 

empirical study. 

ORGANISATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

The first chapter introduces and provides the rationale for the dissertation 

and places the study in its broader context. The methodology for 

gathering information relevant to the project is also outlined. 

Chapter 2 expands on the key terms and concepts. 

Chapter 3 combines a literature review with discussion of the issues 

raised in the process. 

The concluding chapter, chapter 4, places the assessment centre in 

context and provides a list of items to be considered in developing an 

assessment centre. 

Overall, there are two major limitations inherent in this research that 

should be recognised. These issues concern primarily (a) the time 
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available for us to conduct our research and (b) the availability and 

accessibility of literature relating assessment and development centres to 

cultural change. 

Both these limitations have implications for the meaningfulness and 

broader generalisation of the results. 

Summary: 
This chapter has outlined the writers' background, their organisations' 

involvement in the Assessment Centre process and the significant 

national issues arising out of the Woods Royal Commission that provided 

the catalyist for the selection of this topic for their dissertation. It also 

discussed the methodology for gathering of information and sets the 

scene for chapter two which discusses the assessment centre and cultural 

change concept. 



Chapter 2 ASSESSMENT CENTRE AND CULTURAL 
CHANGE: THE CONCEPT 

In this chapter we discuss the basic concept of assessment centres and our 

definitions relating to assessment centres and cultural change. 

ASSESSMENT CENTRE CONCEPT 

Much has been written about the assessment centre process and its 

success in assisting organisations to assess or identify the best candidates 

for development and position selection. The process is utilised in a 

variety of methods throughout the world with the United Kingdom (UK) 

and United States of America (US) being areas where it has been used 

extensively over the past decades. The impact of the assessment centre 

process has been the subject of research and review not only in respect to 

its success rate for organisations selecting appropriate personnel for 

development and filling of vacancies, but also, more recently, its impact 

on the candidates, both short and long term, and potential for the process 

to be utilised as a tool for organisational change. 

The assessment centre experience has the potential to expose all 

personnel, assessors and participants to current organisational views and 

values. For the assessors, it is an opportunity to observe the attitudes and 

values displayed by the participants and to gain first hand knowledge of 

how they align with the corporate position (Iles, 1992). For the 
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participants, the exposure to the challenges of being pushed to their limits 

and feedback on their current ability and potential for development in the 

future can have a significant impact on the individual (Constable, 1993). 

For the managers who are involved in assessment centres, as assessors, it 

is an opportunity to acquire a common language which identifies the key 

competencies which the organisation regards as critical for its current and 

future operations. It creates an environment where assessors are more 

likely to arrange job rotation and development opportunities for staff and 

provides an opportunity to audit department or organisational strengths 

and weaknesses. These can be followed up with specific developmental 

actions (iles, 1992; Guerrier & Riley, 1992). It also provides an 

opportunity for identifying and remedying widespread skill deficiencies 

in areas such as leadership, decision making, planning and 

communications (lIes, 1992). The participants' responses to particular 

tasks can also provide insights into how their values align with the 

corporate position and provide important information for human resource 

planning. 

Boehm (1985) also suggests the assessment centre data can be integrated 

with human resource planning data in order to help identify what people, 

with what skills, should be hired or developed so as to meet future and 

current needs, and to help construct talent inventories for succession 

planning or management development purposes. 
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In BP for example, the results of the assessment centres have been 

utilised as a developmental focus for senior managers. Three to four 

weeks after the assessment centre process, the assessors, senior 

management from within the organisation, provide feedback on the 

results and during this process act as facilitators and career counsellors. 

Not only is feedback given but also discussion of the implications in 

terms of training, personal development and overall career development, 

with a strong focus on self development (Greatrex and Phillips, 1989). 

It is generally accepted that chief executive officers usually communicate 

their future directions through the relevant corporate plans (von Dran, 

Prybutok, Kappelman, 1996). But outcomes are required to satisfy the 

community and stakeholders that all parts of the organisation are heading 

in the required direction. Significant work is also needed to 

communicate the corporate directions downwards. In the current era of 

economic rationalism, the ongoing restructuring has seen many existing 

jobs become redundant and new positions created (for example in the 

restructure of the Northern Territory Police Force). Those who wish to 

be considered for the new positions need to apply and participate in the 

assessment centre process. It is at this point that the expectations of the 

organisation can be most powerfully communicated. For many the 

experience of the assessment centre process will be traumatic. The 

culture of the individual and sub-group will be challenged, as existing 
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managers often are required to apply for their own positions and find that 

they must justify themselves by new standards and competencies. 

In attempting to modify the culture, a critical point is the message being 

communicated and how it is being received (Guerrier & Riley, 1992). 

The process exposes, in a very visible way, the limitations of some who 

have regarded their old ways as adequate, especially in their old 

positions. "Old think" managers, set in their professional ways, often 

have a narrow focus on a particular client group (Guerrier & Riley, 

1992). The culture of the sub group or the individual may not have 

challenged them with a need to look beyond their teams nor conventional 

solutions. When challenged with new selection processes some, 

identifying their individual limitations, will decide not to pursue their 

applications for the managerial or supervisory positions any further, but 

will look to other roles within the organisation which they perceive are 

better suited to their skills and interests. Others will ultimately challenge 

the organisational change process, which will be seen as a threat to the 

security and stability and career progression enjoyed for so long. 

HISTORY 

During the 1930s, assessment centres were commonly used to select 

German military officers. As a result, the Germans are reported to have 

used the assessment centre concept to select intelligence agents in World 

War II. An awareness of the German practices encouraged the US 
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military to consider similar procedures. Thus in 1943, the US Office of 

Strategic Services developed an assessment centre to train espionage 

agents (Thorton & Byham, 1982; Boehm, 1982). 

Documentation (Blanksky & lIes, 1990) also indicates that assessment 

centres were held by the UK Office of Strategic Services for the purpose 

of selecting spies in World War II. 

After World War II, many military psychologists and officers joined 

private companies, where they started assessment centres as aids to 

personnel selection and promotion decision making. However, most of 

these efforts appear to have been sporadic, small-scale operations. The 

structure of organisations were still conservatively hierarchical at that 

time. 

It is worthy of note that the first example of the transfer of assessment 

centre technology to non-military situations was conducted in an 

Australian manufacturing plant where Taft (1959) in 1948 adapted the 

method to the selection of executive trainees. 

In 1956, the American Telephone and Telegraph Co (AT&T) conducted a 

major study of managerial values. It began its research by subjecting 

recent college hirees to a three day assessment program. No one in 

AT&T except the members of the personnel research staff had access to 
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the assessment results and, therefore, there was no criterion 

contamination problem. In 1966, Bray and Grant made an evaluation of 

the progress of 355 men assessed. They found that all of the techniques 

studied made some contribution to the judgements of assessors. 

Situational methods (group and in-basket exercises) had considerable 

influence; paper and pencil ability tests had somewhat less; and 

personality questionnaires were given the least weight. Of the 203 men 

assessed before 1960, they found a median correlation of 0.48 between 

the assessment staff judgement of general effectiveness and salary 

progress (Bray & Grant, 1966). 

By 1983, AT&T had processed more than 200,000 employees through 

their centre. AT&T's effort attracted considerable attention and 

awakened a new interest in industrial assessment centres. By the end of 

the mid 1980's, more than 3,000 firms in the US had become experienced 

with assessment centres, including well-known companies such as IBM, 

General Electric, J. C. Penney Co., Standard Oil, and Sears Roebuck 

(Souder & Leksich, 1983). 

The conceptualisation of the assessment centre as a valuable tool for 

management development did not really take place until the 1980s 

(Boehm, 1985). 
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lies (1992) claims that like many other British developments, assessment 

centres have been re-exported back to Britain by the Americans and 

increasingly many UK public sector organisations now use US style 

assessment centres. By 1995 an estimated 70% of larger UK companies 

ran assessment centres (Goodge, 1995). 

Over the past 50 years, assessment centres have also evolved from the 

military personal selection technique to a set of procedures that can be 

applied to a variety of industrial problems. Today, assessment centres are 

commonly used to measure and assess managerial skills in planning, 

communicating, delegating, leadership, decision making, sensitivity, 

judgement, organising and controlling. Assessment centres are also 

being used to train and upgrade supervisory personnel skills, to encourage 

creativity among research and engineering personnel, to resolve 

interpersonal and interdepartmental conflicts, to assist personnel in career 

planning, to select candidates for promotion, to train supervisors in 

performance appraisal and to provide information for human resource 

planning and organisation design. 

The current and future purposes of assessment centres are still changing. 

lies (1992) suggests that assessment centres also generate rich 

information, in terms of both quality and quantity about all participants 

and suggests that they are likely to play even more significant roles in 

organisational human resource strategies in the future. 
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ASSESSMENT CENTRE CHARACTERISTICS 

An assessment centre has been defined as consisting of the 'assessment 

of a group of individuals by a team of judges using comprehensive and 

integrated series of techniques' (Anderson & Shackleton, 1991). 

Whether face-to-face or by pen and paper, the assessment centre is a 

method of using various exercises and trained observers to assess the 

adequacy of a candidate's knowledge, skills and ability (competence) for 

a particular position and/or promotion within the organisation. 

The assessment approach is usually a combination of appraisal 

techniques most often carried out on a group basis in large organisation. 

The characteristics of an assessment centre can be described less as a 

place where individuals are assessed and more as a particular method, 

technique, or process of assessment. Most centres use a combination of 

various techniques. In 1970, a survey of management practices 

(Campbell, Dunnette, Lawler, & Weick, 1970) indicated the widespread 

use of psychological tests, interviews, biographical data sheets, and 

consultants' appraisals for both internal and external selection decisions. 

One characteristic of all of these methods is that they tend to be narrow 

banded or relatively constrained in the area of managerial expertise that 

they evaluate. Many psychological tests have been developed for the 
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specific evaluation of personality traits and mental aptitudes, but they 

tend to be limited approaches that evaluate some narrow aspect of 

executive potential. 

In contrast, today's assessment centre provides a "broad band' approach 

to the evaluation of executive potential which can be tailored to suit the 

job profile and future requirements of the organisation. The assessee is 

observed in a variety of settings: management games, leadership group 

discussions, case analyses, in-basket exercises, and interviews. In 

addition, the person is observed over a considerable period of time - 

usually two to three days. One of the keys to the assessment centre 

concept is this broad band approach to combining several predictors in an 

attempt to obtain an over-all assessment. 

Assessment centres offer a more accurate and comprehensive appraisal of 

an individual's potential and development needs than traditional methods 

of performance appraisal (Smith & Kandola; 1996, Hunter & Hunter, 

1984; Iles, 1992). The assessment centre itself can also be a valuable 

part of employee training and development, particularly in the areas of 

development awareness, interpersonal skills and gaining experiences in 

new work areas. 
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lies and Salaman (1995) also suggest that assessment centres provide 

realistic job previews. Site visits and opportunities to talk to potential 

managers and colleagues may also be advantages to applicants. 

TRADITIONAL USES FOR CENTRES 

In order to ascertain if assessment centres can provide a focus for cultural 

change it is necessary to examine the traditional uses of assessment 

centres. These include: 

. selection into an organisation; 

• promotion within an organisation; 

• early identification of management potential amongst 

rank and file grades; 

• identification of general management potential amongst 

professional or specialist staff; 

• career development and planning; 

• management training; and, 

• identification of development needs for training and/or 

skill enhancement. 

A TYPICAL CENTRE 

Although many models of assessment centres have evolved, it is 

appropriate at this point to describe a "typical" assessment centre. A 
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schedule is presented here to give an example of how such a centre might 

be conducted. It is not a place, but a process through which a small 

number of assessees are intensively observed by a number of trained 

assessors. The assessors may be either professional consultants such as 

psychologists or members of management usually at least two levels 

above those being assessed. The typical centre described below is 

adapted from a description by Selvin (1972:255-263). 

Assessment Centre Schedule 

Sunday Evening. Six assessors arrive at an offsite location, and 

spend two to three hours with the administrator of the centre 

reviewing the schedule for the following week. Twelve assessees 

arrive, meet one another if they are from different parts of the 

organisation, and prepare for the activities that follow. 

Monday Morning. Twelve assessees are split up into groups of 

four each and play the Conglomerate Game. They attempt to 

obtain both vertical and horizontal conglomerates for their firm by 

skilfully negotiating the trading of stock with other teams. The 

game is highly competitive and arouses the sense of emotional 

involvement of the participants. Throughout the game, each 

assessor observes two assessees, rating each on various 

dimensions of their behaviour such as salesmanship, impact, 

leadership, intelligence, etc. The assessors take exhaustive notes 
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in preparation for more detailed reports which they will write later 

on. 

Monday Afternoon. All candidates take the in-basket exercise. 

Each candidate is supplied with a packet of materials and asked to 

assume a hypothetical role of having been suddenly promoted to a 

new position. Each candidate is asked to assume that it is now 

Saturday morning, that they must leave in three hours to catch a 

plane, the switchboard is disconnected, and they must take action 

on the items pending in their predecessor's in-basket. The in-

basket contains a series of 30 items consisting of anything from 

memos from the CEO to anonymous letters from hostile 

employees. Each candidate is asked to take some sort of action 

on each and to record it in writing. They are then asked to explain 

briefly in writing the reasons for the action taken on each of the 

in-basket items. 

Monday Evening. The evening is divided into two parts. During 

the first part, six of the assessees are teamed up with the six 

assessors for their personal interviews. This is an opportunity for 

the assessor to gain unique insights into the background, 

experience, and career goals of the assessee. The interview lasts 

for an hour and a half, during which time the assessor probes 

various areas in the candidate's background and current interests 
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and discusses the various operational problems that they might be 

having on their current job assignment. Most assessees welcome 

this rather low tension exercise because it provides an opportunity 

to communicate in a very personal manner with the assessors. 

While half of the assessees are being interviewed, the other half 

are individually reading and preparing a financial analysis case. 

They are provided with a case describing a situation in a firm 

experiencing various operational problems in considering 

expansion alternatives, and are asked to formulate in writing their 

recommendations for solutions to this problem. During the 

second half of the evening, positions are reversed and the 

remaining assessees are interviewed while the others read and 

prepare the financial analysis case. 

Tuesday Morning. Assessees participate in a six person leaderless 

group discussion. Each assessee is assigned an individual for 

whom they are to support a recommendation for a salary increase. 

Since the six person compensation committee has only limited 

resources, some assessees will be more successful than others as 

indicated by the amount of money they obtain for their candidates. 

Tuesday Afternoon. Candidates engage in an information seeking 

exercise, where they are given a minimum of background 
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information about a problem that exists in the corporation. They 

are asked to seek out additional information by questioning a 

resource person that is present. They are given 10 minutes to ask 

questions, analyse the information they have collected and 

formulate recommendations on the problem. 

Tuesday Evening. The assessees, either individually or in groups 

of six, present their recommendations on the financial analysis 

problem. They are then questioned by the assessor as to the 

reasons behind their recommendations and the type of reasoning 

that went into their decisions. 

Wednesday Morning. The assessees conduct an Appraisal 

Interview Simulation. The participant is given a complete 

personnel file on a hypothetical employee. After reviewing the 

file, they conduct an appraisal interview with a person role-

playing the subordinate. They are closely observed by an assessor 

who evaluates their ability to deal effectively with subordinates. 

Wednesday Noon. The assessees have a final luncheon with their 

fellow participants and assessors, after which they leave the centre 

to return to their jobs. The assessors remain. 
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Wednesday Afternoon to Friday Afternoon. The assessors spend 

whatever time is necessary during the remainder of the week to 

write detailed reports on the people observed. Each individual's 

file will consist of several assessors' reports on their performance 

on individual exercises and a global evaluation that may be 

written by either an assessor, or a professional psychologist. In all 

of the evaluations, the assessees are examined on numerous traits 

or dimensions that are considered relevant to success in that 

organisation's environment. Thus, the final report on any assessee 

contains evaluations on a number of dimensions, plus a summary 

report of their strengths, weaknesses and developmental needs. 

Numerous variations may be applied to the schedule depending on the 

desired outcome of the assessment centre. For example the Northern 

Territory Police Force utilise a one day assessment centre, for both 

recruitment and promotion, with assessors completing their conference 

and write up on the following day. Separate psychological 

analysis/testing also takes place. In contrast the Northern Territory 

Public Service, through the Public Service Commissioner's Office, 

conduct two to three day development centres at the senior executive 

level utilising a specialised external consultant to train a cohort of 

observers. The integration of assessors observations and write-ups of 

reports usually takes another two to two and a half days. 
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Variations on the above schedule can also be used for research purposes. 

In some cases, these tests are also used to build a profile of the 

organisation. iles (1992) also suggests that assessment centres generate 

such rich information, in terms of both quality and quantity, about all 

participants that the process should be applied to all staff not just those 

with 'high potential'. 

DEVELOPMENT CENTRES 
In recent literature the terms assessment centre and development centre 

have often been used synonymously. Assessment centres used primarily 

for development purposes are often termed development centres. 

Traditionally the British had a tendency to use the term "development 

centre" and the Americans "assessment centres". However, most writers 

agree that there are differences. The origins of the development centre lie 

in assessment centres. Like assessment centres, development centres 

involve a programme of tests and exercises which measure people's 

abilities against certain agreed competencies. However, while 

assessment centres were traditionally designed to select people for jobs, 

the focus of development centres is on helping people already in 

positions to improve their performance and or identifying long term 

potential (Adams, Source unknown). 

Development centres are usually defined in terms of their differences 

from assessment centres. While assessment centres have candidates who 
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are tested by assessors, development centres have participants who take 

part in a collaborative venture with the help of facilitators or observers. 

Assessment centres allow the organisation to select people who meet its 

criteria. Development centres facilitate participants measuring their own 

abilities against the organisation's criteria, identify their development 

needs, begin to meet these and plan further development activities. 

Unlike traditional or early assessment centres, development centres 

eschew notions of "pass't and "fail", give the results to participants and 

encourage collaboration (Adams, Unknown). 

Traditionally, assessment centres were processes which were carried out 

on a group of participants in a clinical fashion by the employer who 

owned the data. Development centres on the other hand developed as 

collaborative processes which take place in a co-operative atmosphere 

with data being owned by participants (Constable, 1993). 

However, it is often hard to make the distinction between assessment and 

development. Organisations often run centres that offer a combination of 

assessment and development, for example when selecting for internal 

promotion, redeployment or redundancy, identifying people with 

potential. Throughout the rest of this paper we use the terms 

interchangeably, except where clearly identified. 
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The idea of refocussing assessment centres on development has been 

encouraged by a number of new concepts in human resource 

management, in particular, continuous development, the learning 

organisation, empowerment of individuals and competencies. 

Organisations often explicitly link development centres to a specific set 

of competencies for a particular job or jobs (Adams, Source unknown). 

lIes (1989) indicates that centres can be used as part of a positive action 

programme. Mangers, participants and assessors will acquire a common 

language which identifies the key competencies which the organisation 

regards as critical for its current and future operations and cultural 

changes. 

Managers can identify competencies, help to design the centre, brief 

participants and discuss their development needs beforehand, act as 

facilitators, and agree on and monitor development plans afterwards. 

Adherents of development centres argue that they foster continuous 

development that is clearly related to business needs. Centres can 

demonstrate the organisation's commitment to staff, while placing 

responsibility for development in the hands of participants. They may 

also encourage acceptance of a common language of competencies and so 

lead to cultural change (lIes, 1992). They can be used for team building 

and, if carried out for an entire organisation, will result in a skills audit. 
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Ultimately it is argued that development centres improve performance in 

the workplace, though they are still too new for there to be much proof of 

this. (Adams, Source unknown). 

What is certain is that development centres are seen as expensive and 

time-consuming, typically running for up to a week. Some have argued 

that development centres are inappropriate for developing softer 

competencies like creativity, or sensitivity (Jacobs, 1989). Finally, there 

is the danger of raising unrealistic expectations about the development 

opportunities available in an organisation. Economic and political factors 

can also impact beyond the organisations' control. 

It is important to be clear about the centre's aims, who it is for, and who 

owns the results. Trying to combine assessment and development in one 

centre can lead to conflicts, with participants unlikely to be as open, 

honest and experimental as the development objective requires, because 

of the competitive environment created when fellow workers or 

applicants are competing for a particular position. 

COM PETENCIES 
A major issue in assessment centres in recent years has concerned the 

process of identifying relevant qualities in existing staff and potential 

applicants that will enable an appropriate match to occur between person 

and job. These qualities have been variously described as skills, 
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knowledge and other attribute (eg personality traits) and are increasingly 

called competences in the UK or competencies in the US ( lies & 

Salaman, 1995). 

ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE AND CULTURAL CHANGE 

Culture 
Culture may be viewed as something which is directly manageable, a set 

of identifiable factors which can be managed directly towards a given 

end, or as something much deeper and more symbolic; alternatively 

culture may be viewed variously as an analytical construct or as an 

applicable variable (culture can only be understood in terms of symbols, 

subjective meanings, language and context (Wilson, 1992)). 

Organisational Culture 
Organisational culture is a major determinant of the effectiveness of 

organisations. The extent to which individuals release their personal 

energy in the service of the organisation depends on how comfortable 

they are with its culture and or whether the culture encourages this. 

According to Wilson (1992), there is some difficulty in defining 

organisational culture as culture incorporates everything in an 

organisation. He suggests that organisational culture should be viewed as 

a combination incorporating broad aspects of the organisation including 
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control, commitment, socialisation, manipulation (looking at groups or 

individuals); as structure, design and corporate performance (at the 

organisational level of analysis). 

Risto (1990) provides a framework within which to locate the main 

cultural approaches to organisations. Placing organisational culture in 

the context of three distinct approaches to the sociology of organisations 

(the structure of social action, symbols and codes of meaning and theories 

of social action). This allows different approaches to culture to be 

analytically separated as well as considered at different levels of analysis. 

Goffman (1982) offers illustrations drawn from the everyday behaviour 

of people both at work and in social life. Mangham (1986) has directly 

applied this kind of dramatic role analysis to the behaviour of the 

individual managers during the course of the decision making process. 

For both authors, two factors are key - the performance itself and the 

individual's belief in his or her performance. These are key issues that 

are central to organisational change and the assessment centre process. 

ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE 
Wilson (1992) explores two extreme perspectives on strategic change: 

management recipes for success and the analytical and theoretical 

approaches aimed at understanding the complex process of change as an 

end in itself. He argues that there is difficulty in approaching the subject 
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of change given that its nature is transient, intangible and, above all, 

appears to be processual. He contrasts his views about the difficulty with 

Wilk(1990) who argues that change is largely non-processual and cannot, 

therefore, be chartered through various phases of historical time. From 

this perspective, change appears relatively instantaneous (although it does 

seem to have a historical set of precursive events). As Wilk (1990:15) 

says: 

Change is not a process, nor is it ever a task, operation, 
performance or activity ... the mythical view of change as 
taking time to occur can give us part of the traditional picture 
in which change, however revolutionary and swift, is seen as 
actually happening gradually, step by logical step, rather than 
occurring by means of an all-or-none leap. 

Wilson rightly states that every phenomenon is subject to change, 

however apparently stable its nature, and the same is true of 

organisations. Many appear to remain unchanged over a number of 

years, yet they are constantly evolving in time, sometimes by accident, 

sometimes by design. Physically, the organisation may look the same in 

outward appearance, but things have changed slowly but surely. Wilson 

provides a framework (Figure 1) which allows a comparative analysis of 

the various individual themes relating to organisational change, although 

he suggests we should be careful to guard against assuming that the 

whole world of organisational change can easily find a home in one of the 

cells. Yet the characterisation is provides a useful guide for organising 

thinking about approaches to change. 
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Figure No 1 

The process The implementation 
of change of change 

Planned 
change 

Emergent 
change 

1 2 

Logical incrementalism Reducing resistance to 
and various need, change (eg. force field 
commitment and shared analysis) 
vision models  

3 4 

Characteristics of Contextualism: 
strategic decisions: Implementation is a 
political process models function of antecedent 

factors and process 

A characterisation of approaches to organisational change. Source: Wilson 1992:10 

According to Pritchett and Pound (1996), change has become the new 

status quo and people should take ownership of change, making a central 

part of their job description to be personally responsible for managing 

change, because that is now a core element of every job. 

Wilson (1992) also suggests that at an even more macro level of analysis, 

national characteristics are equally important in the consideration of 

organisational change through organisational culture. Depending on the 

individual country and its national characteristics, the likelihood is that 

there is a wide array of factors which compromise any nation's culture 

and have some influence over how organisations and their managers 

think and act. Such factors include language, history, and the political 
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context, the legal context, religious beliefs and educational levels and 

practices, the values and attitudes of citizens and the preferred model of 

social organisations (eg. hierarchical or co-operative and decentralised). 

The work of Lammers & Hickson (1979), Hofstede (1980, 1990) and 

Tayeb (1989) represent the major position in the debate, the first two 

authors arguing largely for convergence and the last two for divergence. 

The relevance of these studies to organisational change, according to 

Wilson, is twofold. First, the patterning of national attitudes, values and 

beliefs closely parallels similar approaches to the culture of individual 

organisations. Second, given the diversity of factors that contribute to 

shaping and fashioning national cultures, it is likely that one or more of 

these factors will act as a facilitator or hindrance to organisational 

change. This would obviously include such things as legal/fiscal factors, 

which might preclude joint ventures between companies in different 

countries. Other less tangible factors would include a nation's history, its 

language or its political context. 

Wilson (1992) also suggests that the patterning of national cultures, by 

clustering them along the lines of their similarity across a range of 

dimensions, reveals some remarkable similarities between factors 

characterising national culture patterns identified by Handy (1986). For 

example, Hofstede (1980, 1990) suggests four broad clusters of nations, 

based primarily on: 
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the prevailing sense of individualism or collectivism in each 

country; 

• the power distance accepted in each country (the degree of 

centralisation, autocratic leadership, number of levels in 

hierarchy, etc.); and 

the degree to which uncertainty is tolerated or avoided. 

Wilson (1992:90) identifies Hofstede's four broad clusters of countries as 

follows: 

Scandinavia (primarily Denmark, Sweden and Norway). 
These cultures are based upon values of collectivity, 
consensus and decentralisation. 
West Germany (as it was pre-1990), Switzerland and Austria. 
These are grouped together largely as valuing efficiency - the 
well oiled machine - and seeking to reducing uncertainty. 
Great Britain, Canada, the USA, New Zealand, Australia and 
the Netherlands. These are somewhere between (1) and (2) 
but cluster on the value they place on strong individuals and 
achievers in society. 
Japan, France, Belgium, Spain and Italy. These are clustered 
on bureaucratic tendencies - the pyramid of people - favouring 
a large power distance. 

The similarity of factors in the national culture study to Handy's (1986) 

four organisational cultures is striking. Power cultures favour and 

nurture strong individuals; role cultures favour the pyramid of people as 

well as large power distance and the reduction of ambiguity. Task 

cultures represent the decentralised, consensual organisations which 

favours group working (collectivism) over individualism. Person 

cultures favour individualism, but avoid bureauratisation or large power 

distances. 
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The extent to which there are parallels between the dominant national 

cultures and prevailing organisational cultures is a question for future 

research. This research might focus on external pressures to change, 

including areas outside the business sector of which the organisation is 

part. The national cultures may have dominant characteristics which 

pervade organisational structures and processes. Greatrex and Phillips 

(1989), in their research on BP, highlighted the problem associated with 

transferring a corporate wide Anglo-Americian competency based model, 

used in their assessment centres, across a variety of national cultures. 

Specific competencies were sometimes seen as culturally provocative. 

Another issue that Wilson (1992) raises is that to effect change in an 

organisation simply by attempting to change its culture assumes an 

unwarranted linear connection between something called organisational 

culture and performance. He suggests that the concept of organisational 

culture is multi-faceted, and it is not always clear precisely how culture 

and change are related. 

On the subject of organisational change there are a number of 

perspectives that can be examined. Some consider change is a drawn out 

process and others deny it. Some authors, (eg. Pettigrew, 1990) argue 

that organisational change can be understood only in the context of large 

blocks of historical time. Others (eg. Wilk 1990) argue that change is 
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largely non-processual and cannot, therefore, be chartered through 

various phases of historical time. From this perspective, change appears 

relatively instantaneous. 

Change is today accepted as a fact of organisational behaviour. To 

successful organisations, it is an ongoing process to remain competitive 

and at the leading edge of technology. The human resource role of many 

organisations has been expanded to include the role of developing change 

agents to assist the organisation to cope with the ongoing change process. 

Throughout this paper we have emphasised the point that change must be 

accepted as a requirement of organisational behaviour. The competitive 

environment that organisations operate in today dictates the acceptance of 

this. If an organisation is to remain competitive, then it must be capable 

of coping with the ongoing change process. Well coordinated and 

energetic managers who consistently align themselves to the 

organisation's corporate goals with a capacity to act as change agents will 

be critical to the process of implementing cultural change. Their 

alignment and motivation can only enhance the organisational 

performance if the practices fit the needs of an organisation's competitive 

environment, that is the product, financial and labour market. Change of 

this magnitude does not occur by itself and in some circumstances it is 

acknowledged that the capacity to change is outside the control of the 
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individual organisation, especially in the areas of economic and political 

change. 

Opportunity can also arise for public organisations, where, due to 

changes in the political and economic environment, their protected area is 

removed and they are given the opportunity, or directed to, move into the 

competitive environment. 

A prime example of this was reflected in a statement made by The Hon 

John Fahey, MP on 20 August 1996: 

The [Commonwealth] government is committed to the cost 
effective provision of affordable, equitable and accessible 
Australian Government information and services and achieving 
the best possible return from its significant investments in 
technology throughout the Commonwealth. Consequently the 
government has approved a "whole of government" approach to 
the provision of selected IT and telecommunications services. 
It has approved in principle the outsourcing of its data centres, 
subject to a scoping study and initial market testing. The results 
will be considered by Cabinet in the preparation of the 1997-98 
budget. 

For many organisations steeped in the historical past where job security 

and customer base were assured by political will, the change process can 

be traumatic. Accordingly these types of organisation are often 

characterised by arrogance and a mentality of bureaucratic centralisation, 

the historical value system was one that often focused inwardly. The 

emphasis is on clinging to outmoded strategies and practices. Their 

resistance strategies include a lack of acknowledgment of the current 
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economic and product environment in which the organisation is 

attempting to survive, or retain market share, and the use of 'pressure 

tactics', especially against any subordinates who challenge the old 

process and attempt to implement change (Kotter, 1993). The Hon 

Senator Peter Reith, MP, (1996), recently summed up this situation when he 

described the current [Commonwealth] government as operating: 

within the constraints of a complex array of outdated, rigid and 
cumbersome regulations and described the culture as one of 
prescription rather than trust. 

Von Darn, Prybutok & Keppleton (1996) identify that a factor in 

successful transition may be those responsible for leading the change 

process, the competent leaders who attempt to implement the change 

process whilst taking into consideration the needs of all players, 

customers, employees and stockholders. An ability to motivate managers 

to lead the change process by acting as change agents, adapting and 

changing to keep in pace with the competitive environment is important. 

Keeping managers informed, and, through the assessment centre process, 

helping them to assess their strengths and weaknesses on an ongoing 

basis, are key issues. The organisation's corporate values or goals are 

important starting points in this process where the overall values are 

clearly spelt out for the information of all. Secondly, the strategic plans 

must be defined in a way that will contribute to the organisation's 

achievement of its corporate directions. 

According to Kotter (1993:13), where we find successful 
cultural change we always find one or two unusually capable 

40 



leaders at the top. These individuals have track records for 
producing dramatic results. They also combine an 
"outsider's" objectivity with the credibility and power base of 
an insider. These leaders motivate their managers to play a 
similar leadership role in creating change within their own 
division on an ongoing basis, recognising and rewarding as 
many successes as possible. (Von Darn et al, 1996: p ) 

RESISTANCE TO CHANGE 
Resistance to behavioural change is understandable. Generally, the old 

ways were seen as successful and those in charge have often been 

beneficiaries of the way things were done. For many individuals and 

groups, change threatens their comfort zone and can impose a dilemma 

for those who have always done things the way they had been required in 

the past, especially where pride had been taken in the way things were 

done and there is no apparent reason to change what has always worked 

in the past (Kotter, 1993). The threat of change is seen by many people 

as being brought out of the comfort zone and possibly demanding skills 

that may not be seen as within their capability. Such threat of change can 

create a siege mentality where, as a group, those resistant to the change 

can provide colleagues and workmates with what is seen as positive 

support. Unfortunately, such support often exacerbates the situation in a 

negative way as the situation reaches crisis point, possibly with 

significant impact on the organisation's ability to remain competitive in 

the market place. If senior management does not intervene and undertake 

a serious effort to instigate fundamental change to the organisational 
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culture or subgroup culture there is a risk that the organisation will 

stagnate. 

Power cultures have been a part of such organisations as banking and 

policing for decades. Many from within these types of organisations 

have successfully worked within this framework over the years. Policing 

historically, for example, was in Australia perceived by many as a 'fix-

all' occupation whereby police were one of the few 24 hours a day, 7 

days a week, 365 days a year catagories of workers available to attend to 

all problems that occurred. The roles and responsibilities were wide 

ranging and diverse. The majority of the tasks were those that nobody 

else wanted to do and were largely independent of any jurisdictional or 

ministerial control. There was a noble assertion by the community that 

their role was to fix virtually everything and to a large extent the negative 

aspects of their work were ignored or even sanctioned by senior officers. 

The best players were the active and effective officers who gained high 

profile within the communities and almost god-like power within their 

respective police agencies. Their actions, regardless of how they were 

implemented were viewed as effective indicators of policing at that time 

and so it transpired that the unscrupulous, unethical, and at times 

dishonest rose through the ranks thus perpetuating a culture where such 

behaviour resulted in power and invincibility. The power culture was set 

and as opportunities for promotion arose the key players surrounded 

themselves with those of similar values (Callan, 1996). 



Most of the successful banks started within a power culture framework 

where common features were an enlightened chief executive and 

dedicated lieutenants with extensive experience in their functions. Callan 

(1996) describes the cultural structure as a strict hierarchy tempered by 

heavy doses of paternalism, and a stable environment in which 

competition was regulated and benign. 

Historically, the power culture within many groups has resulted in a rigid 

and inflexible resistance to change; change was resisted as it was not 

needed and it would not work. The stable environment, supported by a 

strict hierarchy, was threatened with multi skilling, team based work, 

skills based pay structures and equal employment opportunities 

(Gollogly, K. S & Callan, V. J., 1995). 

The days of such stability for any organisation has passed with 

reorganisation and restructuring being a way of life in the 1990s (Wilson, 

1992; Patrickson, M. , Bamber, V. & Bamber, G., 1995). Continual 

change is today seen as a necessity to strengthen the organisation's 

capacity to survive in a competitive and demanding environment. Such 

an environment has created a need for flexibility and diversity in the 

workforce and a demand for personnel with an ability to communicate, 

motivate, delegate, lead and negotiate. At the same time organisations 

are finding themselves more responsible for creating and sustaining their 

43 



own workplace relations. The recent introduction of the Workplace 

Relations Act, 1996, in Australia is an excellent example of this type of 

change. Such an environment has placed enormous pressure on 

organisations to develop an ability to embrace change on an ongoing 

basis if they are to maintain their place in the corporate environment. 

Critical to this maintenance is the ability of their personnel, especially 

managers to assume increasing responsibility for people management. 

With the new competitive landscape, cultural change and workplace 

reforms have become inevitable if organisations are to survive. This has 

created a demand for increased career development opportunities which 

must be based on the organisation's needs as well. Career development 

within organisations can only succeed with support of senior 

management. The need for senior management and human resource 

managers to work together to design and implement career development 

strategies is ongoing. Career development is an ongoing process and a 

key to organisations achieving their objectives (Iles, 1992). 

For the customer service organisations, there has been a realisation of the 

need to empower staff at the front line to respond on the spot with 

emphasis on service being delivered through one point of contact. The 

customer today is not willing to wait for the bureaucracy to respond to his 

or her needs. Such a move has required multi-skilling of staff and as an 

indirect consequence, the removal of mundane repetitive tasks of the 
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past. Associated with this process is the flattening of organisations and 

the removal of many levels of the bureaucracy. 

As the change process takes place, management needs to identify its new 

management team. The identification and selection process utilised by 

many organisations today is the assessment/development centre. Such a 

process needs a visual and continuing commitment by senior 

management. The power culture needs to be replaced by the performance 

culture where all levels of the organisation are a group of motivated and 

empowered people generating peak performance every day. 

CHANGE AGENTS 

Parkas (1996:56) describes a change agent as a person who "manages for 

success by acting as an agent for radical change, transforming 

bureaucracies into organisations that embrace the new and different". He 

quotes Lew Platt of Hewlett-Packard, who suggests leadership style is a 

critical factor in this process and one based on developing a culture: 

"You need people who are steeped in and strongly believe in the culture, 

who can spout the core values of the organisation because that's the way 

we really manage". He also refers to Stephen Friedman, former senior 

partner at Goldman Sachs, who suggests that: "if you're not constantly 

working for constructive strategic change, then you are the steward of 

something that must erode (p57)." 
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SUMMARY 
In this chapter writers have introduced the basic concept of assessment 

centres, the history, characteristics and traditional uses from an global 

perspective. The staff development concept was also introduced along 

with competencies. This led to issues of organisational change, cultural 

change and the more recent writings relating to the rich data generated 

from the assessment centre process. Of significance within this chapter 

were the implications associated with applying the assessment centre 

concept across different coutries where socio economic and political 

issues can have significant impact. These concepts are discussed in the 

next chapter. 
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Chapter 3 DISCUSSION 

In this chapter we examine the literature available and discuss the key 

findings in relation to assessment centres and cultural change. 

In order to explore these topics extensive literature searches on 

assessment centres, development centres, the interview process, culture 

and organisational change were undertaken. 

ASSESSMENT AND DEVELOPMENT CENTRES 
Despite the location of several specific texts in relations to assessment 

and development centres, they were unavailable within the time frame of 

the research project. 

Most of the literature on assessment centres dates from the 1978-1990 

period. Recent literature on assessment centres is scarce, although, 

during the 90's, Paul lies has written a number of papers to which we 

refer. Australian literature on them is minimal except for a few public 

sector papers. 

Throughout the 1980's most of the assessment centre literature emerged 

from occupational psychologists in US and Canada (Anderson & 

Schackleton, 1991). The military usage of assessment centres in Britain 

influenced other public sector agencies and the police (Feltham, 1988). It 
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was fairly obvious that the business community had not turned to the use 

of assessment centres to the same degree as had the public sector and it 

can be argued that the early systems were better suited to these 

hierarchical situations and large organisations. Selection was the main 

focus of these assessment centres and to identify possible long range 

potential. Combining assessment and development functions came later 

(Boehm, 1985). 

More recent research on assessment centres has concentrated on 

measurement issues and the published research often reports the 

methodology and results but does not describe, in any detail, the design 

of the centres under investigation (Blansky & lies, 1990). 

The search for why the assessment centre technique achieves such 

consistently good predictions appears to have muddled thinking about the 

assessment process. This is not unexpected, given the decades of use of 

the interview process by many large public and private sector 

organisations to date. No one who researched the process seems to doubt 

the efficacy of the technique in comparison to the others available for the 

assessment of managerial skills (Campbell & Bray, 1993). 

Prior to the use of assessment centres, interviews or random selection 

were the main methods of staff selection. 
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THE INTERVIEW OR AN ASSESSMENT METHOD 

Anderson and Shackleton's (1991) research indicates that interviews are 

far from perfect predictors of job behaviour and yet the face to face 

interview still remains overwhelmingly popular as a selection process. 

Many techniques have been used to structure interviews to improve their 

reliability but they need supplementation by other methods. We discuss 

these below. 

Evidence suggests that the interview is still by far the most commonly 

used selection device in many Australian organisations and it is typically 

the only means of selection in private industry. Indeed even 

organisations, such as the Australian policing services and the Northern 

Territory public service, who traditionally prided themselves that they use 

a variety of selection methods, have a tendency to rely entirely on 

interviews when the labor supply gets short, when staff is urgently 

needed, or when influential groups indicate a dissatisfaction with written 

tests. 

An examination of the value of the interview process on which 

organisations are tending to rely so heavily is needed, as it greatly 

influences the quality of the future work force. The reliance on 

interviewing and the huge outlay of time and money expended on the 

interview process suggests that the employment interview must be a 

proven and critical part of our government and industrial construct. 
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However, there is no research or evidence that has shown that 

interviewing has assisted hiring the best people or that it has been 

effective in cultural change. 

What research has been conducted suggests that most employment 

interviews are largely a waste of time (Mayfield, 1964). There is very 

little evidence that any interviewer can do much better than chance in 

predicting which of several likely applicants would be more successful at 

a particular job. For some reason managers seem to feel that they can 

make accurate predictions of this kind, but the scant evidence says that 

they cannot. They have only their beliefs to defend the interviewing 

process. 

Another viewpoint is of interest in this connection. Although many US 

government jurisdictions use interviews extensively, the US Civil Service 

Commission is an exception. The reason for this has been explained by 

Dr. Albert Maslow, Chief, Personnel Measurement Research and 

Development Centre (Taylor, 1969). On the basis of his experience, he 

regards an interview almost solely as a means of obtaining and recording 

or verifying information about an applicant (and providing information to 

him). Once that information has been recorded, he feels that it can be 

better evaluated through an objective review of the interview record, in 

relation to other appraisal data, by another person rather than by an 

interviewer whose judgments will be influenced by their personal 
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feelings and biases. Maslow seems to be saying that factually reported 

observations and information can lead to valid predictions, but the 

predictions are most valid when the emotions and attitudes of 

interviewers are not directly interposed in the interview situation. 

The idea that facts make the difference has been stated most clearly by 

professional recruiters in describing their methods. According to them 

the important thing in selecting executives is to find people with past 

records that indicate that they have done the kind of thing that the 

prospective employer wants done. Among these prospects they seek the 

one whose "chemical reaction" with their prospective employer is good. 

By "chemical reaction" they mean finding a common background and 

common views as judged in an interview, so the employer will have 

confidence in the applicant (Taylor, 1969). The recruiters judge 

competence on the basis of the record and use an interview to provide for 

a choice from among equally qualified prospects. The interview provides 

an opportunity for the employer to learn which prospect most resembles 

themselves in background, ideas, motivation and will therefore be most 

pleasing to them. 

As early as 1964, the poor reliability of the interview process had been 

documented. Mayfield (1964) reviewed the research reports published on 

employment interviewing since 1915 to see what generalisations could be 

51 



made. He endorsed two generalisations that had been identified by 

previous investigators: 

The reliability of interview ratings in general is low. 
The reliability of the kinds of interviews most commonly 
conducted is "extremely low." When applicants are 
interviewed separately by different interviewers, there is very 
little agreement among their evaluations. This is true even 
when they obtain the same information. 

The validity of interviews is usually low, even when 
the reliability is acceptable. By definition this means that 
interviews are seldom successful in predicting job 
performance. Mayfield even found that when valid written 
tests were given prior to the interview and the interviewer 
knew the results, the interviewer's predictions were generally 
no better than those made by the test alone, and frequently 
worse. 

After noting that the research was sparse, often taken from a field other 

than employment, and seldom verified by other researchers, Mayfield 

went on to identify factors that were present when some evidence of 

validity was found. He found research support for the following: 

When interviews are unstructured: (a) The 
interviewers do more talking than do the interviewees; (b) 
The interviewers make their decisions early in the interview, 
with minimum information; (c) The interviewers get 
biographical data adequately but fail particularly to 
understand the applicants' attitude; (d) The reliability is 
almost never satisfactory. 

When the interviews are structured, these tendencies 
are reversed: the applicants do more talking, the decisions are 
made after more information has been obtained, more is 
learned about attitudes and other non biographical factors, 
and reliability tends to be higher. 
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When panel interviews are used, all interviewers get 
the same information, they usually get more information, and 
validity is higher than when single interviewers are used. 

There are differing techniques of interviewing, some 
better than others. The technique used affects the outcome of 
an interview. The techniques can be taught. 

The interview tends to be a search for unfavourable 
information, and the final evaluation is more closely related 
to unfavourable information obtained than to favourable 
information obtained. (Mayfield, 1964: not numbered). 

Taylor (1969) believes that the interview is here to stay and it is defended 

for all the wrong reasons, chiefly because most managers cherish the 

belief that, contrary to the general rule, they are good judges of character. 

The real reason is that it is difficult to recruit without it. It is almost 

impossible to fill a vacant position without some personal contact with 

the applicants, and that contact becomes some sort of interview. 

Interviews could be made more effective by using them in combination 

with assessment centres. 

FORM/TYPES OF ASSESSMENT 
Most research reports indicate that the type of assessment centre is 

crucial. For example, Souder & Leksich (1983) advise that the entire 

assessment centre system must be in harmony with the prevailing 

organisational goals, policies, procedures and desired cultures and this is 

in line with our findings. In general, the objectives of the centre, the 
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skills to be measured or enhanced by the centre, the exercises used, the 

observations taken, the evaluation made and the feedback given are all 

closely interrelated. They must be considered as a total system. Each is 

dependent on the other. The specification of one influences the other. 

Assessment centres, as anyone who has been involved in them will be 

aware, are intensive experiences; few participants emerge from such a 

process with their perceptions of themselves as managers unchallenged. 

It is surprising, therefore, that more has not been written about the role of 

assessment centres in promoting a change in management style and 

culture (Guerrier & Riley, 1992). Dulwicz (1989) describes the process 

as a much more comprehensive view of an individual's potential on a 

wide range of characteristics, by providing a powerful vehicle to help 

them experience higher level work and assess their own strengths and 

weaknesses. 

Our reading has led us to believe that for an assessment centre focused on 

cultural change, one approach to the systematic design of an assessment 

centre would start with the organisation's charter and top management 

statements. The planning stage should reveal the organisation's core 

values and would question future directions. Based on these and drawing 

on the experiences of other centres, a criteria also needs to be developed 

to judge the outputs from the centre. 
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The is no one model which is universally appropriate, the choice depends 

on many aspects. The first influence is the nature of the external business 

and competitive environment. The second is the nature of the current 

internal environment or culture, in particular the organisation's 

willingness or resistance to change. The third theme is about the balance 

between internal and external environment. This is essentially about 

identifying the gap between what the marketplace is directing the 

organisation to do and the organisation's capability to respond, and 

positioning the centre as a means of accelerating change in the direction 

of marketplace requirements. 

The challenge of using an assessment centre as a strategic personnel 

intervention is to position it correctly between "the goalposts of cultural 

acceptability and marketplace requirements" (Kerr, 199 1:20). 

STAGES OF AN ORGANISATION'S DEVELOPMENT 
Research suggests that traditionally assessment centres have been found 

to be effective in hierarchial and larger organisations. However, the 

culture of these organisations can vary in different stages of development 

and most studies do not appear to take this into account when assessing 

the ongoing success of assessment centre. 
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Businesses and organisations are structured differently and go through 

life cycles. Different phases of these life cycles require significant 

differences in attitudes, skills, styles, systems and processes. 

In the formation stage, often a great emphasis is put on the 

entrepreneurial exploitation of the product or service. The culture at this 

time is predominantly shaped by the beliefs and values of the founder and 

the emphasis is on product design and specification, logistics, and 

understanding customer requirements. 

In the growth stage, assuming the organisation survives, the focus usually 

shifts to enhancing the product, ensuring that capacity is utilised, and 

developing ongoing customer relationships, 

By the mature phase, the emphasis is usually on providing product 

variations, ensuring product supply, flexible services and the 

development of those services. 

If an organisation moves into decline, it may turn it attentions to cutting 

costs, releasing capacity, rationalisation and control of suppliers. 

The issues which the organisation is facing will differ across the phases. 

Despite evidence about market place and external environment generally, 

many organisations design interventions, such as assessment centres, 
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which reflect the existing internal culture rather than that in which the 

organisation is operating. 

To choose which design of assessment centre is appropriate to influence 

the culture at that point of time is a challenge. 

Kerr (1991) warns about designing interventions that reflect the existing 

culture rather than which is most appropriate to meet the demands of the 

marketplace or desired cultures. There is constant tension between these 

two dimensions of culture which influence whether an organisation will 

use assessment and development centres to maintain the status quo or to 

catalyse change. 

More research is needed into assessment centres in the current 

organisational environment where accountability is increasingly devolved 

and supported by a more open, flexible management style in a less 

hierarchical style of organisation. 

QUALITY OF ASSESSORS 

Even when the design of the most appropriate assessment centre has been 

established and organisational commitment obtained, other issues 

emerge. One perennial issue is in obtaining consistency between 

assessors in assessment centres. 
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In theory the assessor's role is relatively simple - evaluate and judge 

evidence presented by the candidate to determine whether or not he or 

she successfully meets the required standards. In practice, however, this 

function can be rather difficult if the assessor does not know or 

understand what he or she is doing. 

The actual judging of evidence is the most critical step in the assessment 

process. Unless the assessor has had a background in the corporate 

culture then there is every possibility that he or she may not recognise at 

first or understand some evidence. It is therefore important that the 

assessor be skilled at judging a wide range of evidence obtained not only 

from direct observation but from a number of other sources, such as past 

experience, hobbies and unpaid work activities. 

This brings us to the question of who is in the best position to carry out 

this role. 

Assessors need to have opportunities to tap into corporate culture, to use 

the language of the organisation and most importantly involve the key 

players in the organisation in the process. 

In a study of BP assessment centres, Greatrex & Phillips, (1989) 

conclude that having senior managers as assessors seemed to generate 

commitment to the process. 
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Effective assessor training is a key to an effective assessment centre. The 

amount of time and expense required for assessor training varies 

proportionately with the nature of the centre, the ratio of assessors to 

participants, the organisation, the centre's objectives, the total number of 

participants, and the type of exercises used. When the centre focuses on 

the improvement of skills in human judgement or interpersonal 

relationships, the ratio of assessors to participants may be one-to one and 

the assessor training more intense. 

The actual behaviour of assessors is an issue that lies & Salaman 

addressed in their 1995 paper. They indicated that women applicants 

may prefer the presence of women assessors. They also indicated that 

applicants responded well to assessors that were credible and had good 

interpersonal skills. 

Many organisations have increasingly used external consultants 

especially for executive positions. Illes & Salaman (1995) indicate that 

this usually occurs when organisations feel they lack skilled assessors 

within their organisation, when there is an advantage to have an outside 

opinion, when confidentiality is crucial and speed is a priority. 
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Greatrex & Phillips (1989) advise that a more balanced approach is 

possible using both type of assessors and develop expert systems that 

ensure continuity and objectivity. 

ASSESSOR TRAINING 

Since one of the key ingredients in a successful assessment centre is 

adequate preparation of the assessors, they need to participate in a special 

training program to develop assessing skills. Evidence recommends that 

they perform all of the exercises and get practice in observation on the 

various dimensions of behaviour that are elicited by these exercises. 

Assessor training may be conducted on a larger scale than the assessment 

centre itself, and as many as 20 assessors can be trained at one time. It is 

essential that the assessor learn two things. First, they must have a 

thorough understanding of the exercises used in the centre and the types 

of behaviour that they evoke. Second, they must learn how to become a 

good observer by recording specific examples of the behaviour being 

observed and not just global statements about it. An effective assessor, 

who does a good job of writing reports on individual exercises, will both 

speed up the writing of the final report and make it more accurate. 

FEEDBACK 
Research by Souder and Leksich (1983) and Wood, Boyle & Fullerton 

1996 reveals that the success of an assessment centre will be deeply 



influenced by its credibility in the eyes of the participants. If the 

participants find their centre experiences helpful in coping with real-

world problems, then the centre will have achieved a modicum of 

success. Thus, the meaningfulness of the assessors' observations, 

evaluations and feedback is an essential factor. The choice of what to 

observe and evaluate, how to take the observations and make the 

evaluations, and how to feed back these observations must be settled as 

part of the objective-setting and design of the centre. 

Basically, the observation and evaluation procedures must be kept 

consistent with the organisation's established or desired policies, climate 

and general personality. 

The question of how much feedback to provide for the participant 

presents an unresolved dilemma. Individuals differ widely in the amount 

of feedback desired and needed, and in their capacity to handle good and 

bad news. Current practices range from sharing virtually nothing to 

presenting the participant with a formal written report containing all the 

detailed scores. Feedback is necessary both out of fairness to the 

participant and for the centre to have any impact (Souder & Leksich, 

1983). 
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BENEFITS AND COSTS 

Assessment centres are not inexpensive and therefore they are not 

universally used in industry. Rather than simply conducting a cost-

benefit analysis of the outlay involved in the assessment centre, it is 

necessary to look at the total picture. From this a better judgement on 

whether assessment centres are a viable solution to assessment needs can 

be made. 

lIes (1992) believes that an assessment centre may seem time consuming 

to run, but if well designed and well run, the outcomes for both the 

individual and the organisation can easily repay the initial investment. 

Regardless of the purpose of the assessment centres a cost analysis is 

important. An example discussed by Duggan (1993) is illustrative of the 

type of event typically associated with external recruitment: 

In this type of assessment centre prospective employees 
perform a series of exercises which require behaviour similar 
to that required in the positions they seek. Their performance 
in carrying out these exercises is observed and rated by the 
organisation's own managers who know the target job and 
who are specially trained as assessors. A typical event might 
see 8 participants carrying out 5 exercises over the course of a 
day while being assessed by 4 of the organisation's managers. 
At the end of the assessment event, the information regarding 
each candidate's performance is brought together by the 
assessors who can now make a considered judgement as to 
their potential for success were they to be offered a position 
(Duggan 1993:31). 
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To ascertain the costs and benefits of this process, Duggan (1993:31) 

examined the main components of this typical assessment centre: 

identifying the skills required for successful job performance; 

designing a suitable assessment centre event; 

training organisations' managers as assessors; 

designing and purchasing appropriate exercises; and 

having short-listed candidates attend the assessment centre event. 

Duggan (1993:3 1) categorises the costs into three groups: 

Opportunity costs; 

Venue/Accommodation costs; and 

External Assistance. 

Opportunity costs include salaries, training rooms and other general 

running costs. These are costs already paid for by the organisation. 

Some organisations find it preferable to hold the entire programme "off-

site", especially for longer assessment centres events which can last up to 

three to five days. The organisation, then, will incur 

venue/accommodation costs related to the hiring of suitable rooms for an 

event, as well as accommodation for both candidates and assessors. 

Although some of the more experienced users of assessment centres 

conduct their programmes totally without external assistance, specialist 
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assessment consultants are usually called upon to help organisations with 

the set up of an assessment centre programme. They also assist with the 

training of assessors and the supply of materials. 

Duggan (1993:3 1) also divides benefits into reasonably discreet types: 

Short term anticipated benefits are often the main reasons companies 

choose to use assessment centres. Most of this type of benefit comes 

from the assessment events themselves. These benefits include things 

like the financial benefit to the organisation of recruiting good rather than 

average employees and the benefit of having a large number of 

candidates seen by a large number of senior managers in a short space of 

time. 

Long term anticipated benefits are benefits which may not be 

immediately apparent but can have a significant effect on the 

organisations' approach to recruitment and staff development. They 

includes such things as the benefits which arise from the involvement of 

senior line managers in the recruitment process. Examples include, high 

ownership of recruits, greater understanding of the recruitment process, 

enhanced communication between line managers and personnel areas. 

By-products benefits which accompany the assessment centre process can 

actually eclipse the anticipated benefits in both their importance and 
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value to an organisation. However, they may not always be apparent. 

Having managers who share a common language and standards about 

what is acceptable work performance has obvious, positive implications 

for performance appraisal, staff development and training, as well as 

routine general management. These benefits tend to arise from the 

assessor training component of the process. 

Duggan (1993:31) examines the five assessment centre components in 

light of these cost and benefit groups: 

1. Identification of Job Skills 

An assessment centre demands a focus on what skills are required in a 

particular job or role. A job analysis needs to be done, to identify these 

requisite skills or competencies required. Job descriptions, of the tasks 

currently being performed, are not sufficient as they only describes the 

tasks that must be done in a job, not the skills or competencies required 

to perform those tasks successfully. An analysis of the target job need 

not be an expensive process. Interviews carried out by a personnel 

manager should be sufficient to identify the skills requirements for 

successful performance. This process should be seen as routine and 

cannot be seen as a true 'additional' cost of assessment centres. 

The benefits of having a clear understanding of the skills required to 

perform a job successfully are not confined to the recruitment process. 

Me 



Job evaluation, performance appraisal and training and development all 

hinge to some extent on this understanding. 

Assessment Centre Design 

Assessment centres can be designed and the appropriate type of exercises 

to be used in the assessment centres selected, once the skill or 

competency requirements are clear. Some external consultants providing 

assessment centre materials insist that they help an organisation design 

their first assessment centre before supplying materials. As they have an 

obligation to ensure that the exercises are being used in an ethical and 

appropriate manner. It is common for human resource departments to 

advise on an appropriate assessment centre design, once their 

organisation is familiar with assessment centre procedures. The costs for 

external assistance in designing an assessment programme depend on the 

size and nature of the program. For a one day recruitment example, with 

the job skills already determined, a cost of approximately $1,000 to 

$2,000 would not be unreasonable. 

Assessor Training 

Senior managers need to spend 3-5 days learning to identify skills 

required for successful job performance. These skills include: 

• learning to assess on-the-job work behaviour; 
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• learning how recruitment, appraisal and the development of 

their staff can be linked to produce a cohesive human resource 

management process; 

• discovering how their concept of "good" work performance 

differs from that of their peers and learning how to reconcile 

those differences; and 

• finally learning how to take an active part in the recruitment 

and development of their own staff via objective assessment. 

Unless organisation see the long term managerial development benefits 

of this training, relatively to the minor costs involved, it can create a 

stumbling block to the assessment centre process. 

The major costs of assessor training are the salaries of managers. Then 

there are venue and accommodation costs and finally training costs. 

Costs can range from over $3,500 per person for a fully residential, 5 day 

course to less than $600 per person for a 3 day in-house course. 

4. Materials and Exercises 

Payment of $100 per candidate is usual (Duggan, 1993) for direct costs 

such as exercises, assessors' guides, paper, pens and the like. Licence 

fees, often well over $4,000, can sometimes be charged by some external 

consultants for exercises. Some suppliers will provide all assessment 

centre needs for a fixed sum, others will lease reusable materials to an 

organisation. whilst others will only sell non-reusable exercises in large 
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numbers as well as charging a significant. Large organisations write their 

own materials which can significantly increase set up costs but reduce 

ongoing running costs. 

5. Assessment Event 

Costs involved in the assessment events include the assessors' salaries 

and venues. Assessment events for 8 people can use up to 5 rooms and 

companies often prefer to have external venues. Hotels or conference 

centres have day rates from around $200 per person. Large assessment 

centre users tend to have sufficient in-house facilities. 

Duggan (1993:33) lists the benefits of the assessment centre events as 

follows: 

8 candidates are seen in S different situations by 4 different 

assessors. It would take 32 interviews for 8 candidates to be seen 

individually by 4 managers in only 1 situation. 

The organisation gets the employee skills it needs, not simply the 

type of person with whom one manager wishes to work. 

The chances of selecting a high performing employee increase 

markedly. For example if one half of the people invited to a recruitment 

programme are capable of good performance then simply by picking at 

random there is a 50% chance of choosing a good employee. Using 

interviews on their own you can increase your chances to 58% whilst by 

68 



using an assessment centre can increase the chances of choosing a good 

employee to around 85-90%. (Duggan, 1993:33). 

. The annual value of a good employee versus an average employee 

can really only be determined by the organisation as it depends heavily on 

the nature of their work and their potential financial impact on the 

organisation. Duggan (1993:33) also suggests that such a 'differential' 

value can be estimated by reference to the salary of the employee and 

their level of operation within the organisation. As a guide, this 

differential value can be estimated as 40% of the person's salary for most 

jobs and up to and beyond 100% of their salary for senior management 

and sales positions. Therefore it would be financially inadvisable to run 

an assessment centre costing $10,000 for one vacancy where the person's 

salary will be $20,000. However, for any senior management position or 

where the organisation will be investing heavily in its recruits (eg. 

graduates) then assessment centres make good sense. 

Recent research by Carlopio (1996) shows that every time one white-

collar employee is lost, it costs 2.5 times their salary. That means if ten 

people earning $50,000 per annum a year are lost, it costs more than $1 

million in direct costs such as wasted training dollars, dissatisfied 

customers, separation and recruitment costs. 

In justifying the costs of assessment centres, as early as 1985, Bedford 

used an example of a senior British Police Officer assessment centre 



costing of $12,000 per candidate (1985 costs) generating a net benefit of 

at least $800,000 per year compared to the use of interviews. Jones' 

(1988) examination of the costs associated with the British Royal Navy 

assessment centre, estimated that assessment centres cost twice as much 

as interviews. However, the total savings over interview per annum were 

$1,146,840. Iles (1992) summarises that monetary gains associated far 

outweigh their costs, as compared to using interviews or random 

selection. 

Other less obvious by-products of the assessment events are (Duggan, 

1993:33): 

• Candidates see that the organisation is serious about 
recruitment. The presence of line managers adds much 
credibility to the recruitment process. 

• All candidates, even those not selected, gain something from 
the process. 

• The information from the assessment centre can be used to 
help manage and develop the new recruit during the first 6 
months of employment. 

• More than one line manager feels responsible for the new 
recruit and is anxious for them to achieve success. 

• The process is legally more defensible as it is fair, relatively 
objective and based on requisite work skills rather than 
subjective irrelevancies. 

In today's economy all companies, especially small to medium sized 

ones, are being careful about their costs. However, Duggan (1993) 

believes that a full analysis of assessment centres costs suggest that it is a 

process that one can certainly afford to reconsider. However, we feel a 

cost benefits analysis study is needed to ascertain if the saving are similar 

in proportion in smaller less hierarchal organisations. 
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Additional Emergency phones have been installed in 
these Disabled toilets: 

B23 Education & Health Sciences - Disabled toilet 

B29 In Learning Space for students with 
disabilities - ground floor 

B41 Technology - Disabled toilet 

\\I  

NTU TELEPHONE NUMBERS: 
Casuarina Security: 
All hours 8946 6500 

Palmerston Security 
All hours: 8946 7888 

Tiwi Security 8946 6500 

Security can be contacted via 
Public Telephones on: 

1800 646 501 

If you see any suspicious behaviour, feel threatened or have 
been attacked, contact: 

Security Officer in Facilities Management Division, Building 
5 (by the sound shell) extension 6500. 

Advice and help is also available from Student Services or 

AFTER HOURS ESCORTS 

Security Officers are available to 
escort students and staff between 

buildings, campus carp arks and local 
public transport points. To arrange for 
this service please phone Security on 

extension 6500. 

18216 NTUniprint 06/98(S) 
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Consider the use of a steering wheel lock. 

In any University there is a very real need for 
students, staff and visitors to be alert and to be 
aware of possible dangers in our community. 

As part of its concern for personal safety on and off campus, 
the Northern Territory University urges everyone to read 
the following advice and make the University community 
safer by: 

Recognising and taking conscious steps to avoid 
potentially risky situations. 

• Reporting any suspicious behaviour to Security. 

THINK AHEAD - BE PREPARED 

• Recognise potentially dangerous situations before they 
develop, assess risks and devise contingency plans. 

• Carry a personal alarm, whistle or be prepared to 
scream loudly if attacked. 

• Avoid lonely or gloomy places, especially at night 
- walk with a friend or stay with a crowd. 

• Be alert and walk purposefully. 
- Confidence deters attackers. 

• Be wary of strangers, on foot or in cars asking directions 
- it is better to be rude than in trouble. 

• If some one follows you, change direction and go to a 
place where there are other people. 

• Respect your intuition. Don't allow rationality to over- 
ride your 'sixth-sense' - it could protect you. 

• Take a self defence course. 

• When socialising don't drink too much. Keeping a clear 
head makes it easier to make wise decisions. 

• Do Not leave drinks unattended these could be 
drugged when you return. 

PUBLIC TELEPHONES 

• Always carry correct change for a phone call.You may 
need to hail a taxi, friend, family member, Security or 
Police if you are stranded or nervous. 

- Be alert - when you have dialled, turn your back to the 
phone and speak looking outwards. 

• If threatened, dial 000 (free call) and give your name, 
telephone box number and location first. 

At Casuarina Campus, public telephones are located 
outside the Info Building (B29), the Library Building 

Direct line telephones are located at 

B 18 Foundation Studies/Science - st floor outside 
Computer Labs. 

B23 Education & Health Science - Opposite Theatre 

B24 Central Teaching Complex - OppositeTheatre 
(near stairs) 

B29 2nd Floor, Student Computer Labs - LHS Main 

B30 FATSIS - Both Computer Labs entry 

B35 Auditorium - Near Kitchen 

B22 Faculty of Business - has internal extension dial - 
Dial 6500 for Security 

4  W 
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TAKING PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

• Know your timetables to avoid long waits 
- especially if you are alone. 

• Avoid lonely, closed in shelters - keep to open populated 
areas in full view of buses. 

• Phone for taxis rather than hailing them, if possible have 
someone see you off and keep a note of the taxi 
number. Sit in the back seat on the opposite side to the 
driver and don't disclose personal information. 

TM\ 

Park in well lit, busy areas. 

• Hide any valuables from sight and lock the car before Direct line telephones call automatically to Security as soon 
leaving, as you lift the hand set. 

• Do not leave your vehicle unattended if it breaks down. 
Have it towed away. 

Consider installing a good quality alarm system which 
has been insurance approved. 

Walk confidently when returning to your car, with keys 
held ready to open the door (be prepared to use them 
to jab an attacker). 



The costs of long term cultural changes from the use of assessment 

centres has not been not been measured in any research we could 

discover. 

PROBLEMS OF ASSESSMENT CENTRES 

There are substantial benefits to an assessment centre program, but there 

are also problems. 

Dulewicz (1991) suggests that while assessment centres offer a more 

accurate and comprehensive appraisal of an individual's potential and 

development needs than traditional methods, their design inadequacies 

are well documented and occur frequently. He is also of the opinion 

(1989) that the dramatic growth in the assessment centre process is due to 

organisations becoming dissatisfied with the highly subjective methods 

such as interviews previously used to identify management talent. 

One problem is the selection of individuals to attend. Those who are not 

selected may feel slighted by management and think they have little 

importance in the organisation. 

Second, there may appear a "Crown Prince" syndrome which happens to 

those outstanding individuals may feel that they performed so well in the 

assessment centre activities that their future with the organisation is 
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ensured and on-the-job performance may be relegated to a secondary 

position (lies, 1992; Dulewicz, 1989). This can only be handled by 

making it a firm policy that performance on the job is a primary basis for 

promotion and advancement in the organisation. 

Third, an assessment centre generates a significant amount of anxiety in 

the participants. They are being scrutinised by top management and the 

outcome may have an effect on their careers. This type of anxiety is 

probably best handled by providing the individual with constructive 

feedback about their performance, and by allowing them to engage, in 

additional developmental activities on the spot. In some more advanced 

assessment centres the candidate is assessed during the first half of the 

week and participates in group dynamics development exercises during 

the second half of the week. This combination enables a substantial 

portion of the anxiety generated by the centre to be diffused and to be 

turned into constructive energy for change and improvement. 

Research has questioned whether or not assessment centre type programs 

tend to dampen individual initiative and incentive and produce a manager 

that tends to conform to the value and views of the assessors. Initial 

results indicate that the evidence is mixed on this issue. Dodd and Kraut 

(1970) found that participants in assessment centres in a large corporation 

were different on only two out of fourteen personality traits as measured 

on tests given three years previously when compared with those not 
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selected to attend. Those attending the centre were higher on leadership, 

but lower on independence and these results were not outstandingly 

strong (p = 0.05). While the research is not conclusive on this question, 

it appears that the assessment centre concept in a dynamic and innovative 

organisation is not going to produce the "organisation man" syndrome. 

As Guerrier and Riley (1992) suggest, there is also potential for conflict 

between the values and skills associated with the professional role and 

those associated with management roles in some organisations. Black 

(1983) also found that the professionalism of skills within organisations 

can lead to the very opposite of an adaptive use of resources. This is very 

much supported by Mitzberg and the values of professional bodies. 

Criticisms of assessment centres have also been raised by Illes and 

Salaman (1995) regarding the use of generic "off-the-shelf' nature of 

many existing competency models, arguing that specific sectors and 

organisational cultures require organisational specific sets of 

competencies, in part to ensure that employees can identify with the 

language of the model used, and to generate greater commitment and 

ownership. However, Glaze (1989) describes how Cadbury-Schweppes 

sought to focus closely on competences and define a 'language of 

competence' in order to 'find better ways of describing managers'. This 

Cadbury-Schweppes experience using competencies for selection, 

73 



appraisal, job description and self development provides clear evidence 

of how assessment centres can be invaluable. 

Another criticism of existing competency models often used in 

assessment centres is that they are often focused on the past or at least the 

present rather than on what is required for the future. Iles and Salaman 

(1995) report that competency models tend to be historic and 

retrospective in nature, rather than strategic and prospective. 

Most studies frequently forget (at least at the outset) to take into account 

the size of the organisation in evaluating the results of studies into 

assessment centres. 

Other barriers to the use of assessment centres is that they have been 

developed mainly in the US and UK and there has been little research to 

indicated if they can be applied globally in different cultural concepts. 

CHANGE AGENTS 

In contrast to the scarcity of literature available on assessment centres, 

there is a proliferation of literature on organisational and cultural change. 

Much of the literature deals with definitions and theories of cultural 

change. The most recent literature (Kotter, 1993; Wilson, 1992: & 

Patrickson, Bamber, & Bamber, 1995) indicates that a key to successful 

change is the use of change agents in organisations. 
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Part of the challenge of selecting supervisory and managerial personnel 

involves addressing the issue of cultural change which in itself takes time 

and requires the development of personnel to act as these change agents. 

The question is: can assessment centre programmes contribute to or be 

used as a catalysts for organisational change and development? Blanksby 

and lIes (1990:81) feel that they might, that "training as an assessor and 

participating as an assessee may help build a common competency 

language (and) assist in programmes of cultural change". When we are 

considering organisational change, we need to be mindful of the fact that 

significant organisational change may take several years to implement. 

Dulewicz (1989) discusses this particular issue in respect to the 

assessment centre value in predicting future job performance ratings. 

Research was undertaken in respect to 25 assessment centres which 

incorporated objective measures of success. The overall results show that 

assessment centres are valid, accurately predicting subsequent 

performance across a wide range of different jobs and organisations. 

While they are good at predicting short term potential, usually promotion 

to the next level, they are even better at predicting long term potential up 

to 30 years ahead. This long term prediction is an important factor when 

considering issues such as change agents and organisational change. 
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With the flattening of management structures and the delegation of 

supervisory and managerial responsibilities, attitudes in respect of the 

"loyalty to mates" need to change. Acceptance of the move from being 

one of the workers to the role of supervisor is often a difficult transition. 

As the progression to higher levels of managerial responsibility occurs, 

the responsibility for the ethical conduct, integrity and professionalism of 

others broadens. 

The skills gained over years of experience in an operational role do not 

alone provide sufficient supervisory skills to progress to the level of 

supervisory and managerial responsibilities. The transition of moving 

between the values and skills associated with the professional role and 

those associated with the management role within organisations has to be 

developed and reinforced. Communication of the values occurs within 

the relevant corporate plans, through training and individual values and 

beliefs. Assessment centres can also provide a forum to communicate to 

the participants and prospective leaders, the responsibility levels and 

commitment demanded in respect of organisations. 

According to Guerrier and Riley (1992), assessment centres had not been 

planned to play a part in the communication of change within 

organisations, yet their research shows this has happened. By focussing 

on their skills, individuals were forced also to focus on organisational 

change. Assessment centres can communicate the message that the 
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organisation is concerned about management skills and has preferences 

about management style which enhances the corporate goals or vision. 

In simplifying drastically, Guerrier & Riley (1992) suggest there are two 

contrasting sets of assumptions about organisational change. The 

assumption can be made that change begins with the knowledge and 

attitudes of individuals. Changes in individual attitudes lead to changes 

in behaviour which lead to wider organisational change. Alternatively, 

the assumption can be made that the most effective way to change people 

is to change their context. New roles, responsibilities and relationships 

will "force" new attitudes and behaviours on them. The risk of the first 

approach is that nothing will happen. New attitudes may be espoused but 

have little impact on behaviour in practice. The risk of the second 

approach is that people may be placed in a new situation with none of the 

skills they need in order to manage that situation effectively. Assessment 

centres provide an arena in which managers and staff can look at their 

individual behaviours and rehearse their new roles and reflect on their 

competence to manage that role. 

For managers the assessment centre can serve as a management 

development tool. The exercise of participating in a centre is in itself a 

developmental experience. The individual gets practice in leadership 

skills, makes oral presentations, makes hypothetical management 

decisions and has them criticised, observes themselves on a video tape 
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replay of their performance and has other developmental experiences. 

Research has indicated that video tape feedback alone has very promising 

potential for organisational development team building and other efforts 

(Weber, 1971). In addition, the whole process of the critical and 

intensive period of self insight that is experienced in a two to three day 

centre is extremely constructive in providing the assessee with 

information on how to achieve positive change. They are provided with 

an opportunity to scrutinise their behaviour in a critical manner not 

possible in on-the-job performance, and in a manner that might lead them 

to understand those behaviours that are most effective and least effective 

in their managerial capacity. 

Also the assessment centre is an excellent starting place for the 

formulation of a developmental plan. Executives serving as assessors are 

currently operating at levels in the organisation to which the assessee 

eventually aspires. They are in a position to evaluate the types of skills 

necessary to perform their jobs and the types of experiences and training 

the assessee needs to reach their level of attainment. At no other time in 

the assessee's experience with their organisation will upper management 

executives spend an extensive period discussing their strengths, 

weaknesses and developmental needs. At this point, in conjunction with 

the over-all human resource needs of the organisation, a developmental 

plan may be engineered that is specific to the needs of this assessee. This 

makes obsolete the conception of a standardised developmental approach 
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for all management and provides the unique capacity of a specifically 

engineered developmental program for each person assessed. 

Cultural change requires some affirmative action on behalf of all the 

players. Assessment centres can provide some of that affirmative action 

through this individual personal development, by diagnosing the 

participants' views on issues and for specific tasks such as changing 

values. It is also a developmental experience in other ways -- developing 

the desired values. 

The assessors' outcomes are critical in this respect. They need to be 

correctly trained and aware of the organisation's values and culture. 

Their ability to acquire, evaluate and communicate information about 

people is important and the analysis of this information follows. Where 

are we at in this organisation? What is the message? Are we taking 

notice of what the participants are saying or expressing as their 

perception? What is the message from that point back to the participants 

and the human resource managers for future use of assessment centres. 

HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGERS' ROLE AS CHANGE 
AGENTS 
As indicated earlier human resource managers may be key players in their 

organisation change process. This statement presumes that they have 

specialist knowledge and expertise within the disciplines of 

organisational behaviour and organisational development and that they 
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know something about the nature of organisation change; that they have 

the requisite skills and abilities to bring it about or, in any case, to 

facilitate the process with their clients. The client is the change agent, 

but the human resource manager needs to know how to advise and help 

the client manage the process (Church, Waclawski & Burke, 1996). This 

changing role has clear implications for the development of new sets of 

skills and abilities in the area of change management. Carnell (1991) 

suggests that individuals and groups in the organisation will experience 

different effects on performance because of the change process. 

Human resource managers have the potential to exercise a significant 

influence on the ideals, principles, and behaviours of the management in 

their organisations and therefore their use of assessment centres. This 

can be through relationships with consultants or internal staff, or by the 

publication of books and articles about preferred managerial behaviours 

and techniques. Their level of understanding and, indeed, the very 

manner in which they conceptualise the process of change in 

organisations is particularly important both for the present and for the 

future of contemporary organisational life in our society. 

Like any other knowledgeable and skilled group, some are more effective 

than others. Moreover, people who are attracted to the field of human 

resource management are likely to have certain personality and 
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behavioural characteristics that distinguish them from the larger 

population. 

Applied research findings (Church et al, 1996) have provided the 

beginnings of a meaningful profile of today's practitioners in terms of 

trends in the field; their knowledge of specific practices in human 

resource management principles and values, and some of their 

background characteristics, as well. Further work is needed, however, to 

understand better how these professionals might differ in their behaviour 

and attitude regarding their understanding and approach to the 

organisation change process and assessment centres. More specifically, 

how do human resource managers think about organisational change, and 

what is their preferred mode of influence and consultation in the 

management of such efforts? Moreover, given the variety of 

backgrounds and experiences, what characteristics, if any, differentiate 

those practitioners who are more knowledgeable and competent in the 

area of organisational change from those who are less so? 

For people who work in medium to large-size organisations, managing 

change is an important skill, whether in the ranks of employees, 

management, teachers, human resource specialists, psychologists, or 

organisational development consultants. Gaining the necessary 

understanding and skills regarding change management concepts is not 

easy. It can be enhanced with the aid of instruments and materials such 
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as those developed in conjunction with the assessment centres. Clearly, 

though, this knowledge must originate somewhere and with someone 

before it can be passed on through formal training and development 

methods. Where does this knowledge come from? What key 

experiences or types of people practicing in the field of organisational 

development today manage change better than others? Is there some best 

combination of courses or training? Are those who have been through 

the doctoral hurdle better equipped? The analyses presented above have 

yet to uncover the definitive answers to these questions, but they have 

provided some important insights regarding professionals in managing 

change. 

Belasco (1996) in his paper titled 'Can a human resource department 

empower a change process?' identified five key areas critical to the 

change process: 

• Firstly change takes work and someone inside the organisation needs 

to empower the process. Staff groups, like human resource, are likely 

candidates for this empowerment/facilitator role. 

• Secondly, there is a need to focus on the strategic business issues of 

the unit. Change only works when it is directly linked to the unit's 

long term success. Change efforts need a tight focus on the business 
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performance and this needs to be reflected in the design of the 

assessment centre. 

• Thirdly, change requires new skills and perspective. Large 

organisations may strive to preserve the status quo and change triggers 

the corporate immune system. To overcome these built-in obstacles 

requires a new mentality as well as new capabilities. 

• The fourth issue is that measurement systems drive behaviour. What 

gets measured such as in an assessment centre, gets produced. To 

change behaviour, change the measurement system. Real-time, reality 

based performance measures - costs, quality, and service - are the keys 

to changing corporate bottom lines. 

• Lastly, staff groups can empower that change process, when they are 

focused on facilitating it and given the mental and skill tools to deliver 

it. 

Critical issues that arise from Belasco's findings are the issue of 

empowerment of the process and whether the change aligns to the 

strategic long term success of the organisation. 

In summary, the writers agree with Iles (1989) who concluded that 

assessment centres may be used as part of a positive action learning 
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programme and to bring about greater cohesion and team development in 

organisations where managers may come from a variety of professional 

groups. His (lIes 1992) research indicated that using assessment centres 

may be a powerful catalyst for cultural change in an organisation. 

Assessing groups or sections may enable audit of these department or 

organisations to be conducted thus revealing their strengths and 

weaknesses. Specific development, selection and recruitment 

programmes can follow. 

As discussed in the introduction, the assessment centre concept has been 

introduced in the Northern Territory Police Force as a new standard of 

management selection. The following section discusses the use of the 

assessment centre concept from a National and Northern Territory 

perspective in a law enforcement environment where organisational and 

cultural change are critical issues that will remain under close public 

scrutiny for the forseeable future. 

ASSESSMENT CENTRE/DEVELOPMENT CENTRE CONCEPT 
IN A POLICING ENVIRONMENT 
Appointment of the right staff to supervisory and managerial levels is an 

ongoing challenge for all policing organisations. Obtaining services of 

the highest level calibre is vital if progress is to be made on dealing with 

issues such as corruption, and implementing cultural change within 

Australia's policing organisations. 
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Research has indicated that the interview is far from a perfect predictor of 

job behaviour and yet, until recently, the interview remained 

overwhelmingly popular as a selection process for policing organisations. 

It is also acknowledged that many techniques have been used to structure 

interviews to improve their reliability but they need supplementation by 

other methods and hence the introduction of the use of assessment 

centres. 

For the Northern Territory Police Force, the introduction of Assessment 

Centres, both face-to-face and by pen and paper, has provided that 

supplement. The process using various exercises and trained assessors to 

assess the adequacy of a candidate's knowledge, skills and ability 

(competence) for a particular position and/or promotion within the 

organisation has been utilised since 1994. Correctly structured, the 

assessment centre process can demonstrate to members of the policing 

fraternity, industry, government and the community, that officers selected 

will possess the requisite knowledge, skills, abilities and behaviour for 

their respective ranks. 

The assessment centre process has been utilised to give a more accurate 

and comprehensive appraisal of an individual's potential within policing 

organisations for a considerable time (Fetham 1988, Miles 1992, Walker 

and Richards 1996). Policing organisations in Australia now need to be 

conscious of using the results of the assessment process more as a 
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messenger than a measure as part of the cultural change process, viz, as a 

way of transmitting culture and values throughout the organisation. 

The police culture has been challenged in recent decades as a result of the 

Royal Commissions and Inquiries held. To save what is valuable and 

necessary in this culture, and expunge what has proved dangerous and 

dated, initiatives that will cement change in management roles and 

culture are needed. 

With the flattening of command structures and the delegation of 

supervisory and managerial responsibilities, attitudes in respect of the 

loyalty to mates need to change. As the progression to higher levels of 

managerial responsibility occurs, the responsibility for the ethical 

conduct, integrity and professionalism of others broadens. This particular 

issue was highlighted by Justice Wood in the Royal Commission into the 

New South Wales Police Service: 

Senior officers must be held accountable for corruption 
which occurs under their command. There should be an 
atmosphere in which Commanders at all levels from Senior 
Sergeant up are responsible for ensuring that persons under 
their command are acting with integrity. First line 
supervisors and Inspectors will also need to exercise greater 
attention to individual operations to ensure their integrity, and 
should be held accountable for any failure to detect corrupt 
practices which occur in those operations. (Wood Royal 
Commission, 1996:107). 



In recent years, as a result of the public inquiries into policing within 

Australia, the problems associated with the transition of moving between 

the values and skills associated with the professional role and those 

associated with the management role within policing organisation has 

been discussed. Justice Wood (1996) recommended the system of 

appointment and promotion within the New South Wales Police Service 

should be one that outlaws patronage and favouritism, and encourages 

appointment of the best person for the job. The Commissioner of the 

New South Wales Police Service, Commissioner Ryan's response was to 

implement an assessment centre process: 

It is obvious from the work of the Royal Commission that the 
existing system has not been producing sufficient people with 
demonstrated skills and ability for crucial management 
positions. This view is strongly signalled in the Service wide 
discussions. As a result, I have decided to introduce an 
Assessment Centre approach to appointment, selection and 
development. Competency standards are to be determined 
for each position in the Service. Each aspirant for a position 
is to be measured against the competencies by undertaking a 
number of individual and group tasks. (Ryan 1996:35) 

Recent Commissions and Inquiries have also questioned the ability of 

policing organisations to govern themselves. It has been shown that rules 

were manipulated by some to their own advantage, which ultimately led 

to a culture in certain areas where unacceptable behaviour developed. 

Criminal investigation is an obvious example of an area where new 

members of teams were tainted by the old style 'trade' habits. 

The design of training and development for future managers and 

supervisors is a significant challenge. National competency standards 
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and assessment centres are contributing to this process by identifying 

areas where competencies are lacking. In the Northern Territory, 

assessment centres involving face-to-face assessments are utilised for 

promotion at all commissioned officer levels. Pen and paper 

assessment/marking centres have also been introduced for promotional 

advancement of Senior Constables, Sergeant and Senior Sergeant Ranks. 

Not surprisingly, the results of the assessments have been challenged 

both individually and through the relevant professional association. 

These challenges, when not simply 'sour grapes', have arisen because 

members have not fully realised the expectations on managers and 

supervisors and have wanted to be assessed on their reputations. 

However, as Justice Wood highlights in his interim report, the promotion 

system can facilitate or encourage corruption, for example through 

cronyism or nepotism, whereby corrupt police can assemble and retain a 

trusted group to work with them, and then in performance reviews or 

letters of support, subvert the promotion and integrity vetting process. 

He considers the promotion and transfer system will need to be rigorously 

examined for means of limiting these possibilities, and for introducing 

more stringent personal vetting and performance assessment. 

A clear message has been given that to be an adequate team leader, one 

has to possess the relevant competencies. The process of 

Assessment/Marking centres at the Northern Territory Police, Fire and 

Emergency Services College has been designed to ensure the integrity of 
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the process as regards fairness and to withstand scrutiny. Face to face 

assessments incorporate the rotating of assessors so that each assessee is 

assessed by two different people on each activity. Pen and paper 

assessments incorporate a similar process where separate groups of 

assessors are selected for each activity and the assessee's are only 

identified by an allocated number. Assessors are selected from external 

agencies as well as from within the organisation. Allegations of bias in 

the process have been investigated and shown to be unfounded on the 

evidence of the marks alone. 

The skills gained over years of experience in an operational role do not 

alone provide sufficient supervisory skills to progress to the level of 

supervisory and managerial responsibilities. Nor do past supervisory 

reports show suitability for a different position. At this level, the 

Northern Territory Police, Fire and Emergency Services College has 

identified a lack of understanding in respect of their roles and 

responsibilities within the ethical competencies. A benefit of this process 

is that the Assessment/Marking Centres for non-commissioned ranks 

have a quite different focus from the preceding law examinations. They 

focus rather on the operationally necessary competencies such as 

decision-making and problem-solving; financial, managerial and 

supervisory skills; and duty of care and practical ethical issues. The 

markers, who are primarily operational Superintendents, hence acquire an 

excellent feel for the strengths and deficiencies of their members and the 
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NTPFES College which co-ordinates the process is able to plan its 

educational program accordingly. 

During 1996 out of the total establishment of 780 sworn officers, 87 sat 

for assessment as Senior Constables, 41 for assessment as Sergeants, and 

27 for assessment as Senior Sergeants. A further 15 members attended 

face-to-face assessment centres for Superintendent pre-selection; 8 for 

Commander and 2 for Assistant Commissioner selection. Except in the 

last two cases, all participating members received a written report on 

their performance together with an explanation of the assessment centre 

methodology and competencies sought. In 1997 assessment centres were 

again held for all these ranks. 

SUMMARY 
The data gathered from the Northern Territory Police Force assessment 

centres has identified areas where further training and development is 

needed. This is consistent with the writers examination of the literature 

and is significant in that it can be related to the findings of lIes (1992) 

and Guerrier and Riley (1992) in respect to data obtained from the 

assessment centre process. This leads to the conclusions reached by the 

writers which are outlined in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4 CONCLUSIONS 

AN EVALUATION 

Commitment to the concept and processes of assessment centres needs to 

start at the top of any organisation or enterprise, not only because in many 

cases assessment centres will be seen as crucial to changing culture in the 

long term organisational plans, but also because these managers may one 

day themselves become involved in assessment centres either as assessors 

and/or candidates. Managers already using assessment centres to select 

and develop staff will not have great difficulty with this concept, but 

those who run their organisations or branches on either tight dictatorial 

lines at one end of the scale, or using a laissez faire approach at the 

other, may at first find the changes difficult to fathom and accept. 

Over time the assessment centre process itself becomes embedded in the 

organisation's culture, including its myths and legends. 

Information and data that emerge from the centres can help meet 

organisational needs and understanding of the current culture. 

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to present a detailed evaluation 

of the technical validity of assessment centres, evidence appears positive. 
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The assessment centre seems promising as a technique for the selection 

of future managers to enhance the corporate culture. However, the most 

effective utilisation of this technique will combine not only the appraisal 

function, but also the management developmental function of the centre. 

The assessment centre is conducted in the usual fashion but with an 

emphasis on both evaluation and the diagnosis of developmental needs, 

with the organisation's goal and values clearly defined. These need to be 

intergrated into an overall human resource strategy. This strategy also 

needs to take into account the environmental demands on the firm and the 

projections of future staffing needs in various areas. Based on their own 

competence and what her/his developmental needs are, an individual will 

be included in two plans: a promotion program that is specifically 

constructed for the individual, and a management development program. 

The promotion program specifies a career path that the individual is 

likely to follow in the organisation. The management development 

program focuses on the differences between the individual's current 

competence and future needs as defined by their tentative career path. 

Using both the promotion and management development programs, the 

organisation can implement an effective and far sighted plan. 

Form our research the following need to be considered when developing 

an assessment centre: 
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Organisational commitment to the use of 

assessment/development centres. 

Aims, values of the organisation, and type of culture wanted for the 

future need to be clear. 

How willing is the organisation to change? 

Only successful if a long term view is taken about the results. 

Cost factors are a barrier to commitment and implementation, temptation 

for short cuts. 

Type of assess ment/devel o pm ent centre. 

Must suit the type of organisation. 

Stage of growth of the organisation: what stage of the life cycle is it at? 

Has ownership/acceptance of participants. 

Quality and mix of assessor. 

Finding the balance is an issue. 

Debate on use of peers, 360 degree feedback and cloning issues is 

needed. 

Assessment for international business. 

Different cultures. 
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What tests could be used to assess the individual's ability 

to act as a change agent? 

People need to be more proactive about their self development. 

To change culture timely/good feedback and counselling 

to participant is vital, risk of demotivation, lack of 

commitment to the process. 

The process must be seen as a development opportunity to the individual. 

6 Use of assessment centres to change culture - there is a 

need to use centre for the development of current employees 

in parallel with the selection of new staff. 

7. Barriers/Issues/questions to use of assessment centre for 

cultural change 

Western methodology - research on assessment centres has been based in 

'individualistic' cultures 

SUMMARY 
Assessment centre concept is gaining momentum both in the Public and 

Private sector organisations. More use is being made by the medium to 

large organisations, often for at least specialised positions. 

Indications from the majority of papers and in particular, the more well 

known writers that the process is well received especially from the 
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participants. A key issue at this point is the organisations commitment to 

the process. If not handled well then it can have adverse consequences. 

Well researched and planned it has the potential to assist the organisation 

to implement change and to assist with the development of change 

agents. 

Organisational change and cultural change are significant issues and are 

not normally achieved in the short term unless the organisation is 

specifically structured to compensate for this process. 

Increasingly, organisations are discovering that quality management is 

more about cultural change than it is about any specific practices. The 

culture and its fundamental values provide the behaviour at all levels of 

the organisation. 

For many public sector organisations it is a significant transformational 

shift and there needs to be long term commitment to the process 

involving all senior management departments. 

A key issue appears to be the development aspect of the assessment 

centre process. Either running the assessment centre as a development 

centre or alternatively ensuring the correct feedback and ongoing 

development plans for all participants. 
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The centre has to be designed around the particular unit or organisation 

and this is critical when moving to implement change. The difficult part 

is deciding how to identify the competencies that enable the performance 

of certain roles and the ability to act as change agents. There is also a 

need for the organisation to practice the principals it is promoting within 

the centre. 

However, the bottom line is that more research is required to properly 

link the concepts of assessment centres and cultural change. 
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