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Situational judgment tests (SJTs) are personnel selection instruments
that present job applicants with work-related situations and possible re-
sponses to the situations. There are typically 2 types of instructions: be-
havioral tendency and knowledge. Behavioral tendency instructions ask
respondents to identify how they would likely behave in a given situation.
Knowledge instructions ask respondents to evaluate the effectiveness of
possible responses to a given situation. Results showed that response
instructions influenced the constructs measured by the tests. Tests with
knowledge instructions had higher correlations with cognitive ability.
Tests with behavioral tendency instructions showed higher correlations
with personality constructs. Results also showed that response instruc-
tions had little moderating effect on criterion-related validity. Supple-
mental analyses showed that the moderating effect of response instruc-
tions on construct validity was not due to systematic differences in item
content. SJTs have incremental validity over cognitive ability, the Big 5,
and over a composite of cognitive ability and the Big 5.

Research on SJTs for employee selection has increased dramatically
in recent years (Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). SJTs present applicants
with work-related situations and possible responses to the situations. The
criterion-related validity of SJTs has been evaluated in several primary
studies (Chan & Schmitt, 2002; Motowidlo, Dunnette, & Carter, 1990;
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Smith & McDaniel, 1998) and in a meta-analysis (McDaniel, Morgeson,
Finnegan, Campion, & Braverman, 2001). The construct validity of SJTs
also has been assessed in several primary studies (Vasilopoulos, Reilly,
& Leaman, 2000; Weekley & Jones, 1997, 1999). Researchers contend
that SJTs predict performance because they measure job knowledge (Mo-
towidlo, Borman, & Schmit, 1997), practical intelligence (Sternberg, Wag-
ner, & Okagaki, 1993), or general cognitive ability (McDaniel et al., 2001).
Meta-analyses of the construct validity data show that SJTs are correlated
with Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, Agreeableness (McDaniel &
Nguyen, 2001), and cognitive ability (McDaniel et al., 2001). However,
the magnitude of the cognitive and noncognitive correlates of SJTs, as
well as their criterion-related validities, vary substantially, suggesting the
existence of one or more moderators. The current study evaluates whether
SJT response instructions operate as a moderator of the construct and
criterion-related validities of SJTs.

McDaniel and Nguyen (2001) identified two categories of SJT re-
sponse instructions: knowledge and behavioral tendency. Knowledge re-
sponse instructions ask respondents to select the correct or best possible
response or to rate the effectiveness of responses. Behavioral tendency
response instructions ask the respondent to select the response that rep-
resents what the respondent would likely do or to rate the likelihood that
they would perform an action. McDaniel and Nguyen (2001) hypothesized
that response instructions may influence construct and criterion-related
validity.

The distinction between the two instruction types is relevant to the con-
cept of typical versus maximal performance, which was first addressed by
Cronbach (1949, 1984) . In maximal performance tests, one assesses how a
respondent performs when doing their best. From a maximal performance
test, one can make inferences about ability. Cronbach (1984) offered per-
sonality and interest tests as measures of typical performance. Subsequent
research expanded the construct to job performance (DuBois, Sackett,
Zedeck, & Fogli, 1993; Ployhart, Lim, & Chan, 2001; Sackett, Zedeck,
& Fogli, 1988). In the job performance literature, maximal performance
is viewed as more heavily dependent on cognitive skills than on typical
performance. Predictors such as cognitive ability, job knowledge tests,
and work sample tests assess maximal performance in that respondents
are motivated to display their knowledge or abilities accurately. SJTs with
knowledge instructions are also maximal performance measures because
respondents make judgments about what constitutes effective, or maximal,
performance. All maximal performance measures should have substantial
cognitive correlates.

Other predictors, such as personality tests and SJTs with behavioral
tendency instructions, ask respondents to report how they typically behave.
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Relative to measures of maximal performance, these predictors can be
expected to have smaller cognitive correlates and larger noncognitive
correlates.

The distinction between maximal versus typical predictors is more
than a cognitive–noncognitive distinction. The two types of predictors are
differentially susceptible to distortions associated with self-deception and
impression management (Palhaus, 1984). When using a predictor that re-
quests self-reports of typical behavior, respondents with tendencies toward
self-deception might report that they typically behave in an agreeable way
at work even when their typical behavior is widely known to be abrasive.
Likewise, by consciously engaging in impression management, respon-
dents who typically behave in an unethical manner would respond that
they behave ethically. In contrast, self-report predictors of knowledge are
not subject to distortion by self-deception or impression management.
Thus, if asked for the cube root of 27, mathematically challenged respon-
dents might guess, but respondents’ tendency toward self-deception or
impression management does not distort their response.

The present study examined response instructions as a moderator of the
construct and criterion-related validity of SJTs through a meta-analysis.
We also present analyses evaluating alternative explanations to the re-
sponse instruction findings. Specifically, we consider whether SJT con-
tent, a large sample outlier, and data source might explain the effect we
attribute to response instructions.

Hypotheses

Construct validity. The type of response instruction is expected to af-
fect the degree to which various constructs are correlated with the SJT.
Specifically, SJTs that use knowledge instructions should have higher pos-
itive correlations with cognitive ability than SJTs that use behavioral ten-
dency response instructions for two reasons. First, both assessments of
knowledge and cognitive ability are requests for maximal performance.
In SJTs with knowledge instructions, respondents are asked to judge the
effectiveness of various actions and thus are judgments of what constitutes
maximal performance. In cognitive ability tests, respondents are asked to
identify the best (the maximally correct) answer to an item. Second, both
knowledge and cognitive ability are cognitive constructs. Conversely, SJTs
that use behavioral tendency instructions should have higher positive cor-
relations with personality tests for three reasons. First, both assessments
are requests for typical behavior. Second, both assessments can be ex-
pected to tap noncognitive constructs. Third, both assessments can be
influenced by self-deception and impression management errors. Based
on this discussion, we offer two hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 1: SJTs with knowledge instructions will have higher correla-
tions with cognitive ability than SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions.

Hypothesis 2: SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions will have higher
correlations with personality tests than SJTs with knowledge instructions.

Criterion-related validity. There are four reasons why SJTs with
knowledge response instructions should yield higher validities for pre-
dicting job performance than SJTs with behavioral tendency response
instructions. First, knowledge measures are excellent predictors of job
performance (Dye, Reck, & McDaniel, 1993; Schmidt & Hunter, 1998).
Second, if our construct hypotheses are correct, a knowledge instruction
measure will be more highly correlated with cognitive ability. Because
cognitive ability tests (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998) have substantial criterion-
related validity, it is reasonable to suggest that SJTs with high cognitive
loadings will have higher validity than SJTs with lower cognitive load-
ings. Third, the validity of measures that tap multiple constructs, such as
SJTs and interviews (Huffcutt, Roth, & McDaniel, 1996), are likely to
increase as their cognitive load increases. Fourth, knowledge instruction
SJTs are not subject to self-deception and impression management errors
because they are not self-reports of typical behavior. Therefore, we offer
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: SJTs with knowledge instructions will have higher criterion-
related validity than SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions.

Incremental validity. Most personnel selection systems rely on more
than one selection procedure. Thus, the incremental validity of the SJT is
an important topic. Often selection systems include measures of cognitive
ability due to their high validity for all jobs (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998)
and the value of a SJT increases if it has incremental validity above and
beyond cognitive ability. The incremental validity of SJTs over measures
of general cognitive ability has been a topic of several studies (Clevenger,
Pereira, Wiechmann, Schmitt, Schmidt Harvey, 2001; Chan & Schmitt,
2002; McDaniel et al., 2001; Weekley & Jones, 1997, 1999). The current
paper will examine whether response instructions moderate incremental
validity. The paper will also extend the incremental validity analyses to
include the Big Five.

The incremental validity of a test is the extent to which the test can ex-
plain unique variance in job performance not explained by other measures
in the battery. To the extent that SJTs are correlated with cognitive ability,
the potential of SJTs to predict unique variance beyond cognitive ability
is limited. Likewise, to the extent that SJTs are correlated with the Big
Five, the potential of SJTs to predict unique variance beyond the Big Five
is limited. However, several studies have reported incremental validity of
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a SJT over a battery containing cognitive ability and personality (Chan
& Schmitt, 2002; Clevenger et al., 2001; O’Connell, Hartman, McDaniel,
Grubb, & Lawrence, in press; Weekley & Ployhart 2005). If our construct
hypotheses are correct, SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions should
be less highly correlated with cognitive ability than SJTs with knowl-
edge instructions. The opposite should be true with personality measures.
Therefore, we offer the following two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4: SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions will have larger
incremental validity over cognitive ability than SJTs with knowledge in-
structions.

Hypothesis 5: SJTs with knowledge instructions will have larger incre-
mental validity over the Big Five than SJTs with behavioral tendency
instructions.

Concerning the incremental validity of a SJT over a battery of a cog-
nitive test and the Big Five, there is no compelling reason why response
instructions would moderate incremental validity of an SJT. The cognitive
correlations of SJTs with knowledge instruction will impair the ability of
such a SJT to add incremental validity over cognitive ability. The personal-
ity correlations of SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions will impair
the ability of such SJTs to add incremental validity over personality. Thus,
the incremental validity of SJTs, regardless of instruction type, is impaired
by other predictors sharing the same construct space. Therefore, we offer
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6: SJTs will have incremental variance over a composite of cog-
nitive ability and the Big Five, but the relationship will not be meaningfully
moderated by response instructions.

Method

Literature Search

The data set from the McDaniel et al. (2001) meta-analysis provided
this study with a large amount of its criterion-related validity data and
construct validity data concerning cognitive ability. The McDaniel and
Nguyen (2001) data set examining construct validity of the Big Five pro-
vided the majority of the data for the Big Five construct validity analysis.
We also obtained a large number of additional studies, both published and
unpublished, conducted since 2001. These new studies added criterion-
related validity coefficients as well as construct validity data. The reference
lists developed from these studies were updated to represent a comprehen-
sive list of studies using SJTs in the personnel selection literature. We so-
licited additional studies from researchers and practitioners working in this
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area and reviewed recent journals and the programs of recent conferences
for additional studies.

Analysis

In their 2001 meta-analysis of the criterion-related validity of SJTs,
McDaniel et al. (2001) corrected the variance estimate for differences
across studies in the reliability of SJTs. The available reliability esti-
mates were all coefficient alpha. We argue that this was an inappropri-
ate estimate of the reliability of SJTs because such tests are seldom ho-
mogeneous. Specifically, there are no published factor analyses of SJTs
in personnel selection with interpretable factors (McDaniel & Whetzel,
2005). Therefore, we do not correct the variance of the correlations for
differences across studies due to the reliability of SJTs. Note that this de-
cision has no impact on the estimated mean validities because means are
not corrected for measurement error in meta-analyses of criterion-related
validities.

The psychometric artifact-distribution meta-analytic method was used
in this study (Hunter & Schmidt, 1990, 2004). For the construct valid-
ity analyses, the estimated population mean correlation was corrected for
measurement error in the construct (the measure of cognitive ability or
personality) but not for measurement error in the SJT. The estimated pop-
ulation variance was corrected for sampling error and for differences across
studies in measurement error in the construct.

Range restriction can be a problem in interpreting the incremental va-
lidity results. For example, if the incumbents in the validity studies have
been selected on cognitive ability, cognitive ability would have very re-
stricted variance permitting an SJT to show incremental validity. However,
no range restriction corrections were conducted because we have little data
on the degree of range restriction in the SJTs in our samples.

For the criterion-related validity analyses, the estimated population
mean correlation was corrected for measurement error in the criterion.
The estimated population variance was corrected for sampling error and
for differences across studies in measurement error in the criterion. Again,
no range restriction corrections were conducted and no corrections were
made for differences across studies in the reliability of SJTs.

Reliability

The reliability artifact distributions for the job performance criterion
and for cognitive ability were drawn from McDaniel et al. (2001). The reli-
ability distribution for the personality constructs were drawn from studies
in the meta-analysis and are presented in Table 1.
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TABLE 1
Big Five Reliability Distribution

Reliability Frequency

0.63 2
0.66 2
0.67 1
0.69 1
0.70 1
0.72 1
0.73 1
0.74 2
0.76 6
0.77 3
0.78 3
0.79 2
0.80 3
0.81 3
0.82 2
0.83 1
0.84 3
0.85 1
0.86 1
0.87 1
0.88 2

Response Instruction Taxonomy

A taxonomy of response instruction types was developed (Table 2).
The taxonomy is hierarchical. At the highest level of the taxonomy, we
distinguish between knowledge and behavioral tendency instructions. At
the lowest level of the taxonomy, we show variations in knowledge in-
structions and variations in behavioral tendency instructions.

Decision Rules

Analysis of the criterion-related validity data generally followed the
four main decision rules used in the original McDaniel et al. (2001) meta-
analysis. First, only studies whose participants were employees or appli-
cants were used. Second, SJTs were required to be in the paper-and-pencil
format. Other formats, such as interview (e.g., Latham, Saari, Pursell,
& Campion, 1980) and video-based SJTs (e.g., Dalessio, 1994; Jones &
DeCotiis, 1986), were not included. The third rule gave priority to super-
visor ratings of job performance over other available measures. The fourth
and final rule defined boundary conditions on the job performance mea-
sure. Surrogate performance measures such as years of school completed,
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TABLE 2
Response Instruction Taxonomy

Response instruction Illustrative study

Behavioral tendency instructions
1. Would do Bruce (1953)
2. Most & least likely Pulakos & Schmitt (1996)
3. Rate and rank what you would most likely do Jagmin (1985)
4. Rate the tendency to perform on a Likert scale Doherty (personal

communication, July 7, 2005)

Knowledge instructions
5. Should do Hanson (1994)
6. Best response Greenberg (1963)
7. Best & worst Clevenger & Haaland (2000)
8. Best & second best Richardson, Bellows, & Henry
8. Best & second best Co. (undated)
9. Rate effectiveness Chan & Schmitt (1997)

10. Best, second, & third best Cardell (1942)
11. Level of importance Corts (1980)

hierarchical level in the organization, number of employees supervised,
years of management experience, ratings of potential, and salary were not
used. Thus, data from Ployhart and Ehrhart (2003) were not included be-
cause the respondents were not employees or applicants, and the criterion
was grade point average. In addition, for the criterion-related validity data,
we permitted only one correlation per sample per response instruction to
be used.

The rules concerning construct-related data generally followed the de-
cision rules used in McDaniel and Nguyen (2001). McDaniel and Nguyen
(2001) included data from any personnel selection SJT that reported a
correlation with a test that could be classified as a Big Five measure. No
restrictions were placed on the sample members (the sample members
could be students, applicants, or employees). If a sample reported more
than two correlations between a SJT and a Big Five measure, McDaniel
and Nguyen (2001) included both correlations. Thus, if a sample provided
a separate correlation between a SJT and each of two measures of Con-
scientiousness, both correlations were included in the analysis of the SJT
with Conscientiousness. However, in the present study, for the construct
validity data, we permitted only one correlation per construct per sample
per response instruction to be used.

In two samples, the respondents were administered the same SJT twice,
once with a knowledge instruction and once with a behavioral tendency
instruction. These samples contributed two correlations per analysis. For
the 118 criterion-related validity analyses, 116 of the correlations are from
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independent samples. The remaining two are from a single sample (Do-
herty, personal communication, July 7, 2005, Sample 3) where in one
sample, the same SJT was administered with both knowledge instructions
and behavioral tendency instructions, and the validity was reported sepa-
rately by response instruction. For the correlations between a SJT and a
construct, all but two of the correlations in each distribution came from
a separate sample. The remaining two were from Nguyen, Biderman, &
McDaniel (2005), where the same SJT was administered with both knowl-
edge instructions and behavioral tendency instructions to the same sample.

Another improvement over previous research involves the exclusion
of various studies. We made a few changes to the decision rules used by
McDaniel et al. (2001) and McDaniel and Nguyen (2001). First, we did
not include studies using the How Supervise? test (File, 1943) in either the
criterion-related and construct validity analysis. The How Supervise? test
presents respondents with single statements about supervisory practices
and asks whether they agree with the statement. How Supervise? items
lack both a situation and a series of responses to the situations. We also
excluded studies in which SJT response instructions could not be coded
due to lack of information or due to the response instructions not fitting
into the taxonomy (Jones, Dwight, & Nouryan, 1999).

Publication bias analyses. McDaniel, Rothstein and Whetzel (2006)
and others (Duval, 2005; McDaniel, Hurtz & Donovan, 2006; McDaniel,
McKay & Rothstein, 2006; Whetzel, 2006) have raised the issue of publi-
cation bias in meta-analyses within industrial and organizational psychol-
ogy. Publication bias exists to the extent that not all studies are available to
the meta-analytic researcher, and the missing studies have systematically
different results from those that are available. Because publication bias
has been found in some industrial and organizational research areas, and
because publication bias analyses are required in meta-analyses published
in Psychological Bulletin (Cooper, 2003), we applied these methods to
our data.

Results

Our results are divided into four sections. First, we present the
meta-analysis results addressing the response instruction moderator
(Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3). Second, we present meta-analysis results for
three alternative hypotheses to the response instruction moderator findings.
Third, we describe the method and results of a primary study evaluating an
alternative hypothesis to the response instruction moderator findings. Fi-
nally, we present the results of the incremental validity analyses addressing
Hypotheses 4, 5, and 6.
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TABLE 3
Meta-Analytic Results: Construct and Criterion-Related Validity

Observed distribution Population distribution

No. % of σ p
2 due 80%

Distribution N of rs Mean r σ ρ σ p to artifacts CI

Agreeableness 25,473 51 .22 .15 .25 .17 8 .03 to .47
Knowledge 17,115 34 .17 .10 .19 .11 16 .05 to .34
Behavioral tendency 8,358 17 .33 .18 .37 .20 6 .12 to .62

Conscientiousness 31,277 53 .23 .13 .27 .14 10 .09 to .44
Knowledge 23,043 38 .21 .10 .24 .10 15 .11 to .37
Behavioral tendency 8,234 15 .30 .16 .34 .18 6 .11 to .57

Emotional stability 19,325 49 .19 .17 .22 .18 6 −.02 to .45
Knowledge 11,067 33 .10 .09 .12 .08 34 .01 to .22
Behavioral tendency 8,258 16 .31 .18 .35 .20 6 .10 to .60

Extraversion 11,351 25 .13 .09 .14 .09 25 .03 to .26
Knowledge 9,533 14 .14 .08 .15 .08 23 .06 to .25
Behavioral tendency 1,818 11 .07 .13 .08 .12 35 −.07 to .23

Openness to Experience 4,515 19 .11 .08 .13 .05 66 .06 to .19
Knowledge 2,921 11 .12 .08 .14 .06 56 .06 to .22
Behavioral tendency 1,594 8 .09 .07 .11 .01 98 .09 to .12

Cognitive ability 30,859 95 .29 .18 .32 .19 7 .08 to .57
Knowledge 24,656 69 .32 .17 .35 .19 6 .11 to .60
Behavioral tendency 6,203 26 .17 .13 .19 .13 20 .02 to .36

Job performance 24,756 118 .20 .10 .26 .10 38 .13 to .39
Knowledge 22,050 96 .20 .10 .26 .10 38 .13 to .38
Behavioral tendency 2,706 22 .20 .13 .26 .13 36 .08 to .43

Notes. Estimated mean population correlations for construct validity analyses are
corrected for measurement error in the personality and cognitive ability measures.
Estimated mean population correlations for criterion-related validity are corrected for
measurement error in job performance. Estimated population variance estimates for all
analyses are corrected for differences across studies in measurement error in the Big
Five (for the Big Five construct analyses), in cognitive ability (for the cognitive ability
constructs analyses), in job performance (for the criterion-related validity analyses).

Meta-Analytic Results for Response Instruction Moderator

Table 3 presents the construct and criterion-related validity results.
These results address Hypothesis 1 (correlations with cognitive ability),
Hypothesis 2 (correlations with the Big Five), and Hypothesis 3 (criterion-
related validity). The first column identifies the distribution of validities
analyzed. Total sample size across studies, the total number of correlation
coefficients, and the mean and standard deviation of the observed distri-
bution are presented in Columns 2 through 5. Columns 6 and 7 contain
estimates of the population mean correlations and standard deviations. The
percentage of variance in the observed distribution corrected for sampling
error and reliability differences across studies and the 80% credibility
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interval for the true validities are presented in the remaining two columns.
Because no corrections for range restriction were conducted, all reported
populations correlations are likely to be downwardly biased (underesti-
mates of the actual population value). For the analyses addressing cognitive
ability correlates, the population correlation distribution is corrected for
measurement error in the cognitive ability measures. Because no correc-
tions in the population variance were made for differences across studies in
range restriction or differences across studies in measurement error in the
SJTs, the reported population variances are likely to be upwardly biased
(overestimates of the actual population variance).

Results relevant to Hypothesis 1 concerning the correlation between
SJTs and cognitive ability are shown in Table 3. The estimated population
correlation is .32 for all SJTs, .35 for knowledge instruction SJTs, and .19
for behavioral tendency SJTs. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported. We note
that both the wide 80% credibility intervals and the low percentage of pop-
ulation distribution variance due to artifacts suggest substantial variation
in the population distributions. Although SJTs on average show correla-
tions with general mental ability and the magnitude of the correlation is
moderated by response instructions, there is substantial variability across
studies.

Concerning Hypothesis 2, the estimated mean population correlations
between SJTs and the Big Five were .25 for Agreeableness, .27 for Con-
scientiousness, .22 for Emotional Stability, .14 for Extraversion, and .13
for Openness to Experience. For three of the Big Five, the correlations
between the SJT and the personality trait were higher for the behavioral
tendency than for the knowledge instruction set: Agreeableness (.37 vs
.19), Conscientiousness (.34 vs. 24), and Emotional Stability (.35 vs .12).
Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported for the personality traits of Agreeableness,
Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability. Hypothesis 2 is not supported
for Extraversion and Openness to Experience. We note that the distri-
butions (Extraversion and Openness to Experience) that did not support
Hypothesis 2 had the fewest number of coefficients.

Concerning criterion-related validity, the estimated population correla-
tion of .26 is somewhat lower than the .34 coefficient reported in McDaniel
et al. (2001). This difference is due to the addition of newly found stud-
ies (primarily unpublished) that, on average, have lower criterion-related
validities than the mean of studies reported in McDaniel et al. (2001).
The validities in this study were the same for both instruction types (r =
.26), thus, Hypothesis 3 is not supported. The lower 90th percentile values
for the validities, used for inferences regarding validity generalizations,
are .13 for all SJTs, .13 for SJTs with knowledge instructions, and .08
for SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions. These non-zero, positive
correlations indicate that the validity of SJTs generalize.
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TABLE 4
Meta-Analytic Results Relevant to Alternative Hypotheses: Outliers

and Data Sources

Observed distribution Population distribution

No. % of σ p
2 due 80%

Distribution N of rs Mean r σ p σ p to artifacts CI

Large sample outlier analyses SJT with cognitive ability

SJT (knowledge
instructions) with
cognitive ability. All
coefficients excluding
Pereira & Schmidt
Harvey’s (1999)
Study 2

19,070 68 .37 .17 .41 .18 9 .19 to .64

Criterion-related validity by data source

Test vendor manuals 1,108 14 .28 .15 .36 .14 45 .18 to .54
Government technical

reports
3,342 23 .30 .10 .38 .07 55 .29 to .48

Proprietary technical
reports

10,524 28 .16 .06 .20 .02 78 .17 to .23

Journal articles 4,453 31 .22 .12 .28 .12 37 .12 to .44
Journal articles –

Knowledge
3,591 23 .21 .12 .27 .12 37 .11 to .42

instructions
Journal articles –

Behavioral tendency
instruction

862 8 .25 .13 .33 .13 38 .16 to .49

Book chapter 151 4 .42 .14 .55 .04 81 .50 to .60
Conference papers 3,692 15 .16 .07 .21 .05 70 .15 to .27

Conference papers –
Knowledge

2,170 7 .16 .04 .20 .00 166 .20 to .20

instructions
Conference papers –

Behavioral tendency
instructions

1,522 8 .16 .10 .21 .09 .09 .09 to .33

Dissertations and
master’s theses

1,486 3 .24 .06 .31 .05 37 .25 to .38

Note. Table 3’s note applicable to Table 4.

Meta-Analytic Results of Alternative Hypotheses to the Response Instruction
Moderator

Tables 4 and 5 offer meta-analyses addressing three alternative expla-
nations to our conclusions regarding the moderating effect of response
instruction on construct and criterion-related validity. The first alternative
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TABLE 5
Meta-Analytic Results Relevant to Alternative Hypotheses: Test Content

is Held Constant

Observed distribution Population distribution

No. % of σ p
2 due 80%

Distribution N of rs Mean r σ ρ σ p to artifacts CI

Analyses where test content is held constant

Agreeableness 1,465 8 .15 .04 .17 .00 100 .17 to .17
Knowledge 763 4 .12 .04 .14 .00 100 .14 to .14
Behavioral tendency 702 4 .17 .04 .20 .00 100 .20 to .20

Conscientiousness 1,465 8 .24 .09 .27 .07 55 .18 to .36
Knowledge 763 4 .19 .10 .21 .07 52 .12 to .31
Behavioral tendency 702 4 .29 .05 .33 .00 100 .33 to .33

Emotional stability 1,465 8 .06 .08 .07 .04 82 .02 to .12
Knowledge 763 4 .02 .03 .02 .00 100 .02 to .02
Behavioral tendency 702 4 .11 .09 .13 .06 63 .04 to .21

Extroversion 1,465 8 .04 .06 .04 .00 100 .04 to .04
Knowledge 763 4 .02 .04 .02 .00 100 .02 to .02
Behavioral tendency 702 4 .06 .07 .07 .00 100 .07 to .07

Openness to experience 1,465 8 .07 .09 .08 .06 62 .00 to .16
Knowledge 763 4 .05 .07 .05 .01 99 .04 to .07
Behavioral tendency 702 4 .09 .10 .10 .08 49 −.01 to .21

Cognitive Ability 1,497 8 .20 .13 .22 .13 26 .06 to .39
Knowledge 737 4 .25 .15 .28 .15 19 .08 to .47
Behavioral tendency 760 4 .15 .09 .17 .07 58 .08 to .25

Job Performance 631 6 .15 .08 .20 .00 100 .20 to .20
Knowledge 341 3 .20 .07 .26 .00 100 .26 to .26
Behavioral tendency 290 3 .09 .04 .12 .00 100 .12 to .12

Note. Table 3’s note is applicable to Table 5.

hypothesis concerns large sample outliers and holds that some studies
with large samples distort the findings. Pereira and Schmidt Harvey (1999,
Study 2) reported a very low correlation between an SJT with knowledge
instructions and cognitive ability (r = .14) based on a sample of 5,586.
Table 4 shows that when this correlation is dropped from the analysis, the
population correlation between knowledge instruction SJTs and cognitive
ability increased from .35 (Table 3) to .41 (Table 4). Thus, the large sample
outlier results mitigated support for Hypothesis 1 and discredits the first
alternative hypothesis.

The second alternative hypothesis holds that publication bias distorts
the conclusions regarding the response instruction moderator. Table 4
shows that criterion-related validity varies by the source of the data. This
analysis was conducted because recent research has shown data source
differences can be symptomatic of publication bias (McDaniel, McKay &
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Rothstein, 2006; McDaniel, Rothstein & Whetzel, 2006). We conducted
trim and fill publication bias analyses (Duval & Tweedie, 2000a, 2000b)
on validity distributions subset by source of data. Publication bias was not
a compelling explanation for validity differences by data source (results
available from the first author). Also, within data source there were too few
validity coefficients for behavioral tendency instruction SJTs to provide
a meaningful replication by the response moderator analyses within data
source. Thus, although there are some differences in validity by publica-
tion source, there are insufficient data to determine whether a publication
source moderator has any effect on our conclusions regarding a response
instruction moderator.

The third alternative hypothesis to our conclusion regarding the re-
sponse instruction moderator concerns the content of the SJTs. A meta-
analysis, such as the current study, which compares the criterion-related
and construct validity of SJTs with different response instructions, cannot
definitively state that any observed differences are due to the response
instructions because the content of the SJTs is not held constant. A rival
hypothesis is that SJTs with knowledge instructions have systematically
different content than SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions and that
it is the content difference and not the response instruction difference that
causes any observed moderating effect.

Table 5 addresses the third alternative hypothesis by summarizing the
construct and criterion-related validity data for studies in which a SJT was
administered twice, once with knowledge instructions and once with be-
havioral tendency instructions. These types of studies are ideal for evaluat-
ing a response instruction moderator because the content of the SJTs is held
constant. Eight studies were available for the construct hypotheses (Hy-
potheses 1 and 2), and six studies were available for the criterion-related
validity hypothesis (Hypothesis 3). The analyses for cognitive ability cor-
relates support Hypothesis 1 because the SJTs with knowledge instructions
have substantially larger correlations with cognitive ability than the same
SJTs administered with behavioral tendency instructions (.28 vs. .17).
Related to Hypothesis 2, the SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions
have larger correlations with the Big Five than the same SJTs administered
with knowledge behavioral tendency instructions for Agreeableness (.20
vs. .14), for Conscientiousness (.33 vs. .21), for Emotional Stability (.13
vs. .02), for Extraversion (.07 vs. .02), and for Openness to Experience
(.10 vs. .05).

These supplemental construct analyses are supportive of Hypotheses
1 and 2. In contrast to analyses in Table 3 for the full data set in which
Hypothesis 2 was confirmed for only three of the Big Five, Table 5 shows
that when SJT content is held constant, Hypothesis 2 is confirmed for
all of the Big Five constructs. However, when comparing Table 5 with
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Table 3, the magnitude of the differences between the two response instruc-
tions is smaller when the SJT content is held constant for Agreeableness
(.06 difference vs. .18 difference) and Emotional Stability (.11 difference
vs. .23 difference). Because there are only eight studies in which the SJT
content was held constant, one should be cautious in drawing conclu-
sions. With these caveats in mind, we conclude that the construct validity
response instruction moderator is not actually due to a content artifact.
We also recommend that this conclusion be reevaluated as more studies
controlling for SJT content become available.

The criterion-related validity results in Table 5 differ from those in
Table 3. Table 3 showed no evidence for a response instruction moderator
of criterion-related validity, both estimated populations validities were .26.
In Table 5, where SJT content was held constant, a response instruction
moderator favoring knowledge instruction SJTs is evident. The estimated
population criterion-related validity falls from .26 to .12 when the content
of the SJT is held constant. However, the validity of .12 is based on only
three correlations with a total sample size of 290. One can either base
one’s conclusions on a large amount of data (Table 3, 118 samples) or
on a very small of data from the “best” studies (Table 5, 3 samples).
We chose to rely on the large amount of data (Table 3) and conclude that
knowledge instruction and behavioral tendency instructions SJTs yield the
same criterion-related validity (.26). We recommend that this conclusion
be reevaluated as more studies controlling SJT content become available.

Method and Results for a Primary Study Addressing an Alternative
Hypothesis to the Response Instruction Moderator

If the content differences across SJTs are responsible for the construct
validity differences we attribute to response instruction, then those content
differences should be readily observable. Specifically, those with expertise
in SJTs should be able to identify the response instructions associated with
an item based on reviewing its content. To test this alternative hypothesis,
we created a Web-administered survey to identify the extent to which
SJT subject matter experts could correctly identify whether a situational
judgment item was from a test using knowledge instructions or a test
using behavioral tendency instructions. We selected 30 items from SJTs,
15 were from SJTs that used knowledge response instructions and 15
were from SJTs that used behavioral tendency response instructions. If
needed, the items were edited to remove the response instruction. For
example, if a situational stem ended with “What would you do?” or “Pick
the best response,” we deleted the phrase. These items were assembled
into a survey. The survey explained the distinction between knowledge
and behavioral tendency instructions and asked the respondents to judge
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whether each item was drawn from a SJT that used knowledge instructions
or one that used behavioral tendency instructions.

Based on an initial administration of the survey, we discovered that
a subset of the respondents could score well above chance by adopting
a strategy of assigning items written with second person pronouns (Your
boss is angry with you) to the behavioral tendency category and items
written with third person pronouns (An employee’s boss is angry with him)
to the knowledge category. Because this pronoun clue was not relevant
to substantive differences in content, we edited all items into the third
person.

Respondents had experience with SJTs. Through e-mail, we contacted
the authors of SJT research presented in conference papers, book chapters,
and journal articles. We also contacted individuals at consulting firms
who were known to build SJTs. Because we were concerned that we
might be oversampling researchers, we also submitted an invitation to
respond on the e-mail list server of the International Association of Public
Personnel Management Assessment Council (IPMAAC). Twenty-three
SJT subject matter experts completed the survey where all items were in
the third person. The mean number correct on the survey was 17.1 (15 items
would be correct with random responding). Thus, 57.1% of the items were
correctly identified. We conclude that, in the absence of pronoun clues,
SJT subject matter experts were unable to accurately identify the response
instructions of an item based on its content at a level much greater than
chance. Thus, the alternative content hypothesis as a source of the construct
validity differences is not supported by these results.

Incremental Validity Results

We estimated the incremental validity of SJTs over cognitive ability,
over the Big Five, and over a composite of cognitive ability and the Big
Five. These results are relevant to Hypotheses 4, 5, and 6. We also examined
the extent to which cognitive ability and the Big Five add incremental
validity to SJTs. To build correlation matrices needed for these analyses,
we needed to use other data to estimate the criterion-related validity of
cognitive ability and the Big Five, and the intercorrelations among all
measures. We conducted the incremental validity analyses by running
hierarchical linear regressions using a correlation matrix of all variables.

For the correlations between cognitive ability and the other variables
we drew data from this and other studies. We replicated the McDaniel
et al. (2001) analysis using .25 as the observed validity for cognitive
ability. We reported correlations between cognitive ability and SJTs with
knowledge instructions with (Table 3, r = .32) and without the Pereira
et al. (1999) outlier (Table 4, r = .37). This yielded two combinations
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of cognitive ability correlates and performance correlates for SJTs with
knowledge instructions. To obtain estimates of the correlation between
cognitive ability and the Big Five, we conducted a meta-analysis of the
correlations between cognitive ability and each of the Big Five based on
data obtained from seven studies (Grubb, 2003; Leaman, Vasilopoulos, &
Usala, 1996; Lobsenz & Morris, 1999; McDaniel, Yost, Ludwick, Hense,
& Hartman, 2004; Nguyen, 2001; O’Connell, McDaniel, Grubb, Hart-
man, & Lawrence, 2002; Peeters & Lievens, 2005). The mean observed
correlations between cognitive ability and the Big Five are .02 for Agree-
ableness, .05 for Conscientiousness, .03 for Emotional Stability, .06 for
Extraversion, and .18 for Openness to Experience.

For analyses involving the Big Five, we needed estimates of the
criterion-related validity of the Big Five and the intercorrelations among
the Big Five. The criterion-related validities of the Big Five were taken
from Hurtz & Donovan (2000, Table 1 observed validities, page 873). The
Big Five intercorrelations were taken from Ones, Viswesvaran, & Reiss
(1996, Table 6, page 669). Because the Ones et al. (1996) correlations
were corrected for unreliability, we disattenuated them by multiplying the
correlations by the square root of .75. That mean reliability was also drawn
from Ones et al. (1996). All incremental validity analyses are based on ob-
served correlations that are not corrected for measurement error or range
restriction.

In the top section of Table 6, we show the correlation between cognitive
ability (g) and the SJT used in each of the three analyses. We also show
the criterion-related validity values used for g, the SJT, and the Big Five.
The validity for the Big Five was estimated by entering the Big Five in a
regression to predict job performance and the validity listed (.16) is the
multiple R from that regression. Next, we examined the validity of various
composites of g, SJT, and the Big Five. These validities are multiple Rs
from regressions. The lower section of Table 6 shows incremental validities
of various predictors over other predictors. Consider the first row of the
incremental validity results in which the incremental validity of the SJT
over cognitive ability (g) is listed as .03. That number was calculated by
subtracting the validity of g alone (r = .25) from the multiple R where
cognitive ability and SJT were optimally weighted in a regression to predict
job performance. The multiple R, which is shown in the top section of Table
6, is .28. Thus, by adding a SJT to a predictor battery already containing g,
the SJT incremented the uncorrected validity by .03. Three scenarios are
presented. Two are for knowledge instruction SJTs, where the correlation
between g and the SJT differ, and one is for behavioral tendency instruction
SJTs.

In all three incremental validity scenarios, SJTs provide incremen-
tal validity over cognitive ability ranging from .03 to .05. The largest
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incremental validity is for SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions (.05
vs. .03). Such SJTs have the lowest correlations with g and thus have a
higher probability of predicting over and above g. Although the direction
of the moderating effect is consistent with Hypothesis 4, the magnitude of
the moderating effect is very small and may not be meaningful.

In all three incremental validity scenarios, SJTs provide incremental
validity over a composite of the Big Five ranging from .06 to .07. Be-
cause SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions have more personality
saturation than SJTs with knowledge instructions, it is reasonable that
SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions offer lower incremental valid-
ity (.06) over the Big Five than knowledge instruction SJTs (.07). Although
the direction of the moderating effect is consistent with Hypothesis 5, the
magnitude of the moderating effect is very small.

In all three scenarios, SJTs offer incremental validity over a composite
of g and the Big Five with incremental values ranging from .01 to .02. The
response instruction moderator does not appear to meaningfully moder-
ate the incremental validity thus supporting Hypothesis 6. We note that
these observed incremental values are small, but few predictors offer
incremental prediction over an optimally weighted composite of six
variables (g and the Big Five).

Discussion

This paper makes several contributions to an understanding of the va-
lidity of SJTs. The first contribution is the documentation of a response
instruction moderator on construct validity. Response instructions have a
clear moderating effect on the correlation between g and SJTs. Knowl-
edge instruction SJTs have substantially higher correlations with g than
behavioral tendency instruction SJTs. This is true across the analysis of all
correlations, when an outlier is removed, and when the analysis is restricted
to those studies where the content of SJTs is held constant. Response in-
structions also moderate the correlations between SJT and personality.
SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions have higher correlations with
the Big Five than SJTs with knowledge instructions. The moderating effect
is most clear for Agreeableness, Conscientious, and Emotional Stability
where the moderating effect is shown for the analysis of all correlations
and for analyses in which SJT content is held constant. The moderating
effect for Extraversion and Openness to Experience is less clear.

The second contribution is extending theory by applying the typi-
cal versus maximal assessment distinction to understanding the SJT re-
sponse instruction moderating effect. SJTs with knowledge instructions
are maximal performance assessments, saturated with cognitive vari-
ance, and likely unaffected by individual differences in tendencies toward
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self-deception and impression management. In contrast, SJTs with behav-
ioral tendency instructions are typical performance assessments, saturated
with noncognitive variance and subject to error associated with tendencies
toward self-deception and impression management.

A third contribution is the demonstration that SJTs are unique among
all other personnel assessment types in that they can serve as either as-
sessments of typical performance or of maximal performance. We know
of no other assessment method in which the construct validity of the test
varies substantially as a function of the response instructions.

A fourth contribution of this research is knowledge of the extent to
which response instructions moderate criterion-related validity. The bulk
of our data suggest that there is no difference in the criterion-related va-
lidity of SJTs that vary in response instructions. However, the limited
data on criterion-related validities when SJT content is held constant sug-
gest that knowledge instructions SJTs have substantially higher validity
than SJTs with behavioral tendency instructions. We encourage additional
research on the criterion-related validity of SJTs where content is held con-
stant. However, until such research proves otherwise, the most compelling
conclusion is that response instructions do not moderate criterion-related
validity.

There are at least three ways to explain the lack of response instruc-
tion moderation of criterion-related validity. First, it is possible that many
respondents ignore the behavioral tendency instructions seeking reports
of typical performance and instead respond to the items as if they were
given knowledge instructions (e.g., respond with what they believe is the
correct answer, as opposed to what they might typically do). This issue has
been raised by Weekly, Ployhart, and Holtz (2006). The criterion-related
validity analyses in our study are based on 114 concurrent studies and
4 predictive studies. If, in concurrent studies, respondents are ignoring
behavioral tendency instructions and instead are responding as if receiv-
ing knowledge instructions, we can expect even more of this behavior in
applicant samples.

A second possibility is that there are aspects of job performance that
can be predicted by either personality or cognitive ability. A knowledge
instruction SJT could predict X amount of criterion variance primarily
through the test’s cognitive loading and secondarily through the test’s per-
sonality loading. A behavioral tendency instruction SJT could predict the
same X amount of criterion variance primarily through the test’s person-
ality loading and secondarily through its cognitive loading. Although the
tests have different weightings of cognitive and personality variance, they
could account for the same amount of criterion variance.

The third possibility is that response instructions simply do not
moderate the criterion-related validity of SJTs. Although the response
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instructions may indicate a difference in the construct measured, the over-
all validity of SJTs is unchanged as a result of response instruction.

The fifth contribution of the research is that it can provide guidance on
expected validities from composites of cognitive ability, personality, and
SJTs. SJTs provide meaningful incremental prediction over the Big Five
(observed validity increments of .06 to .07), modest incremental prediction
over cognitive ability (observed validity increments of .03 to .05), and a
small degree of incremental validity over a composite of cognitive ability
and the Big Five (observed validity increments of .01 to .02). Our results
suggest that the incremental validity of SJTs is not meaningfully moderated
by response instructions. Our results suggest that to maximize criterion-
related validity, one should always use a cognitive ability test. If one were
to add an additional test to supplement cognitive ability, a Big Five or
a SJT would provide about the same amount of incremental prediction.
If the existing battery included a cognitive ability test and a Big Five
test, the addition of a SJT can be expected to provide a small amount
of incremental validity (observed validity increment .01 to .02). If the
existing battery included a cognitive ability test and a SJT, the addition of
a Big Five test can be expected to provide a small amount of incremental
validity (observed validity increment .01 to .03).

We caution the reader not to over interpret the incremental validi-
ties. Cognitive ability measures might have lower or higher validities than
the .25 value assumed in these analyses. Cognitive ability validity varies
with job complexity (Hunter & Hunter, 1984), the degree of range restric-
tion, and measurement error. Likewise, personality test validities may vary
based on the measure used and also are influenced by range restriction and
measurement error. Finally SJT correlations with job performance, cog-
nitive ability, and the Big Five vary widely. One could clearly construct
scenarios where SJTs could contribute substantially to a predictor com-
posite or offer near zero incremental validity. We used mean values in
our analyses to offer what we believe might be typical validities. We also
note that the validities are uncorrected for measurement error and range
restriction.

Boundary Conditions for Validity Inferences

To aid in drawing validity inferences from a meta-analysis, the Princi-
ples for the Validation and Use of Personnel Selection Procedures (SIOP,
2003) encourage that the boundary conditions of the meta-analysis be spec-
ified with respect to the content, structure, and scoring of the tests within
the meta-analysis. We offer these boundary conditions. Conclusions con-
cerning the validity of a SJT could be informed based on this meta-analysis
if the test had job-related content, is used for the job or job family for which
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it was designed, was a written test (as opposed to video) with either knowl-
edge or behavioral tendency instructions, contained items with a situation
as the stem and possible responses to the situation as item options, and
where the test is scored objectively using either a rationally developed or
an empirically developed key. If a test falls within these boundaries, this
meta-analysis could be one source of information concerning validity.

Limitations of the Study and Calls for Additional Research

The first limitation is that for most of the data, the meta-analysis exam-
ining response instructions could not control for content differences across
the SJTs. Thus, it is possible that at least some of the differences attributed
to the response instruction moderator are actually due to unknown content
differences that co-vary with response instructions. However, we refuted
the credibility of the alternative content hypothesis with the results in Ta-
ble 5 that controlled for the content of the SJT. In addition, we refuted the
alternative content hypothesis by showing that individuals with SJT ex-
pertise could not meaningfully differentiate the response instructions used
with the items. However, we encourage that our conclusion be further
evaluated with research in which the content of SJTs is held constant.

The second limitation of this study is that almost all validity studies on
SJTs are based on concurrent designs where the respondents are incum-
bents. Job applicants are more likely than incumbents to try to respond so
as to improve their score. When job applicants are administered a SJT with
behavioral tendency instructions, they may choose to respond with what
they believe is the best action to take rather than what they would most
likely do. This would make the SJT function as a knowledge instruction
SJT. If many applicants are responding in this manner, the differences ob-
served in this study between response instructions may become smaller.
Thus, we encourage that more validity studies of SJTs use applicant data
and that the response instruction moderator be evaluated in predictive
studies as more such studies accumulate.

We declined to make corrections for measurement error in the SJTs
because we argued that most situational judgments tests are heterogeneous,
yet most reported reliabilities for such tests are coefficient alphas. We
encourage researchers to consider better ways to estimate the reliability of
SJTs. More reasonable estimates of SJT reliability would be derived from
test–retest or parallel form reliability analyses.

We also encourage research on the specification of content assessed
in SJTs and the relation between content and validity. It is reasonable to
expect that some content will yield different criterion-related and construct
validity than other content. We encourage research in test development
technology so that SJTs can be written to achieve prespecified correlations
with other measures.
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The data source moderator needs additional attention. A reasonable
cause of data source difference, publication bias, was not shown to explain
the data source differences. Future research should reexamine the data
source moderator as more data become available.

Finally, we encourage research on different ways of operationalizing
knowledge and behavioral tendency instructions. In the literature, as shown
in Table 2, we found four ways of operationalizing behavioral tendency
instructions and seven ways of operationalizing knowledge instructions.

Conclusion

The use of SJTs in personnel selection has gained increasing interest.
The study extends theory in personnel selection by applying the typical
versus maximal performance distinction to predictors. This distinction
provides a credible explanation for the moderating effect of response in-
structions on construct validity. The study also informs practice in the use
of SJTs by providing estimates of the criterion-related validity of SJTs and
by exploring the incremental validity of cognitive ability, personality, and
SJTs. Finally, it guides practice by showing that the cognitive and noncog-
nitive correlates of SJTs can be altered through response instructions. To
date, SJTs are the only personnel selection instruments that display this
characteristic. Although these analyses should be repeated as additional
data cumulate, our results are currently the best estimates of the validity of
SJTs. These results can guide the development of future SJTs and provide
evidence for the validity of tests that fall in the boundary of the studies
examined in this research.
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