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OVERVIEW

Situational judgment tests present applicants with scenarios that they might
encounter on the job and ask applicants to evaluate various actions that might be
taken in response to the situations. Thus, situational judgment tests are one type of
job simulation that measures job knowledge. They rely on the principle that a per-
son’s behavior in past situations can predict how that individual is likely to behave
in similar situations in the future. This means that one way to predict how effectively
job applicants will perform on the job when they become employees is to measure
how effectively they perform in a simulation of the job when they are applicants.
People vary in the extent to which they acquire job knowledge from a series of
events, and situational judgment tests are a method of assessing such differences.

Some job simulations are more realistic than others. For example, applicants
for airplane pilot positions might be placed in a flight simulator that provides a
very realistic reproduction of flying an airplane. Although such realistic simula-
tions might be expected to have an advantage in their predictive potential, they
can be so expensive to develop and administer that less realistic simulations often
are an attractive alternative. Jobs for which high-fidelity simulations (e.g., flight
simulators) are used to predict performance typically require some level of job
experience. One advantage of low-fidelity simulations, such as situational judg-
ment tests, is that they can be developed to predict performance in entry-level
jobs in which no experience is required as well as in higher level jobs.
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This chapter describes situational judgment tests in some detail and provides
a brief history of their use. It then describes the characteristics along which situa-
tional judgment tests can vary, including test fidelity, cognitive complexity, and
response instructions. The chapter then summarizes research evidence about
their reliability, validity, and subgroup differences. Finally, the chapter describes
procedures for developing situational judgment tests based on research findings.

WHAT IS A SITUATIONAL JUDGMENT TEST?

In a situational judgment item, a scenario is described and the applicant is
required to evaluate several possible responses to the scenario. As mentioned ear-
lier, situational judgment tests vary in their level of fidelity to the job. Typically, for
entry-level selection (e.g., to an electrician apprenticeship training program), a sit-
uational judgment test might refer to general situations that might be encoun-
tered by employees. Such items might describe a problem with a boss or
coworker. For higher level positions (e.g., promotion to journeyman), a situa-
tional judgment test might refer to circumstances that closely reflect issues or
problems encountered in a specific job. An example of a situational judgment test
item that might be used for promotion is shown here:

You and another journeyman electrician from another crew are jointly
responsible for coordinating a project involving both crews. This other
person is not carrying out his share of the responsibilities. You would ...

1. Discuss the situation with your foreman and ask him to take it up with the
other person’s foreman.

2. Remind him that you need his help and that the project will not be com-
pleted effectively without a full team effort from both of you.

3. Tell him that he is not doing his share of the work, that you will not do it
all yourself, and that if he does not start doing more, you will be forced to
take the matter to his foreman.

4. Try to find out why he is not doing his share and explain to him that this
creates more work for you and makes it harder to finish the project.

5. Get someone else from his crew to help with the project.

Motowidlo, Dunnette, and Carter (1990) used the term low-fidelity simulation to
describe such an item. Sternberg et al. (2000) developed similar items and called
them assessments of “practical intelligence.” However, within the areas of human
resource management and industrial psychology, these items typically are now
referred to as “situational judgment.”

Several situational judgment tests have been developed to predict job perfor-
mance in managerial and supervisory positions (e.g, Bruce & Learner, 1958;
Campbell, Dunnette, Lawler, & Weick, 1970; Corts, 1980; Mandell, 1950; Motowidlo
et al., 1990; Wagner & Sternberg, 1991). They have also been developed to pre-
dict insurance agent turnover (Dalessio, 1992), success in engineer positions
(Clevenger, Jockin, Morris, & Anselmi, 1999), performance in teams (Stevens &
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Campion, 1999), success in telephone sales and collection positions (Phillips,
1992, 1993), and skill in managing conflict (Olson-Buchanan, Drasgow, Moberg,
Mead, & Keenan, 1994). Thus, situational judgment tests are quite flexible and
can be developed to predict performance in a variety of jobs.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SITUATIONAL JUDGMENT TESTS

As noted by Weekley and Ployhart (2006), the earliest example of situational judg-
ment tests depends on how they are defined. For example, a U.S. civil service
exam used in 1873 for the Examiner of Trade-Marks, Patent Office contained the
following: “A banking company asks protection for a certain device, as a trade-
mark, which they propose to put upon their notes. What action would you take
on the application?” (DuBois, 1970, p. 148). The 1905 Binet scale used to mea-
sure intelligence in children included questions such as, “When a person has
offended you, and comes to offer his apologies, what should you do?” Although
situations were presented, these early efforts did not include possible ways of han-
dling the situation that were presented to the applicant.

As noted by McDaniel, Morgeson, Finnegan, Campion, and Braverman (2001),
the first widely used situational judgment test that contained response options
was likely the George Washington Social Intelligence Test. One of the subtests,
called Judgment in Social Situations, required “keen judgment, and a deep appre-
ciation of human motives, to answer correctly” (Moss, 1926, p. 26). Several solu-
tions to each situation were offered in a multiple-choice format, only one of which
was correct. In an early review of empirical studies, Thorndike and Stein (1937)
criticized the test, claiming that correlations between the test and other tests of
presumed social artributes were very low.

During World War II, Army psychologists attempted to assess the judgment of
soldiers (Northrop, 1989). These judgment tests were comprised of scenarios and
a number of alternative responses to each scenario. Solutions were based on the
person’s ability to use common sense, experience, and general knowledge, rather
than logical reasoning. Starting in the 1940s, a number of situational judgment
tests were developed to measure supervisory potential. These included the
Practical Judgment Test (Cardall, 1942), How Supervise? (File, 1945; File &
Remmers, 1948), Supervisory Practices Test (Bruce & Learner, 1958), Business
Judgment Test (Bruce, 1965), Supervisory Judgment Test (Greenberg, 1963), and
the Supervisory Inventory on Human Relations (Kirkpatrick & Planty, 1960). In the
late 1950’s and early 1960°s situational judgment tests were also used by large
organizations as part of selection test batteries to predict managerial success. For
example, the Standard Oil Company of New Jersey designed a program of
research called the Early Identification of Management Potential to identify
employees who have potential to be successful in management (Campbell,
Dunnette, Lawler, & Weick, 1970).

Recently, there has been renewed interest in the use of situational judgment
measures for predicting job performance. For example, the United States Office of
Personnel Management designed Test 905 to assess the human relations capacity
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and potential of applicants for promotion to first-line federal trades and labor
supervisory positions (Corts, 1980). Motowidlo et al. (1990) examined the use of
a situational judgment test, referred to as a low-fidelity simulation, for selecting
entry-level managers. In validation studies with samples of managers from seven
different companies, correlations between the test and various job performance
criteria ranged from the .20s to the .40s. Wagner and Sternberg (1991) published
a test called the Tacit Knowledge Inventory for Managers (TKIM). This measure is
based on their theory of tacit knowledge, or “... practical know-how that usually
is not openly expressed or stated and which must be acquired in the absence of
direct instruction” (Wagner, 1987, p. 1236). The TKIM presents scenarios that
require respondents to choose a course of action from a list of alternatives. These
scenarios differ from those of previously mentioned tests in that the TKIM sce-
narios are considerably longer and more detailed. Wagner and Sternberg (1991)
reported five studies examining the criterion-related validity of tacit knowledge
measures in academic and business settings, although no validity was presented
for the TKIM itself. They found moderate correlations berween their measure and
a variety of criteria, some of which would be considered job performance mea-
sures. Sternberg et al. (1995) also reported that these measures were unrelated to
measures of general cognitive ability. This conclusion should be tempered by the
fact that their samples (e.g., Yale undergraduate students) are likely to have sub-
stantial range restriction on measures of general cognitive ability, thus reducing
observed relationships on the restricted predictor.

Finally, in investigating a situational judgment test, Smith and McDaniel (1998)
found the largest correlates were with age and length of job experience. From this,
they inferred that the test measured job-related knowledge and skills gained through
life and work experiences. The test also correlated with the personality dimensions
of conscientiousness (r = .32) and emotional stability (r = .22) as well as with mea-
sures of general cognitive ability (mean r = .22). Smith and McDaniel concluded that
the situational judgment test assessed multiple job-related constructs.

THE STRUCTURE AND FORMAT OF SITUATIONAL JUDGMENT TESTS

Situational judgment items vary with respect to several characteristics (McDaniel
& Nguyen, 2001; McDaniel, Whetzel, Hartman, Nguyen, & Grubb, 2006).
Knowledge of the various situational judgment test formats can assist situational
judgment test developers in making informed decisions. Also, some of the char-
acteristics of situational judgment tests have implications for test validity and the
degree of mean subgroup differences in test scores. Here, some of the major char-
acteristics along which situational judgment tests vary are reviewed. These include
test fidelity, cognitive complexity, and response instructions.

Test Fidelity

Test fidelity refers to the extent to which the test format mirrors how a situation
would be encountered in a work setting. A higher fidelity situational judgment
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test may involve presenting situations using a short video, whereas a lower fidelity
situational judgment test involves presenting situations in a written format (paper-
and-pencil or computer presentation of text). Also, there are levels of fidelity
within types of presentation. A situational judgment test with a written format
might have more fidelity if the situation were described using technical terms
common to the job. A situational judgment test with a video format might have
less fidelity to the extent the item situation differs from aspects of the actual work
situation. For example, if the work procedures shown in the video are not the
most current procedures, then the situational judgment test may have less fidelity.
This can happen when work procedures change over time but the video-based sit-
uational judgment test is not updated.

Video-based situational judgment tests are likely to reduce the reading and
other cognitive demands relative to paper-and-pencil situational judgment tests.
Consequently, video-based situational judgment tests typically produce lower cor-
relations with cognitive ability, as well as smaller mean ethnic differences, when
compared to paper-and-pencil situational judgment tests (Chan & Schmitt, 2002;
Whetzel, McDaniel, & Nguven, 2005). Although the smaller mean ethnic differ-
ences in video situational judgment tests are an advantage, the reduced correla-
tions of such tests with cognitive ability may result in lower validities. Additional
research is needed to evaluate this possibility.

Cognitive Complexity

Situational judgment items vary in their cognitive complexity. Cognitively complex
items require more cognitive resources to understand than less cognitively complex
items. One factor likely to influence the cognitive complexity of the items is the
length of the stem. Some situational judgment test items have very short stems (e.g.,
“You have encountered a problem that you cannot solve and you cannot locate your
supervisor to help you with the problem”). Other situational judgment test stems
are much longer, such as those in the TKIM (Wagner & Sternberg, 1991) mentioned
earlier. Longer item stems likely increase cognitive complexity in part through
increased demands on reading comprehension. Thus, items with longer item stems
tend to be more difficult to comprehend than items with shorter stems.

A second factor that is likely to influence the cognitive complexity of the items
is the complexity of the situation presented. Consider this sample stem again:
“You have encountered a problem that you cannot solve and you cannot locate
your supervisor to help you with the problem.” This stem describes a relatively
low-complexity situation with obvious potential responses. For example, the
employee could seek assistance from a different supervisor or a knowledgeable
coworker, or the employee could gain knowledge of the assignment from reading.
In contrast, an examplé of a high-complexity stem would be: “You are supervised
by two electricians who are not getting along. The electricians give you conflict-
ing instructions and each demands that the work each assigns be given the high-
est priority.” This stem describes a more complex situation in which the potential
responses also may be complex.
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As many scoreable
One scoreable Two scoreable responses as
response responses response options
Behavioral | What would you |What would you | Rate each response
Tendency |most likely do? | most likely do? for the likelihood you
What would you | would perform the response.
least likely do?
Rank the responses from
the most likely to the
least likely:
Knowledge | Pick the best Pick the best Rate each response for
answer. What answer and pick effectiveness.
should you do? | the worst answer. | Rank the responses from
Pick the best and | the best to the worst.
second best.

FIGURE 9.1 Taxamony of response instructions in situational judgement tests.

One can assess the cognitive complexity of a situational judgment test item by
correlating that item with a cognitive ability test (McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). This
correlation might be based on data obtained from a pilot test or from operational
use of the test. The cognitive complexity of a test has implications for mean racial
differences and test validity. Given the large mean ethnic differences in cognitive
ability (Roth, BeVier, Bobko, Switzer, & Tyler, 2001), a more cognitively complex
test item is likely to increase the item’s mean ethnic group differences. Because
cognitive ability is one of the best predictors of job performance (Schmidt &
Hunter, 1998), one might expect cognitively complex situational judgment tests
to yield higher validities than less cognitively complex situational judgment tests.
The implications of cognitive complexity for validity and subgroup differences as
well as test development are discussed later in this chapter.

Response Instructions

There are many types of response instructions that can be used with a situational
judgment test. McDaniel, Whetzel, and Nguyen (2006) offered a two-dimensional
table of response instructions (see Fig. 9.1). The rows of the table are labeled
“Behavioral Tendency” and “Knowledge.” In a situational judgment test with behavioral
tendency instructions, applicants are asked to report how they would typically
behave in response to the situation. A situational judgment test with knowledge
instructions asks applicants to evaluate the effectiveness of responses. The second
dimension, defining the three columns of the table, lists the number of scoreable
responses that can be obtained from the item. Some response instructions (e.g.,
“Pick the best answer™) generate one scoreable response per item. Other response



9. SITUATIONAL JUDGEMENT TESTS 241

instructions yield two dichotomous responses per item (e.g., “Pick the best answer
and pick the worst answer™). Still other response instructions yield as many scoreable
responses as there are response options (e.g., “Rate each response for effectiveness™).

Response instructions have been shown to influence the construct as well as
the criterion-related validity of situational judgment tests. Due to their influence
on construct validity (i.e., the extent to which the tests are correlated with g),
response instructions also affect subgroup differences. The implications of response
instructions for validity and subgroup differences as well as test development are
discussed later in this chapter.

WHAT DO SITUATIONAL JUDGMENT TESTS MEASURE?

Situational judgment tests are best viewed as measurement methods. Some situa-
tional judgment tests might emphasize technical knowledge whereas others might
emphasize knowledge of how to work as part of a team. Although situational judg-
ment tests might be developed to measure specific personality or ability variables,
their unique format (presenting a hypothetical work situation and eliciting a
hypothetical response to that situation) lends itself especially well to measuring
various forms of job knowledge. As mentioned, the predictive principle behind all
simulations, including situational judgment tests, is that people’s behavior in the
past can predict how they will behave in similar situations in the future.

One reason that people behave somewhat consistently in similar situations is that
through experience they develop beliefs or knowledge about the best thing to do in
certain situations in order to achieve desired results. Some people have better
opportunities to have these experiences and some people are better able to take
advantage of their experiences and learn from them. As a result, people who have
acquired this situational knowledge over time should know better how to deal with
certain situations and should be consistently more effective in those situations than
people who, for whatever reason, have not acquired that knowledge.

In their book, Practical Intelligence in Everyday Life, Sternberg et al. (2000)
asserted that there is a general factor of practical or tacit intelligence that is sub-
stantively distinct from general cognitive ability. The items used in Sternberg et
al.’s “practical intelligence” tests are situational judgment items. Thus, rather than
measuring some unique and previously unknown construct using a relatively
novel measurement tool, Sternberg et al. were actually using situational judgment
tests. Reviews by Gottfredson (2003), McDaniel and Whetzel (2005), and Ree and
Earles (1993) noted that there is no support for a construct of practical intelli-
gence. The practical intelligence construct also is critiqued in chapter 5.

There are several methods for empirically identifying constructs measured by
a selection instrument. One involves correlating scores on one instrument with
scores on another. McDaniel, Hartman, and Grubb (2003) correlated situational
judgment test scores with scores on cognitive ability and scores on the Big 5 per-
sonality dimensions (Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1993; John, 1990). In general, the
results showed that situational judgment tests are correlated with measures of
cognitive ability and personality.
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TABLE 9.1
An Example of the Multidimensionality of Situational Judgment Test Items (Scenario A)

Scenario A

You assigned a very high profile project to one of your project managers. During each of the project update meetings, your
project manager indicates that everything is going as scheduled. Now, one week before the project is due, your project
manager informs you that the project is less than 50% complete.

Correlation with:

g Conscientiousness Agreeableness
Responses: (n = 448-450) (n = 1196-1222) (n = 1196-1222)
Personally take over the project and meet with the 10" 01 -13"
customer to determine critical requirements.
Meet with the customer to extend the deadline. A1° -.03 -.05
Talk with the project manager about how
the lack of communication has jeopardized the
company's relationship with the customer.
Fire the project manager and take .08 .00 -.16"
over the project yourself.
Coach the project manager on how to -17 01 09
handle the project more efficiently.
Do not assign any high profile jobs to 13° 07 -.08

this project manager in the future.

* indicates statistically significant correlations.
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TABLE 9.2
An Example of the Multidimensionality of Situational Judgment Test Items (Scenario B)

Scenario B

You lead a project that requires specific, accurate data to make decisions. The data-capturing method currently being used
does not provide you with the information you need. Another department promised to provide you with the information,
but failed to do so at the last minute. This setback delayed your project and you are certain that you will require the infor-
mation to complete your project accurately.

Correlation with:

. g Conscientiousness Agreeableness
Responses: (n = 448-450) (n = 1196-1222) (n = 1196-1222)
Do the time-consuming work yourself even though 07 g1 -.08"
it is not tecnically your responsibility.
Temporarily allocate some member of your -.01 i g 00
team to capture the data.
Ask the customer for a deadline extension and A12° 06 -.02
explain that the other department failed to
provide the necessary information.
Ask your manager to pressure the other i iy - .02 -.10°

department to deliver the information.

" indicates statistically significant correlations.
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McDaniel and Whetzel (2005) reported correlations between measures of g and
personality and response options in a situational judgment test. The correlations are
shown in Tables 9.1 and 9.2. These items were developed for professional positions
in a Fortune 500 corporation and are presented here with permission. Each item
presents a scenario and several response options. The respondents were asked to
rate the effectiveness of each response option for resolving the problem depicted in
the scenario. Each response option was individually correlated with other variables
(e.g., cognitive ability and personality) collected on each respondent. In scenario A
(Table 9.1), the first response option was judged effective by those higher in g
(r = .10) and lower in agreeableness (r = —.13). The second and fifth options were
judged effective by those high in g (r = .11 and .13). The third option was judged
effective by those low in agreeableness (r = —.16). The fourth option was judged
effective by those low in g (r = —.17). Other correlations were suggestive of rela-
tionships with the effectiveness ratings but were not statistically significant. The cor-
relations are all relatively low because they represent correlations with a single item
with limited reliability. In scenario B (Table 9.2), the first two options were found
effective by those higher in conscientiousness (both r = .11), the third and fourth
options found effective by those higher in g (r=.12 and .17), and the fourth option
was found effective by those low in agreeableness (r = —.10). In summary, the
response options for these scenarios, like most SJT scenarios and response options,
are often construct heterogeneous. Tests made up of such items measure multiple
constructs and have loadings on multiple factors.

A second method for empirically identifying constructs measured by situational
judgments tests involves conducting factor analysis. However, factor analysis has
seldom proved useful in specifying the content of situational judgment tests.
Clause, Mullins, Nee, Pulakos, and Schmitt (1998) found that in situational judg-
ment tests, multidimensionality often occurs within individual items. When items
are multidimensional, it is very difficult to specify their content through tradi-
tional, empirical means such as factor analysis. McDaniel and Whetzel (2005)
reviewed the sparse literature on factor analyses of situational judgment test items
and concluded that instances of interpretable factors are rare.

In summary, both the correlational and factor analysis methods have shown sit-
uational judgment tests to be multidimensional, even at the item level. They
appear to measure a variety of constructs including cognitive ability and the Big 5
(i.e., conscientiousness, agreeableness, extroversion, emotional stability, and
openness to experience).

PSYCHOMETRIC CHARACTERISTICS
OF SITUATIONAL JUDGMENT TESTS

In this section psychometric properties of situational judgment tests, including
reliability, construct validity, criterion-related validity, incremental validity beyond
general cognitive ability, and subgroup differences, are discussed
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Reliability

Computing the reliability of situational judgment tests is problematic for several rea-
sons. First, the most readily available reliability estimate, Cronbach'’s alpha, may not
be an appropriate reliability index because of the multidimensional nature of situa-
tional judgment tests (Cronbach, 1949, 1951). Test-retest reliability is rarely found
in the literature on situational judgment tests because it requires at least two sepa-
rate administrations of the same test to the same examinees. Parallel form reliability
often is infeasible because it requires the use of different item content to measure
the same constructs. Because it is difficult to isolate the particular constructs
assessed using a situational judgment test, construct equivalence across forms can
be problematic. Due to these test development and data collection problems,
many researchers continue to provide internal consistency estimates while
acknowledging that they underestimate the reliability (Chan & Schmitt, 1997;
Pulakos & Schmitt, 1996; Pulakos, Schmitt, & Chan, 1996) of situational judgment
tests. One notable exception is Chan and Schmitt (2002), who estimated parallel
form reliability at .76. Clearly, more thought and research are needed on the
appropriate methods for assessing reliability so that we have more and better esti-
mates of the reliability of situational judgment tests.

Construct Validity

Three meta-analyses (McDaniel et al., 2001; McDaniel, Hartman, & Grubb, 2003;
McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001) summarized the construct validity of situational judg-
ment tests. McDaniel et al. (2003) provided the most comprehensive of these
reviews. They found that situational judgment tests correlate in varying degrees
with measures of three of the Big 5 personality traits (Digman, 1990) and with
cognitive ability measures. The magnitude of these correlations is moderated by
the situational judgment test response instructions, as shown in Table 9.3.
Situational judgment tests with behavioral tendency instructions tend to be more
correlated with personality than situational judgment tests with knowledge
instructions. However, situational judgment tests with knowledge instructions
correlate more highly with cognitive ability than do situational judgment tests
with behavioral tendency instructions (.43 vs. .23).

As a result of these findings, McDaniel et al. (2003) suggested that it may be pos-
sible to change the construct validity of a situational judgment test by altering the
response instructions. They could not empirically demonstrate this phenomenon
because they had no studies in their sample that held the situational judgment test
constant but varied the response instructions. However, since that time several
researchers (Mary Doherty, personal communication, July 7, 2005; Hartman &
Grubb, 2005; Nguyen, 2004; Nguyen, Biderman, & McDaniel, 2005; Vasilopoulos,
Cucina, Hayes, & McElreath, 2005) found that when administering the same situa-
tional judgment test with varying response instructions, one can change the magni-
tude of correlations consistent with the findings of McDaniel et al. (2003).
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TABLE 9.3
Meta-Analytic Correlations Between Situational Judgment Tests With
Coganitive Ability and Big 5 Measures

N k p

Cognitive ability 22,553 62 39
Knowledge instructions 17,290 41 43
Behavioral tendency instructions 5,263 21 23
Agreeableness 14,131 16 33
Knowledge instructions 8,303 3. .20
Behavioral tendency instructions 5,828 11 53
Conscientiousness 19,656 19 37
Knowledge instructions 13,754 8 33
Behavioral tendency instructions 5,902 11 51
Emotional stability 7,718 14 41
Knowledge instructions 1,990 4 11
Behavioral tendency instructions 5,728 10 51
Extroversion 12,607 10 .20
Knowledge instructions 11,867 5 21
Behavioral tendency instructions 740 5 A1
Openness to experience 874 5 12
Knowledge instructions 160 1 D
Behavioral tendency instructions 714 4 09

Note. N is the number of subjects across all studies in the analysis; & is the number of
studies; r is the population correlation. The first row in each analysis is the correlation
between the situational judgment test and the Big 5 measure for both kinds of instruction.

Thus, test developers who are interested in assessing personality constructs
may wish to use behavioral tendency instructions. However, one should note that
behavioral tendency instructions are susceptible to faking (Nguyen et al., 2005).
On the other hand, if one were interested in assessing cognitive ability, one might
use knowledge instructions. The caution here is that a cognitively loaded situa-
tional judgment test is likely to result in greater subgroup differences. In sum-
mary, there are advantages and disadvantages to both kinds of response
instructions and test developers need to carefully consider the consequences of
their choices. Recommendations for test development resulting from these find-
ings are provided later in this chapter.

Criterion-Related Validity

The criterion-related validity of situational judgment tests has been evaluated in
many primary studies (Chan & Schmitt, 1997; Hanson & Borman, 1989;
Motowidlo et al., 1990; Smith & McDaniel, 1998). Two meta-analyses examined
the criterion-related validity of situational judgment tests (McDaniel et al., 2001;
McDaniel et al., 2003). In the second and more recent meta-analysis, the overall
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validity of situational judgment tests across 84 coefficients was .32 (N = 11,809).
In addition to overall validity, the study evaluated response instructions as a mod-
erator of validity. As mentioned earlier, knowledge instructions ask examinees
to determine the effectiveness of various responses to a situation and behavioral
tendency instructions ask examinees what they would do in various situations.
Situational judgment tests with knowledge response instructions yielded higher
validity (.33) than situational judgment tests with behavioral tendency instruc-
tions (.27). Although this is not a large magnitude moderator, it does lead to impli-
cations about the design of situational judgment tests. To maximize
criterion-related validity, a test developer should consider using knowledge
instructions; however, as mentioned before, the use of knowledge instructions is
more likely to result in subgroup differences than the use of behavioral tendency
instructions. These validity results are almost entirely based on concurrent valid-
ity studies (e.g., research typically conducted using job incumbents, rather than
applicants, as subjects). Conclusions about the magnitude of the response instruc-
tion moderator should be reexamined as estimates of predictive validity (e.g.,
research typically conducted using applicants as subjects) become available.

Incremental Validity

Two meta-analyses (McDaniel et al., 2001; McDaniel et al., 2003) and several pri-
mary studies (Chan & Schmirt, 2002; Clevenger et al., 2000; O’Connell, McDaniel,
Grubb, Hartman, & Lawrence, 2002; Weekley & Jones, 1997, 1999) examined the
incremental validity of situational judgment tests over measures of cognitive abil-
ity. The research is consistent in showing that situational judgment tests provide
incremental validity over cognitive ability. As measurement methods, situational
judgment tests can assess different constructs to varying degrees, and the degree
of incremental validity over cognitive ability will vary depending on the correla-
tion between the situational judgment test and the measure of cognitive ability.
Situational judgment tests with high cognitive ability correlations likely will have
less incremental validity over cognitive ability than situational judgment tests with
low cognitive ability correlations.

Few studies have examined the incremental validity of situational judgment tests
over both cognitive ability and personality. One study (O'Connell et al, 2002)
reported incremental validity of the situational judgment test over cognitive ability
but found little incremental validity over both cognitive ability and personality.
However, Weekley and Ployhart (2005) discussed a situational judgment test that pro-
vided incremental validity beyond cognitive ability, personality, and experience. More
research is needed before one can draw compelling conclusions about the incremen-
tal validity of situational judgment tests over both cognitive ability and personality.

Subgroup Differences

Whetzel et al. (2005) examined ethnic and gender subgroup differences in situa-
tional judgment test scores. Typically, African Americans scored lower on average
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TABLE 9.4
Vector Correlations Between Ethnic and Gender Differences and
Constructs Correlated With Situational Judgment Tests

Cognitive Emotional
Ability Conscientiousness Agreeableness Stability

African .88 (18) 13 (9) -38 (9) —.89 (6)
American/

White

difference

Male/female -.05(19) 36 (9) 38 (10) 70D
difference

Note. Numbers in parentheses are the numbers of coefficients contributing data to the
vector correlations.

than Whites with a mean d of .39, where 4 is a standardized mean difference (a d
of 0 indicates no mean difference between two groups). Differences were larger
for situational judgment tests in a paper-and-pencil format (d = .40) in compari-
son to a video format (d = .33). These differences were almost entirely moderated
by the extent to which the situational judgment tests were correlated with mea-
sures of cognitive ability. One can also compute the vector correlations (Jensen,
1998) between the effect size (i.e., difference between groups) and the cognitive
loading of the test. As shown in Table 9.4, the vector correlation between the
effect size for African Americans and Whites and the g-loading of the situational
judgment test was .88. This suggests that as the correlation of the situational
judgment test with a measure of general cognitive ability increases (i.e., as the cog-
nitive complexity increases), the mean ethnic score difference also increases.
There also was a moderating effect related to the personality variables of agree-
ableness and emotional stability. As shown in Table 9.4, as the correlation of the
situational judgment test with agreeableness and emotional stability increased,
the magnitude of the mean African American versus White score difference
decreased. In brief, situational judgment tests show larger ethnic differences
when the situational judgment test is positively related to cognitive ability and
negatively related to agreeableness and emotional stability. '
Whetzel et al. (2005) also reported that the gender difference was small (d = .14)
and favored females. This difference was moderated somewhat by the correlation
of the situational judgment test with conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emo-
tional stability. As shown in Table 9.4, as the correlation between these personal-
ity variables and the situational judgment test increased, the gender difference
favoring females also increased. These findings suggest that females obtained

'Portions of this section of the chapter were taken directly, and with permission, from
Motowidlo, Hanson, and Crafts {1997).
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slightly higher situational judgment test scores to the extent that the tests were
correlated with conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional stability.

HOW TO DEVELOP A SITUATIONAL JUDGMENT TEST!

Although situational judgment tests come in a variety of formats, they all have the
common feature that they present a description of a situation representing a prob-
lem or challenge that might be encountered at work. The items ask applicants
how they would respond to the situation. The rest of this chapter offers suggestions
for developing a situational judgment test. This developmental strategy combines
practices that have been successfully followed in the past to develop demonstra-
bly valid situational judgment tests. A shortcut approach also is provided. Other ways
to build situational judgment tests also are possible, and they might be as good or
even better than the approach described in this chapter.

There are three general stages for developing a situational judgment test. First,
a panel of subject matter experts (SMEs) generates descriptions of problem situa-
tions that might happen at work. Second, the SMEs write multiple-choice response
alternatives for each problem situation. Third, a scoring key is developed.

Develop Situational Item Stems

Situational item stems should represent classes of events that actually happen on
the job. They should represent classes of problems or challenges that people have
to handle effectively or their job performance will suffer. They do not have to
reflect matters of critical or monumental importance, but they should not be so
minor or trivial that it does not matter how people deal with them. Furthermore,
they should be difficult enough that there are meaningful differences in how effec-
tively different people handle them.

The item stems should be described in enough detail to provide the cues nec-
essary to distinguish more effective from less effective ways of dealing with the sit-
uations, but not in so much detail that the cues point to a single correct response
that will be obvious to everyone. These cues should be general enough so that
they can be correctly interpreted even by people who have never encountered the
situation, as long as they have encountered similar situations in different contexts.

The first step is to assemble groups of SMEs into a workshop and ask them to
write critical incidents (see chap. 3). Using the electrician example, groups of expe-
rienced electricians or journeymen would be assembled. If results of a job analysis
(see chap. 3) are available, performance dimensions (i.e., the competencies, knowl-
edge, skills, or abilities needed for successful performance) are shared with work-
shop participants. The SMEs would then be asked to think about occasions when
they, or someone they knew, encountered a problem in a situation that involved one
of the performance dimensions. Using a critical incident form, they would be asked
to write about each situational critical incident by: (a) describing the problem in full
detail, (b) briefly noting how the electrician in the incident dealt with it, and (c)
describing the results of the electrician’s actions. If performance dimensions are
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available, the participants also note which performance dimensions are related to
the situation. Often a situation is related to several performance dimensions. An
example of a critical incident, taken from chapter 3, is:

The foreman of a job gave a print to an apprentice and said, “Tomorrow, lay
this whole floor out and pipe it.” The next day the apprentice realized that he
did not know how to do the task and the foreman was not available. The
apprentice reviewed available documentation until he learned what he needed
to know. The apprentice successfully completed the job and felt proud.

The next step is to sort the critical incidents according to the content of the
scenarios or problems that electricians must handle. Combining judgments of the
different judges will show which situations tend to be grouped together most
often and this will lead to definitions of situational categories. For instance, in the
electrician example, two categories that could emerge might be Reading
Blueprints and Completing Jobs on Time.

With these situational categories in hand, the next step is to select representative
critical incidents from each one and edit them into situational judgment item stems.
Selecting situations from each category helps to ensure that the final situational
inventory will include examples of all the important kinds of situational problems
that occur on the job. Normally, the final version of the situational judgment test will
also contain multiple situations per situational category. The exact number of situa-
tions selected per category will be based on some rational procedure. For example,
job experts may be asked to rate the importance of the situational categories, and
situations from the more important categories will be more heavily represented on
the test. Alternatively, individual situations may be mapped to the job performance
categories, and importance ratings for these categories can be used to define a rule
for selecting scenarios for the test. An example of a stem that could be developed
from the previous critical incident is: “As an apprentice electrician you receive your
work assignments and seek advice from your supervisor, the project foreman. You
have encountered a problem that you cannot solve and you cannot locate your
supervisor to help you.” Note that some of the detail from the critical incident is
omitted from the stem. The purpose is to make the stems general enough that most
applicants will understand the content of the stem.

From a technical standpoint, the larger the number of situational judgment
items in the final test the better, but practical considerations limit the number of
items that can be included. Situational judgment items may take a minute or two
to answer and the number of items in the final test should not exceed the time
available to administer the test. If the final situational judgment test is to include
no more than about 40 situational items, at least 50 to 60 problem situations
should be prepared at this stage in the development process.

One can substantially shorten this process if a job analysis has been conducted
that has identified performance dimensions. With verbally fluent incumbents, one
can have the incumbents write item stems rather than critical incidents. Working
from the list of performance dimensions, participants divide the dimensions among
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themselves and write situational judgment stems. This abbreviated process
assumes that the performance dimensions provide good coverage of the job and
that the participants are willing and competent to write item stems. If situational
item stems can be developed in this manner, it is sometimes possible to write all
the item stems needed for the test in less than a day.

Develop Response Alternatives

Response alternatives should represent classes of broadly different strategies for
handling each situation. The alternatives should all seem reasonable but some
have to be more “correct” for the situation than others. The more correct alterna-
tives should be more attractive to applicants with the best potential for success on
the job. '

One way to develop response alternatives with these characteristics is to col-
lect responses to the situational item stems from job incumbents. This can be
done by assembling the situational item stems one to a page in a questionnaire.
The questionnaire should be administered to incumbents who would be asked to
complete the questionnaire by writing a short description in the space provided
of how they or someone they know would handle each problem. The goal is to
provide a range of possible responses that vary in effectiveness. If there are too
many problems for people to answer all of them, the problems can be divided into
two or more shorter questionnaires, but at least five people should answer each
problem to ensure that many potentially different kinds of responses are col-
lected. Examples of responses to the stem above are:

Review the available documentation and identify the best approach.
Seek out another foreman to help you.

Work on something else until the foreman is available.

Try various approaches until you find the solution.

Go on break until the foreman is available.

bl o ol

Note that Response 1 is similar to that provided in the original critical incident.

Taking one situational problem at a time, the responses should be reviewed to
identify a variety of strategies, without worrying at this point about which are the
best and worst responses to the problem.

Develop a Scoring Key

Finally, a scoring key is developed by collecting judgments from SMEs about the
effectiveness of the alternative response options for each situational judgment
item. Typically, the test developer prepares a questionnaire asking SMEs to rate
each response on an effectiveness scale. The questionnaire should be completed
by individuals who are very experienced and knowledgeable about the job. A com-
mon procedure is to ask the most knowledgeable individuals possible to complete
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Very Ineffective Ineffective Effective Very Effective
This action is This is a poor |This is a reasonable | This is one of the
inappropriate. It will action. action that would best and most
make the problem | It will not help go far in effective actions
WOrse. solve the resolving the of all possible
problem. problem. actions.

FIGURE 9.2 Example of effectiveness rating scale.

-1 Indicating that the keyed best response is the worst response

Indicating that the keyed worst response is the best response

+1 Indicating that the keyed best response is the best response

Indicating that the keyed worst response is the worst response

0 Any other response

FIGURE 9.3 Scoring pattern for selecting the best or worst response.

the questionnaire. In the present example, they would be experienced journeymen
or very senior electricians. In general, the more SMEs who contribute to the ratings,
the more stable the ratings will be (i.e., the ratings will be less subject to individual
idiosyncrasies). That said, approximately five to seven raters often are used. A pos-
sible effectiveness rating scale that the SMEs might use is shown in Fig. 9.2.

Using these expert judgments, the test developer computes the mean and stan-
dard deviations of the rating of each response option. The standard deviation is an
indication of expert judgment agreement. Situational items for which there is little
agreement among experts on the relative effectiveness of alternatives should be
dropped. For remaining items, the experts’ judgments would be used to identify the
effective and less effective response alternatives for each situational judgment item.

Once the test developers have obtained mean ratings on each response, they
can determine the scoring key. If a response instruction is used that asks the appli-
cant to select one choice (e.g., pick the best response, what would you most likely
do), the developer should declare the response with the highest mean effective-
ness rating to be the correct response. For example, if the instructions ask the
applicant to choose the best or worst response, the simple scoring pattern shown
in Fig. 9.3 is recommended (McDaniel, Whetzel, & Nguyen, 2006). Likewise, if the
response instruction asks for two responses (e.g., pick the best response and then
pick the worst response; what would you most likely do and what would you least
likely do), the mean effectiveness ratings should be used to identify the most effec-
tive and least effective response for the keyed responses.
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~1 | Indicates that an effective behavior is ineffective or very ineffective

Indicates that an ineffective behavior is effective or very effective

+1 | Indicates that an effective behavior is effective or very effective

Indicates that an ineffective behavior is ineffective or very ineffective

FIGURE 9.4 Scoring pattern for rating the effectiveness of possible responses.

On the other hand, if one seeks to have the applicant rate the effectiveness of
each response, one could develop a scoring key based on the same 4-point scale
shown in Fig. 9.2; however, the keying approach shown in Fig. 9.4 is recom-
mended for several reasons (McDaniel, Whetzel, & Nguyen, 2006). First, it only
requires that the incumbents who are providing ratings used to establish the key
agree on whether the response option is an effective behavior or an ineffective
behavior. Second, there are individual differences in how applicants understand
relative statements (e.g., effective vs. very effective). Two incumbent raters might
believe a given response option to be at the same level of effectiveness even
though one rater describes it as “effective™ whereas another describes it as “very
effective.” This difference is due to the rater’'s different interpretations of the word
very. If the keying is based on this strategy, one can avoid dealing with the nuances
of the word very.

However, McDaniel, Whetzel, and Nguyen (2006) recommended that a 4-point
Likert rating scale, similar to the one shown in Fig. 9.2, be used in the actual sit-
uational judgment test instrument because applicants may feel constricted by 2-
point, dichotomous rating scales. Thus, the use of a 2-point dichotomous rating
scale is suggested (Fig. 9.4) for developing the answer key and a 4-point Likert
scale (Fig. 9.2) is suggested for the actual situational judgment test instrument
administered to examinees.

Another keying approach involves deviation scoring from the mean effective-
ness rating (Legree, Psotka, Tremble, & Bourne, 2005). In this approach, the mean
rating is used as the correct answer and ratings differing from the mean receive
lower scores. For example, if the mean effectiveness rating of a response option
is 1.5 and an applicant rates the response at “2," the applicant loses a half-point.
Likewise, if the applicant rates the response a “1,” the applicant also loses a half-
point. Thus, the highest possible score is a 0 and the lowest possible is some neg-
ative number. One might want to add a positive number to all scores to make all
scores positive.

SUMMARY
Situational judgment tests present descriptions of work situations that might hap-

pen on the job and ask applicants how they would handle them. They are based on
the idea that people have different levels of knowledge about how best to handle
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various work situations. By measuring this knowledge, situational judgment tests
can predict job performance. The literature on the reliability of situational judg-
ment tests is deficient because the measures tend to have heterogeneous content
but measures of homogeneity are typically offered as estimates of reliability. The
criterion-related validity of situational judgment tests is at useful levels. Both the
criterion-related and construct validity of situational judgment tests are
moderated by response instructions. Response instructions fall into two general
categories, knowledge and behavioral tendency, and the choice of one or the
other affects validity and the likelihood of subgroup differences.

Developing a situational inventory involves three general stages: (a) preparing
descriptions of problem situations, (b) preparing multiple response alternatives
for each problem, and (c) identifying the effectiveness of each response option.
A set of procedures that could be followed in each stage to develop an effective
situational judgment test is provided.
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