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Psychometric Testing – The 
Good, the Bad and the Ugly

did not sleep for three nights.”… 
“After that appalling experience, I 
was stuck in bed for three days”…  

conditions, and culminate in feedback 
problems, ranging from “none at all, still 
waiting” to “psychologically completely 
destabilizing”. 
 
  In this article, we attempt to give a picture of 
the current state of play, via the stories of five 
senior executives, all of whom have experience 
of several countries, several languages, varied 
roles, often different industries, and are 
perceived as “successful” by their peers.  We 
have obviously kept the identity of each 
anonymous or disguised, as they have shared 
extremely personal and sometimes confidential 
information and opinion with us. 
 
 So, let us start at the beginning with the 
“Good” stories! Of the five executives that 
contributed their views, two were, on balance,  

An examination of the effects, positive and negative, and how we 
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”I
“Best investment in me I ever made”… “They 
are OK if you are used to doing multiple choice 
questions - not all cultures are”. 
 
   This is a selection of the comments that we 
collected, while interviewing senior executives 
on their personal experience of participating in 
psychometric testing.  There was a great deal of 
emotion involved in what the interviewees 
related to us, and it is clear that, even if psy-
chometric testing has become commonplace, 
for both internal and external  opportunities, it 
is far from being unanimously popular, regard-
less of who you are or where you come from!  
The reasons for this range from poor prepara- 
tion and explanation, through draconian testing  
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positive about their experience. Christian is a 
41-year old French national, with a very senior 
role in a large, global pharmaceutical company, 
with whom he has worked for more than ten 
years. He has taken many psychometric tests 
through the years, mostly for internal develop- 

was the only significant irritant he expressed. 
 
 Feedback was immediate: structured, thorough 
and insightful, and given by a consultant via a 
two hour face-to-face session.  He describes the 
information as “subtle and true”, and adds that 
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ment purposes, and has 
found this to be a useful 
a n d w e l l - m a n a g e d 
process in general. For 
this article, we will 
focus on his recent 
experience of going 
t h rough a two-day 
process of evaluation for 
a significant internal 
promotion.  
 
  “I prepared like crazy!  
This was a question of 
make or break, and I 
worked in advance on 
my motivations and 
ideas, as if I were 
planning for an inter-         

the consu l tan t was 
extremely interactive 
with him during this 
session, observing and 
managing his reactions 
at every stage.  Christian 
found this to be “the best 
development feedback in 
my whole career” and 
was able to use i t 
positively, both in the 
sense that “he could live 
another day” and that he 
used it to write his own 
d e v e l o p m e n t p l a n , 
which was part of the 
process.  
   
  However, there was 

view. It turned out that this was not necessary 
for the process, though it did get me into the 
right mindset and help me to gain personal 
clarity around who I am and how I fit into the 
picture.  However, my stress levels were sky-
high, and I knew the stakes were tremendous.”  
It was in this context that Christian tackled a 
two-day workshop, for which he had been well 
briefed in advance. He knew that 1,500 
executive colleagues had already been through 
the process, so felt confidence in the quality of 
both the conception and the execution of the 
program. 
 
“The best development feedback in my 
whole career”
During the workshop, which was attended by a 
total of six internal candidates, Christian felt 
that he behaved naturally, answering questions 
honestly, in both the written and interview-
based parts of the panel of tests that were 
administered.  His one regret was that some of 
the tests were ones he had previously taken, in 
some cases several times.  He concluded that it 
would be useful to have a repository of test 
results, so as to avoid repeating the process, 
especially since these tests are supposed to be 
“watertight” to change over time. This factor 

one part that, while clear to Christian via 
internal networks, had not been made known to 
the candidates during the process.  The simple 
scoring system (1-4) and its implications did 
not give transparent feedback to the 
participants about what would happen next.  
They were told if they had “passed or failed”, 
but not given any context about what that 
might mean.  In fact, it was necessary to have a 
“well above average” overall score, as 
Christian had obtained, in order to be 
considered for the Leadership pool he was 
trying to enter. Not all had achieved this, 
despite “passing”, and so disappointment was 
inevitable at some point in their future. 
 
  While this testing experience was a very 
positive one indeed for Christian, he is clear 
that he has not landed in a professional 
nirvana! The process and its outcome have 
opened the door for him into a pool of 
executives who are eligible for very senior 
roles, but this is no guarantee of his getting 
such a role easily.  He still needs to ensure that 
he is known, liked and appreciated across the 
organization, and that his networks allow him 
to be aware of opportunities as they emerge, so 
as to position himself in an appropriate way.  
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The process will help him in this sense, 
however, as his results were shared openly with 
his immediate boss, and the one a level above, 
as well as the global head of Human Resources.  
He is even allowed to include the report in his 
CV. Indeed, when trying to preempt something, 
Christian passed the report to a regional leader, 
only to find that he had already seen it.  Good 
information clearly moves efficiently in his 
organization, and Christian’s future is no doubt 
brighter now that his strong profile is 
circulating in this way! 
 
Possibility for reflection and discussion
Another example of good experience comes 
from Sue, an Antipodean HR specialist, 
working initially in the pharmaceutical sector, 
and latterly as an executive coach. She had 
very early experience of the MBTI personality 
type indicator tool, in an internal context, and 
as the guinea pig for a colleague in HR, who 
was working towards certification in the tool.  
She was informed of and thus aware of the 
situation, and very keen to try it out.  The 
results were interesting, and there was one 
“axis” on which she felt she disagreed with the 
given results, sensing that she was more of a 
“feeler” than a “thinker”.  Where this resonated 
with Sue is that she grasped the fact that here, 
what was important was not the definition, but 
the possibility for reflection and discussion the 
profile offered. She says again and again “it’s 
just a tool: it doesn’t define you!”.  
 
  Several years later, she was retested in another 
context, and was somewhat disturbed initially 
by a shift in her profile, but, once again, 
realized that her “difference” compared to her 
immediate environment was “OK”. This time 
she had discovered she was more of an intro-
vert than she had previously realized, and this 
new insight allowed her not to feel bad about 
not wanting to go out with her colleagues and 
friends every single weekend night, and also to 
embrace her need for quiet and solitude, by 
organizing her weeks to contain time out, just 
for her. 
 
  Sue’s next experience of psychometrics, again 
internal, was using one of the tools that looks at 
“derailers” – or what behaviors can cause a 
problem when we are under stress and pres-
sure. In this assessment, Sue encountered  

tremendous enlightenment, despite the fact that 
she found she had a very high score of eight of 
a potential eleven potentially dangerous 
behaviors! She was in a difficult situation 
personally at the time, so the high score did not 
surprise her, but she is delighted to share the 
fact that currently several years after the first 
time, she has only one of the limiting 
behaviors, which, ironically, is the only one she 
had initially denied having! Sue’s under-
standing of how this insight allows the 
individual to develop is now deep, and she is a 
fan. In her life as an executive coach, she has 
become a certified practitioner of this tool (the 
Hogan Development Survey) and this was the 
first of only a few carefully chosen tools. A 
great testament to its power! 
 
 Further use of other tools, while still in 
corporate HR roles was what led Sue to shift 
her priorities and to take a consultancy 
approach to life.  She now coaches and teaches, 
and openly tells her students that: “you need to 
manage the use of these tools extremely 
carefully...  they are powerful, but they can be 
wrong. The opportunity always lies in the 
exploration and the dialogue that they can 
generate. Psychometrics is not a step, but it is a 
tool to enhance the process.” 
 
Between the Good and the Bad
If we view this piece as being based on the 
eponymous Western movie, the next story is 
lodged between the Good and the Bad, though 
probably more on the Bad side.  Pau, a Catalan, 
raised in Latin America, and currently in the 
process of leaving a senior role in a Spanish 
pharmaceutical company, has been used to 
doing percentile-based, multiple choice tests 
annually, since the age of 11, as he was 
educated in the US system of SAT’s, GMAT’s, 
etc. He rightly points out that this practice 
gives him an unfair advantage over those who 
have been evaluated differently, as just 
understanding the technique of answering 
multiple choice questions can be a challenge 
for those who have not grown up with them. 
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The  opportunity  always  lies  in  
the  exploration  and  the  
dialogue  that  they  can  generate.  
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Pau is currently interviewing for a range of 
new roles, across Europe, and has been 
subjected to an enormous number of 
psychometric assessments (an average of more 
than three per role). His experience of these 
job-related assessments goes back at least ten 
years, and he says that at home, he has a 15 cm 
thick file, brimming with the feedback from 
many of these!  It has been useful for him, as 
he reflects on his next move, to go back and 
read through some of these reports, and to gain 
insight into his values, attitudes and behaviors. 
He tells us that ten years ago, he felt 
psychometric tests were a gimmick, but that 
now he is evolving and maturing, and thus 
more ready to interpret and assimilate the 
results.  However, his feeling about how these 
assessments are administered and managed is 
not quite so positive! 
 
  The problems seem to emerge when there are 
many parties involved.  His relationship is 
typically with a headhunter, whose client is the 
company considering Pau for the role.  The 
psychometric assessment is typically supplied 
by a third party, who is often responsible for 
administering the test, but there is sometimes 
even a fourth party involved, and indeed, some 
tests are taken online, with just a link and a 
code. This makes for an impersonal and 
frustrating process.  Pau tells us that in many 
cases, he obtains zero feedback, despite asking 
both the headhunter and the future employer 
company to let him have this.  He has done 
many tests without sufficient briefing or 
context given to him, and he is cynical about 
the use of such tests without greater human 
interaction.  What is more, when he is unsure 
about whether he is advancing successfully in 
the recruitment process, it is difficult and risky 
to insist on feedback, without appearing unduly 
pushy.  
 
Absence of Feedback is a Demotivator
Pau’s current experience contrasts strongly 
with the time that he had access to a personal 
coach within another organization, and was 
subjected to a number of psychometric tests.  
That time, it was “the best thing I have ever 
done for myself”, because he was able to 
contextualize what he was going through, 
obtain feedback and work collaboratively for 
several months or even years to develop as a 
result of that feedback.  “Clear and constructive 

feedback actually makes me want to take the 
next test” is Pau’s conclusion, while restating 
clearly that the absence of feedback is a total 
demotivator, and that this factor will 
undoubtedly influence the final decisions he 
makes about which company to join in the 
coming months. 
 
Deeply Scarred  
The next two cases both clearly fall into the 
Truly Ugly categories, and, it would seem, are 
not so uncommon. Elena is a Czech-American 
executive from the engineering industry, and 
Pierre is French, and has been working in the 
hospitality industry for the past fifteen years.  
Both have recently undergone very intensive 
psychometric assessment: Elena as part of her 
search for a new and challenging role, and 
Pierre as part of an internal development 
program.  Both are deeply scarred. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Elena had initially had a good enough 
experience with psychometric testing, as well 
as with 360 assessments. Until a testing session 
was used to destroy her, that is! She un-
wittingly participated in a series of 360 
feedbacks, in which, as she later discovered, 
people who did not know her were asked to say 
destructive things about her, and this had been 
the aim of the procedure, from the very outset. 
The assessments had been “ordered” by a 
colleague of hers, who did not like her, and did 
not want her in the prestigious new role she had 
been offered.  Elena walked into the trap, was 
deeply damaged by it, and, to add insult to 
injury, her department received the bill for the 
assessment!   
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Needless to say, she refused to pay...  This was 
the point at which Elena started to develop an 
“allergy” to psychometric testing of all kinds. 
 
Hardly Relevant to a Senior Role  
Against this negative background, Elena 
recently underwent a two-day session of 
assessment, as part of the process of evaluation 
for a very senior role in another industry sector.  
From the outset, she was upset by some of the 
content of the evaluation.  She felt that, by her 
mid-forties, she probably should not be 
subjected to math and language testing, similar 
to what she had done at SAT and GMAT level.  
It was easy to observe that this is hardly 
relevant to a very senior role in which 
leadership and soft communication skills are 
far more pertinent, though it was hard at that 
stage to refuse to undergo the tests, so off she 
went!  She also had to tackle a fifty-page case 
study and submit herself to a two-hour 
psychologist interview. In addition to this, there 
were four simulations to go through, across a 
range of subjects. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  The result for Elena? Two days in bed, feeling 
completely drained and bewildered. A sense of 
outrage at having been demeaned on so many 
fronts - doing things that were not relevant nor 
“of her level”. A feeling that the simulations 
were pushing her into facile definitions of 
herself, rather than looking at her holistically 
(“it was clever but brutal”).  And huge anger 
that, almost a month later, she has still not 
received the three-hour feedback session she 
was promised. She has taken the step of writing 
to the company, on four or five occasions, to 
ask them to provide the feedback.  She has also 
sworn to herself that before taking another 
psychometric test, she will seriously question 
its validity. As she says: “look at the investment 
on my side… and for what?  Why would I trust 
the opinion of someone I do not know? Why is 
that a good indicator of my future perfor- 

mance? I am still smarting. This is a world-  
-leading company that publishes articles in the 
Harvard Business Review! Just not credible 
and somewhat outrageous!” 
 
Unorthodox Methods
After such a damning analysis, it is difficult to 
imagine a worse experience, but when we 
heard the story of Pierre, we realized we had 
indeed found rock bottom! In his case, Pierre 
was used as a guinea pig for a different type of 
assessment, which had been recommended by a 
new arrival in the company. The assessment 
was administered by a new member of the HR 
team, who had not done his research, and 
simply showed up and gave the test to Pierre, 
with no context.  The test focuses very strongly 
on psychological aspects, and hardly at all on 
behavior and relationships. Again, the sense 
here for Pierre was that this was neither rele-
vant nor appropriate for a senior role. He was 
uncomfortable during the test, but this was 
nothing compared to how he felt afterwards. 
 
The report from the assessment was sent, 
without any human interaction, straight to 
Pierre, as well as to his boss and several other 
people within the organization. This was done 
on a Friday evening, what is more, when there 
was no recourse to internal discussion or 
debate. It was immediately clear that the test 
was not designed at all to boost the career or 
success of its users!  On reading the report, 
Pierre found it to be “amazingly violent” and 
“an excessively harsh personality judgment”. 
He was so shocked at the way the feedback was 
given, that he not only asked his wife for a 
considered opinion (after two sleepless nights!) 
but also consulted with a labor lawyer. Both 
were as dumbfounded as he! 
 
  The methods used to obtain the report had 
been unorthodox to say the least... Pierre 
describes the fact that they used his “ability” to 
explain how to reproduce a drawing to judge 
his capacity to “work with precision”, for 
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Pierre  found  it  to  be  “amazingly  
violent”  and  “an  excessively  
harsh  personality  judgment”.
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example. He struggles to understand 
how this method can be universally 
applicable in senior management roles. 
Several colleagues underwent the same 
assessment after him, and each received 
damning feedback, including the 
conclusion of “not operational” for one 
colleague, who had just been promoted  
to a very senior operational role and 
went on to be extremely successful in 
it! 
 
  This assessment and the empty 
context in which it was carried out was 
certainly the beginning of the end for 
Pierre in that company.  Indeed, he 
does wonder if it was done so as to 
push him out...  While he has not sworn 
off psycho-metric testing as Elena has, 
he is very prudent in his current view.  
He says that if there is no projection or 
development thinking in the feedback, 
the exercise is redundant. Character 
assassination is neither productive nor 
necessary. He recognizes clearly that 
tests administered without good staff, 
clear contextualization and constructive 
feedback are a catastrophe waiting to  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
happen. As he currently undergoes new 
interviews and testing, while exploring 
his options, he is optimistic, in that 
some of the more recent assessments 
have been well explained, administered 
and fed back. He is hopeful that his 
future can be usefully developed via 
some of this work. 
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DO’S 

•  Brief and contextualize: make it 
clear why the assessment is 
being done, and how and when 
it will be used 

•  Use a tool that is set at the right 
level for the person 

•  Remember cultural and 
educational differences when 
assessing 

•  Give clear, timely, transparent 
and constructive feedback 

•  Make it clear that scoring “high” 
may not equal being “good”, 
nor instant promotion or success 

•  Manage intelligently the sharing 
of information concerning the 
results 

•  Use the tools as much as pos-
sible as development tools, even 
when this is part of a recruitment 
or promotion process 

DON’TS 

•  Send links to questionnaires 
with no context 

•  Force people into repeated 
takings of the same assessment 
or inventory 

•  Position psychometrics as a 
step in the decision-making 
process - it is just a tool and a 
starting point for development 

•  Use assessments as a substitute 
for dialogue 

•  Use assessments as a weapon 
to destroy or fire someone 

•  Label or push people into 
boxes as the result of an 
assessment, from which they 
cannot evolve or debate 

•  Give feedback without a 
professional, well-planned 
human interaction, remember 
this is intimate information 
given in confidence 

Seven “Do’s and Don’ts” for all 
managers to consider 

Handle With Care 
In conclusion, we can see that the success of 
psychometric testing, whether used internally or 
externally, depends more than anything on how it 
is handled. A well-designed test, poorly managed, 
has as much chance of being a disastrous turn-off 
as a badly designed one does.  The human factor is 
something we should ignore at our peril, despite 
the handy nature of these numerically measured 
tests.  When well designed and used, they can be a 
delightful opportunity to explore development 
potential, as in Christian’s story. If they are well 
designed but poorly managed, we start to get 
unhappy candidates, and when both sides go 
wrong, then we damage people, possibly for life.  
This is not to be taken lightly and all should learn 
from this, candidates and HR professionals alike! 
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A map of psychometric 
development tools 
 
Original title : Révélez vos talents : Cartographie des outils psychométriques 
de développement 
 
By Christopher James, Antoine Tirard, José Miguel Sepulveda 
 
454 pages | Language : French 
Publisher : Editions Liaisons | Date : 28 March 2013  
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A complete and accurate guide to 43 psychometric tools a 
human resources professional might use to support human 
resource development activities.  

Contents 
Planning your trip 

Map 

World history of psychometrics  

Circuit 1: Personality - Behavior - Derailment 

Circuit 2: Needs - Values - Interests 

Circuit 3: Aptitudes - Learning - Competencies - Execution 

Circuit 4: Interpersonal relations - Conflict - Teams - Organizational culture - Intercultural 

What to buy (and how to use these tools) 

Entry Requirements (validation studies) 

Survival Vocabulary (technical glossary) 

Index 

 

Praise for Révélez vos talents 
“A must read. This is a truly exceptional book with a unique way of presenting the most widely-used 
psychometric instruments.” 
–- Ginka Toegel, Leadership Professor, IMD 
 
“This is just the book I have been waiting for!” 
–- Rhonda Bernard, Group Learning & Development Director, Antalis 
 
“A book for all, that allows us to discover the wide range of tools available in the market.” 
–- Emmanuel Dulac, Marketing Director, Novartis 
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