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In the current environment of social and economic disruption, companies 
generally regard Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives as a timely and 
necessary response to correct for long-standing inequities in the workplace.  

00Introduction

However, research indicates that diverse talent is also 
good for business. Forward-thinking organizations 
embrace DEI as a core business driver and an 
essential element of both their talent and growth 
strategies. By ensuring objectivity and confidence 
in the talent acquisition and development process, 
organizations can help cultivate an environment 
suitable for all to have equitable opportunity to learn, 
excel and grow.

As we collectively navigate this incredibly important 
social inflection point, many organizations are 
wrestling with critically important and deeply 
philosophical issues related to what they stand for and 
how to demonstrate commitment to their beliefs. To 
proactively stamp out systemic biases and prejudice, 
these same organizations are asking themselves some 
very tough questions about their hiring and promotion 
processes, and potential impact on minorities and 
protected classes. 

The following are some common questions that are 
being asked in this regard around an organization’s 
hiring and promotion processes.
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01Are assessments racist and should 
I stop using them in my selection 
process?

Not all assessment tools are created equally and any that you employ should 
withstand analyses and proper validation (i.e., proof that it works to predict 
job performance) to ensure job-relatedness and reliability. Organizations must 
establish a set of objective assessment specifications that will measure the actual 
requirements of the targeted roles and do so in a way that minimizes inherent biases 
and accurately identifies the next generation workforce. Utilizing reliable and valid 
assessment tools aligned with job-specific criteria as selection and promotional tools 
provide leverage in predicting successful performers, reducing employee turnover, 
enhancing job satisfaction and addressing discrimination concerns. 

There are certain types that have been found over the years to minimize subgroup 
differences in assessment outcomes and demonstrate lower adverse impact. 
Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs) and Simulations significantly reduce standardized 
differences between majority and protected classes compared to more traditional 
cognitive assessments. This is aided by targeting non-cognitive attributes (e.g., 
teamwork, customer service, work ethic, and/or company values).  

The results of several other studies suggest Biodata Assessments are one of the 
better predictors of employee performance [Schmitt & Golubovich, 2013], are practical 
to deploy, and predict employee performance with greater accuracy than many 
other commonly used selection devices [e.g., Schmidt & Hunter, 1998].  Most importantly, 
research also shows that biodata assessments tend not to have adverse impact for 
gender or race/ethnicity. 

Personality Testing can also be used to assess an individual’s likely success in a role 
based on specific and targeted attributes that are job related. Research has found 
that across hundreds of studies, personality tests based on the Big 5 personality 
factors did not discriminate based on race/ethnicity, showing negligible differences 
between racial groups [Foldes, Duehr, & Ones, 2008]. Furthermore, sound personality 
assessments show no meaningful differences in test scores due to gender, 
nationality, ethnicity, education level, or disability, thus, reducing legal risks. 

In fact, assessments can be used to positively impact the diversity of a company’s 
candidate pipeline. For example, employers can use assessment to further the early 
identification of promising employees with high potential to become the company’s 
next generation of managers and leaders.  (See 04 below for further detail.)
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02How can I proactively address biases 
through my assessment and selection 
program? 

Your choice of assessment tools should consider potential biases that exist within 
any organization. Long standing gender and racial/ethnic biases often serve as very 
real barriers to employment and/or advancement within organizations and can 
create problems if you rely too heavily on a track record of success for evaluating 
candidate potential. Diverse groups often find themselves last in line to receive 
opportunities to take on leadership roles or develop records of success. While you 
cannot completely ignore past performance in your assessment program, we do 
recommend that organizations pivot away from an overreliance on this type of 
potentially biased criteria.

Focusing on the measurement of future capabilities helps to unmask potential 
and override biases associated with legacy barriers to promotion. It is critical to 
establish a set of objective assessment specifications that minimizes inherent biases 
and accurately identifies our next generation workforce and leaders. In fact, new 
technologies allow organizations to expand their measurement criteria to assess an 
almost limitless array of attributes that reflect the workforce demands of the 21st 
century. Organizations that build future-focused measurement criteria into their 
assessment programs are able to more fairly assess a broader, more diverse base of 
qualified candidates – thereby helping to remove barriers and level the playing field.

When developing and validating items for use in an assessment tool, care should 
be taken to examine how different items impact diversity, as well as how their 
potential impact on diversity might be perceived. In determining the final version 
of the assessment, organizations should revise or drop any items that, either 
empirically or on their face, negatively affect diverse candidates or women. This 
review should be conducted by experienced test developers with assistance (where 
appropriate) from professionals in other disciplines with the training to identify 
test items that may impact, or be perceived to impact, legally protected groups. For 
example, for personality and biodata tests, it may be helpful to involve mental health 
professionals and disability experts specializing in conditions that intersect with test 
content and/or administration procedures.

03What about the perception of bias in 
our assessment process? 
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Consistent practices are also a key component in eliminating biases, be they real or 
perceived.  A relevant ERE article found that a primary reason for perceived biases 
and legal challenges of selection systems is related to inconsistencies in how the 
process was executed. Processes that are not well defined, rely on unstructured 
interviews that may vary between candidates, or rely on interviewers that have not 
been formally trained, are much more prone to bias that could negatively impact the 
diversity of applicant and new hire pools.

A key advantage of using valid assessments in your selection process is that they 
provide an objective and fair process that can be consistently applied across all 
applicants. As organizations take steps to “leave no stone unturned” in their mission 
to eliminate potential sources of bias, and perceived bias, from their selection and 
promotional practices, it is important to note that the appropriate use of a well- 
constructed and properly validated assessment tool quite literally represents THE 
OPPOSITE of a biased approach.

04Are interviews less likely to introduce 
bias into the process?  
Maybe. Maybe not. APT recommends that our clients consider properly constructed 
and validated, structured interviews as part of their selection process, to be 
accompanied by robust training for the hiring managers who are responsible for 
conducting the interviews. This will ensure that the process is being implemented in 
a way that minimizes traditional interviewing biases and pitfalls.

Unfortunately, despite the clear message from research to use standardized 
selection procedures, interview processes in practice are not always evidence based. 
Managers often choose unstructured interviews over structured formats even 
though numerous studies suggest that unstructured interviews represent some of 
the least effective selection procedures available [Bohnet, 2016].

The interview process you create should be evidence-based and designed to 
effectively integrate the decision maker’s expertise with evidence of job-related 
attributes. Standardized interview procedures will maximize your organization’s 
capability to identify talent and minimize human errors in hiring and promotional 
decisions. A key first step is often upskilling decision makers to use evidence-based 
hiring, which can help your organization align hiring practices (e.g., interviews) with 
strategic priorities to attract and retain diverse and inclusive talent.
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05What are the legal concerns that I 
should know about?
Even the neutral use of selection procedures can be illegal if they have a disparate 
impact on protected groups, they are not demonstrably job related, or, even if they 
are validated, an alternative method is available that would serve the employer’s 
legitimate expectations in a less adverse way.

Court cases alleging discriminatory selection outcomes can be extremely costly, 
regardless of whether the company wins, loses, or settles the litigation. A company’s 
best defense is to proactively anticipate and mitigate potential legal risk. In addition 
to relying on sufficient validity evidence when choosing a procedure, and monitoring 
the impact of selection procedures on protected groups, employers can minimize 
their litigation exposure in a variety of ways:

 � Only use assessments to make hiring and promotion decisions for jobs covered 
by the validity evidence.

 � Level the playing field by treating job candidates consistently. Implement and 
follow standard policies/procedures for administering assessments and using the 
results to make hiring and promotion decisions.

 � Provide appropriate training and direction to users of assessments and conduct 
periodic audits to ensure company policies/and procedures are being followed.

 � Recognize that small differences in candidates’ assessment scores may not 
reflect meaningful differences in the attributes measured and consider the use of 
scoring bands instead of more rigid cutoff scores.

 � Maintain information on the demographic characteristics of job candidates and 
those selected for hire or promotion.

 � Periodically reassess selection procedures to ensure the procedures’ continuing 
validity for the target job(s) and to identify any new alternatives that may exist.
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06What about Artificial Intelligence?
Can I just use emerging technologies to 
automate selection and remove bias from 
the process? 

While technology enabled talent assessments that leverage artificial intelligence and 
machine learning can offer substantial benefits and conveniences for organizations 
[Bates, 2019], careful attention must be paid to job relatedness, consistency of 
application, and impact on diversity as organizations continue to invest their energy 
and resources in the pursuit of fair and unbiased selection and promotion decisions. 
The rush to implement the latest technologies has empowered a commercialization 
of assessment & selection tools that exist at the expense of sound professional 
practice and good science. It is critical therefore to ensure that this exuberance 
for the latest high tech assessment tools and games is properly balanced with 
measurement standards and ethical practices.

These new technologies have the potential to help organizations more accurately 
and efficiently identify candidates that will get up to speed faster, be more 
productive, and stay longer on the job. While these benefits are impressive, there 
appears to be growing evidence that the unchecked use of evolving technologies 
in the talent acquisition space may be exacerbating rather than helping solve our 
longstanding fight to combat racial and gender bias in organizational hiring and 
promotional systems. AI and other technologies can sometimes veer off track 
without organizations even realizing it by using variables that can become proxies 
for items like race and gender and inadvertently reinforcing past discriminatory 
patterns.  Even if programmed correctly, if the underlying data is polluted by 
lingering effects of sexism, racism, or other forms of structural bias, de-biasing a 
hiring algorithm built from that data is merely a band-aid on a festering wound 
[Bogen, 2019]. Additional considerations should be given to address the potential for 
biases when using technology enabled talent assessment such as use of de-biasing 
algorithms, documentation of valid changes to algorithms, and ensuring accuracy 
and fairness of algorithmic data inputs. Our specific guidance in addressing these 
accuracy and reliability challenges:

 � Examine the accuracy and fairness of the data inputs on which the algorithm is 
based to ensure that all relevant data are both correct and inclusive.

 � Evaluate the representativeness of the populations included in training the 
algorithm for use with your applicant population.

 � Determine how missing data will be handled and whether the pattern of missing 
data reveals a possible source of systemic bias which should be controlled.

 � Consider limiting the predictors to those with similar response rates across 
candidate groups.

 � Leverage the use of psychometric tests rather than data scraping to create a 
common playing field for candidates.
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07Conclusion 
Organizations are able to make a strong business case for the use of well-developed, 
job-related assessments on a number of fronts, including: 

 � Better Prediction of Candidates’ Likely Job Performance.  Professionally-
developed assessments are designed to measure competencies and behaviors 
critical to successful job performance and allow employers to base hiring and 
promotion decisions upon objective, job-related information. 

 � Improved Efficiency.  Organizations can assess millions of candidates in 
locations around the world in any language and deliver almost instantaneous 
results.  Today’s assessments allow organizations to effectively sift the initial 
and often large pool of candidate into a more manageable, qualified group of 
candidates.  

 � Greater Access to a Larger, More Diverse, Candidate Pool.  As job 
seekers continue to rely upon online job boards and e-recruitment methods, 
organizations can leverage online assessments to handle this burgeoning 
applicant volume. This broader range and higher volume of diverse candidates in 
turn provides the organization with a rich candidate pool and talent identification 
opportunities not before possible.

Given the high stakes nature of any selection or promotional program, organizational 
stakeholders will expect evidence that demonstrates that the program is meeting 
its design objectives and contributing in a measurable way to strategic success. A 
strategic program evaluation should therefore be conducted to ensure that your 
talent program is addressing valued DE&I outcomes as well as other key stakeholder 
goals for driving the business.

In addition to obvious moral and ethical obligations, studies clearly indicate that 
when companies commit to diverse leadership and talent initiatives, they’re more 
financially successful and likely to significantly outperform their peers.

By paying careful attention to the best practice recommendations outlined above, 
your organization can begin to create robust and fair assessment, selection, and 
promotional processes that deliver on both your strategic and socially driven goals.

As a first step, APT recommends that organizations consult qualified industrial- 
organizational psychologists who understand how to maximize assessment utility 
and effectiveness, while seeking to eliminate bias.
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