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Virtual Versus In-person
Assessment Centers

Introduction

Assessment centers are among the most predictive and robust methods of evaluating
talent, and are particularly strong at identifying high-potential talent. A key strength
of assessment centers is that they place participants in realistic business simulations and
permit the direct observation of participant behaviors. This combination yields powerful
feedback, as well as strong predictions of future performance.

Traditionally, assessment centers are conducted live and in person. They are often conducted
over a full day and are fast-paced and demanding (to better simulate the demands and pace
of leadership roles). The onset of Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) had a major impact

on the ability to deliver assessment centers in the traditional fashion, and many adapted

by delivering assessments remotely via web conferencing. This raises the question: Do live,
remotely delivered assessment centers differ from live, in-person deliveries?

GCiven the possibility of “Zoom fatigue” ' — the fatigue caused by being on camera for virtual
meetings — it was not obvious that ratings and feedback based on remote assessments
would be the same as those for in-person centers. To investigate this issue, data comparing
in-person versus remote centers was analyzed.

The Study

We chose to analyze data from a single client who transitioned from an in-person to a
remotely-delivered assessment center. This allowed us to hold constant several key variables
that strengthened our analysis: we are comparing the same assessment-center exercises,
and consistent delivery time and location (the participant’s local time), while using the
same pool of consultant assessors.

Thus, the only change measured in our sasmple is how the assessment centers are delivered
— live and in-person prior to COVID-19 and live via web conferencing after the onset of
COVID-19.

Specifically, we compared assessment centers conducted during the period 2018-2019
(n=60) with those conducted late in 2020 through 2022 (n=62). This client-specific center
is comprised of an interview, an email in-basket exercise, four role-play meetings with
various constituents, and a presentation delivered to all employees “via broadcast.” The
sample pre- and post- remote delivery is equivalent in terms of job level, tenure, roles, and
key experiences. In other words, the process used to select assessment center participants
remained the same.
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The Results

There are no statistically significant differences in scores for any assessment-center
component except for the simulated presentation to employees.

For this exercise, scores were slightly higher for the remote-delivery participants. That said,
overall assessment scores (calculated across competencies and exercises) did not differ.

Summary

Assessment centers that follow good professional practices (that is, are based on a job
analysis and are validated against meaningful criteria) can be delivered remotely via web
conferencing and can be confidently compared to the results of in-person assessment
centers. This allows organizations to capitalize on the significant savings (approaching
$10,000 for many centers) that result from avoiding travel and logistics expenses.

This finding also enables companies to continue to benefit from the investments they made
in developing custom centers and building databases to track the long-term progress of
their high-potential talent.

We find it curious that scores from only one exercise (the simulated presentation) varied.
This exercise required that the participant deliver a “town hall” type presentation that is
“broadcast” via their webcam. During in-person assessment centers, the “camera” is a phone
or tablet device.

Our after-the-fact explanation is that participants became much more comfortable
interacting via webcam with all audiences during the COVID-19 pandemic due to corporate
office shutdowns as well as the use of hybrid work arrangements. Thus, the higher scores
for remote delivery appear to reflect a real change in participant behavior, not an artifact
of how the center was delivered.
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