
 

Select Perspectives 

Authors:  Matthew O’Connell, Ph.D., Bryan Warren, Esq. 

Applying the Science of Selection to Hiring in Healthcare  

Introduction 

Healthcare institutions are striving to improve quality, customer 

service and efficiency, all while reducing costs.  This will require 

advancements in technology and management approaches, but 

the single greatest way to effect change is to work relentlessly 

at improving the quality of the workforce.  Historically, this 

meant adding doctors and nurses with top-notch clinical 

credentials and other staff with the required technical skills.  

What we’ve come to realize, however, is that today’s challenges 

require more than clinical or technical skills.  We need a 

workforce that is adaptable, collaborative, quality centered and 

patient-focused. 

Everyone seems to recognize this fact, but few are aware that 

the science behind assessment can help accomplish the goal.  

Other industries have refined this concept over the past two 

decades.  Healthcare is unique, but much of what has proven 

successful in other fields is being successfully adapted.  The 

science behind assessment is based on the discipline of using 

online testing and assessment inventories, coordinated with 

structured interviews, during the hiring and promotion process 

to evaluate how the candidate will perform on the job.  

Technical knowledge tests have been used in healthcare for 

many decades, but assessment of, for instance, patient focus, 

problem solving, critical thinking, conscientiousness, attention 

to detail, safety in the workplace, leadership and teamwork is 

relatively new.  Accurate evaluation of these non-technical 

competencies is critical to success in an ever more competitive 

environment. 

 

Behavioral (not Technical) Competencies 

Industrial-Organizational Psychology is the field that applies 

psychology to the workplace.  Industrial-Organizational 

psychologists focus on improving the performance of an 

organization’s people.  They research and identify how 

organizational behaviors and attitudes can be improved through 

hiring practices, training programs and feedback systems.  The 

scientific research in the field has overwhelmingly established 

that well-designed tools can significantly enhance the ability to 

identify candidates with the desired attributes. 

In healthcare, the term “competency” traditionally refers to the 

clinical or technical skills required for job performance, or those 

defined by professional groups or accrediting bodies like JCAHO.   

In the world of the I/O psychologist, competencies get at those 

behaviors that we know are most often the reason for an 

employee’s success or failure.  These behaviors are often 

referred to as the knowledge, skills, abilities, attitudes, values 

and motivations that are linked to high performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Competencies are determined by identifying the behaviors 

exhibited by high-performing individuals, those necessary to 

move the organization toward its goals, and the personal 

characteristics that underlie these behaviors.  For example, it 

would be useful to know that a nursing candidate struggles with 

attention to detail.  A physician may be an outstanding clinician, 

but if he lacks basic leadership and collaboration skills, he may 

struggle as your Chief Medical Officer.  Even if you hire the 

candidate, you can establish developmental priorities.  No 

technical test can give you this important information.  It can 

only be obtained through assessments designed for this 

purpose, and research confirms that it can be done, and done 

consistently.  Progressive healthcare organizations define these 

competencies and then use them as the basis for selection, 

performance management, training and development. 

 

Identifying the Right Competencies 

Competencies are identified via an analysis of the job.  This 

usually involves some combination of interviews of incumbents, 

supervisors and other job content experts, questionnaires and 

Are tests predictive of performance? 

The research is conclusive.  Well-

designed, properly implemented tests 

are far more predictive than traditional 

informal hiring processes. 
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job observation.  The goal is to identify and document the 

behaviors that differentiate good job performers from poor 

ones, and what behaviors will be important in the organization’s 

“future state.”  Extensive competency modeling is not always 

necessary, particularly for experts with significant experience in 

a particular industry.  At least some confirmatory analysis, 

however, is important before implementing a selection system.  

This will ensure that the selection system is accurate (i.e., it 

measures actual job demands) and that it is legally defensible.  

Selection tools or systems, in order to be defensible, must rely 

on some level of competency documentation.  This is supported 

by decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court and by guidelines 

enforced by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. 

 

Assessment Tool Validity 

Formal, structured approaches to making hiring decisions are 

significantly more effective than informal approaches.  Under 

the law, however, any decision-making point in the hiring 

process is a test or an assessment.  Questions used to screen 

applicants, interviews, pencil and paper and computer-based 

tests are all decision points and should be chosen, designed 

and implemented in a manner to ensure accuracy and legal 

defensibility.  You will often hear discussions about the “validity” 

of a particular test.  It would be more accurate to talk about the 

validity of the hiring process as a whole. 

That being said, individual selection tools can be evaluated on 

their ability to predict job-relevant criteria.  Validity is usually 

reported as a validity coefficient and ranges between –1.0 and 

+1.00.  A correlation of 0.0 is random relationship between test 

and job performance (and therefore not predictive) whereas a 

1.0 is a perfect relationship.  Coefficients above .20 are 

generally seen as having predictive value. 

Well-designed pre-employment tests, used as part of a 

comprehensive hiring system, are predictive and useful.  On the 

other hand, poorly designed tests, tests not created for your 

specific needs, or tests not supported by competency modeling 

are a waste of money and can add significant legal risk. 

Many “off the shelf” employment selection tools are simple 

personality inventories.  While these have been shown to be 

reliable and somewhat predictive of performance, The most 

effective assessments combine data from multiple sources, 

including, biographical data, personality inventories, cognitive 

ability and motivational fit.   

Building Your Selection System  

When looking to hire healthcare professionals and staff, we 

need to look beyond the resume, beyond the education and 

training and beyond clinical and technical skills.  Rarely are 

these the variables that determine on the job performance.  

None of these get at whether the candidate will be patient 

focused, able to collaborate, or display disruptive behaviors.  

The science of selection, however, can be applied to build a 

selection system that will be predictive of these critical 

performance traits.  The selection system, to be predictive and 

defensible, must be carefully designed.  Consider the following: 

 Accuracy and Legal Defensibility – Look for solutions 

with a proven track record of validity – the ability to 

successfully predict performance.  Similarly, look for 

solutions that will fit into your system, considering all 

legal and compliance issues, in order to minimize 

risk wherever possible. 

 Assessments Designed for Selection –  Use 

assessments developed specifically for selection.  

Many assessments were intended for other 

purposes – usually clinical or informational.  You 

want to find an assessment that has clear 

information about validity and reliability.  Be wary of 

assessments that are one-size-fits-all or provide a 

category or “label.” Those types of assessments 

were not developed for pre-employment testing. 

 Match the Competency or Skill to the Assessment – 

Finding the most accurate and appropriate 

assessment depends on what you are trying to 

measure.  Each assessment type has its own 

strengths and weaknesses.  You wouldn’t want to 

use a personality assessment to measure 

presentation skills.  

 Be Efficient – Place assessments in your hiring 

funnel where they can add the most value.  The most 

comprehensive assessments should be placed 

farther down the funnel where you have fewer 

candidates.  If you have high volume at the top of 

the funnel, find a shorter assessment that can help 

screen out many of the less qualified candidates. 

 Be Consistent & Relevant – Whatever assessments 

you use, use them consistently.  Establish standards 

and apply them to every candidate.  Make sure the 
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assessments and their measurements are relevant to 

the target position.  Just because an assessment 

contains a measurement does not mean that you 

have to use it in your decision making – do not use it 

if it is not important to success on the job. 

 On-Going Monitoring – After implementation, you 

must periodically monitor assessments and the hiring 

system.  Monitor pass rates and adverse impact 

ratios and wherever possible, compare the selection 

process to key business metrics to ensure that it is 

effective. 

 

 

Competencies, valid assessments and efficient processes form 

the foundation of any solid hiring system.  Healthcare, more 

than ever, needs to focus on functional, behavioral 

competencies.  These principles can be applied to healthcare 

front-line workers, technical positions, nurses, managers, 

leaders and even physicians.  If the goal is high-quality, patient-

centered, value-driven care, then hiring based on technical and 

clinical skills will only get you part of the way there.  The 

“science” behind assessment will be the differentiator for 

successful organizations. 

Are tests legal? 

Yes, if you can document the job relatedness of the 

test, implement it correctly and follow the UGESP, 

then EEOC and Supreme Court decisions  

strongly support the use of tests. 


