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THE
ASSESSMENT
CENTER:

Is it the
Answer”?

By CARROLL D. BURACKER

Deputy Chief of Police
Fairfax Counly Police Depariment
Fairfax, Va.
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During the past two decades, law
enlorcement personnel have demon-
straled an ever-increasing concern for
equal promolional opportunities. Court
decisions and employee dissalisfaction
have caused police adminisirators to
reassess traditional methods of promo-
tion and lo focus more attention on the
need for upward mobility procedures.
Today, police adminisiralors across
the Nation are finding that employees
are more demanding in terms of oppor-
{unities for career enhancement, What
was once accepled as the "system' is
no longer salisfactory. Today, the ubig-
vitous question of “why?" is more
prevalent than ever. Court chalienges
and personnel grievances present the
administrator with vexing problems. On
{he one hand, the administrator needs
to identify the most qualified candi-
dates within the organization, on the
other, he must be responsive to the
employees’ concepls of fairness, es-
pecially when decisions affecling ca-
reers are made.

For the most part, police promo-
tions throughout the counlry have cen-
tered around three primary processes:
Writlen  examination, performance
evaluation, and oral examination. Of
course, processes employed by police
agencies are often diclaled by local
civil service rules or State regulations.
Therefore, before commenting on the
assessment center employed by the
Fairfax County Police Department, an
overview of lraditional exercises is
necessary.

Written Examination

Wrillen examinations have been
the most frequently used method for
{esling police officers for promotion. In
large police agencies, it is impractical
to inlerview hundreds or thousands of
employees; hence, the writlen exami-
nation is used lo reduce the number of
eligible candidates before further eval-
uation. The fundamental purpose of
the writlen examination is to conduct
an invenlory of job knowledge. The
writlen examinalion allows the police
manager lo get an idea of how knowl-
edgeable a candidate is in a certain
field—whether it is supervision, plan-
ning and organization, or criminal faw.

The written examinalion has come
a long way in the 1970’s. A number of
police departments moved ahead vol-
untarily in improving their test instru-
ments. |n olher cases, changes were
forced by court challenges. In any
even!, written examinalions appear to
have made quantum leaps forward in
the past several years. It is believed by
sorne that job-related issues are at the
core of employee dissatisiaction with
written examinalions. If the examina-
tion is developed through job-analysis
validalion lechniques and relates to
specific functions fo be performed at a
given level, there is less possibility that
the writlen examination will be chal-
lenged. In large organizations, a vali-
dated written examination is still
necessary to reduce the number of
candidales for subsequent participa-
tion in an assessment center. In small
depariments, where there are not more
than 40 eligibles, for example, a written
examinalion can be oplional. Fairfax
County did not use a writlen examina-
tion for the ranks of major and captain.

Oral Examination

The subject of oral boards has
produced more acrimony than any
other issue relating to promotions with-
in police agencies. The concepl has
friends and foes based, in part, on
previous experience and rumors. The
critics of oral boards point to the im-
possibility of evaluating a candidale for
promotion with a 15-minute to an hour
interview. Criticism of this process has
some foundalion. Often, police oral
hoards are assembled without specific
training wilh respect to lasks, ques-
tions, or rating. In other processes,
there are well-documented booklets on
what to look for in conducting an oral
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examinaticn, the issues to avoid. etc. |
define oral beoard as a "duly consti-
tuted panel of expert examiners as-
sembled to assess the relative poten-
tiat of an employee.” Of course, the
central issue is “expert examiners.” In
many police agencies around the Na-
tion, oral boards consist of internal and
external stalf officers or members of
the community who have had litile or
no training on what to evaluate when
interviewing an employee.

The questions in oral examina-
tions are as important as those in the
written examination. Again, the {erm
“job-related” surfaces. The candidate
should not be asked to identify the first
man o walk on the moon. Rather, a
more appropriale question to ask
would be if he, as a police supervisor/
manager, would establish a policy that
would tolerate speeding violations.

Performance Evaluation

Most police officers want to be
evaluated by their superiors, just as
most supervisors want to evaluate their
subordinates. Therefore, it has been
difficuit for police managers to estab-
lish a promational process without this
phase. In a small police department,
evaluations may be more effective
than in a large police agency which has
decentralized operations. For example,
individual commanders may have dif-
ferent standards for evaluating employ-
ees. The manager, then, is confronted
with different reference points being
applied to evaluations. The ideal is to
have employees ranked from low per-
formers to high performers, with the
average in between. Evaluations, how-
ever, tend lo be grouped in such a tight
pattern that they become irrelevant in
determining suitability for promotion.
Police managers around the country
have voiced this problem, and al-
though some departments have tried
training supervisors in order to estab-
lish a benchmark or reference point for
evaluations, these training programs
have marginal impact. However, work
performance should be considered in
the promotion process.

Emerging Examination Process

The Fairfax County Police Depart-
ment has employed written and oral
examinations and performance evalua-
ticns. To a large extent, it is felt that
the promotion processes have been
fair and sound. (See FB/ Law Enforce-
ment Bulletin, May 1976.) For selention
of investigators, the department intro-
duced a mock crime scene as part of
the process to measure ability. For
supervisars, though, it is believed that
the recent establishment of an assess-
ment center to identify managerial po-

“. . .a candidate
should be evaluated on
administrative skills,
decisionmaking, and
personnel
development.”

tential is a far better approach than
traditional practices. The assessment
center conceplt, although relatively new
in law enforcement, has existed in pri-
vate industry for many years. The F8I|
has made considerable use of the as-
sessment center for selecting supervi-
sors and middle managers.

The Fairfax County assessment
center experience began in January
1978, at the rank of major. A year later,
the department expanded the concept
to include the rank of captain. Employ-
ees tested in the assessment center
were pleased wilh the process and did
not indicate any displeasure with the
result. Surely not all were happy with
the outcome in terms of rank order, but
they appeared satislied that the ap-
proach taken by management seemed
to be an improvement in identifying
potential.

The term ‘assessment center”
carries a variety of meanings. To some
it means a very complex set of exer-
cises to evaluate personnel; to others,
a fairly simple process involving sever-
al techniques. In fact, it can mean both

Depuly Chief Buracker
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depending on the sophisticalion ol
techniques employed, the dimensions
to be measured, the qualty of person-
nel administening the process, and of
course, the teshing instruments While
the oral board can delerming, to some
degree, an employee's relative poten-
tial, the assessmenl center offers a
multidimensional  approach  toward
evalualing an employee. However, the
wrillen examination should not be
abandoned solely for an assessment
center. The writlen examinalion, if vali-
daled, offers a very good way lo inven-
tory job knowledge and reduce the
number of candidates in large depart-
ments. At the command level, wrilten
examinalions become less imporlant
because command-level assessment
centers, if properly structured, can be
used to inventory job knowledge.
Although there are variations in
the applicalion of assessment cenlers,
the Fairlax County experience involved
thzee main components: 1) Group oral,
2) in-baskel exercise, and 3) oral
presentations.

Group Oral

The group oral, also called leader-
less group discussions or mutticand-
dale orals, proved to be a good
technique for evaliating personnel. In
Fairfax County's assessment centers,
candidales were given several wrillen
problems to discuss among them-
selves, and in the exercise, were told
lo take the position of a task force
convened by the police chief to dis-
cuss an issue,

In the group oral, it was not neces-
sarily the most vocal or the most re-
served person who received the
highest grade. Candidales who were
able o arliculaie responses to a ques-
won in a concise, well-defined manner
and who look the leadership role
emerged as the lop candidates.

Assessors were lrained 1o look for
the emergence of leaders who could
demonstrate knowledge of the issues
and identify possible solutions to the
problems. The subslance of ther com-
ments was lhe most important point.
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While participating as an assessor in
other agencies, | have obsarved candi-
dates in group orals sit almost spe»ch-
less throughout the entire process.
Yet, these same candidales had a
good written test score. Without the
group oral, these candidates would
have become supervisors.

In the group oral segment in Fair-
fax County, the assessors were to
evaluate the following dimensions on a
scale of 0 to 5. (Each dimension had
been clearly defined )

1) Command presaence,

2) Commitment to service,
3) Oral communication,

4} Factfinding,

5) Flexibility,

6) Interpersonal sensitivity,
7) Problem analysis, and
8) Work perspective.

Exercises for the group oral were
slated clearly and briefly. Moreover,
the issues were job-related and em-
braced the spectrum of responsibilities
for the rank the candidates were seek-

An assessor provides lfeedback on the
candidata’'s performance

G ke

ing. The questions did not center ex-
clusively on administrative  or
operational activities. ldeally, a candi-
date should be evaluated on adminis-
trative  skills, decisionmaking, and
personnal development. In selecting
personnel for staff-level positions, it is
important to keep in focus the fact that
an operational lieutenant today may be
an administrative lieutenant tomorrow.
An example of an exercise for a group
oral at the command level is how a
candidate would determine where a
$400,000 grant would be spent in the
municipality if the candidate wera a city
council member.

In the group oral, each assessor
was given two or three candidates to
evaluate, depending on the size of the
group and the number of assessors. If
there were three assessors and six
candidates, each assessor would have
two candidates. Those candidates
evaluated by one assessor in the group
oral were not evaluated by that same
assessor in the next two phases of the
process.

In-Basket Exercise

The second phase of the assess-
ment center administered in Fairfax
Counly was an in-basket exercise. This
process was developed afler a job
anaiysis was conducted at the different
ranks. Once the range of duties and
responsibilities was defined for a given
rank. questions were developed to
identify the specific skills necessary lo
accomplish these duties and responsi-
bilities. Again, it was important that the
questions be job-related.

Police managers could take prob-
lems encountered by them daily and
use these as a basis for developing an
in-basket exarcise by changing names
and dates. Of course, such a routine
would be for command-level posilions
comparable to those performed by po-
lice managers. The same process,
though, can be used to develop the
exercises for other supervisory levels.

In our in-basket exercise, candi-
dales were given 10 assignments.
Each candidate was asked to assume
the role of a certain police supervisor in
a given police department. They were
given additional facts, such as how
long they had been on the police force,
who they were replacing, what the next
month's schedule was to be, the possi-
bility of leaving town on emergency
leave, and other essential facts about
the job. The candidates then had to
respond {o a series of 10 exercises,
sorne of which were several pages in
length, and provide responses to those
exercises within 1 hour and 15 min-
utes. The assessor had previously cov-
ered the questions with the moderator,
and a list of reasonable responses had
been identified for each of the 10 exer-
cises. This process achieved consis-
tency in rating by the assessors and
was essential in maintaining a fair
process.

February 1980 / 1§




The Fairfax County in-basket exer-
aise involved the following ilems:
1) Enforcement policy,

2) A complex inlernal invesliga-
tion problem,

3) A personnel prablem with an
officer,

4) A civic associalion meeling in-
volving a sensilive issue,

5) A recruit field training form,

6) A request for criminal slatis-
tics from the chief suggesting
only good informalion is de-
sired,

7) An issue involving poor police
reports,

8) A police officers’ association
meeling dealing with a sensi-
tive issue that conflicts with
another meeling,

9) An awards board suggestion,
and

10} A proposed physical fitness

test.

These exercises involved conflict-
ing dales and schedules. It was impor-
tant for the canddate 1o establish
priorities for the activilies, recognize
the cenlral tssues in each case, arlicu-
lale in writing why the issues were
handled in a parlicular fashion, and
what specific aclion was to be taken
on each ilem. Each candidate had
been given a manila envelope conlain-
ing all of the exercises along wilh an
instructional sheet, paper and pencil,
and an oulline form to list tasks and
priorities.

The second phase ol the Fairfax
County in-baskel exercise involved an
assessor inlerviewing each candidate
on a one-on-one basis with respect to
ihe candidate's responses and exhibits
from the in-baske! exercise. The funda-
mental purpose of the one-on-one
method was o ensure that the asses-
sor could read the candidale's wriling
and understand specifically what lhe
candidale had said about each point.
During these discussions, the candi-
dale was not allowed 1o change any-
thing he had written.

Afler cach candidale was inter-
viewed, the assessor graded the re-
sponses to the in-baskel exercise. As
noled previously, the assessor did not
evaluaie anyone he had graded previ-
ously.

16 / FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin
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The dmensions evalualed in the
In-baskel exercise were:

1) Commilment to service,

2) Wniten communications,

3) Oral commumcation,

4) Decistonmaking,

5) Delegating,

6) Followup,

7) Judgment,

8) Planning and organization, and

9) Work perspeclive,

Oral Presentatian

The third phase of Fairfax Coun-
ty's assessment center was the oral
presentation. In this process, candi-
dates were assembled as a group and
briefed on the specifics of this phase.
The candidales were given a set of
instruclions consisling of two parts. In
Part A, the candidates reviewed the
facts of a police incideni and then
presented a press conlerence in the
form of an vral presentation. Al the end
of the press conlerence, the assessors
asked questions which required the
candidale's prompt reaction to sensi-
tive community/police issues. In Part
B, candidales prepared an oral presen-
{ation describing their qualifications for
the rank being sought and their view of
the job. The candidales were selected
in random order 1o provide these pre-
sentations. The following dimensions
were evaluated:

1) Career development,

2) Command presence,

3) Oral communicalion,

4) Emotional matunty,

5) Judgment,

6) Planning and organization,

7) Work perspective,

8) Foliowthrough,

9) Interpersonal sensilivity, and

10) Factfinding.

Again, assessors were assigned lo
evaluale candidales thev did not grade
during the first two Sess.ons.

To conduct these three phases of
the assessmen!l cenler required ap-
proximalely 8 hours. The candidales
were ihen assembled and debriefed.
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They were ahowed an cpportunity 10
comment un the process or ask any
questions about the exercises. There
were no negalive commenls aboul the
process. Most of the comments cen-
{ered around the value of the exercise
as a learning experience and requesls
for feedback on the indwvidual's
strengths and weaknesses. All candi-
dates believed the process (o be much
betler than the traditional way of evalu-
aling personnel. The Fairfax County
chief of police was pleased wilh the
resull of the assessment center and
used the list as an exclusive ehgibility
ranking for promotion. The depariment
is planning {o use an assessment cen-
ter for heulenant and sergeant promo-
tions in the future.

The assessment cenler is not nec-
essarily suiled for every police agency.
In promotional exercises, the basic
questions for the police manager are:
What promotional process seems best
to rank ehgibles for my depariment?
and whal promotional process will be
viewed as fair by employees and is
unlikely to be challenged? Cost, candi-
dale population, liming, internal dy-
namics of the organizalion, and
success of past promolional processes
are facls {o consider before exploring
the application of an assessment cen-
ier. Obviously, there 1s no need 1o buy
a tank when a revolver will do the job.

In the Fairfax County experience,
three major phases were used. A pos-
sible {fourth phase would involve a one-
on-one discussion with a candidale as
to his background in law enforcement.

The assessment center offers the
police adminisirator an effective pro-
molional process. The keys to the suc-
cess of such a program are the quality
and lraining of the assessors, the qual-
ity of the examination materials and
evaluation instruments, and ieedback
lo the participants relative to therr
strengths and weaknesses as deter-
mined by the assessors in the process.

Having parlicipated as an oral ex-
aminet and assessor in the selection of
pclice chiefs and officials in 10 States.
| am firmly convinced that the assess-
ment center concept is one which will
be viewed by both police managers
and employees as a betler way of
evalualing supervisory polential.  ¥al
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