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The Problem with Personality Tests

Evidence demonstrating that 
personality tests are not robust 
predictors of job success has 
been available for decades. 
This whitepaper describes the 
main weakness of personality 
tests – their inability to predict 
job performance. Finally, it 
describes why predictive 
assessments (not personality 
tests) should be the preferred 
choice for use in hiring.

Despite decades of research that disproves their value, 
personality tests are a popular component of many 
organizations’ hiring processes. As these tests contend to 
measure traits and characteristics that remain stable over 
time, it is intuitive to believe information regarding candidates’ 
individual differences in these areas would be helpful when 
making selection decisions. Yet evidence supporting the 
usefulness of personality tests in the hiring process has been 
called into serious question. This is due to repeated findings 
that correlations between measures of personality and 
measures of job performance are not strongly related. 

A 2007 article presented by Human Resource Executive 
Online, entitled "Assessing Personality," by Wharton professor 
Peter Cappelli briefly reviewed the history of using personality 
tests for hiring and promotion decisions. Cappelli remarked that 
the popularity of this method was reminiscent of its use as a 
“best practice” in the 1950s. He went on to note that this was 
curious given the fact that “by the early-1960s, the consensus 
among researchers was that personality was not a useful 
criterion for assessing individuals.” In fact, during the decades 
that ensued (1960s – 1980s) “personality-based assessments 
… largely disappeared from the lists of ‘best practices’ in 
human resources.” 

There was a resurgence of interest in, and use of, personality 
testing in the 1990s. Unfortunately, according to Harvard 
Business Review articles published between 2014 and 2019, 
the trend continues today. Yet the central issue that led to the 
disfavor of personality tests 60 years ago remains true. 
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Predictive Assessments vs Personality Tests

The problem with using personality tests for hiring 
is their lack of predictive validity. Predictive validity 
is the extent to which an assessment relates to or 
predicts job performance. 

A panel of prominent personnel psychologists 
(Morgeson et al., 2007), all former editors of top-
tiered journals, collaborated on an article discussing 
the utility of personality tests in employee selection. 
The one clear theme that emerged from their work 
was that the validities of personality measures 
are so low that using them for selecting 
employees should be questioned. Although 
research studies have demonstrated statistically 

Here is a simple way to distinguish between the two 
types of assessments.

Personality tests are designed to describe an 
individual. The aim of most published personality 
measures is to represent a theory of personality. 

Predictive hiring assessments are designed to 
predict on-the-job behaviors, outcomes, or criteria 
important to work-related performance. 

But how is a leader or HR practitioner to know if they 
are about to make the mistake of using a personality 
test for selection? Dr. Corey Miller, Associate 
Professor at Wright State University, suggests three 
questions that should help determine the type of 
assessment being presented. 

1. Was the measure designed to describe a 
theory or model (usually of personality) or to 
predict future behavior? 

2. Was the measure designed for academic or 
business application? 

3. What evidence exists to show how the 
measure can impact business results?

Legitimate selection assessments focus on 
predicting success on the job rather than describing 
broad traits like “extroversion.” Scales on a predictive 
assessment typically measure natural aptitude 
for the specific skills and behaviors needed to be 
successful on the job. It may be interesting to know 
a candidate’s energy level, for example, but it is 
critical to know that the sales candidate has the 
inherent potential to successfully prospect, resolve 
objections, and close.

Unfortunately, as Cappelli asserted, “the least valid 
of the personality measures are the ones most 
employers are likely to use.” The most popular 
personality tests being used for hiring purposes 
utilize broad-based approaches, such as the Big 
Five Personality traits and Emotional Intelligence, 
but these have had limited success. For example, 
meta-analytic research has found that these tools 
account for less than 6% of variance in sales 
effectiveness. One of the reasons for this outcome 
could be that most personality tests are very broad 
in scope, whereas the areas of job performance 
are fairly narrow and specific. Researchers have 
posited that the specificity of a predictor (e.g., an 
assessment measure) should match the specificity 

significant relations between some personality 
factors and certain areas of job performance, the 
practical significance, or overall usefulness, of these 
relations remain as weak as those reported 40 
years ago. This finding led to one question, why are 
we now suddenly looking at personality as a valid 
predictor of job performance when the validities still 
haven’t changed and are still close to zero?

In follow-up articles, the panel underlined that its 
fundamental purpose in writing these articles was to 
provide “a sobering reminder about the low validities 
and other problems in using self-report personality 
tests for employee selection.”

The Problem with Using Personality Tests for Hiring
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of a construct, or the area of job performance the 
predictor is designed to predict. It stands to reason 
that a test designed to predict specific and precise 
work behaviors and outcomes would predict those 
specific work behaviors and outcomes better than 
a test designed to reveal a general and broad 
sense of an individual’s personality. In light of these 
problems, it is noted that Robert Guion’s comments 
made over 50 years ago still hold true today: “In view 
of the problems … one must question the wisdom 
of using personality as instruments of decision in 
employment procedures.”

What to Look for in a Predictive Assessment 
At Chally, we concur with the central tenet of the works described above, however, some context is necessary 
to avoid the blanket conclusion that any assessment that measures individual differences is bad. Most criticisms 
apply directly to broad-based personality tests. These assessments were designed to be general and to apply to 
a wide range of situations. Most were not specifically created for workplace application and are not amenable to 
customization. Such measures employ a “one-size-fits-all” approach, which (similar to clothing) does not provide 
a very good fit in most cases. The Chally Assessment, custom designed to measure areas of job performance, 
does not fall into this category. The Chally Assessment belongs in the category called Predictive Assessments.  

When Morgeson et al., discussed ways to improve selection methods, they agreed that one way to increase 
validity is to develop tests that keep in mind the outcome, criteria, and/or on-the-job behavior the end-user wishes 
to predict. The shared opinion is that these factors will likely lead to increases in validity and improve one’s ability 
to defend the use of the test if challenged. This use of the scientific method to identify the specific attributes that 
predict success in a specific role has been a central tenet of the Chally Assessment since its inception. 

The creators of the Chally Assessment completed 
hundreds of criterion-related validation studies, which 
resulted in a comprehensive library of 135 work 
competencies. Each Chally Assessment benchmark 
profile contains 4-8 competencies that have been 
independently validated for that individual position, and 
the total profile has been validated to predict on-the-job 
success against subjective/qualitative and objective/
quantitative criteria. When the Chally Assessment is 
used in the recommended manner for the appropriate 
sales role, the results are quite accurate in predicting 
successful performance in that role. Historically, our 
validity coefficient for sales roles falls between 0.35 
and 0.45. According to industry standards, validity 
coefficients between .21 and .35 are considered “likely 
to be useful” and coefficients above .35 are interpreted 
as “very beneficial.”

“Predictive assessments utilize databases 
to assess sellers’ propensity to master key 
competencies as well as key attributes inherent 
to the individual’s makeup, such as the way that 
they approach work or their learning agility. The 
size of the underlying databases (and ongoing 
statistical tests) allows results to be legally 
defensible when used for hiring decisions. Data 
from such assessments can be used to make 
hiring decisions, structure or restructure teams, 
personalize development paths and direct 
coaching to the most productive strategies.”   

2018 CSO Insights Sales Talent Report
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Summary
At Chally, we firmly support the point of view expressed by Whitney Martin in a 2014 Harvard Business Review 
article, “While most personality and style tests are not predictive of future job performance, they are not useless.” 
As Martin asserts, tools like four-quadrant style quizzes and personality tests can provide tremendous value 
for self-discovery, team building, coaching, enhancing communication, etc. But, due to issues such as limited 
predictive validity, the ability to be gamed or manipulated, and low reliability, “they are not ideal for use in hiring.” 

LEARN MORE ABOUT PREDICTIVE SALES ASSESSMENTS

According to a 2014 Harvard Business Review article, companies looking for a strong hiring assessment should 
select one that possesses these attributes:

• Measures stable traits that will not tend to change 
once the candidate has been on the job for some 
length of time

• Is normative in nature, which allows you to 
compare one candidate’s scores against another’s 
to determine which individual possesses more (or 
less) of a particular trait

• Has a “candidness” scale so you understand how 
likely it is that the results accurately portray the 
test-taker

• Has high reliability (including test-retest reliability) 
• Has been shown to be a valid predictor of job 

performance

5 Attributes of a Strong Hiring Assessment

https://chally.com
mailto:info%40chally.com?subject=
https://chally.com/products-services/predictive-assessment/
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Links to Key Selection Guidelines & Standards

APA Ethical Principles:  
https://www.apa.org/ethics/code/ 

SIOP Principles:  
http://www.siop.org/_principles/principles.pdf

APA Standards for Educational and Psychological 
Testing: https://www.apa.org/science/programs/
testing/standards 

Uniform Guidelines on Employee Selection 
Procedure: https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/
CFR-2009-title29-vol4/pdf/CFR-2009-title29-vol4- 
part1607.pdf

https://www.apa.org/ethics/code/  
http://www.siop.org/_principles/principles.pdf
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