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From assessment to development centre: one small step or a giant leap? - Part one
of three

Aszeszment centres have been used for selaction since before the Second Waorld
War and are now considered comrmonplace and even expeced elements of any
large organization’s recruitrent processes,

They did not change very rauch until the late 1970z and 2arly
1920z, At that time, a more progressive, “humane® approach to
staff selection was evolving in both the UK and the US that
demanded that applicants were treated rmore equally in the
developing relationship between emplover and potential employee
- for exarmple, now popular concepts like the “psychalogical
contract” carne inta being at this time.

In the particular case of assessment centres, emerging best
practice encouraged employers not to “do unto” but to “do in
partnership with” the people invited to attend. For exarmple,
building “Lego® towers, discussing the prohibition of blood sports
and other non-job-related activities gave way to realistic,
organization-baszed exercises designed to give applicants a real
insight into the job for which they had applied - and providing
feadback to candidates after the event stopped being unusual and
became de rigour, The “sheep dip” approach of the 19505 and
1960z all but dizappeared as more and rore organizations caught
the spirit of the times.

Against this liberal 1970s background, it is perhaps not surprising that organizations
zoon saw the potential to run asseszment centras for the pareose of giving feedback
to existing employees; asz a means of giving them a2 sense of where they stood and
what they needed to do to next, so as to motivate them to seek opportunities to
develop and grow. Thus in the late 505 and early 90z the developrnent centre was
barm, In the intarvening 20 years, development centras have come a long way and
most organisations that utilize them would testify to the powerful motivational and
developrental effects that can result, However, their use has not yet reached
anything near the level of assessment centres and nor has arganizational
understanding and expertise regarding their design and implementation. Perhaps
this is why we, as external experts, are often invited to advize organisations,
perfectly savuey and self-sufficient in asseszment centre design, when they consider
irmplernenting a “developrnent centre” for the first tirme,

In our experience, many organizations’ cancept of a developrnent centre iz much
closer to the kind of "azsessment centre with feedback” of the late 80s than to a
Jdavelopment cantre of the early vears of the 21zt century, In essence what they
really want is a bit of both: to retain the measurernent, benchrmarking and data-
gathering elernents of an assessment centre and to provide a motivating
developrnental experience for participants, Well you sz have an “aszezsment &
development centre”, but it's a hard trick to pull-off successfully,

Take feedback, for example, On an assessment centre, any feedback that is given
iz after the event, when the full measure of the candidate’s ability has baen taken
across the range of exercises that were undertaken, It is often the case that
feedback iz provided by an HR practitioner who may not have attended the event
but who will base their commrments on the assessment surnrmaries of the assessors
who were, Furthermore, the very nature of the information gathered on an
assessment centre - how one’s performance measured up on the day - makes the
nature of the feedback similarly focuzed on where candidates stand now.

on a developrnent centre, feedback and coaching are offered after each exercise,
with the full intention that participants will learn as they go through the event and
that they will be able to put thiz learning into effect irmrmediately and so improve
their perfaormance in the next and subsequent exercises, Inewvitably, therafore, this
feedback iz given by the observers of each exercise, The inforrnation gatherad on a
developrnent centre will, of course, include an assessment of how participants
rmeasure up, But the ermphasiz of feedback will b2 on how participants can build on
effective behaviour and how they can change ineffective behaviours, so as to be
rore effective in the future,

The provision of constructive, developmental and forward-focused feedback is a
fundarnentally differant task, requiring qualitatively differant skills to those required
to make robust assessrments of how a candidate performed in a given assessment
centre exercise. Thiz, st least, adds additional content to abserver training, over
and abowve that required to act as an assesszor. At most it affects decisions about
whao will make an effective observer; those best suited to make robust azseszments
are not always those best equipped ta provide one-to-ane coaching,

In parts 2 and 2 of this article (in the next two issues of PZ Direct) we will go on to
expand further on sarme of the core differences between assessment and
developrnent centres and explain why these make what would at first appearto be a
small step, more like 2 giant leap.
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In the last edition, we reviewed the gernesis of aszsessmeant centres and the
subsequent evolution of development centres from these beginnings, We explored
the first of several core differences between the two: feedback and what, when, why
and by whorn it is given, Here iz Part 2 and later in Part 2we will expand on sorme of
the other core differences that make what might at first appear to
be a small step frorm one ta the other, rore like a giant leap,

The arnount of and way in which data are kept iz one such
significant difference, arizing frorn the underlying question, "why iz
the centre being done?” In the case of assessment centrasz, they
are run prirmarily for the benefit of the organisation, so that
decizions can be rnade about individuals, Mot least to cammply with
employment law, all data, both qualitative (assessors’ exercise
surmrnaries, surnmary reports etc ) and quantitative (exercize
ratings, psychormetric test results etc) are kept on file, Access rmay
well be granted to third parties, if the request iz in line with Data
Protection Act and in line with organisational policies, For example,
potential new line rmanagers rmay be given access to candidates’
files when considering their suitability for other roles,

In the case developrnent centres, they are run prirnarily and
sometimes exclusively for the benefit of the individual participants;
the benefits to the ermploying organisation (increased
effectiveness, productivity etc, ] are positive and expected by-
products of participants’ grawth, At itz purest developmental lavel, the anly
docurmnent of any real irmportance is the personal development plan that participants
draw up atthe end of the centre. It iz this and only thiz document that is placed on
file and access is often restricted only to HR and learning & developrnent personnel
who will support participants” developrnent going forward, All other centre docurments
and data produced by the obsarvers are destroyed, their purpose - providing
patticipants with information to help thermn decide on future developrnent needs and
plans — having been zarved. Where 2 new, genuinely developrment centre has been
launched to replace a more assessment centre process, we have even performed a
"“before your very eves” public shredding of all the docurnents at the end of the
centre, o0 as to counter any cynicizsm or anxiety about what really happens to the
data,

Howewer, more cormmmen than the riost pure developrnent centre data policy
described above is one where limited data are retained, perhaps just the observers’
surmmary reports and the participants’ developrnent plans, Access to these data
might well be restricted to HR and learning 2 development personnel and to
participants’ line rmanagers, all of whom would be actively invelved in supporting
participants’ ongoing developrent.

The type of data that are collected is another significant difference between
assessrment and development centres, In the caze of assessrment centres it is
essential to have some form of rating scale, so as to be able to determine
candidates relative strengths and standing fetween each-other and to be able to
select the very best candidates,

For developrnent centres, ratings are much less relevant and rmay actually be
detrimental to the developrnent procesz, What is rnost helpful o individual
participants are the behavioural descriptions of relative strangths and developrment
needs within the individual, Where ratings are provided, it can be that participants
focus on these at the expense of exploring the behavioural deseriptions of what
they did well and how they might improve in future,

Similarly, most assessment and development centres include some form of
psychometric test, These tools can provide very useful, truly objective data to
supplernent that which is collected by azsessors and observers, However, here too
the differing underlying purpose for the cantres affects the type of psychometric test
that might be suitable,

In the case of assessment centras, the organisation often wants to take a measure
of candidates’ intellectual horsepower ar “srmarts” and therefore some for of ability
test — rmost commrmmonly some forrn of nurnerical andfor verbal reazoning test — is
included. The rationale for doing so has been proven time and tirme again over
decades of research; psychometric tests of ability often outdo any other aszessment
rmethodology in terrns of their power to predict future job success,

Howewver, in the case of developrnent centres, run prirnarily far the benefit of the
individual participants, ability tests of the sort describad above are naither useful
nar appropriate, This is because there is very limited potential for participants to
further develop the qualities measured by these instrurnents, In essence, if one is
found not to have “smarts”, thare is little one can do to develop them. It might
therefare be more appropriate to choose personality questionnaires andfor
rmeasures of job-relevant rmanagement skills and styles. Then, if one were found ta
be lacking in “tearm management” skillz, for example, there iz much that one can
do to develop these skills,

In Part 2 of this article, we will go on to explore some of the practical and logistical
differences between assessment and development centres,
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In the previous two aeditions, we reviewed the evolution of development centres from
their assessment centre beginnings and explored several core differences between
the two: feedback (what, when, why and by who it iz given); data policy (what type
of centre data is retained and who has access to it the type of data that is
gathered (assessar ratings versus observer behavioural descriptions of relative
strengths and developrnent needs): and psychormetric tasts (the suitability of ability
tests for assessment but not for development centres), In this last part we will
explare three more core differences and how these, together with thoze already
described, add up to a much more significant difference between the two than might
at first appear

Firstly, an assesszment centre is an inherantly competitive avent where the ultimate
airn is to identify from a large number of candidates those few whose performance
excels, Within the context of employrnent legislation, great care must be taken to
ensure that no candidate gains an unfair advantage over others, Therefore, for
example, the centres are designed and carefully managed to keep candidates from
any form of inforrmation and knowledge sharing that right affect candidates’
performiance in later exercises. Even where candidates are left frae to share
krowledge, few candidates are willing to do s0 as they recognise that they ray be
giving away & cornpetitive advantage and therafore reducing their own chances of
succeeding over others, Some candidates may even be tempted to mis-inform
athers,

In contrast, the aim of a developrent cantre is for every participant to learn and
develop to the fullest possible extent during the event. There is no sense in which,
by sharing knowledge, participants diminizsh their chances of succeading. In this
narrow resped, “success" on a developrment centre is more a question of individuals
showing rnore strengths than developrnent neads rather than is showing greater
strengths than other participants, Consequently, many development centres are
designed to reflact real-life organisational co-operation and information sharing.
Participants might therefore be given explicit "perrmizsion” and encouragernent to
chat with each-other during breaks about information they have gleaned from the
exercises aor knowledge that they have that would be beneficial to performance in
subsaquent exercizes, Similarly, there may be formal information sharing sessions
timetabled into the developrnent cantre, with a brief explaining what type of
infarmation to share and why it will be beneficial.

Who takes responsibility for assessment and evaluation of candidates’ or
participants’ performance is another differentiatar. On an assessment centre,
responsibility for assessment lies squarely with the assessors. Though candidates
may be asked to do sorme form of self-assessment, in the competitive context of an
asseszzrment centre, this information cannot be considered reliable and it therefore
would not be appropriate to give it any weight in the overall evaluation process,
Again due to the competitive context, any form of peer feedback rust be
conzidered inappropriate and, if it were gathered, highly unreliable,

Participants attending a development centre are expected to gain insight into and
acceptance of their own relative strengths and developrnent needs and then to
rmake a personal commitrment to plan and then take actions that will build an the
former and address the latter, Such commitment and the personal resources
required to take action are only likely to materialise if participants take ownership of
and internalize the inzights they have gained and the conclusions they have drawn,
Thiz ownerzhip and internalisation is far more likely to occur if participants
thermselves take a degree of respansibility for self-assessment and for drawing
conclusions about their own strengths and developrnent neads, Therefors it is quite
common for participants and their observers to come together towards the end of
the centre to share their abservations and condusions and jointly discuss what and
how the participant rmight best meove forward after the event,

The final differentiator to consider here is logistical, concerning the duration of
asseszment and development centres. An assessrment cantre can be designed to
take candidates through a rigorous suite of four exercizes, an interview and
psychormetric tests in a day or, at most, a day and a half, after which candidates
leave and await their letter of acceptance or rejection in the post or by e-mail zome
tirme later, Aszessors may be required to rernain for sorme form of final surmmary of
candidates’ performmance and for some formn of asseszsor conference or wash-up but
this may still be included in one (very long) day.

A developrment centre commprizing the sarme number of exercises and tests cannot
be squeezed into the same time slot, As discussed in this and =arlier parts of this
paper, developrnent centres have additional elements that require additional tirme,
These elements include timea for immediate post-exercise one-to-one feedback;
tirme for participants and for observers to pull their observations together into sorme
farm of centre surnmary of strengths and developrment needs; time for participants
and observers to come togethear to discuss summary conclusions and developrnent
apportunities; and time for participants to draw up develaprnent plans,
Curnulatively, these elerments may extend what would be 2 one-day azseszment
centre to a two or two-and-a-half day development centra,

Furthermore, a developrnent centre iz only one elerment of participants’ continuous
developrment and, to work well, should not be seen as an isolated event. Often,
therefare, the developrnent centre iz embedded into participants” working life by
formal pre-centre work and formal follow-ups post centre, For exarmple, participants
may be asked to undertake some form of in-job assessment of their current
strengths and developrnent needs, such as 360 degree feedback or line rmanagers’
report, They can use such information as a set of working hypotheses about
strengths and development needs that they can test out during the centre,
Sirnilarly, to provide participants with the greatest chance of succeeding with their
developrment plans, it is useful to provide a formal link after the centre from
patticipants’ observers to their line managers, This handover allows for the observer
and participants to put conclusions about participants’ strengths and developrment
needs into context and to make explicit how line managers can support
developrnent,

We hope that this paper has helped to clarify some of the reasons why, though they
share elernents of methodological heritage, developrnent centres in the twenty-first
century have evolved to the extent that they are now a species in their own right.
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