Review of business simulations for use in selecting and developing Army civilian future leaders.
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Review of business simulations for use in selecting and developing Army

 Civilian future leaders.

Overview

The Senior Army Workforce is committed to identifying, selecting, and advancing talented civilian employees in order to develop a competent cadre of future leaders.  In addition, AG-1 (CPP) has a broader goal of providing meaningful developmental opportunities to internal talent who will likewise assume leadership roles in the future.

In order to accomplish these goals Army must first have the tools to measure vital competencies for both developmental purposes and to select high potential employees for participation in these developmental programs.  

The first step is to identify what competencies Army wishes to measure. Recent efforts to establish core competencies for Army civilian jobs are now bearing fruit and will yield a set knowledge, skill, ability and other personal characteristics categories subsuming most or all of Army’s job families. Once complete, the next step would be to identify or design a tool that allows us to assess a subset of these competencies.

Much behavioral science research has focused on evaluating the effectiveness of various personnel assessment tools for both selection into jobs and selection into developmental programs. In a comprehensive paper published in Psychological Bulletin, Schmidt and Hunter (1998) summarize 85 years of assessment validation evidence and concluded that tests of general mental ability, work samples, job knowledge, and assessment centers were among the most valid for selection purposes. These same authors identified tests of general metal ability as the single most valid predictor of success in job training programs. 

Unfortunately, general mental ability tests tend to produce substantial adverse impact. However, when general mental ability is measured in the context of the job in the form of real-life simulations and exercises the adverse impact is dramatically reduced (Hough, Oswald, and Ployhart, 2002). Further, researchers including Sternberg, Wagner, Williams, and Horvath (1995) advocate measuring cognitive ability in the context of the “real world” in terms of practical intelligence. There is evidence to show that practical intelligence (as measured by assessment centers and simulation exercises) is a component of general mental ability. Supporting this conclusion is research by Scholz and Schuler, (1993) who examined 51 studies and found a combined correlation of .33 (.43 corrected for unreliability) between general mental ability and overall assessment center (i.e., simulations and interactive exercises) performance.

Tools considered for Army’s dual purpose of selecting personnel into developmental opportunities and for self-development should leverage these findings and 1) be valid, 2) be legally defensible, 3) provide useful information about the applicant’s possession of Army competencies 4) be efficient, 5) be cost effective, 6) leverage computer technology for administration, scoring, and feedback, 7) be manifestly job relevant 8) be engaging, interactive, and Army specific, 9) provide for remediation of skill deficits in accordance with the stated objectives of the SAW, and 10) provide the candidate with a realist job preview of management responsibilities. This last criterion empowers the candidate with the information he/she needs to make an informed decision about whether or not management is something he/she wants to pursue.  Research shows that such information decreases attrition and increases job satisfaction (Phillips, 1998). 

Business simulations can be designed to satisfy most of the above criteria and have enjoyed a rich history of success with both Army and private sector employers. Job simulations and assessment centers were used as early as 1940 during the Army’s intelligence force development (OSS, 1948) and continues to be used today for special operations selection as well as in leadership development. By immersing candidates in situations simulating the rigors of Army civilian management, these tools echo the Army slogan that “if you train like you fight, you fight like you train.”    

Based on the premise that the best predictor of the future is the past, management simulations offer the candidate an opportunity to demonstrate his/her possession of competencies in the very situations likely to be encountered on the job. Historically, this involved difficult to administer and score in-basket exercises and leaderless group exercises. Such assessment centers meet some of the stated criteria but are costly, inefficient, and typically not computerized. Alternately, situational judgment tests meet some of the criteria and may be computer scored but are not suited to developmental use since they are neither engaging nor interactive.

One type of tool that meets the criteria is the computer-based interactive business simulation.  Such tools leverage the validity research cited by Schmidt and Hunter (1998) as they may 1) be measures of general mental ability, 2) provide work samples of job specific behavior, 3) measure job knowledge, and 4) function as high fidelity assessment centers. In addition to such assessments tendency to reduce the adverse impact against protected classes (Hough, Oswald, Ployhart, 2002), they may also reduce litigation potential by their mere perception of being job relevant (i.e., face validity).

Several vendors produce computerized business simulations including:

1. AON LEADeR

2. Wilson Learning Assessments

3. AlignMark  AccuVision

4. Kenexa Selector 

5. QWIZ (Skills Assessment)

6. Development Dimensions International    Interaction Management  

7. Personnel Decisions Research Institute, Inc.  PDRI  Develops a wide range of selection tools.

8. Personnel Decisions International  - CEO Assessment – for CEOs, CEO candidates, or potential CEO candidates, Executive Assessment, Business Unit Leader Assessment, Mid-level Leader Assessment – for managers and directors 

     9. Forio Business Solutions - Web Simulation Development and Hosting Software
Although many computer-based management simulations have been developed, none would satisfy the criteria “off the shelf” that simulation content be Army specific while providing a realist job preview. Such pre-developed programs lack the flexibility that a customized measurement solution affords.  Therefore, the option of custom developed on-line simulations would be most desirable.

The AON LEADeR Assessment Procedure

The AON LEADeR assessment is one simulation that could meet Army’s needs as both a leadership self-development/exploration tool and a prospective supervisor/manager identification instrument.

The AON LEADeR tool is a web-based series of management simulations with exercises that are designed to tap pre-defined competencies in the context of organization specific scenarios. The LEADeR is a managerial assessment and development program consisting of several components:
· A web-based assessment integrator that combines multiple assessment measures into a common framework utilizing an individualized feedback report with linkage to targeted development resources.

· A web-based business simulation that creates leadership challenges through a series of interactive situations where the participant is expected to analyze problems, make decisions, and take appropriate actions to move issues forward.

· A series of standardized tests that provide a reliable assessment of key competencies.

· A career directions and experience exploration tool that allows prospective supervisors/managers to place themselves in the very types of situations they are likely to encounter on the job in a risk-free simulated environment. 

· A diagnostic and remediation tool for identifying strengths and weaknesses to facilitate I.D.P. construction.

The LEADeR program is basically a Web-enabled business simulation that allows participants to take on various roles within a fictitious organization (in our case civilian Army) developed for the simulation. Participants must make decisions and interact with others during the course of a "typical" workday, through emails, voice mails, pages, and video input. Participants' responses are captured to assess their organizational savvy, ability to handle stressful situations, problem-solving ability, interpersonal skills, and other competencies important for success.
Exercises are designed to measure and tap the competencies identified as critical for Army civilian performance excellence.  Using these competetencies the LEADeR (or other computer based simulation) could be electively used by persons whishing to diagnose deficits while exploring their interests in management. In addition such a tool would serve as a pre-screen for invitation to expensive and time-consuming management development.  

The LEADeR Development for Use with Army

The LEADeR (or other simulation) would be developed with input from Army subject matter experts (SMEs) who advise as to the types of scenarios typically encountered by Army civilian managers. This guidance enables the simulation to present participants with Army relevant, realistic exercises using Army terms and phrases. 

The Uniform Guidelines on Employee Selection procedures (1978) require that any tool that is used to grant or deny benefits of employment (including training opportunities) must be validated or free from adverse impact. Although management simulations have been shown to reduce adverse impact they are unlikely to completely eliminate protected class test performance disparities, which necessitate formal validation as prescribed by the Uniform Guidelines (1978). In addition, if Army intends to use such tools to build its future leadership, careful validation will insure that the best possible tool is developed for that critical purpose. Therefore, a validation study would be required and involve a thorough job analysis (Section 60-3.09, 60-3.15, 60-3.14 of the Uniform Guidelines, 1978). This job analysis would require SMEs to evaluate the importance of each competency, consequence of not possessing the competency, and degree to which the competency distinguishes poor from superior performance. Further, to establish content validity, the SMEs must link each competency to the exercises in the simulation and provide an estimate for whether that exercises measures an important competency of the supervisor/manger job (Lawshe, 1975).      

Assessment performance scores are derived by having trained and experienced raters evaluate participant output (responses, memoranda, recorded telephone dialog, etc.) against pre-defined performance standards. The same Army SMEs who provided the job analysis data might also provide the criteria for what constitutes effective verses less effective responses to the situations posed in the simulations. In this way, simulation scores are generated that reflect precisely the decisions making expertise of Army leadership. Thus, ratings gleaned from the assessment are based on comparison of applicant performance to a known standard of competence. Once Army SMEs provide these criteria, the burden on Army for further input in the scoring process is obviated since all subsequent scores are awarded by contractor provided/trained SMEs who apply these criteria in the scoring.      

Deployment

The LEADeR, being a web-based application, may be deployed in several ways. Assessment may take place at CPACs and CPOCs and designated training facilities wherever there is an Internet-connected computer. When used as a pre-screen for selection into leadership development, the LEADeR requires proctoring and administration under password secured access. The LEADeR provides this level of “test security” required by the Standards for Education and Psychological Testing (1999). When used for self-development and remediation the same facilities may be used with a lesser standard of test security applied. The concern here is training accountability and tracking administration costs. 

It is anticipated that at least 3 versions of any tool will be required and include a total of five series (i.e., alternate forms) of the instrument in order to satisfy Army’s developmental and selection purposes. Army’s intent is to use the tool to place participants into both first and second level supervisory development programs. To the extent that different competencies are required for these two levels of supervision, a different version of the tool will be required to assess competency at each of the two levels. Since the tool will be used for selection purposes, each version should have 2 series to ensure content variability and reduce the possibility that test security will be compromised by repeated exposure. In addition, for self-developmental use, a third version of the tool will be required. While a single series will suffice, management may decide how many series this self-developmental version will be required. A table showing these versions and series is provided below.

	Version 1   Selection of applicants into 1st Level Supervisor Development
	Series 1

	
	Series 2

	Version 2   Selection of applicants into 2nd Level Supervisor/Manager Development
	Series 1

	
	Series 2

	Version 3   Self-Development and Management Career Exploration
	Series 1+


Limitations

There are several concerns and limitations that arise from the use of web-based business simulations. 

1. Typical versus Maximal Performance – In predicting management potential we must take into account not only how well applicants are able to perform given maximal effort (as one would expect in a promotional context) but also how well they typically perform once placed in the position.  Management simulations are measures of maximal rather than typical performance and fail to capture other dimensions important to successful job performance. It is therefore possible for one to exert full energy, attention, and focus while in the simulation but be unable or unwilling to exert the same level once in the job. However, it is reasonable to expect that those who perform best in the simulation find such effort easier to exert and are thus more likely to exert that effort in the job context.  

2. Management simulations do not assess the applicant’s personality, drive, intentions, conscentiouness, ambition, or work ethic. In fact, research has suggested that personality traits contribute unique information to the prediction of job performance above and beyond assessment centers and their close cousin, the management simulations (Goffin, Rothstein and Johnson, 1996). Further, Schmidt and Hunter (1998) showed that characteristics such as conscientiousness and integrity contributed to the prediction of job performance over and above that accounted for using cognitive ability (one dimension measured by high fidelity assessment centers and simulations). This omission leaves an important piece of the applicant’s future performance unexplained by management simulations. One solution to this problem is to include a measure of management personality and other desired characteristics to the selection procedure.

3. The LEADeR, like all web-based simulations, is an individually administered tool and requires one computer station per applicant. Therefore, accommodating multiple applicants at once is limited to the number of proctored computer stations available in one place. Massed or “assembled” testing procedures are difficult using such computer-based simulations.

4. Because of the high fidelity (e.g., streaming video, telephone conversations, graphical intensity, scoring complexity and live interactions between the participant and the simulation) the cost of development and revision of the tool could be quite high and certainly higher than paper and pencil tests and situational judgment examinations. It would not be unreasonable to expect costs as high as $100,000 per version. The tool is however less expensive than work samples and job try-outs which require substantial time and administrative personnel but more expensive than paper and pencil exams which tend to produce higher adverse impact (Hough, et al, 2002). In addition, these costs may be reduced when distributed over time across many examinees.

5. Web-based simulations such as the LEADeR take advantage of the Internet to deliver streaming video and other graphics and are therefore limited by the connectivity and computing recourses of the end user. Use of such products presumes adequate Internet connectivity and computer support/availability. Also, some computing environments are more stable and powerful than others. In addition, clock speeds and refresh rates may vary from one computer to the next. These differences can effect standardization of the assessment where time limits are imposed.  

6. Measures that require human raters such as assessment centers and simulations have a reoccurring cost associated with them above and beyond that of development. Such measures involve interactions between participants and administrators who may engage in role-plays, leaderless group exercises, telephone simulations, and iterating scenarios where the situation changes with choice of response option. Scoring applicants on their performance in these assessments requires trained raters who must invest much time in conducting exercises, examining behavior and products, assigning scores, and reporting results. This represents a substantial reoccurring cost that increases with the number of people assessed. Some of these activities can be automated but only with substantial development effort on the front end.  

Conclusions and Recommendations
For purposes of selecting employees for management development opportunities and self- development/exploration, one of the best strategies is to immerse the candidate in the environment in which he/she aspires to function. This not only allows for multi-dimensional assessment of strengths and weakness but also affords the applicant an opportunity to experience the job before committing to a developmental program. Simulations have been shown to be very valid measures competencies, produce less adverse impact than paper pencil measures, and reduce grievance by their clear job relevance. Where an organization has prior knowledge of the specific competencies to assess and has the computing recourses to deliver realistic simulations over the Internet, the utility of this strategy becomes all the more attractive. Such simulations also enable participants to identify skill deficits and seek out training designed to remediate those deficiencies. The limitations discussed may be overcome by including non-cognitive measures of management characteristics, automating scoring as much as possible, and committing to a moderately high cost, web-based, individualized testing model. It is recommended therefore that serious consideration be give to web-based realistic business simulations as the procedure of choice for management development and assessment.
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