Passing Muster: Tests,
Observation, and Other
Ways You'll Be Assessed

ust when you’ve weathered the storm of tough
interview questions, you might find yourself
having to take a test, be observed interacting in
a group, or be sent off with homework to complete
or even a cup to urinate in (for drug testing).
Although it is possible that you can get through an
entire job search without having to face any assess-
ment technique other than a series of interviews,
jobs involving specialized expertise and knowledge
almost always require skills tests. High-level manage-
ment or technical positions often require the mea-
surement of your personality characteristics and
aptitudes to make sure that you're cut out for the
job. And positions that depend on platform skills—
such as training, teaching, sales, and consulting—
may not be yours until you successfully make a
presentation to the hiring decision-makers.
This chapter describes these types of assessments,

as well as other bumps in the road you may encounter,
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To get a sneak peak at some of the group exercises in which interviewers
might have you participate, read “Games Trainers Play” or “More Games Trainers
Play” (both by Scannell & Newstrom) or “101 Great Games & Activities” by
VanGundy.

including medical examinations and drug testing. These are
often nerve-wracking parts of a job search, but they need not be.
Knowing what to expect, how to handle them, and what your
rights are can make the process much less intimidating.

Assessment through observation

The best way for an interviewer to find out whether you can do
something is to watch you do it, not to ask how you think you do
it or how you've done it in the past. Assessment through obser-
vation involves having you complete tasks or take skills tests,
either at the employer’s office, at your home, or in an assess-
ment center.

Simulation exercises
Some tasks you might have to complete include exercises that
simulate job-related situations. You complete these exercises
alone or in a group, while your ability to do the job well—along
with the character you demonstrate when doing it—is observed
by the prospective employer.

The classic among simulation exercises is the in-basket test,
which has been around for decades. This measures your orga-
nizational and time management abilities by presenting you
with phone calls, emails to answer, papers to process or file, fires
to put out, projects to attend to, correspondence to write, and
other administrative or operational responsibilities. You will be
bombarded with more than any person could handle during
the time allotted, but you are not expected to complete every-
thing. Showing that you know how to prioritize and delegate is
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usually the most important part of this test. Other simulation
exercises involve staging a mock meeting, discussion, or collab-
oration session with a group of fellow candidates. The group
might be charged with solving a problem, discussing an issue,
completing a task, or coming to consensus on a matter. You
might also find yourself in a team-building exercise that has the
group pretending to be lost at sea, trying to survive in the
wilderness, or stranded in a snowstorm.

Whatever the task, the observers are watching for roles to
emerge as participants fall into their natural patterns of leading,
managing, organizing, selling, empathizing, or being a resource.
They're also looking to see who’s a team player, who is con-
frontational or conciliatory, who is authoritarian or a consensus-
builder, and who causes or calms disputes.

You can ace these exercises by determining which traits and
roles the job in question entails and the organization as a whole
values. Then strike a balance between being yourself and giving
them what they want. Don’t try to be someone you’re not; it
does you no good to fake certain qualities just to get an offer. It
is also to your advantage to appear versatile, particularly if you
don’t know exactly what qualities are sought for the position.
For example, you might show that you are committed to build-
ing a consensus in a democratic fashion but can be assertive,
too. Or, you might play up the team-player bit but demonstrate
that you can think for yourself as well. Don’t take this balancing
act so far that you come across as a chameleon, but do keep in
mind that most employers these days want to hire people who

can wear many hats.

@ Watch Out!

Employers often plant difficult participants in a group when you're in a sim-
ulation exercise or making a presentation. They are put there to see how
effectively and diplomatically you deal with people who challenge you or are
belligerent, slow to understand, or otherwise disruptive.
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Presentations

You might be asked to make a presentation to a small or large
group as part of a first screening interview or as a follow up to
an interview. This method of evaluating candidates is common
for jobs that would require you to make presentations on the
job, such as in training, teaching, sales, and consulting. You will
either be assigned a topic or asked to choose one and then be
expected to prepare and present a talk, workshop, or training
session. The obvious advantage to the employer is that this activ-
ity enables a much more accurate assessment of your skills and
style than even a behavior-based interview can elicit. From the
candidate’s perspective, this approach really lets you shine—
assuming you do have the qualities needed to do the job.

To put candidates’ platform skills to a more stringent test,
some employers ask them to make a presentation on a topic
completely unrelated to the job or profession, perhaps on the
subject of a personal interest or knowledge area, such as how to
select a wine or buy a car. Of course, such an assignment is not
without its intimidating side. Even if you are an accomplished
public speaker, trainer, or teacher, you might get a bit rattled
when thinking about a job offer that’s contingent upon one
presentation. If that’s the case—or even if you’re not particu-
larly nervous—consider these tactics for success:

m Try to get the inside scoop on the department and organi-
zation where you’ll be presenting. What is their philoso-
phy toward training/sales/consulting and so on? What
style do they prefer?

® Be sure to ask (in a preliminary interview or by phone or
email prior to the presentation) what problems or goals
they are trying to address. I once had a client who worked
in insurance sales and was applying for a position that
would entail making presentations on insurance products
to employee benefits administrators at various companies.
He learned that the company was in the midst of redefin-

ing their sales approach, encouraging their sales reps to







































