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Cognitive & Personality Assessments
Know what the report can and can't tell you
WHAT IT IS
Formal assessments measure general mental ability (reasoning, learning speed) or stable personality traits, usually the Big Five: conscientiousness, emotional stability, extraversion, agreeableness, openness. These are typically HR-owned and vendor-run. Your job as a manager is to be a smart consumer of the results, not an amateur psychometrician.
WHY IT WORKS
General cognitive ability is one of the strongest single predictors of performance across jobs, especially complex ones, mostly because it predicts how fast people learn. Among personality traits, conscientiousness is the most consistent performer. But every score is a probability, not a verdict. Assessments improve your batting average across many hires. They don't decide individual ones.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Treat scores as one input among several. A structured data point next to interviews and work samples. Never a single-score veto.
1. Read the trait, not the label. “Low agreeableness” isn't “difficult person.” It can mean comfortable with conflict, which is an asset in plenty of roles.
1. Match traits to what the job actually demands. High extraversion matters for prospecting sales. It's irrelevant for most analyst roles. Ask what the role needs before caring about a score.
1. Ask HR the validity question. “What evidence links this instrument to performance in roles like ours?” Good vendors have an answer. Bad ones have a brochure.
1. Keep raw reports out of circulation. Debrief results with candidates carefully or not at all. Labels stick.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. The veto trap. Rejecting a strong candidate over one subscale score is how good assessments produce bad decisions.
1. Unvalidated quizzes. Four-letter type indicators are conversation starters, not selection tools. The predictive evidence isn't there.
1. Ignoring the legal side. Selection assessments carry compliance obligations. If HR isn't involved, stop.
Shortcut: when a report lands, ask one question. “What does this predict about how they'll learn and work?” Ignore anything that doesn't answer it.
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