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APPLICATIONS

Evaluation of Two New Assessment Methods for Selecting
Telephone Customer Service Representatives

The Phonemin Company is a distributor of men’s and women’s casual clothing. It
sells exclusively through its merchandise catalog, which is published four times
per year to coincide with seasonal changes in customers’ apparel tastes. Custom-
ers may order merchandise from the catalog via mail or over the phone. Currently,
70% of orders are phone orders, and the organization expects this to increase to
85% within the next few years.

The success of the organization is obviously very dependent on the success of
the telephone ordering system and the customer service representatives (CSRs)
who staff the system. There are currently 185 CSRs; that number should increase
to about 225 CSRs to handle the anticipated growth in phone order sales. Though
the CSRs are trained to use standardized methods and procedures for handling
phone orders, there are still seemingly large differences among them in their job
performance. The CSRs’ performance is routinely measured in terms of error rate,
speed of order taking, and customer complaints. The top 25% and lowest 25%
of performers on each of these measures differ by a factor of at least three (e.g.,
the error rate of the bottom group is three times as high as that of the top group).
Strategically, the organization knows that it could substantially enhance CSR
performance (and ultimately sales) if it could improve its staffing “batting aver-
age” by more accurately identifying and hiring new CSRs who are likely to be top
performers.

The current staffing system for CSRs is straightforward. Applicants are recruited
through a combination of employee referrals and newspaper ads. Because turnover
among CSRs is so high (50% annually), recruitment is a continuous process at
the organization. Applicants complete a standard application blank, which asks
for information about education and previous work experience. The information
is reviewed by the staffing specialist in the HR department. Only obvious misfits
are rejected at this point; the others (95%) are asked to have an interview with the
specialist. The interview lasts 20-30 minutes, and at the conclusion the applicant
is either rejected or offered a job. Due to the tightness of the labor market and
the constant presence of vacancies to be filled, 90% of the interviewees receive
job offers. Most of those offers (95%) are accepted, and the new hires attend a
one-week training program before being placed on the job.

The organization has decided to investigate fully the possibilities of increas-
ing CSR effectiveness through sounder staffing practices. In particular, it is not
pleased with its current methods of assessing job applicants; it feels that neither the
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application blank nor the interview provides the accurate and in-depth assessment
of the KSAOs that are truly needed to be an effective CSR. Consequently, it engaged
the services of a consulting firm that offers various methods of KSAO assessment,
along with validation and installation services. In cooperation with the HR staffing
specialist, the consulting firm conducted the following study for the organization.

A special job analysis led to the identification of several specific KSAOs likely
to be necessary for successful performance as a CSR. Three of these (clerical
speed, clerical accuracy, and interpersonal skills) were singled out for further con-
sideration because of their seemingly high impact on job performance. Two new
methods of assessment, provided by the consulting firm, were chosen for experi-
mentation. The first was a paper-and-pencil clerical test assessing clerical speed
and accuracy. It was a 50-item test with a 30-minute time limit. The second was a
brief work sample that could be administered as part of the interview process. In
the work sample, the applicant must respond to four different phone calls: from a
customer irate about an out-of-stock item, from a customer wanting more product
information about an item than was provided in the catalog, from a customer who
wants to change an order placed yesterday, and from a customer with a routine
order to place. Using a 1-5 rating scale, the interviewer rates the applicant on
tactfulness (T) and concern for customers (C). The interviewer is provided with a
rating manual containing examples of exceptional (5), average (3), and unaccept-
able (1) responses by the applicant.

A random sample of 50 current CSRs were chosen to participate in the study. At
Time 1 they were administered the clerical test and the work sample; performance
data were also gathered from company records for error rate (number of errors per
100 orders), speed (number of orders filled per hour), and customer complaints
(number of complaints per week). At Time 2, one week later, the clerical test and
the work sample were readministered to the CSRs. A member of the consulting
firm sat in on all the interviews and served as a second rater of CSRs’ performance

Results for Clerical Test

Time 1 Time 2
Mean score 31.61 31.22
Standard deviation 4.70 5.11
e Coefficient alpha .85 .86
Test-retest r 92%*
r with error rate —.31** =.37** x
r with speed A1%* S i
r with complaints -11 -.08 {
r with work sample (T) 21 17 %

- r with work sample (C) .07 .15
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Results for Work Sample (T)

Time 1 Time 2

Mean score 3.15 3.11 ,
1 Standard deviation 93 1.01 -
] % agreement (raters) 88% 79%

r with work sample (C) Bk Tk

r with error rate -.13 -12

r with speed A1 15

r with complaints —37%* —.35%*

Results for Work Sample (C)

Time 1 Time 2
Mean score 2.91 3.07
Standard deviation .99 1.10
% agreement (raters) 80% 82%
r with work sample (T) B1F* TTEE
r with error rate -.04 -11
r with speed 15 14
r with complaints —.40%* —31%*

(Note: ** means that r was significant at p < .05)
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on the work sample at Time 1 and Time 2. It is expected that the clerical test and
work sample will have positive correlations with speed and negative correlations
with error rate and customer complaints.

Based on the description of the study and the results above,

Bt b

1. How do you interpret the reliability results for the clerical test and work sam-
ple? Are they favorable enough for Phonemin to consider using them “for
keeps” in selecting new job applicants?

2. How do you interpret the validity results for the clerical test and work sam-
ple? Are they favorable enough for Phonemin to consider using them “for
keeps” in selecting new job applicants?

~ 3. What limitations in the above study should be kept in mind when interpreting
the results and deciding whether to use the clerical test and work sample?

.

Conducting Empirical Validation and Adverse Impact Analysis

Yellow Blaze Candle Shops provides a full line of various types of candles and
accessories such as candleholders. Yellow Blaze has 150 shops in shopping malls
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people who wear turbans or hijabs, due to a fear that customers will not want to i
interact with them. Usually, customer preference claims cannot be successfully !
defended by the employer.

Pregnancy or Fertility i DISCUSSI

Exclusion of pregnant applicants could be a valid BFOQ claim, particularly in jobs
where the risk of sudden incapacitation due to pregnancy poses threats to public
safety (e.g., airline attendant). A threat to fertility of either sex generally cannot
be used as a basis for sustaining a BFOQ claim. For example, an employer’s fetal
protection policy that excluded women from jobs involving exposure to lead in the
manufacture of batteries was held to not be a permissible BFOQ.%

The discussion and examples here should make clear that BFOQ claims involve
complex situations and considerations. The organization should remember that the
burden of proof is on it to defend BFOQ claims. BFOQ provisions in the law are
and continue to be construed very narrowly. The employer thus must have an over-
whelming preponderance of argument and evidence on its side in order to make
and successfully defend a BFOQ claim.

SUMMARY

This chapter reviewed the processes involved in external selection and focused

specifically on methods of initial assessment. Before candidates are assessed, it

is important to base assessment methods on the logic of prediction and to use - i
!
:
!

ETHICAL

selection plans. The logic of prediction focuses on the requisite correspondence
between elements in applicants’ past situations and KSAOs critical to success on
the job applied for. The selection plan involves the process of detailing the required
KSAOs and indicating which selection methods will be used to assess each KSAO.
The selection sequence is the means by which the selection process is used to nar- '
row down the initial applicant pool to candidates, then finalists, and, eventually, ;
job offer receivers.

Initial assessment methods are used during the early stages of the selection
sequence to reduce the applicant pool to candidates for further assessment. The
methods of initial assessment were reviewed in some detail; they include résumés
and cover letters, application blanks, biographical data, letters of recommenda-
tion, reference and background checks, and initial interviews. Initial assessment |
methods differ widely in their usefulness. The means by which these methods can
be evaluated for potential use include frequency of use, cost, reliability, validity, \
utility, applicant reactions, and adverse impact.

Legal issues need to be considered in making initial assessments about appli-
cants. The use of disclaimers as a protective mechanism is critical. Also, three
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areas of initial assessment that require special attention are reference and back-
ground checking, preemployment inquiries, and BFOQs.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. A selection plan describes the predictor(s) that will be used to assess the
KSAOs required to perform the job. What are the three steps to follow in
establishing a selection plan?

2. In what ways are the following three initial assessment methods similar and
in what ways are they different: application blanks, biographical information,
and reference and background checks?

3. Describe the criteria by which initial assessment methods are evaluated. Are
some of these criteria more important than others?

4. Some methods of initial assessment appear to be more useful than others.
If you were starting your own business, which initial assessment methods
would you use and why?

5. How can organizations avoid legal difficulties in the use of preemployment
inquiries in initial selection decisions?

ETHICAL ISSUES

1. Is it wrong to pad one’s résumé with information that, while not an outright
lie, is an enhancement? For example, would it be wrong to term one’s job
“maintenance coordinator” when in fact one simply emptied garbage cans?

2. Do you think employers have a right to check into applicants’ backgrounds?
Even if there is no suspicion of misbehavior? Even if the job poses no security
or sensitivity risks? Even if the background check includes driving offenses
and credit histories?

APPLICATIONS
Reference Reports and Initial Assessment in a Start-Up Company

Stanley Jausneister owns a small high-tech start-up company called BioServer-
Systems (BSS). Stanley’s company specializes in selling web server space to
clients. The server space that Stanley markets runs from a network of personal
computers. This networked configuration allows BSS to more efficiently man-
age its server space and provides greater flexibility to its customers. who often
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