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Traditionally, colleges and universities have focused primarily on cognitive predictors 

(e.g., ACT/SAT scores, high school GPA), and have struggled to find an accurate and 

objective way of measuring non-cognitive skills, often resorting to personality measures 

or interviews, or deciding not to measure them at all. Recently, there has been a push for 

alternative forms of student selection that result in less adverse impact and do not ignore 

important skills and traits that are necessary to be successful in college (Peeters & 

Lievens, 2005; Atkinson, 2001).  

Growing evidence suggests Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs) may be one way to 

achieve this goal. SJTs are a type of psychological aptitude test in which respondents are 

presented with a short vignette/scenario about a particular situation, and are then asked to 

either rate the effectiveness of the responses (knowledge SJTs), or indicate what response 

the participant would choose if they were in that situation (behavioral tendency SJTs). 

The current study collected pilot data from undergraduate students at a large Midwestern 

university. Students answered several SJT items, a measure of the Big 5 (Goldberg’s Big 

5 Markers), and a small number of demographic items, including students’ GPA and 

standardized test scores (ACT/SAT). Students’ responses on the SJT items were 

compared with the other data collected to determine if there was validity evidence for the 

use of SJTs in predicting college GPA. The results provide evidence that SJTs may be 



 

 

useful for admissions departments to aid in the selection of students or for student 

retention and development. 
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Introduction 

 With selection methods, businesses, organizations, and universities are concerned 

with selecting the best applicant for the prospective job or task (Salgado & Moscaso, 

2008). Traditionally, the focus has been on cognitive predictors or general mental ability 

(GMA); for example, IQ and job knowledge tests for businesses/organizations, and 

ACT/SAT scores and high school GPA for colleges and universities. While evidence for 

the validity of cognitive ability measures for predicting job/school performance is 

stronger than for any other method, and it has been considered the primary selection 

method for hiring decisions (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998; Schmidt, Shaffer, & Oh, 2008; 

Hough & Oswald, 2000), concerns have been raised that selection methods may be too 

heavily focused on cognitive predictors (Peeters & Lievens, 2005; Atkinson, 2001; 

Hough, Oswald, & Ployhart, 2001), almost to a fault. Cognitively-oriented measures have 

been shown to have an adverse impact on minorities and women (see Hough, Oswald & 

Ployhart, 2001, Whetzel et al. 2008), and such a heavy focus on cognitive predictors may 

result in entities ignoring important skills and traits (e.g., personality, non-cognitive 

attributes, interpersonal skills) that are necessary to be successful in the job/task. 

Additionally, an accurate and objective way of measuring non-cognitive skills has yet to 

become widespread, as businesses and universities often resort to personality measures or 

interviews, or decide not to measure them at all. As a result, there has been a considerable 

push within the last several years for alternative selection methods that result in less 

adverse impact and do not ignore important skills that are necessary to be successful in 

college (Atkinson, 2001; Peeters & Lievens, 2005).  
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 Growing evidence suggests that Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs) may be one 

way to accomplish this goal. SJTs are a type of psychological aptitude test in which 

respondents are presented with a short vignette/scenario about a particular situation, and 

are then asked to rate the effectiveness of the responses, or indicate what response the 

participant would choose if they were in that situation (called behavioral tendency SJTs). 

SJTs are now becoming widely used in personnel selection, and are increasingly used in 

student selection for medical (Luschin-Ebengreuth, Dimai, Ithaler, Neges, & Reibnegger, 

2015), dental (Buyse & Lievens, 2011), and graduate school (Koczwara et al., 2012; 

Patterson et al. 2016) selection. Research in these areas have demonstrated that SJTs may 

provide incremental validity over and above measures of cognitive ability and 

personality. Because SJTs are often designed around non-cognitive, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal factors, they often capture domains that are not traditionally the focus of 

graduate admissions departments. 

 However, to date, limited researchers have attempted to develop situational 

judgment tests for the purposes of predicting undergraduate ‘collegiate success’ (see 

Oswald et al., 2004). Currently, college admissions departments focus on students’ high 

school transcripts, grade point averages (GPA) and test scores (ACT/SAT), letters of 

recommendation, and essays/personal statements (Oswald et al., 2004; Peeters & 

Lievens, 2005; Sacks, 2000). Based on prior research and the relative successfulness of 

SJTs in other domains, college admission departments should consider using SJTs as a 

supplement to these measures for several reasons.  

 First, SJTs can be generalized to basically any construct that admissions 

departments want to measure. Research has also shown that there may be some useful 
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level of incremental validity for SJT measures, over and above the traditional measures of 

cognitive ability and personality that colleges use (see Buyse & Lievens, 2011; Lievens 

& Coatsier, 2002; O’Connel, Hartman, McDaniel, Grubb III, & Lawrence, 2007; 

Patterson et al. 2016). Additionally, SJTs are a more subjective measure than letters of 

recommendation, portfolios, and interviews, which admissions departments frequently 

utilize. Evidence also suggests SJTs may show less adverse impact or subgroup 

differences for minority populations than traditional methods colleges use (e.g. 

standardized tests) (Chan & Schmitt,1997; Lievens & Coatsier, 2002; Motowidlo et 

al.,1990; Weekley & Jones 1999; Whetzel, McDaniel, & Nguyen, 2008). Finally, SJTs 

have the potential to be used for formative assessment/evaluation of the students. For 

example, a student may be struggling in their first semester and placed on academic 

probation. It may be helpful for the college/university to go back and examine their SJT 

responses, to determine if their decision-making and judgment could be improved. This 

would make SJTs a useful measure for student retention.  

Purpose of Proposed Research 

 The primary objective of this study is to create a Situational Judgment Test (SJT) 

for the purposes of predicting undergraduate collegiate success, as measured by college 

GPA. Students’ responses on the SJT items will be compared to the other data collected 

to determine if there is validity evidence of SJTs in predicting college GPA. Particular 

focus will be spent on the evidence of criterion-related validity in predicting college 

GPA, construct validity (evidence of convergent and discriminant validity), and 

incremental validity in predicting college GPA over and above the traditional measures 

that college admissions departments use (i.e. ACT/SAT scores and personality measures). 
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This study also has several secondary aims. Prior research has demonstrated that 

the different scoring methods utilized for SJTs influence their validity in predicting the 

criterion (Bergman et al., 2006; Legree et al., 2010). Therefore, one secondary objective 

is to determine if the validity estimates of SJTs with SME-based scoring in predicting 

college GPA are different than the validity estimates of SJTs with consensus-based 

scoring. Prior research has also shown that SJTs result in less subgroup differences than 

measures of cognitive ability, as a result of the heterogeneous factor structure and the fact 

that they often encompass both cognitive and non-cognitive abilities (Whetzel, McDaniel, 

& Nguyen, 2008). Therefore, another secondary objective is to determine whether the 

SJTs designed for the purposes of this study had lower subgroup differences than the 

students’ ACT/SAT scores.  

Proposed Study and Research Questions  

 This study collected pilot data from undergraduate students at a large Midwestern 

university, in which students answered 14 SJT test items (7 knowledge SJTs as well as 7 

behavioral tendency SJTs), a measure of the Big 5 (Goldberg’s Big 5 Markers – short 

form), and a small number of demographic items, including students’ GPA and 

standardized test scores (ACT/SAT). The data collected will then be analyzed to answer 

the following research questions: 

1. Do the different scoring methods used in this study (consensus-based vs. 

SME-based) result in different validity estimates in predicting college GPA? 

2. Is there evidence of criterion-related validity for SJTs in predicting college 

GPA? 
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3. Does construct validity evidence, in the form of convergent and discriminant 

validity, provide evidence that the different response instructions (knowledge 

vs. behavioral tendency) result in the measurement of different constructs?  

4. Is there evidence of incremental validity for the prediction of college GPA, 

over and above the traditional measures/predictors college admissions 

departments use (i.e. ACT/SAT scores and personality tests)? 

5. Do the SJTs designed for the purposes of this study result in less subgroup 

differences than the students’ ACT/SAT scores? 

Practical Implications 

 If there is significant validity evidence for SJTs in predicting college SJTs, there 

are several practical implications. First, college admissions departments may choose to 

use them as a supplement to ACT/SAT scores and/or high school GPA, as a way to 

capture the non-cognitive attributes students’ possess. Second, findings from the research 

question focusing on the different response instructions should help provide evidence on 

whether changing the response instructions of SJTs, while leaving the content of the 

vignette/scenario constant, results in the assessment of different constructs. 

 Beyond the validity evidence of the SJTs, there are several practical implications 

to using SJTs as a form of student selection or retention. First, some students may 

struggle on standardized tests, but have some non-cognitive skills or attributes that would 

lead them to be successful in college. Because colleges and universities focus so heavily 

on cognitive predictors, these students may not get admitted into a college/university. 

SJTs may be one way to overcome this problem. They would allow colleges and 
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universities to capture the non-cognitive skills and attributes these students possess, 

which may help them overcome their poor standardized test results. 

 The final practical implication of using SJTs is their potential to be used for 

formative assessment/evaluation. For example, a student may be struggling in their first 

semester of college and may even be placed on academic probation. It might be 

worthwhile for the student to meet with an academic advisor and examine their SJT 

responses, to analyze their decision-making ability and see if their judgment in college 

could be improved. This would make SJTs a useful measure for student retention.  

Literature Review 

 Selection methods have received considerable attention among researchers in the 

21st century. Selection methods are one focus of Industrial/Organization psychology – the 

scientific study of human behavior in organizations and the work place (Aamodt, 2012) - 

and are concerned with selecting the best individual for the prospective job or task. 

Selection methods are often categorized into two major types – employee selection for a 

job or business, and student selection for college or graduate school.  

Employee Selection 

 The traditional model of employee selection has remained stable for several years 

(Robertson & Smith, 2001). Employee selection is concerned with selecting the best 

applicant for the prospective job (Salgado & Moscaso, 2008). Often, the first step in 

employee selection is to perform a detailed job analysis. A job analysis, as defined by 

Cascio (1991, p. 188) is the “process of defining a job in terms of the behaviors necessary 

to perform it. Job analysis is comprised of two major elements: job descriptions and job 

specifications.” A job analysis includes the characteristics of the job – procedures, 
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methods, and standards of performance – and helps identify the behaviors, knowledge, 

abilities, skills, and personality characteristics that are necessary to successfully perform 

the job (Cascio, 1991). 

 The overarching goal of a job analysis is to identify the attributes (physical and 

psychological) required by someone who will perform the job effectively (Robertson & 

Smith, 2001). Often the individual performing the job analysis will utilize a wide variety 

of methods to capture the full range of characteristics of the job. Questionnaires and 

surveys, interviews with job incumbents, direct observations of workers, diaries of 

workers, and documents like instructional materials and maintenance records are then 

used to capture these attributes and characteristics (Smit-Voskuijl, 2005). For instance, 

several questionnaires and surveys have been developed for the sole purpose of job 

analyses. Examples of these include the Position Analysis Questionnaire (PAQ, 

McCormick, Jeanneret, & Mecham, 1969), the Functional Job Analysis (FJA), which was 

developed by the Employment and Training Administration of the United States 

Department of Labor, and the Ability Requirements Scales (ARS; Fleishman & 

Mumford, 1988). Selection methods are then designed to enable those responsible to 

evaluate each candidate’s capabilities established by the job analysis. A variety of 

selection methods have been used by workplaces, but the most common methods include 

interviews, cognitive ability tests, and personality measures (Robertson & Smith, 2001). 

 Interviews are the most common selection method used by employers (Moscaso, 

2000; Robertson & Smith, 2001). In an interview, potential employees are asked 

questions designed to assess different attributes the employee should possess (Robertson 

& Smith, 2001).  In a meta-analysis conducted by McDaniel, Whetzel, Schmidt, & 
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Maurer (1994), researchers found an average validity estimate of .37 (n = 25,444) for 

interviews, using job performance ratings as the criterion. A criterion is a principle or 

standard by which something is judged (Hooker, 1959). Additionally, research has shown 

structured interviews have much higher levels of predictive validity than unstructured 

interviews (r = 0.56 for structured vs. r = 0.20 for unstructured; Huffcut & Arthur, 1994; 

Salgado, 1999). In this study, interviews with some sort of embedded structure, like using 

a situational interview or behavior description interviewing, were much more predictive 

of future job success (as measured by supervisory ratings of performance) than interviews 

that were unstructured. 

 Cognitive ability tests are another widely used measure preferred by many 

employers for personnel selection. Cognitive ability tests are used frequently due in part 

to their strong predictive validity evidence compared to other selection methods 

(Robertson & Smith, 2001; Schmidt & Hunter, 1998). Examples of cognitive ability tests 

used frequently by employers include tests of general mental ability (e.g. IQ tests), tests 

of practical intelligence, and tests of emotional intelligence. Tests of general mental 

ability (GMA) have been shown to be most predictive of job performance, with validity 

estimates averaging r = .65 according to a meta-analysis conducted by Schmidt and 

Hunter (1998). GMA has been shown to be predictive of acquisition of job knowledge 

(Schmidt, Ones, & Hunter, 1992) and of performance in job training programs (Schmidt 

& Hunter, 1998), so their relation to work performance is no surprise. Furthermore, 

research has shown that the use of specific cognitive abilities, like practical intelligence 

or tacit knowledge, do not add incremental prediction of job performance, over and above 

the use of GMA alone (Olea & Ree, 1994; Ree, Earles, & Teachout, 1994). 
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 Personality measures did not become popular methods for personnel selection 

until the early 1990s. However, researchers and employers have shown personality plays 

a significant role in job performance (see Barrick & Mount, 1991; Ones, Viswesvaran, & 

Schmidt, 1993; Robertson & Kinder, 1993; Salgado, 1998). One type of personality 

measure often used in personnel selection is the Big 5 personality traits. Personality 

measures based on the Big 5 personality traits are centered on the lexical hypothesis – 

that personality characteristics most important in people’s lives will eventually become a 

part of their language (John & Srivastava, 1999; Saucier & Goldberg, 1996). They posit 

that five broad dimensions - openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, 

agreeableness, and neuroticism - are commonly used to describe human personality and 

are therefore the most prominent personality traits. Examples of Big 5 personality 

measures include the NEO PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 2008) and Goldberg’s Big 5 

(Goldberg, 1992). Other examples of personality measures used by employers include the 

Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), and the 16PF Questionnaire 

(Cattell, Eber, & Tatsuoka, 1970). 

 Predictive validity coefficients for personality measures, like the Big 5 factors, 

hover around .40, which is not far behind cognitive ability tests, with validity coefficients 

of .65 (Schmidt & Hunter 1998). There has also been much debate on whether entire 

personality measures (e.g. a measure of the Big 5 personality factors; Goldberg, 1992) or 

measures of single personality constructs (e.g. conscientiousness or agreeableness) are 

more appropriate for assessment. For instance, Mount and Barrick (1998), and Schneider, 

Hough, and Dunnete (1996) believe that narrow measures of specific personality factors, 

like conscientiousness, are most appropriate. Ones and Visweveran (1996), on the other 
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hand, believe that broad measures like the Big 5 should be utilized, because there is too 

much invalid variance in a homogeneous measure of a specific personality dimension, 

and reliability and criterion-related validity suffer when narrow traits are used (Jenkins & 

Griffith, 2004). 

 Employers often use some combination of these methods – interviews, cognitive 

ability tests, and personality measures - in order to select the best applicant for the job. 

Recently, some employers have started to shift away from the use of solely cognitive 

ability measures because of the stigma associated with them, and are starting to 

supplement cognitive ability with other measures, like personality tests, integrity tests, or 

biodata items (Hough & Oswald, 2000; Schmidt & Hunter, 1998). Employers want to 

avoid methods that may lead to adverse impact, and are starting to see the value of 

assessing important non-cognitive attributes necessary to be successful at the job. 

Student Selection 

 Student selection procedures are concerned with selecting students that will be 

successful in college. As Nayer (1992) explains, “the purpose of admission [selection] 

procedures is to select students who will complete the educational program and go into 

professional careers” (p. 41). Student selection procedures often utilize similar predictors 

that employee selection methods use, including cognitive ability, personality measures, 

and to a lesser extent, interviews (Salvatori, 2001). Currently, the majority of 

colleges/universities use students’ high school transcripts, grade point averages (GPA), 

and standardized test scores (e.g. ACT/SAT) to measure cognitive ability (Clinedinst & 

Koranteng, 2015; Peeters & Lievens, 2005). This is because research has demonstrated 

these indicators of cognitive ability are the most powerful predictors of academic 
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performance (Deary, Strand, Smith, & Fernandes, 2007; Hezlett et al., 2001; Richardson, 

Abraham, & Bond, 2012). For example, in studies conducted by College Board, SAT 

scores correlated in the mid .50s with first year college GPA (Shaw, 2015), and in studies 

conducted by Allen and Robbins (2010), ACT composite scores correlated .49 with first 

year college GPA. And, in a meta-analysis, Westrick, Le, Robbins, Radunzel, and 

Schmidt (2015) found the average correlation between high school GPA and cumulative 

college GPA was .58. Moreover, College Board has longitudinal data showing that SAT 

scores correlate (r = .33) with graduation rates (Burton & Ramist, 2001). However, such 

a heavy focus on cognitively-oriented measures has resulted in schools ignoring 

important skills and traits (e.g., personality, non-cognitive attributes) important for being 

successful in college. As a result, many schools are going away from the use of solely 

cognitive ability measures, and are starting to utilize personality measures and non-

cognitive attributes as a supplement to cognitive ability. 

 The validity evidence of personality measures and interviews and their relation to 

college success is also well-established. For example, in a meta-analysis conducted by 

O’Connor and Paunonen (2007), researchers found several Big 5 personality factors were 

positively correlated with academic achievement (i.e. college GPA, exam grades, course 

grades). Specifically, the mean correlation between conscientiousness and academic 

achievement was r = 0.24, with a 95 percent confidence interval of 0.12 to 0.36; and the 

mean correlation between agreeableness and academic achievement was r = .06, with a 

95 percent confidence interval of r = .01 to r = .11. While the magnitude of these effects 

is not large, these are examples that help provide evidence that personality factors play a 

role in academic performance and achievement (see also Komarraju, Karau, & Schmeck, 
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2009; Poropat, 2009; Trapman, Hell, Hirn, & Schuler, 2007; Van der Linden, Te 

Nijenhuis, & Bakker, 2010;). 

 In another meta-analysis by Goho and Blackman (2006), researchers found the 

mean correlation between academic admissions interviews and academic achievement 

(i.e., grade point average, exam scores) was r = .06, with effect sizes ranging from -.14 to 

.18 in the 19 studies included in the meta-analysis. Other studies and meta-analyses 

provide evidence that selection interviews weakly predict academic achievement (Eva, 

Rosenfeld, Reiter, & Norman, 2004; Goho & Blackman, 2006; Salvatori, 2001). While 

the effect sizes are not large and the validity evidence is mixed, many schools have 

traditionally used interviews as a selection method, and will continue to do so.  

 Some schools may also utilize resumes, essays and personal statements, letters of 

recommendation, or biodata items (Oswald, Schmitt, Kim, Ramsay, & Gillespie, 2004; 

Peeters & Lievens, 2005; Sacks, 2000) but their relation to academic achievement in 

college is less established. However, concerns have been raised that academic admissions 

departments may be too heavily focused on cognitive measures like GPA and 

standardized test scores, and less focused on non-cognitive measures or predictors 

(Atkinson, 2001; Hough, Oswald, & Ployhart, 2001; Peeters & Lievens, 2005). 

Cognitively-oriented measures have been shown to have an adverse impact on minorities 

(see Hough et al., 2001; Peeters & Lievens, 2005; Whetzel, McDaniel, & Nguyen, 

2008;), as research has demonstrated there are large mean differences in performance on 

cognitive ability tests for Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and other races. For example, meta-

analytic studies have shown that Blacks generally perform approximately one standard 

deviation lower than Whites on measures of cognitive ability while Hispanics generally 
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score about .6 to .8 standard deviations less than Whites (Roth, Bevier, Bobko, Switzer, 

& Tyler, 2001; Schmitt, Clause, & Pulakos, 1996; Sackett and Wilk, 1994; Hunter & 

Hunter, 1984). Standardized tests like the ACT and SAT are also expensive, which may 

further marginalize minorities and their ability to enroll in prep courses or take the test 

multiple times to improve their scores (Atkinson, 2001). In addition, standardized tests 

like the ACT and SAT have a profound effect on how students regard themselves and 

their self-efficacy (Atkinson, 2001; Simpson, 2016; Dutro & Selland, 2012).  

 Such a heavy focus on cognitively-oriented measures has resulted in schools 

ignoring important skills and non-cognitive traits (i.e. personality, leadership, 

interpersonal skills) necessary to be successful in college (Peeters & Lievens, 2005). 

Non-cognitive measures, on the other hand, not only would add information over and 

above what a cognitive measure could provide (Lievens & Coatsier, 2002; O’Connel, 

Hartman, McDaniel, Grubb III, & Lawrence, 2007; Buyse & Lievens, 2011; Patterson et 

al. 2016), but they often do not have the negative stigma associated with them. There 

seems to be less evidence of the adverse impact of non-cognitive measures, and students 

enjoy taking them, rather than them being detrimental to their self-efficacy and 

confidence (Klassen, Durksen, Rowett, and Patterson, 2014). 

Situational Judgment Tests 

 As a result of this movement, there has been a considerable push for alternative 

forms of student selection and admission that result in less adverse impact and do not 

ignore important skills and traits that are necessary to be successful in college (Peeters & 

Lievens, 2005; Atkinson, 2001). Growing evidence suggests Situational Judgment Tests 

(SJTs) may be one way to achieve this goal (see Lievens & Coatsier, 2002; Peeters & 
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Lievens, 2005; Oswald et al. 2004). SJTs are a type of psychological aptitude test in 

which respondents are presented with a short vignette/scenario about a particular 

situation, and are then asked to either: a) rate the effectiveness of the responses (i.e., 

knowledge SJTs), or b) indicate what response the participant would choose if they were 

in that situation (i.e., behavioral tendency SJTs). SJTs are widely used in personnel 

selection, and are increasingly used in student selection for graduate schools (see Buyse 

& Lievens, 2011; Koczwara et al. 2012; Patterson et al. 2016; Luschin-Egenbreuth, 

Dimai, Ithaler, Neges, & Reibnegger, 2015). 

 SJTs are designed to assess one’s judgment in a specific situation, most 

commonly work or school-specific settings. SJTs were first used by the United States’ 

military during World War II, as they needed an assessment tool that could help select 

competent soldiers to join the army (Northrop, 1989). Psychologists developed a ‘job 

test’ which consisted of realistic situations those in the armed forces would likely 

encounter while on the job. Each situation had several potential ‘reactions’ according to 

the specific threat or challenge, and potential recruits were asked to select the choice 

which they considered to be the most effective response (Northrop, 1989). The use of 

SJTs in this domain turned out to be a worthwhile investment for the U.S. armed forces, 

as it gave potential recruits the chance to see what kind of situations they would be likely 

to face, while also measuring recruits’ judgment skills in important situations. This 

enabled military branches to select competent individuals with sound judgment skills.  

 There is sparse documented use of SJT-type instruments from the mid 1940’s to 

the early 1990’s. In 1990, Stephen Motowidlo and colleagues (1990) began to develop 

SJTs to predict job performance. Researchers developed “low-fidelity simulations” for 
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selecting entry-level managers in the telecommunications industry, which were defined 

as simulations that presented only a written description of the task stimulus. This is 

contrasted with “high fidelity simulations,” which were simulations that presented a 

realistic representation of the task stimulus and elicit actual responses for performing the 

task (Motowidlo, Dunnette, & Carter, 1990). Researchers presented applicants with the 

low-fidelity work situations and five response options, and applicants were instructed to 

select the option they would be most likely and least likely to do. In a sample of 

managerial incumbents (n = 120), correlations ranged from r = .28 to r = .37 between the 

scores on the low-fidelity simulation and supervisory ratings of performance. These 

results provided evidence even low-fidelity simulations could predict job performance to 

a degree (Motowidlo, Dunnette, & Carter, 1990). Since it was the first SJT article 

published in a major personnel selection journal, this study revived interest and 

investigation into SJTs among researchers and practitioners (Whetzel & McDaniel, 

2009). Use of SJTs as personnel selection instruments greatly expanded as organizations 

and businesses saw the potential of SJT use. 

 A typical SJT begins with a short vignette about a specific contextual situation. 

Sometimes, the vignette deals with a specific situation the respondent would likely face 

in the workplace or school, while other times it is a generic scenario that can be 

generalized to any job or school setting. An example of a SJT, with the vignette and 

several response options, is presented in figure 1. 
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You are facing a project deadline and are concerned that you may not complete 

the project by the time it is due. It is very important to your supervisor that you 

complete the project by the deadline. It is not possible to get anyone to help you 

with the work.  

A. Ask for an extension of the deadline.  

B. Let your supervisor know that you may not meet the deadline.  

C. Work as many hours as it takes to get the job done by the deadline.  

D. Explore different ways to do the work so it can be completed by the 

deadline.  

E. On the day it is due, hand in what you have done so far.  

F. Do the most critical parts of the project by the deadline and complete the 

remaining parts after the deadline.  

G. Tell your supervisor that the deadline is unreasonable.  

H. Give your supervisor an update and express your concern about your 

ability to complete the project by the deadline. 

I. Quit your job. 

 

Figure 1: An example of a Situational Judgment Test (SJT) item 

Source: Whetzel & McDaniel (2009, pg. 188) 

 

 This SJT item above, from Whetzel and McDaniel (2009), includes a short 

vignette about a general situation likely to take place in many job or school settings. The 

item includes 9 response options with a variety of different reactions to the situation. In 

this example, the instructions were removed from the item, because there are actually two 

main types of instructions common among SJT items, which may have an effect on the 

construct being measured (McDaniel, Hartman, Whetzel, & Grubb, 2007; McDaniel & 

Nguyen, 2001), or on the validity and reliability of the SJT measure (Ployhart & Ehrhart, 

2003). The two types of SJT response instructions are ‘knowledge’ instructions and 

‘behavioral tendency’ instructions. 

 McDaniel and Nguyen’s (2001) SJT meta-analysis found that two different types 

of response instructions are most often used. The first type asks participants to choose the 

best response (i.e. What is the best response?), while the second type requires participants 
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to choose what they would do in that situation (i.e. What would you do?). McDaniel and 

Nguyen (2001), as well as McDaniel, Hartman, Whetzel, and Grubb (2007) decided to 

categorize the two differing types of response instructions as ‘knowledge’ and 

‘behavioral tendency’ SJTs in order to provide a better response instruction taxonomy for 

researchers.  

 Knowledge SJTs. Knowledge SJTs are structured so respondents either choose 

the best response to the situation, or rank the response options from best to worst. 

(McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001; McDaniel et al., 2007). An example of a knowledge SJT, 

with the specific response instructions bolded and italicized for emphasis, is presented in 

figure 2. 

Your team is writing a business case for creating a new flavor of soda. You have a 

tight deadline, and everyone is really busy. You have been assigned to write the 

section of the report that describes the results of taste-test research. You are a new 

employee, and you are not sure if your section of the report is clear.  

What would be the best course of action to take?  

 

A. Work as hard as you can on your section until the deadline.  

B. Write several versions of your section and submit them all to the team. 

C. E-mail a draft of your section to the entire team for their comments.  

D. Ask an experienced team member for advice on your draft. 

 

Figure 2: An example of an SJT item with knowledge instructions 

Source: Kyllonen, P. C., In Invitational Research Symposium on Technology 

Enhanced Assessments (2012) 

 

 Behavioral tendency SJTs. On the other hand, ‘behavioral tendency’ SJT items 

ask respondents what they would do in a particular situation. An example of a behavioral 

tendency SJT, with the specific instruction ‘What would you do?’ bolded and italicized 

for emphasis, is presented in figure 3. 
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Your team is writing a business case for creating a new flavor of soda. You have a 

tight deadline, and everyone is really busy. You have been assigned to write the 

section of the report that describes the results of taste-test research. You are a new 

employee, and you are not sure if your section of the report is clear.  

What would you do? 

 

A. Work as hard as you can on your section until the deadline.  

B. Write several versions of your section and submit them all to the team. 

C. E-mail a draft of your section to the entire team for their comments.  

D. Ask an experienced team member for advice on your draft. 

 

Figure 3: An example of an SJT item with behavioral tendency instructions 

Source: Kyllonen, P. C., In Invitational Research Symposium on Technology 

Enhanced Assessments (2012) 

 

 Comparing Knowledge and Behavioral Tendency SJTs. The difference 

between knowledge SJTs and behavioral tendency SJTs is akin to the maximal 

performance vs. typical performance argument first addressed by Cronbach (1960) and 

later by Sackett, Zedeck, and Fogli, (1988) and Barnes and Morgeson, (2007). Maximal 

performance is concerned with how someone performs when exerting as much effort as 

possible (i.e. when they are doing their best) and is therefore heavily related to cognitive 

ability (Cronbach, 1960; Sackett, Zedeck, & Fogli, 1988). Examples of maximal 

performance measures include high-stakes tests (defined as a test that is used to make 

important decisions; Plake, 2011) like the ACT/SAT and employment tests (Plake, 2011), 

and are generally used to make inferences about ability (Oostrom, De Soete, & Lievens, 

2015). Knowledge SJTs, because they ask respondents to identify the best responses and 

are concerned with how the respondents are doing when exerting maximum effort, are 

considered maximal performance measures (McDaniel et al., 2007). As a result of the 

underlying cognitive nature of the response instructions (e.g. what is the best response) 

and their relation to maximal performance measures, knowledge SJTs have been shown 
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to be more highly correlated with measures of cognitive ability or intelligence (McDaniel 

et al., 2007; McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001, Whetzel & McDaniel, 2009). For example, a 

meta-analysis by McDaniel and colleagues (2007), found the estimated population 

correlation with cognitive ability was r = .35 for knowledge compared to r = .19 for 

behavioral tendency SJTs. Lievens, Sackkett, and Buyse (2009) found correlations of r = 

.19 between knowledge SJTs and cognitive ability, which was significantly higher (z = 

1.91; p < .05) than the correlation between the behavioral tendency SJT and cognitive 

ability (r = .11). 

 On the other hand, typical performance is concerned with how one performs on a 

regular basis or how one typically behaves, and is therefore more dependent upon 

personality traits (Cronbach, 1960; Sackett, Zedeck, & Fogli, 1988). Typical performance 

measures, like personality tests, are generally used to make inferences about someone’s 

personality, attitudes, or other non-cognitive attributes (Oostrom, De Soete, & Lievens, 

2015). Behavioral tendency SJTs, because they ask what the respondent would do in that 

situation or what the respondent would typically do, are considered typical performance 

measures (McDaniel et al., 2007). As a result, they are shown to be more highly 

correlated with measures of personality (McDaniel et al., 2007; Nguyen, Biderman, & 

McDaniel, 2005).  Specifically, McDaniel et al.’s meta-analysis (2007)  found three 

correlations between the SJT scale score and specific personality traits were higher for 

the behavioral tendency SJT than knowledge SJT – agreeableness (r = .37 vs. r = .19), 

conscientiousness (r = .34 vs. r = .24) and emotional stability (r = .35 vs. r = .12). 

Similarly, Whetzel and McDaniel (2009) performed a meta-analysis and found that SJTs 

with behavioral tendency instructions had larger correlations with four of the Big 5 
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knowledge SJTs have been shown to be more highly related to cognitive ability, it is 

expected that knowledge SJTs would add a significant level of prediction over and above 

a personality measure. This is because there is less ‘crossover’ of constructs (i.e. the 

knowledge SJTs get at cognitive ability, so there is less overlap with personality 

measures). Moreover, because behavioral tendency SJTs have been shown to be more 

strongly related to personality measures, it is expected that behavioral tendency SJTs will 

add a significant level of prediction over and above the measure of cognitive ability. 

 Hypothesis 7: SJTs will be have lower subgroup differences than traditional 

measures of cognitive ability (ACT/SAT scores). 

Finally, hypothesis 7 is concerned with the performance of various subgroups on 

the SJTs. As discussed in the ‘Considerations of SJTs’ section, SJTs have been shown to 

result in less subgroup differences than measures of cognitive ability. Because it has been 

demonstrated that SJTs have a heterogeneous factor structure and often deal with both 

cognitive abilities and non-cognitive abilities, they should have lower subgroup 

differences (on race and gender) than measures of solely cognitive ability, like the 

students’ composite ACT/SAT score (Whetzel, McDaniel, & Nguyen, 2008).  

Method 

Participants 

 The study sample consisted of 254 participants, with a mean age of 19.6 (range, 

17 – 27 years). The majority of participants in the sample (56.3 %,) were female (n = 

143). Participants’ self-identified race/ethnicity was Caucasian (n = 179; 70.5%), Asian 

(n = 41; 16.1%), African American (n = 12; 4.7%), Hispanic (n = 10; 3.9%), and other (n 

= 8; 3.1%). The majority of the sample consisted of freshman (n = 106; 41.7%), 
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compared to sophomores (n = 80; 31.5%), juniors (n = 33; 13.0%), and seniors (n = 31; 

12.2%).  

 A total of 24 classes were visited to recruit participants for this study. Courses and 

number of students participating from each course included 10 Agriculture and 

Leadership in Education (ALEC) courses (n=40), 4 sections in an introductory statistics 

course taught within Educational Psychology (n=35), and 10 sections of Skills for 

Academic Success taught within Educational Psychology (n=163).  A total of 16 students 

did not indicate the course they were completing the study for. Students in the 

Educational Psychology (EDPS) courses received research credit for completing the 

study.  

 A total of 65 different majors were represented by the students completing the 

study, with the most popular majors business administration (n = 18), finance (n = 21), 

hospitality, restaurant, and tourism management (n = 23), and accounting (n = 18); 9 

students (3.5%) who completed the study were double majors. Additionally, 23 (9.0%) 

students in the sample indicated they play a collegiate sport. 

Design 

 This study used a mixed-factorial design. All participants were asked to make 

judgments of 14 various situations they are likely to face in college, with two different 

types of response instructions. Participants were randomly assigned 14 SJT items, half (n 

= 7) with knowledge instructions, and half (n = 7) with behavioral-tendency instructions. 

The decision was made to randomly assign seven SJTs of each type of response 

instruction to each participant so that comparisons could be made between the types of 

response instructions. Since the number of participants in the study was anticipated to be 
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fairly low, randomizing participants to either knowledge instructions or behavioral 

tendency instructions would have reduced the sample size of each group, limiting the 

power to determine an effect.  Therefore, the between subjects factor was the type of 

instruction (knowledge or behavioral tendency), and the within subjects factor was the 

SJT items. Additionally, participants completed three questionnaires: a short, 50-item 

version of the Big 5 (Goldberg,), the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding, Short 

Form (BIDR-16, Hart et al. 2015), and demographics form. 

Materials/Procedures 

Students were recruited via presentations during EDPS and ALEC classes. A total 

of 24 classes were visited, with an average of 25-30 students per class. After in-person 

presentations, professors were provided a link to distribute to their students, inviting 

students to participate in the study. Some students received extra credit or research credit   

for their participation, but no one was required to participate. Participants completed all 

of the measures on Qualtrics, an online service for collecting and analyzing data 

(Qualtrics, 2005). The entire study took participants approximately 20-25 minutes to 

complete, and was completed online, at their own convenience.  

 Participants were informed the intent of the study was to assess college student’s 

judgment in various situations they are likely to face in college, to develop and validate a 

predictive measure of collegiate success. Upon clicking the link to participate in the 

study, students were asked to complete an informed consent form and a demographics 

questionnaire. Students were asked to indicate their age, classification in school, expected 

graduation date, sex, race, major, hometown, and a few questions about their experiences 

in college (intent to drop out, satisfaction with college, etc.). Students were asked to 
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provide their ACT or SAT scores (self-report), as well as their cumulative college and 

high school GPAs. While self-reporting ACT/SAT scores and GPA are not ideal, 

research has shown this is an acceptable way to collect these data when other options are 

limited (Cole & Gonyea, 2009; Sanchez & Buddin, 2015). For example, Cole & Gonyea 

(2009), found high correlations ranging from .86 to .95 for self-reported test scores (SAT 

scale scores and ACT composite scores) with their actual test score. 

 Situational Judgment Tests. SJTs for this study were designed around the 

construct ‘collegiate success,’ using an iterative instrument development process. The 

approach used to develop the SJTs for this study is described in detail below.  

 Literature review. To build the SJT measures, first, a literature review and 

content analysis of predictors of college student success was performed. Resources like 

Pelligrino and Hilton (2012), Farrington et al. 2012, and a variety of studies related to the 

dimensions of college student performance (Oswald et al. 2014; Le, Casillas, Robbins, & 

Langley, 2005) were evaluated. Additionally, mission statements and educational 

objectives of various colleges and universities were also reviewed.  

 A total of seven interviews were also conducted with undergraduate students at 

various universities. Interview questions probed topics such as, “what kind of skills lead 

to success in college?” and “what situations have been difficult in college?” Students 

provided valuable information on situations that have been difficult in college, the skills 

they need to be successful, and anecdotal stories about their own personal experiences. 

Although students were obtained via a convenience sample, students were chosen 

because they are current undergraduate students and had perspective on the skills/abilities 

necessary to be successful in college. They provided an initial pool of potential 
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situations/scenarios as well as a list of skills and attributes needed to be successful in 

college. 

After organizing the various pieces of information (i.e., literature review and 

interview data), a thematic analysis was conducted during the document review to 

identify salient constructs mentioned across all of the data sources. Constructs were then 

sorted into intrapersonal and interpersonal skills based on initial evidence in the 

document review and theoretical evidence discussed in Pelligrino and Hilton (2012). In 

their literature review, Pelligrino and Hilton (2012, p. 21) identified “three domains of 

competence” including cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal. They posited that 

these three domains encompass all the differing dimensions of human behavior. Based on 

document and interview review, the constructs that emerged all seemed to be either 

intrapersonally-oriented (internal qualities like integrity, motivation, perseverance) or 

interpersonally-oriented (externalizing qualities like teamwork and social responsibility). 

So, the decision was made to sort them into these two domains; the third domain, 

cognitive, identified by Pelligrino & Hilton (2012), is generally captured by the students’ 

standardized tests scores and GPA. 

Within intrapersonal skills, three broad categories of constructs emerged. The first 

was adaptability and perseverance, and included planning, overcoming challenges, not 

giving up, and being flexible and adaptable. The next construct that emerged was ethics, 

and included integrity, character, values, honesty, not cheating, and having respect for 

others. The final interpersonal construct that emerged was motivation and work ethic. 

This construct included working hard, being goal-oriented, time management, and 

prioritizing.  
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Within interpersonal skills, two broad categories of constructs were chosen. The 

first was teamwork and working well with others, which included conflict resolution, 

communication, planning, organizing, and leadership. The other broad construct that 

emerged was social responsibility and citizenship/involvement. This construct included 

cultural responsibility, dealing with adversity, civic responsibility, and respect for others. 

While it was difficult to sort all of the information and constructs into categories, it was 

important for the purpose of designing and writing the SJT items. However, it is 

important to note that these ‘domains’ and constructs are not perfect, and there is some 

overlap between them.  

Development of SJTs. Next, scenarios and response options related to the 

identified constructs were developed, with the help of several graduate students. In the 

first round, 21 SJT scenarios were designed, each with three to five response options. In 

this study, cognitive interviews were performed with a group of graduate students in the 

student affairs graduate program, who were defined as SMEs for the purposes of this 

study. This group was chosen as SMEs because they have sufficient knowledge of what it 

takes to be successful in college (i.e., they are successful undergraduate students due to 

their obtaining a bachelor’s degree) and they are participating in a graduate program 

dedicated to supporting the academic and personal development of individuals who are 

attending college (i.e., student affairs).  

Cognitive interviews, a technique often used by survey methodologists (Collins, 

2003; Schwarz, 2007), were then used to gather feedback about the SJT items and 

response options. In cognitive interviews, the survey administrator walks step-by-step 

through the survey/measure with a participant, gaining feedback on the participant’s 
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ability to comprehend the question being asked, their ability to retrieve from memory 

relevant information related to the question, their decision process in trying to answer the 

question, and the response process to see how well the respondent can match his/her 

decision into a response category given by the survey question (Tourangeau, 1984; 

Sudman, Bradburn, & Schwarz, 1996).  

After performing several cognitive interviews (n = 10; 5 males and 5 females), 

updates were made to the SJT items and response instructions. For example, participants 

provided feedback on whether the situations and response options were relevant and 

appropriate for undergraduate students, recommendations for wording changes and more 

appropriate response options, and suggestions for new scenarios. Participants also 

provided feedback on the response instructions and formatting of the SJT items.  

Prior to the first round of cognitive interviews, there were 21 SJT scenarios with 

3-5 response options per scenario. At the conclusion of the first round, four scenarios 

were dropped. Graduate students felt these four scenarios were not representative of 

situations all students would encounter in college. For example, one scenario dealt with 

fraternity/sorority issues, and graduate students consistently commented not all students 

are involved in a fraternity or sorority, and several students do not even know what they 

entail. Additionally, several response options were edited or changed. Participants also 

explained it might be a good idea to standardize the number of response options for each 

scenario, so, the decision was made to have 4 response options for each scenario. A 

second round of cognitive interviews (n= 8) was performed with another group of student 

affairs graduate students, which led to additional changes and updates for the SJT 
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scenarios and response options. At the conclusion of all cognitive interviews, 15 

situational judgment scenarios were retained with four response options each. 

Operational SJTs. At administration, each participant received 14 SJTs, with 

seven of them randomly selected to have knowledge instructions, and the remaining 

seven to have behavioral-tendency instructions. The ‘behavioral tendency’ and 

‘knowledge’ SJT items were identical. For each SJT item, the only difference between 

conditions was response instructions (i.e., between-subjects variable). For the ‘behavioral 

tendency’ items, the directions were: “What would you do? Rank order the responses 

from 1 (what you are most likely to do) to 4 (what you are least likely to do).” For the 

‘knowledge’ SJT items, the directions were: “What is the best response? Rank order the 

responses from 1 (best response) to 4 (worst response).” An example of a behavioral 

tendency and knowledge SJT item used in this study are presented in figure 4. 
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Behavioral tendency SJT: 

Each week, your math professor assigns several practice problems for the 

material that is being covered, but they do not count towards your grade.  What 

would you do? Rank order the responses from 1 (what you are most likely to do) 

to 4 (what you are least likely to do). 

 Complete all of the practice problems, as they will help you learn the 

material and pass the tests 

 Do enough of the practice problems so that you know how to do each 

type of problem 

 Do not do the practice problems, but if you struggle on the first test, then 

start doing them 

 Get together with a group of friends each week, and complete the 

practice problems 

 

Knowledge SJT: 

Your grade for a class is based on only three (non-comprehensive) exams 

and five homework assignments. The professor for the class does not 

record attendance, and posts all of the slides, notes, and homework assignments 

online. The professor also provides review days, the class before each test. What 

is the best response? Rank order the responses from 1 (best response) to 4 (worst 

response). 

 Attend the class anyways. You will learn more simply by listening to the 

professor’s lectures. 

 Do not attend class, but if you fail an exam or a homework assignment, 

then start attending class. 

 Do not attend the class and instead spend the time you would be in class 

studying the material and working on homework assignments. 

 Only attend classes that are review days, so that you can hear the 

professor review the material and you can ask any questions you might 

have. 

 

Figure 4. Examples of behavioral tendency and knowledge SJTs used in the study 

 

 Scoring of SJTs. Several considerations for the scoring methods utilized in this 

study were discussed in the ‘considerations of SJTs’ section, and further discussion is 

provided below. 

SME-based scoring. The SME-based scoring method was chosen because it is the 

most common scoring method utilized for SJTs, there was a readily available pool of 

SMEs that could be used for the purposes of the study, and as Bergman et al. (2006) 
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found, the expert-based scoring method often yields higher validity coefficients as 

compared to other methods. For this study, SMEs were defined as graduate students who 

were enrolled in a student affairs graduate program at the University the data were 

collected.  

A total of 19 subject matter experts filled out the SJT items and were used for the 

SME-based scoring method. Each of the 19 graduate students completed the SJT items 

independently, and were not included in the other rounds of feedback or cognitive 

interviews. The response instructions that were provided were knowledge instructions 

[i.e. “what is the best response? Rank order the responses from 1 (the best response) to 4 

(the worst response)]. These instructions were chosen because the goal is to achieve the 

‘best’ response, not what they would do in that situation. After each of the subject matter 

experts completed the measure, frequencies of their selections for each of the response 

options were computed, and the ‘best’ order was decided based on the mode (highest 

frequency) of responses. For the most part, subject matter experts agreed on the ‘best’ 

and ‘worst’ answer choices. There were some disagreements on the middle response 

options; theory/face validity was used in these instances (n=3) to determine the better and 

worse response.  

Consensus-based scoring. The consensus-based scoring method was also used to 

determine if it is as effective as the SME-based scoring method. For this method, 

descriptive statistics and frequency of responses were computed for each SJT item. The 

response option that the most amount of participants chose as the ‘best’ response was 

given a 1, the response option that was the second most frequent response was given a 2, 
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and so on. So, there was a subject-matter expert-based order and a consensus-based order 

for each of the 15 SJT items (for both knowledge and behavioral tendency SJTs).  

Participants were then scored based on each of the scoring methods; they received a 1 for 

each response option that matched the scoring method used. Therefore, for each of the 

items, scoring could range from 0 to 4 (all four matched the order of the scoring method 

utilized). Scale scores were then computed for both knowledge SJTs and behavioral 

tendency SJTs. Since participants were randomly assigned seven knowledge SJT items 

and seven behavioral tendency SJT items, the scale score could range from 0-28 for 

knowledge SJTs and 0 - 28 for behavioral tendency SJTs. 

 Additional measures. Participants were also asked to fill out a 50-item measure 

of the Big 5 personality domains from Goldberg et al., (1992) after completing the SJT 

items. In this measure, participants were given 50 statements and asked to rate how 

accurate statements were of themselves, on a scale from 1 to 5, ranging from very 

inaccurate to very accurate. Examples of items included, “I feel comfortable around 

people,” and “I pay attention to details” (Goldberg et al., 1992). Participants also filled 

out a short form of the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR-16, Hart et 

al. 2015). This questionnaire was a 16-item short-form measure of the 40-item Paulhaus 

Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR, Paulhaus, 1984), which 

incorporates self-deceptive enhancement, defined as honest but overly positive 

responding, and impression management, defined as bias towards pleasing others. If a 

participant’s score on the 16-item BIDR measure is high, this means that the participant 

may be providing socially-desirable responses, and the validity of that participant’s 

survey scores could be compromised (Hart et al. 2015).  
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Results 

Test of Hypotheses 

 Hypothesis 1. The first hypothesis posited that the scoring method utilized 

(consensus-based vs. SME-based) would have an effect on the validity evidence of the 

SJTs in the prediction of college GPA. The different scoring methods – SME-based 

versus consensus-based – produced some different validity estimates, as seen in Table 1.  

The results showed that knowledge SJTs with SME-based scoring did not significantly 

predict college GPA, β = .12, t(210) = 1.78, p > .05. Therefore, knowledge SJTs with 

SME-based scoring did not explain a significant proportion of variance in college GPA, 

R2=.015, F(1, 210) =3.15, p > .05. It was also found that knowledge SJTs with 

consensus-based scoring did not significantly predict college GPA, β = .12, t(210) = 1.77, 

p > .05. Knowledge SJTs with consensus-based scoring did not explain a significant 

proportion of variance in college GPA, R2=.015, F(1, 210) =3.12, p > .05. 

Table 1.  

Standardized Regression Coefficients Predicting College GPA 

*Significant at the p < 0.05 level. 

Predictor B SE β 

SJT – Knowledge 

(SME-based scoring) 

.015 

 

.008 .121 

SJT – Knowledge 

(Consensus-based 

scoring) 

.013 .008 .121 

SJT-Behavioral 

Tendency (SME-based 

scoring) 

.012 .009 .086 

SJT-Behavioral 

Tendency (Consensus-

based scoring) 

.016 .008 .135* 
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 For behavioral tendency SJTs, differing estimates were found. The results showed 

that behavioral tendency SJTs with SME-based scoring did not significantly predict 

college GPA, β = .086, t(210) = 1.257, p > .05. As a result,behavioral-tendency SJTs with 

SME-based scoring did not explain a significant proportion of variance in college GPA, 

R2=.007, F(1, 210) =1.580, p > .05. However, behavioral tendency SJTs with consensus-

based scoring significantly predicted college GPA, β = .135, t(210) = 1.982, p < .05. 

Therefore, behavioral-tendency SJTs with consensus-based scoring explained a 

significant proportion of variance in college GPA, R2=.018, F(1, 210) = 3.93, p > .05.          

 Hypothesis 2. Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations are 

provided in Table 2 for both knowledge and behavioral tendency SJTs, which were used 

for hypotheses 2, 3, and 4. 
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Table 2. 

Correlations between variables 
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 The second hypothesis stated that scores on the SJT measures (both knowledge 

and behavioral tendency) would be positively related to the students’ self-reported GPA. 

This hypothesis was tested by reviewing the correlation between SJT scores and students’ 

GPA, for both of the scoring methods used in the study.  For knowledge SJTs, the 

correlation between students’ scores on the SJTs with SME-based scoring and college 

GPA was non-significant, r(213) = .12, p > .05. Similarly, the correlation between 

students’ scores on knowledge SJTs with consensus-based scoring and college GPA was 

also non-significant, r(213) = .12, p > .05.  For behavioral tendency SJTs, the correlation 

between students’ scores on the SJTs with SME-based scoring and their college GPA was 

non-significant, r(213) = .09, p > .05. However, the correlation between students’ scores  

on behavioral tendency SJTs with consensus-based scoring and college GPA was 

significant, r(213) = .14, p < .05.  Thus, there is limited support for the hypothesis 

providing evidence of criterion-related validity of the SJTs.  

 Hypotheses 3 and 4. These hypotheses were concerned with the construct 

validity of the SJTs. Specifically, the hypotheses stated that scores on the behavioral 

tendency SJT would be more highly correlated with Big 5 factors (extraversion, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and intellect) than knowledge SJT 

scores (hypothesis 3), and scores on the knowledge SJT would be more highly correlated 

with students’ standardized test scores than behavioral tendency SJT scores (hypothesis 

4). This would provide evidence of convergent and discriminant validity and also provide 

evidence that the two response instructions often utilized in SJTs are, in fact, measuring 

different constructs.  
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 For behavioral tendency SJTs, hypothesis 3 was partly supported. As seen in 

Table 2, significance was found for two correlations between Big 5 factors and the 

students’ scores on the behavioral tendency SJTs with SME-based scoring. Specifically, 

conscientiousness, r(249) = .28, p < .01) and agreeableness, r(249) = .29, p < .05. The 

pattern was similar for consensus-based scoring, as the same two Big 5 factors were 

significant; conscientiousness, r(249) = .38, p < .01 and agreeableness r(249) = .27, p < 

.01. For knowledge SJTs, on the other hand, significance was reached for three of the Big 

5 factors with SME-based scoring; extraversion, r(249) = .15, p < .05, agreeableness, 

r(249) = .22, p < .01, and conscientiousness, r(249) = .27, p < .01. Similarly, significance 

was reached for the same three Big 5 factors with consensus-based scoring; extraversion, 

r(249)= .15, p < .05, agreeableness, r(249) = .19, p < .01 and conscientiousness, r(249) = 

.27, p < .01. Thus, there is mixed evidence of the convergent/discriminant validity of 

behavioral tendency SJT items. 

 For knowledge SJTs, hypothesis 4 was supported. As seen in Table 2, there was a 

significant correlation between the students’ scores on the knowledge SJTs with SME-

based scoring and the students’ ACT/SAT composite score, r(214) = .25, p < .01. The 

correlation between the students’ scores on the knowledge SJTs with consensus-based 

scoring and the students’ ACT/SAT composite score was also significant, r(214) = .14, p 

< .01. For behavioral tendency SJTs, neither of the correlations between SJT scores and 

the students’ ACT/SAT composite score were significant; r(214) = .08, p > .05 for SME-

based scoring and r(214) = .03, p > .05 for consensus-based scoring. Thus, the hypothesis 

is supported for the evidence of convergent and discriminant validity of knowledge SJTs. 
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 Hypotheses 5 and 6. These two hypotheses were concerned with establishing the 

incremental validity of the SJTs. Hypothesis 5 was tested using hierarchical regression 

analysis, with the Big 5 factors (extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

emotional stability, and intellect) entered as step 1 of the regression, and scores on the 

knowledge SJT entered as step 2. As seen in Table 3, knowledge SJTs with SME-based 

scoring did not add to the prediction of the students’ college GPA over and above the Big 

5 factors (∆R2 = .01, p > .05). Similarly, knowledge SJTs with consensus-based scoring, 

as seen in Table 4, did not add to the prediction of the students’ college GPA over and 

above Big 5 factors (∆R2 = .01, p > .05). As a result, hypothesis 5 was not supported.   

 

Table 3.  

Hierarchical regression results for knowledge SJTs with SME-based scoring predicting 

college GPA over and above Big 5 factors. 
 

 b S.E. β t p R2 ∆R2 F 

DV = College GPA         

Model 1:      .091 .091** 4.142** 

Extraversion -.003 .005 -.042 -.616 .538    

Agreeableness .012 .007 .132 1.779 .077    

Conscientiousness .024 .006 .255 3.679 .000    

Emotional Stability .006 .006 .068 1.013 .312    

Intellect -.005 .007 -.052 -.709 .479    

Model 2:       .092 .001 3.495** 

Extraversion -.003 .005 -.046 -.660 .510    

Agreeableness .011 .007 .125 1.665 .097    

Conscientiousness .023 .007 .244 3.409 .001    

Emotional Stability .006 .006 .070 1.042 .299    

Intellect -.005 .008 -.048 -.647 .518    

SJT – Knowledge – 

SME-based scoring 

.005 .008 .040 .573 .568    

**  Correlation is significant at the .01 level  

*  Correlation is significant at the .05 level  
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 Hypothesis 6 was also tested using hierarchical regression analysis, with the 

students’ ACT/SAT composite scores entered as step 1 of the regression, and scores on 

the behavioral tendency SJT entered as step 2. As seen in Table 5, behavioral tendency 

SJTs with SME-based scoring did not add to the prediction of students’ college GPA over 

and above the students’ ACT/SAT composite scores (∆R2 = .006, p > .05). However, 

behavioral tendency SJTs with consensus-based scoring, as seen in Table 6, added to the 

prediction of the students’ college GPA over and above the students’ ACT/SAT scores 

(∆R2 = .025, p < .05). As a result, there is partial support for hypothesis 6.  

Table 4.  

Hierarchical regression results for knowledge SJTs with consensus-based scoring predicting 

college GPA over and above Big 5 factors 

 

 b S.E. β t p R2 ∆R2 F 

DV = College GPA         

Model 1:      .091 .091** 4.142** 

Extraversion -.003 .005 -.042 -.616 .538    

Agreeableness .012 .007 .132 1.779 .077    

Conscientiousness .024 .006 .255 3.679 .000    

Emotional Stability .006 .006 .068 1.013 .312    

Intellect -.005 .007 -.052 -.709 .479    

Model 2:       .092 .001 3.495** 

Extraversion -.003 .005 -.046 -.659 .511    

Agreeableness .011 .007 .125 1.657 .099    

Conscientiousness .023 .007 .244 3.499 .001    

Emotional Stability .006 .006 .070 1.038 .301    

Intellect -.005 .008 -.045 -.608 .544    

SJT – Knowledge 

– consensus-based 

scoring 

.004 .008 .041 .575 .566    

**  Correlation is significant at the .01 level  

*  Correlation is significant at the .05 level  
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Table 5.  

Hierarchical regression results for behavioral tendency SJTs with SME-based scoring 

predicting college GPA over and above cognitive ability 

 

 b S.E. β t p R2 ∆R2 F 

DV = College 

GPA 

        

Model 1:      .068 .068** 13.507** 

ACT/SAT 

score 

.038 .010 .262 3.675 .000    

Model 2:       .074 .006 7.326** 

ACT/SAT 

score 

.037 .010 .256 3.583 .000    

SJT Behavioral 

Tendency – 

SME-based 

scoring 

.011 .010 .076 1.065 .288    

**  Correlation is significant at the .01 level  

*  Correlation is significant at the .05 level  

Table 6.  

Hierarchical regression results for behavioral tendency SJTs with consensus-based 

scoring predicting college GPA over and above cognitive ability 

 

 b S.E. β t p R2 ∆R2 F 

DV = College 

GPA 

        

Model 1:      .068 .068** 13.507** 

ACT/SAT 

score 

.038 .010 .262 3.675 .000    

Model 2:       .094 .025* 9.457** 

ACT/SAT 

score 

.037 .010 .254 3.601 .000    

SJT Behavioral 

Tendency – 

consensus-

based scoring 

.019 .008 .159 2.259 .025    

**  Correlation is significant at the .01 level  

*  Correlation is significant at the .05 level  
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 Hypothesis 7. This hypothesis stated that SJT scores would have lower subgroup 

differences than traditional measures of cognitive ability. In the sample, Cohen’s d was 

calculated to determine the differences in the scores on the SJT measure and the students’ 

ACT/SAT scores between racial subgroups. In this sample, sample sizes were very small 

for minority groups (n = 12 for African American, n = 41 for Asian, and n = 10 for 

Hispanic, and n = 8 for other). As a result, minority groups were collapsed into one 

group; thus, there were two groups for comparison – White (n = 179) and a minority 

group (n = 71). Although this is not ideal, many studies have shown this is an acceptable 

form of comparison, as much of the literature in the selection and assessment industry 

compares the scores of White respondents to the scores of minority respondents (Roth et 

al., 2001). 

 In the sample of data collected, Cohen’s d was calculated to determine if there 

were any score differences between white respondents and minority respondents on the 

SJTs. As shown in Table 7, both knowledge SJTs and the behavioral tendency SJTs had  

Table 7.  

Racial group comparison (White vs. minority group) of SJTs and 

cognitive ability 
 

Measure 
Mean Score 

Difference 
Cohen’s d 

Knowledge SJT – SME-based 

scoring 2.689 .523 

Knowledge SJT – Consensus-

based scoring 2.061 .371 

Behavioral Tendency SJT – 

SME-based scoring 1.453 .330 

Behavioral Tendency SJT – 

consensus-based scoring 1.453 .314 

ACT/SAT Score 1.413 .290 

College GPA 0.215 .361 
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SJTs. Furthermore, their recommendation to first administer a cognitive ability test, and 

then if one wants an additional test to supplement cognitive ability, to use an SJT 

measure with behavioral tendency instructions, seems to align with the findings of this 

study. This is likely because there is less ‘crossover’ of constructs - behavioral tendency 

SJTs are more strongly related to personality measures, so there is less overlap with 

cognitive ability measures.  

 The significant incremental change in R2 value obtained in this study was .025. 

While this value does not seem large or even meaningful on the surface, even small 

increases (e.g. .01 or .02) in validity estimates can produce large increases in 

hiring/selecting efficiency for organizations when they are summed across multiple 

hiring/selection decisions (Hunter et al., 1992; Schmidt & Hunter, 1998). Because 

colleges and universities are generally dealing with a very large number of applicants, 

significant increases in selecting efficiency can occur even with slightly improving 

selection measures, resulting in better applicants being selected into the school. 

Subgroup Differences 

 Another focus of the study was to determine if subgroup differences could be 

minimized by using SJTs. Previous research has shown that, in general, SJTs have less 

race-based and gender-based subgroup differences than traditional measures cognitive 

ability (Chan & Schmitt,1997; Motowidlo et al.,1990; Whetzel, McDaniel, & Nguyen, 

2008; Weekley & Jones 1999). However, on average, White respondents still perform 

better on SJTs than Black (Cohen’s d = .38), Hispanic (Cohen’s d = .24), and Asian 

(Cohen’s d = .29) respondents (Whetzel et al., 2008). Prior research has also shown that 

SJTs with knowledge instructions had slightly higher values of Cohen’s d than SJTs with 
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behavioral tendency instructions, likely because of their stronger relation to cognitive 

ability measures. 

 In this sample, sample sizes were very small for minority groups (n = 12 for 

African American, n = 41 for Asian, and n = 10 for Hispanic, and n = 8 for other). As a 

result, minority groups were collapsed into one group, resulting in two groups for 

comparison – White (n = 179) and a minority group (n = 71). Medium to large values of 

Cohen’s d (range .314 to .523) were found for the SJTs with the various scoring options; 

the value for Cohen’s d was smaller (d = .330 and d = .314) for behavioral tendency SJTs 

than it was for knowledge SJTs (d = .523 and d = .371) which aligns with previous 

research. However, the values were all higher than the Cohen’s d value that was found 

for the students’ ACT/SAT scores (d = .290). This indicates that race-based differences 

may actually have been lower in the students’ ACT/SAT scores. However, when looking 

at the composition of the sample, this may have been a result of the high proportion of 

study abroad students in which English was not their first language, included in the 

sample. Therefore, the SJT items may not have been appropriate for this group of 

respondents because of the language barrier and a variety of cultural differences. While 

time was spent pre-testing the items and performing cognitive interviews in order to shed 

light on issues similar to this, it appears that some of the SJT items may have been 

inherently difficult for some respondents. This is an area of future research for this study 

– to determine which SJT items were troublesome for minority respondents. 

Use of SJTs 

 Beyond the validity evidence of the SJTs, there are several advantages to using 

SJTs as a form of student selection or retention. First, some students may struggle on 



 

71 

 

standardized tests, but have some non-cognitive skills or attributes that would lead them 

to be successful in college. Because colleges and universities focus so heavily on 

cognitive predictors, these students may not get admitted into a college/university. SJTs 

may be one way to overcome this problem. They would allow colleges and universities to 

capture the non-cognitive skills and attributes these students possess, which may help 

them overcome their poor standardized test results. For example, several students 

included in the sample had very low ACT/SAT scores. However, their college GPA was 

relatively high, at least when predicting what their college GPA should be from their 

standardized test results. After going back to examine their SJT scores, the students may 

have a higher GPA than was expected because of their high scores on the SJTs. A 

potential explanation is those students may be high on some of the non-cognitive skills 

and attributes that are leading them to be successful in college, but evidence of this would 

not have been captured if schools were only concerned with the traditional cognitive 

predictors of college success. 

 Another benefit of using SJTs is their ability to be used for formative 

assessment/evaluation. For example, a student may be struggling in their first semester of 

college and may even be placed on academic probation. It might be worthwhile for the 

student to meet with an academic advisor and examine their SJT responses, to analyze 

their decision-making ability and see if their judgment in college could be improved. This 

would make SJTs a useful measure for student retention. Up to this point, there are 

limited instances of SJTs being used in this way, making this a possible direction for 

future research.  
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Differences based on the scoring method and response instructions. Another 

area of interest in this study was to examine whether validity differences occurred as a 

result of the scoring method and response instructions utilized. In this study, two scoring 

methods were used—the SME-based scoring method, and the consensus-based scoring 

method. Different validity estimates were found based on the scoring method used. 

Interestingly, the consensus-based method actually produced higher validity estimates 

and was more likely to be significant during analyses. This is a meaningful finding for 

several reasons. First, the consensus-based scoring method allows SJTs to be scored for 

domains in which experts do not exist or are hard to find. The implication is consensus-

based scoring may allow for the assessment of knowledge domains that have not been 

traditionally examined in psychological or educational research. Another benefit is it 

allows for a shorter development timeframe of the SJTs, because SMEs are not required 

to score the items. This may allow for lower costs and time associated with the 

development of the SJT, as expert judgments can be expensive and time-consuming to 

collect. 

 Differences in validity estimates were also found as a result of the response 

instructions used. In this study, the content of the SJT items was held constant, while only 

the response instructions varied (what would you do? vs. what is the best response?). The 

results provide evidence that even when the content of the SJTs is held constant, simply 

changing the wording of the response instructions can have an effect on the construct 

being measured. Specifically, requiring respondents to choose the best response will 

likely result in the SJTs being more highly related to cognitive ability, while requiring 

respondents to choose what they are most likely to do in that situation will likely result in 
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the SJTs being more highly related to personality traits. Additionally, it was found that 

knowledge SJTs did not meaningfully add to the prediction of college GPA, while 

behavioral tendency SJTs with consensus-based scoring did meaningfully add to the 

prediction of the students’ college GPA. Therefore, it appears that behavioral tendency 

SJTs, when combined with the students standardized test scores, have more potential to 

aid in the prediction of college GPA.  

 These findings also have several implications for how the different types of SJTs 

are used in practice. First, if one wants to avoid socially desirable responding or reduce 

respondents’ ability to fake on the SJTs, it is suggested to use knowledge response 

instructions in order to limit that ability. However, in some circumstances, SJTs with 

behavioral tendency instructions may be preferred. For instance, when there is already a 

cognitive test or predictor being used, it may be best to combine that with a behavioral 

tendency SJT, as there is less crossover of constructs as compared to SJTs with 

knowledge instructions.  

Limitations 

 While there are several strengths of this study, there are also some limitations. 

First, students self-reported their ACT/SAT scores and college GPA. As a result, students 

may have not been fully honest in their self-report, or may not have remembered their 

ACT/SAT score or known their current GPA. While self-reporting ACT/SAT scores and 

GPA are not necessarily ideal, research has shown this is an acceptable way to collect 

these data when other options are limited (Cole & Gonyea, 2009; Sanchez & Buddin, 

2015). Cole & Gonyea (2009), found high correlations ranging from .86 to .95 for self-
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reported test scores (SAT scale scores and ACT composite scores) with their actual test 

score, and similar correlations have been found for self-reported GPA and actual GPA. 

 Another limitation of this study was using self-reported college GPA as the sole 

criterion measure. While college GPA is often used in the literature as a proxy for 

‘college success,’ there were some limitations to its use in this study. For example, a high 

proportion of students in the sample were college freshman (41.7%), which means their 

GPA is calculated from only a few classes. Students may have struggled with their 

transition to college or may have some very difficult (or very easy) classes in the one 

semester they attended the school so far, which would result in their GPA being biased. If 

the study were to be conducted again, a variety of criterion measures should be used. 

Possibilities include absenteeism, using the grades of particular classes, or other 

established measures of ‘college success’ like the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA, 

Hardison & Vilamovska, 2009). 

An additional limitation of the study is traditional psychometrics were unable to 

be used in this study. Because individual SJT items lack clear factor loadings, 

homogeneous SJTs scales are difficult to create, and SJTs are often multi-dimensional 

(Whetzel & McDaniel, 2009; Chan & Schmitt, 1997, 2002). As a result, the heterogeneity 

of SJT measures makes Cronbach’s alpha a relatively inappropriate reliability index 

(Cronbach, 1951). Additionally, because participants were randomly assigned a set of 

knowledge and behavioral-tendency SJT items in order to make comparisons between the 

types of response instruction, very few participants received the same set of items. While 

Whetzel and McDaniel (2009) argued that test-retest reliability and parallel forms 

reliability are more appropriate reliability estimates for SJTs, these estimates could also 
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not be computed for this study. Participants only completed the SJT items at one time 

point, so test-retest reliability would not be possible. And, only one set of SJT items was 

created, whereas an ‘alternate form’ is needed to compute parallel forms reliability.  

The final limitation of this study is that large differences in race/ethnicity were 

found for the SJT measures created in this study. This was likely a result of the large 

population of study abroad students in which English is not their first language included 

in the sample. These students have qualitatively different experiences as American 

college students, so the content included in the SJTs may not have been entirely 

applicable for them. This is likely why there were high estimates of subgroup differences 

in the sample. 
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