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It often surprises me that there seems to be 
so little rigour associated with personality 
tests. Furthermore, when they are used, 
there is often a lack of understanding as 
to what the scores mean. To help you out, 
let’s look at what personality tests should 
be measuring and how to use them.

Personality tests are very useful when 
it comes to selection and development.  
They play an important role in human 
resources and in the psychology of work.  
There are fi ve broad dimensions that 
are measured in most well developed 
personality questionnaires: openness, 
conscientiousness, extroversion, 
agreeableness and neuroticism (you can 
use the acronym OCEAN to help you 
remember them). They are also known 
as the ‘fi ve factor model’ of personality. 

Below these broad dimensions 
are more narrow preferences which 
describe a person’s characteristics and 
behaviour, for example, within the broad 
dimension of ‘conscientiousness’ you 
have the more narrow preferences of 
‘industriousness’ and ‘orderliness’. 

Two questions then arise, fi rstly, should 
we use the personality dimensions at 
the lower or higher level of the hierarchy.  
The view we take in our consulting 
at the Centre for High Performance 
Development is that it depends on what 
we are trying to predict. If your model of 
job performance is broad, then it makes 
sense to use broad personality dimensions 
to predict performance. If your model of 
job performance is detailed, then you are 
more likely to have success using narrower 
more targeted personality dimensions.

Secondly, should we focus on certain 
preferences more than others? The 
knowledge, skills and abilities required 
for effective leadership are numerous and 
diverse. Because of this, in our view, it 
is unrealistic to expect single personality 
dimensions, on their own, to predict leader 
effectiveness. Rather, the personality 
dimensions that are known from research 
to distinguish leaders from non-leaders 
need to be considered collectively. 
Just as leadership is a complex issue, 

the combinations of individual traits, 
both inherited and learned, that predict 
leadership are more accurately represented 
by multiple personality dimensions.  
We take this approach in much of our 
organisational development work, where 
personality profi les are integrated with 
behavioural capabilities and career interests 
to create career streams for individuals.

In summary, your best approach would 
be to use a personality questionnaire 
that covers both broad and narrow 
dimensions of personality. Then look at 
the specifi c role that you are recruiting for 
or developing someone into and identify 
some of the more narrow dimensions 
that would give you an insight into how 
someone is likely to perform in that 
role. Finally, combine your personality 
questionnaire with questionnaires or 
analysis of behavioural capabilities and 
career preferences/motivations. After all 
that, you should have the most robust 
analysis on which to base your decisions.
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Making the business leaders of today
the success stories of tomorrow

The Centre for High Performance Development is an
international leadership consultancy specialising in the
assessment and development of leaders. We work across 
all levels of an organisation from first time managers to
chief executive officers. 

Our approach to leadership assessment and development 
is based on thirty years of research into the behaviours 
that contribute to business success. 

We work with organisations to measure and benchmark 
the capability of their leaders and offer a comprehensive
portfolio of over 30 leadership and management 
training courses.

Further information
To speak to one of our consultants about our leadership
assessment and development tools, please contact 
us on 0207 9405 127 or email us on info@chpd.com

We can help you:

• Address organisational underperformance

• Develop, motivate and retain your talent

• Ensure your team works better together

• Benchmark your people against the best

• Develop essential leadership skills

• Become highly inspirational and persuasive

• Improve your strategic thinking

• Make better decisions
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The importance of 
highly focused personality tests 
We’re looking at introducing 
personality tests into our 
recruitment and development 
processes. I’m a little 
confused as to what to go for 
and how to use the scores 
we’re going to get out of it. 

Dr Tony Cockerill, 
Founder of the 

Centre for High 
Performance 
Development




