
Assessment Center Guidelines. Legalities and Ethical Considerations 

 The Guidelines and Ethical Considerations for Assessment Center Operations (Task Force on 

Assessment Center Guidelines, 1989, p. 461) require job analysis, assessments and behavioral 

observations to be “classified into some meaningful and relevant categories, such as dimensions, 

attributes, characteristics, aptitudes, qualities, skills, abilities, knowledge or tasks.” The following 

behavioral dimensions have been identified (Highhouse, S., & Harris, M., 1993) as traits a police officer 

must demonstrate in order to proficiently perform their official duties:   

1. Perceptions: To identify and understand the critical elements of a situation, to observe 

situational details and/or conditions. To recognize based upon job knowledge, discrepancies 

or conditions that warrant action and to interpret the implications of such action. 

2. Judgment: The developing of alternative courses of action and making of sound and logical 

decisions based on assumptions that reflect factual information. 

3. Decisiveness: The willingness to make decisions, take action or commit one’s self to a course 

of action and it involves the willingness to accept responsibility for those decisions. The 

willingness to move ahead, when needed, on less than perfect information, as well as, the 

willingness to appropriately suspend action until clarification or greater detail can be obtained 

represents decisiveness. 

4. Oral Communication: Clear, unambiguous, composed and effective expression of one’s self 

through oral means. This includes skill in listening to others in order to gain accurate 

understanding of what they are intending to communicate. The use and interpretation of 

nonverbal communication such as hand, facial and body gestures as well as eye contact are 

part of this dimension. 

5. Written Communication: The clear, organized, logical and effective expression of one’s self 

in written format. The proper use of grammar, spelling and punctuation are also part of this 

dimension. 

 

The Americans with Disabilities Act 

Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act took effect in January 1992. It prohibited 

discrimination by governmental agencies in any activity, including employment practices. The Act 

identified “a disabled person as one who has a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one 

or more major life activities,” (Litchford, 1991). In accordance with this Act, two procedural functions 

were identified and implemented by police agencies: (a) mental impairment is any mental or 

psychological disorder such as mental retardation, organic brain syndrome, emotional or mental illness 

and specific learning disabilities, excluding common personality traits, and (b) identified any qualifying 

individual with a disability as anyone, with or without reasonable accommodations, could perform the 

essential functions of the employment process. 

When inquiring into a possible mental impairment, such questions are considered medical in 

nature and a conditional offer of employment must be in place prior to the administration of any 

psychological instruments that are meant to diagnosis or identify psychological disorders, (Rubin, 1994). 

The second procedure was to clearly identify “essential functions.” The most appropriate methodology for 

this was through a job task analysis of the targeted position and quantifying the frequency and criticality 

of each function with the assistance of Subject Matter Experts and then reviewing these findings every 

four to five years. Florida’s current job task analysis for an entry-level police officer identifies 212 tasks 

that must be proficiently demonstrated in order to function at a minimum basic level, (FDLE, 1998). 

Selection criteria based upon the appropriate mental and physical standards must be developed, and an 

applicant must be asked to demonstrate a proficiency in performance of each essential job function. Such 

testing must be consistent with business necessity, be job related, and should not discriminate by 



screening out individuals with disabilities who could, with accommodations, perform the essential 

requirements of the job.  

This legislation did not adversely impact the law enforcement profession as much as it was 

originally feared. Addictions were categorized within the disease model, thus coming under the protection 

of ADA. Visions of armed drug addicts enforcing the laws of this country were short lived. If mere 

possession of the drug constituted criminal behavior, then that was identified as poor judgment, a 

disqualifying act and not under the protection of ADA. However, if one were taking a legally prescribed 

medication for a disorder or disease, then under ADA the agency would have to determine the level of 

impairment to the performance of the job. 

Federal Consent Decrees and Police Testing 

During the George A. Bush administration, the Justice Department had sought through litigation 

to gain consent decrees with several large metropolitan law-enforcement agencies to abandon their 

cognitive ability exams that test for basic reading, writing, memory and reasoning skills. Such test, the 

government argued, were not sufficiently related to police work. Police administrators countered with the 

police officers need for mental skills to make snap decisions about everything from the interpretation and 

application of abstract legal concepts to the use of deadly force.  

In 1994, a dangerous testing precedent took place in Nassau County on New York’s Long Island, 

(Price, 1997; Gottfredson, 1997). The Justice Department supervised the development of the entrance 

exam. Instead of reading, the written cognitive sections were replaced with videotape presentations. 

Personality instruments that identified traits like “achievement motivation” and “openness to experience” 

were added. After administering the exam and obtaining the results, 16 of 25 sections were discarded 

citing adverse impact on minorities. Eight of the nine remaining sections were personality sections. For 

these nine sections, there were no zero-order r’s, no inter-correlations among the scores on the original 25 

tests or batteries considered, no regression for the full battery or any of the smaller extraction, no score 

means or standard deviations for any of the batteries being evaluated, and no separate data for whites. All 

of these items are required by the Uniform Guidelines Sections 15B(8) and 15B(10). The Guidelines (p. 

27) further state, “users may rely upon criterion-related validity studies, content validity studies or 

construct validity studies.” The Government’s testing specialists failed to adhere to any of the basic 

testing procedures. 

The one cognitive section left for reading comprehension was scored strictly on a pass-fail basis. 

The validation criteria established by the exam was, in order to receive a passing score, the applicant had 

to score at the bottom 1% of the current police officers. The top scorers in actuality were borderline 

illiterates. The cognitive portion of the exam accounted for 25% of the overall score. The personality 

profile counted for the remaining 75%. The profile was scored to a Justice Department formula that has 

never been identified to Nassau County officials or the public and it did appear to decrease adverse 

impact. In actuality the test is no better than chance.  

The Justice Department has continued to exert legal and political pressure on personnel psychologist by 

expecting them to develop valid tests of essential skills that do not have adverse impact on groups who 

possess fewer of those skills. By pursuing this agenda, the Department of Justice has legally validated the 

testing methodology and instrument. They are currently seeking consent decrees for its utilization with 

the state police of New Jersey and Louisiana and the city of Torrance, California. 
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This research material is from Dr. Krawczyn’s doctoral dissertation "A Correlated Study of Police Officer Job Performance and 

the NEO-PI-R Conscientiousness Factor. Of the seven null hypothesis proposed, six were rejected. Three were at the .01 level of 

significance, two were at the .05 and .01 level of significance and one was at the .05 level of significance. 

 


