
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Assessor Impact  

Overview  
Assessors are often used in recruitment, appraisal, promotion and other processes. And yet 
studies suggest the majority of companies believe that lenient appraisals jeopardise the 
validity of their appraisal systems. The impact that a particular Assessor may have on the 
outcome for the Assessee (the Subject of the assessment) thus warrants attention. 

In this innovative Masters research project, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was 
used to isolate the differences between more and less lenient Assessors. Whilst the 
Assessor group was small so the findings need to be considered in that context, all 
organisations using Assessors could usefully reflect on the research findings. 

Challenge 
Matthew Atkinson identified a consistent finding in business, that some Assessors were 
systematically more lenient than others. Recognising the potentially significant implications 
of this fact, he decided to address this in a research project. 

Background 

Research suggested that ‘leniency’ was first used in reference to assessment in 1929, when 
Assessors were found to rate well above the midpoint of the scale used.  

The issue of Assessor leniency remained an area of research in the academic community 
since then and had been referred to as the ‘hawk-dove effect.’  

This leniency effect has been found to be independent from other types of Assessor 
inaccuracy, including the halo effect.  

To combat this leniency effect, some organisations implement forced ranking procedures 
whereby the population of Assessors, such as performance managers, can only award the 
top ratings to a pre-defined percentage of Subjects. But forced ranking has been widely 
maligned, so organisations are justified in looking for better solutions.  

Additionally, as Assessors are used in several activities associated with the study and 
practice of Business Psychology, factors in the effectiveness of Assessor activity stood out 
as a topic of research was important in the field. 

Possible Explanations 

It can be said that previous research has failed to unearth the cause of the leniency effect, 
and it is therefore difficult for organisations to control. Previous research had indicated: 

• The link between leniency and Assessor personality was weak and unclear 

• Agreeableness might be associated with leniency in some contexts, but findings were 
inconsistent; and 

• Conscientiousness might be associated with severity in some contexts, but findings 
were inconsistent 

• There was no robust link between leniency and the cognitive ability of Assessors 
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Research into Motivational factors – such as Assessors having hidden agendas, friendships 
with Subjects or being driven by conflict avoidance – had dried up over a decade before, 
with little notable progress having been made since. 

Research Constraints 

The Researcher observed that almost all studies to investigate the leniency effect had been 
conducted in laboratory, not organisational, settings. It would therefore be difficult to apply 
existing research directly to the practitioner community. 

It could be argued that the scarcity of organisational, as opposed to laboratory, studies was 
because of the impracticalities of identifying and studying ‘lenient’ or ‘severe’ Assessors 
within business contexts. Firstly, the terms ‘severe’ and ‘lenient’ are both relative terms, 
inextricably linked to a comparison group. Second, to identify ‘severe’ Assessors within an 
organisational context, it would be necessary to compare inherently subjective Assessor 
ratings with a parallel objective assessment of Subjects. The nature of Assessor-based 
assessment however is such that a like for like comparison would not be easily achieved. 
Afterall, if it were possible to objectively identify strong candidates without Assessors, 
organisations would have little need to employ them.  

Approach 
Research Subjects 

The Researcher found an organisational partner to work with, to carry out his research, and 
proposed taking an interpretative phenomenological approach to analysing a group of their 
Assessors. 

Conducting this study in an organisational setting enhanced its business relevance but 
necessitated some sensitivity too. For example, subjective descriptors for Assessors, like 
‘lenient’ and ‘harsh,’ needed to be avoided. 

Working with a small group of Assessors, he distinguished between: 

• Assessors who could be described as having a “low propensity to reject,” with a track 
record of rejecting ≤ 7% of candidates they assessed; and  

• Assessors who could be described as having a “propensity to reject,” with a track 
record of rejecting ≥17% of candidates assessed 

In the research group: 

• All Assessors had completed 25 or more assessments 

• No Assessors had rejected between 7% and 17% of Subjects 

He thus commenced his work differentiating between Assessors with a Propensity to Reject 
(PR), aka Hawks, and Assessors with a Low Propensity to Reject (LPR), aka Doves. 

Research Steps 

The Researcher began by investigating the underlying beliefs, assumptions and motivations 
of Assessors, in order to understand how Assessors with differing propensities to reject 
candidates conceptualised their roles as Assessors.  

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was used for two main reasons: 

• There was a need to investigate individuals’ own understanding of their role as 
Assessors, so qualitative (rather than quantitative) analytical methodology was 
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appropriate. A quantitative approach could potentially mask the richness of the 
information shared by participants about their attitudes and beliefs.  

• Of the different methodologies available, IPA stood out to the Researcher for its 
strong epistemological alignment to the research question  

After conducting semi-structured interviews with each Assessor, transcripts were 
interrogated in line with IPA methodology (analysing the words used, and the researcher’s 
experience in the interview itself).  

Three superordinate themes were established, showing differences in how PR and LPR 
groups conceptualized their roles as Assessors. These themes were: 

• Core Purpose 

• PR conceptualization: providing a service to a business 

• LPR conceptualization: providing help to an individual 

• Attitude 

• PR conceptualization: exerting one’s self 

• LPR conceptualization: experiencing someone else 

• Doubt 

• PR conceptualization: forming one’s view 

• LPR conceptualization: doubting one’s self 

In summary, it was observed that lenient Assessors tended to believe their purpose was to 
provide help to an individual, whereas less lenient Assessors believed their purpose was to 
provide a service to a business. Further, lenient Assessors’ attitudes were more passive 
than less lenient Assessors’ attitudes. Finally, lenient Assessors expressed more doubt than 
did less lenient Assessors.  

Outcome 
Applying the Insight 

Demonstrating that ‘lenient’ and ‘severe’ Assessors conceptualized their roles differently, 
trainers can set expectations and clarify roles before assessment projects. This may enable 
organisations to create greater consistency in the approach used by Assessors in 
recruitment, development, judging of merit/awards, employee appraisals, and the like. 

The organisational sponsor noted, “this is excellent work, from a range of perspectives.” 
Because the project findings were so practical and accessible, they were used to set 
consistent expectations and support Assessors during multi-rater projects at the participant 
organisation. This helped to support the organisation’s ambition to be at the forefront of 
innovation in assessment. 

Reflections on the Work 

Coming from a statistical analytical background, the main learning the Researcher took away 
from the project was the validity and impact of conducting qualitative research in 
organisations where context calls for it. Deeply investigating individual experiences of events 
can be as informative as studying large populations, albeit in different ways.  
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