
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Banking on Values 

Overview  
Banks depend on customers to have a great deal of trust in them. And yet commentators 
suggest 2008 marked the year when ‘almost the entire world lost faith in the ethics and 
integrity of banks.’ Most banks have worked hard to regain public trust whilst facing 
increased competition, opportunity and challenges as a result of the fintech revolution. 

Whilst addressing those big issues, along with the media scrutiny and financial challenges 
they brought, The Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) was continuing to invest in attracting and 
recruiting top talent. They worked with Business Psychology Consultants at the Work 
Psychology Group (WPG) to address their demands for top talent who would support their 
agenda to embed and sustain the Bank’s cultural values. 

Challenge 
Many observed that the global recession cast a spotlight over the culture of banking. Short-
term thinking and inadequate risk control had created issues (Kandola, et al., 2013). In 
response, RBS created a multi-year plan with the objective of becoming ‘number one for 
customer service, trust and advocacy by 2020.’ The Bank worked to ensure that customer 
care principles – such as building trust, risk control and ethical decision-making – were more 
explicit than ever.  

The bank wanted their values to resonate through the thousands of interactions they had 
with their customers every day. In this context RBS wanted to attract and recruit applicants 
who possessed the attributes that best complemented their values and strategic goals for 
customer advocacy. 

RBS had also publicly committed to achieving a fully 50/50 gender-balanced workforce by 
2030. And they wanted to increase recruitment from less advantaged backgrounds. This 
priority linked to the Bank’s value of ‘Doing the Right Thing,’ including recognising the case 
for diversity (Slater et al., 2008).  

‘RBS Early Career,’ the team dedicated to recruiting Graduates and Apprentices, sought a 
solution to embed the Bank’s values within selection criteria, and the overall candidate 
experience. Indicators for success established by the team were psychometric 
considerations of reliability, validity and fairness, and a demonstrable shift in ‘pass ratios’ 
particularly for women and those who went to state schools as opposed to independent 
schools.  

Approach 
The Bank’s values, to be incorporated in the recruitment process, were: 

• Serving Customers 

• Working Together 

• Thinking Long Term 
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• Doing the Right Thing 

Identifying Issues 
The Psychologists evaluated data from 4,628 RBS candidates. An important finding 
concerned the initial candidate filter, a ‘motivational questionnaire.’ Higher pass rates were 
observed at this stage for males, and those from independent schools, compared with 
females and candidates from state schools. These differences did not appear to link to 
performance at subsequent assessment stages.  

Other options were considered, to achieve ambitious gender balance targets and widen 
participation to those from less advantaged backgrounds. For example, the Psychologists 
demonstrated that traditional high-volume selection methods, such as cognitive tests and A-
levels, were becoming increasingly incongruent with the social mobility agenda, and links 
between career success and UCAS points remained unclear (Kirkup, et al., 2008). (The 
Universities and Colleges Admissions Service in the UK (UCAS) uses point to measure the 
relative value of all post-16 qualifications in the UK.) 

RBS wanted to introduce changes to improve their process accordingly. 

A bespoke Situational Judgement Test (SJT) was considered a more suitable solution.  

Applying Science 

In advising the client on the use of this form of assessment, a range of factors were 
considered including:  

• SJT literature demonstrates favourable candidate reactions (Chan & Schmitt, 2002) 
and face validity (Clevenger, et al., 2001) 

• SJT validation shows good reliability (consistency), predictive validity (McDaniel, et 
al., 2007), and incremental validity over cognitive (Koczwara, et al., 2012) and 
personality measures (Patterson, et al., 2009), i.e. they can add value by predicting 
job performance even when cognitive ability and personality data are controlled for 

• SJT assessments often show reduced Adverse Impact over cognitive tests (Lievens, 
Buyse & Sackett, 2005), such as smaller group differences between, for example, 
males and females 

This evidence was highly attractive to RBS to address their priorities and ensure rigour in the 
selection process. 

Project Steps 

A test specification was developed collaboratively with RBS stakeholders. Because the 
population was Graduates with limited work experience, from diverse backgrounds, the SJT 
was designed to assess core Values rather than job knowledge, and present realistic 
dilemmas that could be faced in the role. A short 20-minute test was designed, to avoid over-
burdening candidates. Scenarios were reviewed according to RBS’s ‘Writing Simply’ 
campaign, fairness of topics, content validity, and to avoid RBS-specific knowledge. The 
item development process included: 

• Interviews with subject matter experts (SMEs) to generate content  

• Scenario development interviews were held with a range of personnel including 
Graduate Programme leaders, Hiring and Resourcing Managers, and key change 
agents supporting the 2020 ambition, such as Culture and Enterprise Risk. This 
ensured that the SJT contexts were varied and representative, and that stakeholders 
influenced content directly 
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• Focus groups with SMEs and incumbents to review draft scenarios to ensure they 
were relevant 

• Stakeholder focus groups shaped the content, informed by the Bank’s values and an 
existing performance framework to ensure content validity 

• Scoring keys determined by SME consensus 

• SMEs discussed in detail correct keys, using RBS Values to guide agreement. This 
included the Bank’s ‘Yes’ checklist to ensure appropriateness. When considering 
responses the group asked, for example: ‘Will this decision keep our customers’ 
assets safe?’ Content was rejected at this stage if there was insufficient agreement. 
This ensured that keys were anchored firmly in the criteria and Values 

• SJT piloting was completed by RBS incumbent Graduates (n=127) 

o Items were rejected if they correlated poorly with other items, and if they did not 
differentiate between candidates, such as by being too easy or difficult 

o Final content and scoring keys were ratified with stakeholders and showed good 
internal consistency reliability (Cronbach α=.82) and that the test was differentiating 
between candidates sufficiently 

Below is an example SJT scenario with response options: 

You’ve been working on a new RBS product called SimpleBank that will improve the 
way customers do their banking online. You have just given a presentation to other 
departments to inform colleagues of the product and its benefits to customers. John, 
who works in another department, approaches you. He disagrees with many of the 
points from your presentation. You disagree with what he is saying. 

How appropriate are each of the following responses in this situation? 

A) Inform John politely that you do not appreciate being spoken to in this way 

B) Politely challenge John’s criticism, using the knowledge you have gained from 
working on the presentation 

C) Ask John more about why he disagreed with many of the points from your 
presentation 

Outcome 
Reliable and Fair 

Analysis was undertaken to establish the validity of the tool with a large candidate sample 
(n=16,339): 

• A ‘pass mark’ was established to filter out 30% of candidates with no Adverse Impact 
on any demographic sub-group investigated (using the four-fifths rule), including 
between Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) and White candidates 

• Data showed a higher pass ratio of female applicants compared to male 

• A t-test showed that females were outperforming males on the SJT to a statistically 
significant extent (p<.001). Further, the same relationship was found for candidates 
who went to non-selective state schools, compared to independent schools (p<.01). 
Reassuringly however, neither of these differences showed Adverse Impact for any 
group 

• Criterion validity (i.e., is the SJT measuring what we intend it to be measuring?) was 
undertaken with comparison between candidate SJT scores and subsequent 
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interview scores. A statistically significant positive correlation was found (N=820, 
r=.14, p<.01), providing evidence of criterion validity, unlike the preceding 
motivational questionnaire 

Feedback 
The Psychologists found stakeholder feedback to be consistently positive. The Assessment 
Centre pass criteria were raised accordingly to reflect the improved standard of candidates. 
Hiring managers’ time spent interviewing was reduced. The approach generated great 
interest across other contexts, such as Volume Hiring and Apprenticeships, who began 
implementing SJT’s to support specific objectives. 

Additionally, candidates’ feedback was highly positive and, importantly, candidate tracking 
data pre- and post-SJT implementation showed that candidate attrition rate reduced notably. 
And the test-taking experience became 50% quicker. 

Monitoring 

The level of challenge presented by the SJT continued to be monitored. Whilst differentiating 
effectively, there was opportunity to increase the difficulty of the assessment to enable a 
more efficient, larger filter. The Bank later trialled a blended approach of item types, to 
ensure that a sufficient degree of challenge remained over time. 

In summary, the Psychologists believe that the evidence gathered demonstrated that the 
RBS Graduate SJT met robust psychometric criteria in terms of reliability and some sources 
of validity evidence. This meant that the SJT could be used defensibly as a selection tool to 
assess for the Bank’s desired competencies and Values. Further, it could do so without 
creating Adverse Impact on any demographic group. Ultimately, this enhanced the way in 
which the Bank could achieve its specific aims around embedding the behaviours and 
Values required in its people to support the 2020 objective, widen access to banking careers 
to minority groups, and achieve a 50/50 gender balance by 2030. 
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