
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Kicking-Off Careers 

Overview  
In the UK, the National Careers Service (NCS) provides information, advice and guidance to 
help individuals make decisions on learning, training and work opportunities. The service 
offers confidential, helpful and impartial advice, supported by qualified Careers Advisers. 
Their audience are often unemployed individuals, seeking guidance at vulnerable times in 
their lives. 

The NCS relies on many self-service tools to meet the needs of the c.40 million people who 
use their services each year. One particular tool, the “Skills Health Check” assessment was 
aimed at a broad variety of UK users ranging from school leavers to the long-term 
unemployed. It was intended to be particularly empowering for these individuals, but very 
few people were benefiting from it. So, the NCS consulted Business Psychologists and 
digital experience specialists to optimise it. 

Challenge 
NCS’ website is designed to improve the employment prospects of its users who range from 
school leavers to the long-term unemployed. The website attracts upwards of 40 million hits 
a year. Approximately 39% of users move from unemployment to employment, and about 
68% progress into learning.  

NCS had offered a “Skills Health Check” assessment. The aim of the assessment had been 
to create a transparent journey for users’ career planning. The ambition was to support 
improved social mobility and users’ individual economic contribution. But NCS decided it was 
no longer fit for purpose as only 1.2% of visitors to their site chose to complete it. There were 
also concerns raised that those who did finish the assessment did not get matched to the 
best opportunities for them.  

NCS approached Business Psychologists for support in modifying the tool. The brief was for 
the new assessment to: 

• Retain scientific robustness  

• Be visually appealing with a positive user experience 

• Use only appropriate language to suit the audience; simple, clear, and accessible to 
a wide range of people 

• Be inclusive, to fit the broad user demographic (both self-service individuals and 
career advisers)  

• Provide outputs with specific job profiles, options, and actionable, encouraging 
information to help plan a move into a new career 

The touchpoint for the assessment was important in increasing users’ confidence, at a 
vulnerable time in their lives. How users reflected on the relevance and application of the 
results was as important as the results themselves. To do this, results needed to summarise 
an individual’s preferences and offer broad job family suggestions, relating transparently to 
the questions people were asked.  
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Business Psychologists at SHL partnered with Design Consultants at Hippo Digital to 
comprehensively address this need for NCS. SHL provided psychological expertise, 
providing scientific robustness to evaluate the quality and success of the assessment. Hippo 
brought expertise as a design agency specialising in public sector user experience. Together 
they proposed an approach for NCS which gave both the psychological robustness and 
best-practice website design required to deliver a best-in-class solution.  

Approach 
The project commenced with research into the needs and experiences of current users, 
documenting these as a basis for planning how to address the challenges with the existing 
tool. This informed their design of a new solution which would combat these challenges. 

From this, they planned to create a shorter, more succinct and more accessible careers 
discovery tool that would allow for exploration, empowering the user to make their own 
development decisions.  

Content Design 
After the user needs had been identified, content creation work commenced.  

First, Psychologists created a framework of career preference to underpin assessment 
questions by: 

• Referencing existing career preference assessments, like the work of Holland, 
Schein, Hogan, Schwartz and others 

• Conducting thematic analysis, a widely used and flexible qualitative analytic method 
for identifying, analysing, and reporting themes within data; this allowed them to 
organise and describe datasets in rich detail, identifying patterns and themes, 
selecting which were of interest  

• Facilitating a group workshop where the existing validated frameworks were used to 
map to a new framework for the project, resulting in identifying eight overarching 
traits for all job families 

Next, they created succinct and simple questions for the framework. This work was based on 
psychometric best practice, using Trait Activation theory to elicit a response for each of the 
eight traits. The situation cue of answering a question would result in the individual 
expressing preference for that item.  

The Psychologists then created technical or functional competence questions, to drill down 
within a job family (a cluster of related jobs) to individual job profiles. Technical 
competencies defined the essential skills and knowledge that were required for someone to 
be effective in their role. They described the know-how, tools and techniques required for a 
role, and were separate from behavioural criteria.  

Once users took the assessment, the final page provided them with their top ranked job 
profiles and displayed information around expected salary, entry level requirements, 
descriptions of the job, the work environment and other job profile information.  

User Experience 
Hippo undertook user testing throughout, to provide feedback and optimise the user 
interface. For example:  

• A progress indicator was initially excluded from early prototypes but was added in 
after feedback from users expressed frustration at the lack of certainty about how far 
they had got into the assessment 
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• Iterations tested and developed the response options, ascertaining how many 
options it was best to present. After user feedback, four response options and a “this 
doesn’t apply to me” option was deemed to be best 

• Colour and wording options were iterated to improve accessibility to a broad range of 
people. The assessment needed to be accessible to a wide range of diverse people, 
so research was conducted with respondents who experienced Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Multiple Sclerosis (MS), Asperger 
Syndrome (AS), Dyslexia and visual impairment 

Project Management 
The Consultants used Agile project management methodology consisting of an eight-week 
discovery sprint, as well as alpha and beta iteration sprints. SHL and Hippo Digital worked 
closely with their stakeholders at NCS throughout. They accomplished this through regular 
project meetings and update sessions to inform NCS of progress. They presented back and 
sought feedback throughout, as well as producing written reports to articulate key 
assessment stages demonstrating that they were meeting project goals.  

Outcome 
Various performance measures were monitored, analysed and reported on, against the 
originally identified user needs. This was to understand the impact on users gaining insight 
and acting on it – such as researching jobs, seeking further career conversations, 
understanding their options for further education or even entering employment.  

User Feedback 
Analysis of user feedback showed: 

• 100% of respondents believed the assessment was straightforward  

• 73% of respondents agreed that statements encouraged them think about how they 
responded  

• 65% of respondents agreed that the results included careers they might be suited to  

• Only 13.5% of respondents felt the results did not reflect their interests or values  

Users provided comments such as:  

• “Really like the straightforward approach and the percentage indicator showing how 
much more to go!”  

• “It’s also a good way of seeing what other areas of work might suit strengths and 
preferences as a person... It’s really comprehensive, clear, and I think the general 
public will find it incredibly useful!”  

Reliability and Validity 
Test-re-test reliability as well as validation against a known and established psychometric 
assessment (the SHL Occupational Personality Questionnaire (OPQ)) was conducted. 

Throughout the project, the team held retrospective meetings to share learnings on 
approaches, feedback and to evaluate the success of each iteration. The Hippo Digital and 
SHL teams met face-to-face and also involved senior stakeholders from both their 
businesses as well as senior stakeholders from the NCS to evaluate and review project 
outcomes and learnings.  
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