
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Securing Every Journey  

Overview  
Airport security is something many travellers may take for granted, but it takes significant 
work behind the scenes to ensure it. Few travellers are even aware that half of an airport’s 
workforce may be Security Officers.  

London serves as the largest aviation hub in the world by passenger traffic, and London’s 
Heathrow airport is the largest airport in the UK, typically handling over 80 million 
international passengers annually. Heathrow has always paid close attention to effective 
recruitment of Security Officers. And, when they recognised an opportunity to develop a 
greater culture of customer service, they looked to this community too. 

This case study recounts how Heathrow introduced a creative and novel recruitment strategy 
to help them identify a ‘new brand’ of Security Officers who could demonstrate the aptitude 
and the behaviours to do this critically important role.  

Challenge 
Getting the recruitment strategy right for the vital role of Security Officer at Heathrow Airport 
is imperative. Traditionally, Security Officers were recruited for their technical skills such as 
vigilance and observation. Many came from the police or armed services, bringing a natural 
sense of authority and discipline. Whilst these skills were still vitally important, Heathrow 
wanted to develop a greater culture of customer service. So, they needed to find ways to 
recruit candidates from more diverse backgrounds who would also possess the customer 
service characteristics desired.  

The Heathrow Talent team set themselves a goal of creating an innovative and engaging 
recruitment process that would promote the Heathrow brand, and help them to identify a new 
cohort of Security Officers who would help them to fulfil their vision of “Making every journey 
better.”  

The recruitment strategy addressed six clear ambitions, which provided a brief for the design 
of the recruitment process:  

• Increase the quality of candidates 

• Identify individuals who have a strong customer focus whilst maintaining the security 
of passengers 

• Showcase the role 

• Use techniques which showcase the role of Security Officer whilst ensuring 
candidates are aware of the what the role will involve 

• Engage the candidates 

• Use innovative methods to promote their employee value proposition and gain 
candidate engagement, appealing to both millennial talent and more experienced, 
potentially older hires 

• Ensure fairness, diversity and inclusion 
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• Continue to address their diversity and inclusion agenda by attracting and assessing 
across genders, generations, and ethnicities, providing everyone with equal 
opportunity 

• Streamline the recruitment process 

• Make the recruitment process more efficient to improve recruiter experience  

• Evolve the Heathrow brand 

• Build and leverage the community and employer brand, by demonstrating strong 
commitment to the local community, and recognising that candidates (successful or 
unsuccessful) may also be their passengers  

Approach 
Heathrow decided to partner with Business Psychology Consultants and Assessment 
Specialists at Saville Assessment (Saville) on this project. Together they developed an 
innovative, multi-faceted and tailored multimedia assessment experience. Key stakeholders 
from across the business were involved in the design of the assessment which was 
constantly reviewed against the organisation’s strategic objectives. 

Improving Candidate Quality 

Security Officer candidates were offered a realistic preview of the roles, showcasing the 
opportunities, challenges and environment they would be working within if successful in their 
application. This allowed for proactive self-selection by candidates, prior to application. 

When individuals applied, it was important to assess both the behavioural potential of the 
candidate and their technical ability to do the job.  

The innovative new assessment, which was designed as a bespoke tool, involved two 
separate elements:  

• A situational judgement style assessment to establish whether applicants had the 
behavioural characteristics they were looking for in their Security Officers; this was 
mapped to Heathrow’s Security Officer competency framework and focused 
particularly on providing passengers with an exceptional customer experience 

• A visual assessment which measured an applicant’s ability to ‘check’ and identify 
differences between two images presented on screen. This was an early indicator for 
the mental agility required to work with Heathrow’s security scanning equipment 

Showcase the Role 
These two assessments were blended to form a unique and dynamic assessment 
experience. By doing this, they hoped to ensure that the candidate experience started in a 
positive way and provided a truly realistic preview to the role, with strong branding 
throughout to reinforce the brand identity of Heathrow.  

Engage the Candidates 

Generally, applicants prefer selection tools which they perceive as job related. Saville 
research on applicant reactions to situation-based assessments showed that they were 
perceived favourably; multimedia formats, such as video-based assessments, resulted in 
even more positive perceptions than written formats. On this basis, Heathrow chose to use a 
multimedia assessment.  
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Ensure Fairness, Diversity and Inclusion 

The team understood that situation-based assessments offer a fair and legally defensible 
approach to selection, as they typically have lower levels of Adverse Impact, by age, gender 
and ethnicity.  

Additionally, features of the assessments were designed to enhance the accessibility of the 
assessment, including: 

• Replaying scenarios 

• Providing subtitles  

• Text being clearly legible on all screens  

Streamline the Recruitment Process 
The assessment gave two scores, one linking to the scenario-based element and one for the 
visual checking element. This enabled the recruiting team to quickly and efficiently make 
informed decisions.  

Evolve the Heathrow Brand 

In addition to an engaging selection process, the team wanted to make sure that they were 
continuing to reflect their Employee Value Proposition (EVP) and commitment to the 
community in the feedback provided to applicants as well.  

They worked with Saville to develop tailored candidate feedback reports which would be 
made available to all applicants, after the first stage of the assessment process, whether 
successful or unsuccessful. Feedback reports were sent automatically via the online 
assessment platform, so this placed no additional administrative burden on Heathrow 
Recruiters. 

These reports provided an opportunity for candidates to understand their behavioural style 
within the workplace. The reports provided advice on how to leverage their strengths when 
going for interview, or if applying for different roles. In addition, they advised unsuccessful 
applicants of other opportunities that were available at Heathrow, which they may be 
interested in applying for.  

Maintaining Engagement 

If successful, applicants were invited to a telephone interview. The telephone interview 
assessed applicants against Heathrow’s competency framework, as well as a question 
which explored each applicant’s motivation for the role. 

The team also redesigned the Assessment Centre material to ensure it was aligned to their 
strategic objectives. Specifically, they created two exercises that prioritised customer 
service, whilst balancing other elements of the security triangle. Each of the scenarios 
mimicked the types of scenarios that Heathrow Security Officers experience, providing a 
“day in the life” feel to the Assessment Centre, continuing the realistic job preview. All 
materials were designed to be visually appealing and showcase Heathrow’s strong 
branding.  

Outcome 
Increased Quality of Candidates 

These efforts effectively increased the quality of the candidates reaching later stages of the 
assessment process. Analysis revealed that the multimedia assessment exercise positively 
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predicted how applicants would do in the later stages of the selection process (=.27). In 
particular, they were able to predict applicants who would perform well on subsequent 
measures of customer focus, a high priority for the team.  

Showcased the Role 

The assessment was seen, by applicants, to provide a realistic preview of the type of 
situations they would likely find themselves in, giving them a greater insight into the 
requirements of the role. One candidate stated, “I enjoyed taking this assessment as it 
seemed very realistic to the types of situations I look forward to dealing with.” 

Engaged Candidates 

The Heathrow multimedia assessment had higher completion rates than the previous 
assessment tool. Candidate feedback to the assessment was positive with one candidate 
stating: “I actually enjoyed this exercise. Probably the most fun exercise I have carried out 
online.” Feedback from the resourcing team went onto explain that “it seems a much more 
user-friendly process, which is great.” They also found that the assessment was completed 
successfully across different generations. 

Fairness, Diversity and Inclusion 

When analysing results of the assessment to check for Adverse Impact and to ensure 
fairness, it was found that the multimedia assessment experience met the conditions of the 
four-fifths rule for gender, ethnicity and age.  

They found that applicants across a broad range of ages were completing the assessment – 
aged between 16 and 65 years – as well as different ethnicities. Assessment completions 
were made by people of Chinese, Bangladeshi, Indian, Pakistani, Black African, Black 
American, Black Caribbean, Arabic, Turkish, White British, White Gypsy or Irish Traveller 
and White Irish ethnicities. 

A Streamlined Recruitment Process 

Following the introduction of the multimedia assessment exercise, the team introduced 
specific assessment score cut-offs which provided them with the potential to schedule 690 
less telephone interviews and 117 less Assessment Centres per cohort, with a saving of 
approximately £40,000 to the business for each cohort. 

An Evolved Brand 

In addition to providing an innovative and highly branded multi-media assessment 
experience, tens of thousands of feedback reports have been sent to applicants following 
completion of the assessment. These reports provide tangible and usable feedback to both 
successful and unsuccessful applicants as well as information on other roles available at 
Heathrow. 
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