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THE PURPOSE OF SITUATIONAL JUDGEMENT TESTS 

Situational Judgement Tests (SJTs) are designed to assess applicants’ judgement regarding 

complex, real-life situations encountered in the workplace. Candidates are presented with a 

set of hypothetical work-based scenarios and asked to make judgements about possible 

responses (e.g., how appropriate each of the responses may be in the context of the scenario). 

These scenarios and lists of responses are typically developed by subject matter experts, who 

also determine the scoring keys for each scenario. 

The nature of SJTs requires applicants to place themselves in situations that they are likely to 

encounter. This can allow applicants’ responses to be greatly representative of how they would 

act in a real-life scenario (Motowidlo, Hooper, & Jackson, 2006). At high levels of selection, 

SJTs can consist of scenarios that are highly context and situation specific. This allows for 

these SJTs to potentially be highly ecologically valid measures of behaviour and knowledge. 

SJTs used in the selection of medical professionals are designed to assess applicant attributes 

important for medical education, training, and practice that are not assessed by knowledge 

tests. Recent research indicates that SJTs are most effective as tools to screen out low-scoring 

applicants (Cousan et al., 2017; Tiffin & Carter, 2015). In conjunction with knowledge-based 

assessments, SJTs can provide an effective, low-cost method of screening out applicants who 

are deemed not yet ready to progress to selection interviews for speciality placement positions. 

Tests are typically presented in a computerised format that is able to be delivered to large-scale 

cohorts with minimal supervision and assistance required. 

SJTs are currently used to select undergraduate and graduate entry medical students, medical 

residents, and registrars for specialisations such as general practice, obstetrics, and 

gynaecology across Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom. The attributes assessed by 

SJTs may differ depending on what traits are considered most important and desirable for 

successful applicants. Commonly, assessed traits include leadership skills (Christian, Edwards, 

& Bradley, 2010; Hay & Henry, 2017), communication skills (Lievens & Sackett, 2007; Lievens, 

Buyse, & Sackett, 2005), integrity (Hay & Henry, 2017; Husbands, Rodgerson, Dowell, & 

Patterson, 2015), and empathy (Hay & Henry, 2017). Typically, an SJT will either exclusively 

assess one trait, or consist of individual sets of scenarios or items to target each attribute of 

interest. In medical selection, medical professionals and educators will review SJTs prior to test 

piloting to ensure the scenarios and items appear highly content valid measures of the attributes 

they purport to assess. 

SJTs can be used to assess applicants’ typical or maximal performance, depending on the 

response instructions given. Knowledge instructions (i.e., enquiring what should be done in a 

situation) have been found to correlate more highly with cognitive tests, while behavioural 

tendency instructions (i.e., enquiring what the applicant would do in the situation) tend to 

correlate more with personality traits (McDaniels, Hartman, Whetzel, & Grubb, 2007). SJTs 

with knowledge instructions are by less fakeable, as applicants tend to respond to the best of 



Copyright © Monash University The Purpose of Situational Judgement Tests | 2 

 

 

 

 
their ability regardless of the pressure to fake (Hooper et al., 2006). However, SJTs with 

behavioural tendency instructions have nonetheless been found less fakeable than personality 

tests (Hooper et al., 2006). 

SJTs are typically preferred by test-takers over cognitive tests (Hay, Tran, Lichtwark, & 

Hodgson, 2016; Lievens, 2013). Both video and written SJTs have been reported by medical 

applicants to have significantly higher face validity than many other selection tools such as 

cognitive tests and assessment of work samples (Koczwara et al., 2012; Lievens & Sackett, 

2006). A recent study into a written SJT developed by Hay and colleagues (2016) found most 

medical applicants could relate to the scenarios in the SJT, and nearly all felt the scenarios 

were relevant for medical course selection. 

SJTs are reported to be highly predictive of performance outcomes relating to the attributes they 

assess (Lievens & Patterson, 2011; Lievens & Sackett, 2012; O’Connell et al., 2007; Patterson, 

Baron, Carr, Plint, & Lane, 2009). In general practitioner selection in the UK, an SJT was found 

to be the best single predictor of supervisor appraisals of job performance for junior doctors in 

their first year of practice (Lievens & Patterson, 2011). A meta-analysis by McDaniel and 

colleagues (2007) provided evidence that SJTs provide incremental validity over cognitive ability 

in selection. In addition, SJTs been found to have good test-retest and split- half reliability (Bruce 

& Leaner, 1958; Nguyen, Biderman, & McDaniel, 2005; Ployhart, Porr, & Ryan, 2004). 

There is some evidence that SJTs are less impacted by socio-economic and cultural bias than 

other selection tools (Lievens, Patterson, Corstjens, Martin, & Nicholson, 2016; McDaniel et al., 

2007; Patterson et al., 2009). Supplementing cognitive tests and other traditional selection tools 

with SJTs is suggested to produce sizeable reductions in the racial inequality of entrance scores 

(Ployhart & Holtz, 2008). However, this does not preclude SJTs from bias, as recent findings 

from Hay, Lichtwark, Metcalf, and Henry (2017) indicate that applicants who are older and have 

English as a second language may show reduced scores and be negatively impacted by test 

time. As fairness and diversity are key underpinning policy principles for many organisations, 

taking into account any known potential biases and working to increase equity is key. 

Coaching has been found to have little effect on SJT scores (Cullen, Sackett, & Lievens, 2006), 

as the strategies needed to ascertain the correct responses are more complex than those of 

other tests. The literature on fakeability is mixed, however one study has found some forms of 

response instructions for SJTs to not be significantly affected by faking, and that even other SJT 

forms may be less affected than other tests that traditionally assess those domains (Hooper et 

al., 2006). 

To summarise, SJTs may represent a low-cost method of assessing desirable characteristics 

and attributes beyond knowledge, used around the world for medical selection. There is 

evidence to suggest they have high face validity, predictive validity, and reliability, and that they 

are potentially less impacted by socioeconomic and cultural bias, coaching, and applicants 

faking their responses than other traditional methods of assessment. 
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