Score Banding (Continued from the text on page 279)

Using the principle of the standard error of measurement, a method has been proposed for establishing bands of scores to replace individual scores (Cascio, Outtz, Zedeck, & Goldstein, 1991; Guion, 1998). Using this approach, all candidate scores within a band are considered “equal” with respect to the attribute being measured if they fall with some specified number of SEMs of each other (usually two SEMs). It is assumed that any within-band differences are really just differences due to the unreliability of the measure. Using the banding approach, all candidates in the highest band would be considered before any candidates in the next lower band. Since candidates within a given band are equal, a ​supplementary strategy must be used to decide which candidates within that band to ​select, that is, if the number of people within a band exceeds the number of openings or ​selections to be made. For example, where applicants for an expatriate manager position were placed in bands based on a combined personality and cognitive ability test battery, candidates within the highest band might be further ordered by the number of relevant foreign languages they speak, or the number of overseas assignments they have had.


Once a higher band has been depleted, then the decision maker moves to the next lower band until it is depleted, and so on, until all positions have been filled or the ​candidate list exhausted. Using this system, candidates in lower bands are not considered until the next higher band has been completely exhausted. This is known as a fixed band system. An alternative, known as a sliding band system, permits the band to be moved down a score point (or to slide) as the highest score in a band is exhausted (Zedeck, Cascio, Goldstein, & Outtz, 1996). Suppose the top score band went from 95 (the highest obtained score) to 90. Once everyone with a score of 95 was offered a position, and either accepted or declined, then the score band could be shifted down one point and would now be 94 to 89.


Banding is controversial (Campion et al., 2001; Schmidt, 1991). Critics claim that banding is used to further social goals, particularly to ensure that more minority candidates are “competitive” in selection situations. Advocates of banding argue that while one effect of banding might be to place minority applicants in a better competitive position, these candidates may have been lower in the original score distribution only because of measurement error. In other words, if one simply rank-ordered candidates based on observed test scores, allowing individuals to be separated by only fractions of a point, then these lower-ranking candidates would be subject to many more false negative errors by ​decision makers.


Indeed, if candidates are selected randomly from within a band, banding does not make any major differences in who is selected and can be considered one of a number of staffing strategies that might make sense in some circumstances (Guion, 1998). As Guion concluded, it is not as effective as advocates claim, nor as damaging as critics claim. It does appear, however, that applicants for entry-level and promotional positions vary in their beliefs about the reason for and value of score banding. In a study of banding strategies in police department hiring and promotional testing practices, Truxillo and Bauer (1999) found that African American candidates considered banding fairer than did their white counterparts. Whites believed that banding was being used to achieve affirmative action goals. In contrast, blacks believed that banding was used to offset test unreliability. These results make it clear that the credibility of staffing decisions may depend on the system used to make those decisions, at least with employee subgroups. But in the case of race, this may be a lose–lose proposition. If score banding is used, whites may distrust the resulting decisions; if straight rank-ordering is used, minority candidates may be the ones to distrust the results. It is probably fair to say that in organizations where tension exists between demographic subgroups, novel staffing strategies may exacerbate that tension, whereas in organizations where there is little tension, a novel staffing strategy will be liked or disliked equally by the subgroups.
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Subgroup Norming (Continued from Page 279 in textbook)
As discussed in Chapter 3, African Americans typically score lower than whites on cognitive ability tests and, as a result, often get fewer job offers than their white counterparts. This difference may or may not eventually be found to represent unfair dis​crimination. If the test is job related, then the result may be unfortunate, but it is not ​necessarily illegal. Many organizations, however, have adopted affirmative action plans whereby they agree to work toward a goal of greater representation of minority workers in the organization. These goals can be difficult to meet if the employer uses a cognitive ability test and ranks candidates based on their scores. Many African Americans are likely to be out of selection range because of their relatively lower test scores on cognitive ​ability tests.


Prior to 1991, one way of dealing with this disparity was to develop separate lists for white and black candidates, then rank the candidates within their respective demographic group. For the purposes of selection, the employer could then simply start at the top of both lists and choose the best candidates in each group until the available openings were filled. Using this top-down selection process, the lowest score of a selected black candidate would likely be lower than the lowest score among the selected white applicants. In a ​hurdle system, the cut score would actually be set lower for the African American candidates than their white counterparts. In either case, the “passing score” would actually be different for white and black candidates. The proportion of minority candidates hired would then satisfy the employer’s demographic hiring goals (e.g., 15 percent minority selection rate). Critics of affirmative action and race-conscious hiring labeled this procedure a “quota” system and argued that it was inappropriate since employers were using it not to hire “the best” applicants but to meet affirmative action goals or to avoid a lawsuit. Even the U.S. Employment Service (USES), a branch of the U.S. Department of Labor, adopted the practice of separate norms for majority and minority job applicants who took the General Aptitude Test Battery (GATB), a cognitive ability test commonly administered by that agency. Unfortunately, the USES was not completely open about this practice, knowing that it might be controversial. When this practice came to light, it sparked a heated ​public policy debate about this use of separate norms (Hartigan & Wigdor, 1989).


In 1990, Congress drafted an amendment to Title VII (the employment section) of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. After a bitter battle between conservatives and liberals, it was passed and then vetoed by the first President Bush. A new version was drafted in 1991 and, after much negotiation, was passed and Bush did not veto it. One concession that the liberals made to the conservatives in order to get the bill passed was that quotas would be made illegal. The USES GATB race norming controversy was still fresh in everyone’s mind. It followed, then, that subgroup norming (i.e., developing separate appointment lists for white and black candidates or for male and female candidates) would also be ​illegal. Thus, norming by subgroup (i.e., race, color, religion, sex, or national origin) is impermissible as a staffing strategy. In 2002 the City of Chicago was ordered to pay $5.2 million to 19 Chicago firefighters after a jury concluded that the city had selected candidates for a promotional position using a scoring scheme that assisted African American candidates (National Law Journal, 2002). Unless the Civil Rights Act of 1991 is amended once again to permit race norming, I-O psychologists will have little opportunity to study this issue.


There is one exception to the prohibition against race norming. If an employer was already under a court order that required setting separate pass scores for whites and blacks when the Civil Rights Act of 1991 was passed, that employer would still be permitted to race norm test scores to meet the requirements of the court order for minority hiring.


One form of special-group norming for which there is no explicit prohibition is age norming (i.e., developing separate appointment lists or cut scores for age groupings). Age norming can be particularly important when using physical ability tests since young people tend to do better on these tests than older applicants. The issue of the relative value of using separate cut scores or appointment lists for different demographic groups is far from settled and is likely to remain an unanswered question for some time in the future (Brown, 1994; Gottfredson, 1994; Sackett & Wilk, 1994).
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