Career Assessments:  Helping Clients (and You) Get to the Truth Faster
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Have you been thinking about trying out assessments with clients but been uncertain about the process? Assessments can greatly enhance your career coaching . . . when used properly! The key benefits of objective assessments include:
•  raising the client's self-awareness,
•  speeding up and lending structure to the process of discovery,
•  eliminating and narrowing choices (knowing what doesn't work helps determine what does work!), and
•  quickly learning about the client's personality so you can more effectively coach him/her.
To maximize your success with assessments, you'll want to be sure to follow a few general guidelines.
Identify the Purpose for the Assessment
Some of the most common purposes of assessments in career coaching are to identify one or more of the following elements: personality, interests, career values, skills, knowledge, abilities, strengths, work styles, and leadership style.
Select an Assessment
Once you've identified the purpose of the assessment, it's important that you determine the best assessment for that purpose. Here are some important considerations for selecting an assessment.
· Psychological Theory/Model: Assessments should be based on a widely accepted psychological theory or model, e.g. John Holland's Career Model, Jung's Theory of Psychological Type.
· Validity and Reliability: The assessment needs to accurately measure what it says it measures, and the results should be the same if retaken again a short time later.
· Affordability: The assessment should be affordable, given the client's budget.
· Qualifications: Some assessments require special training and qualifications to administer. You must be qualified to administer the assessment and knowledgeable about it.
· Norm Group: The norm group on which the assessment is based should be relevant to the client. For example, if the norm group for an assessment is executives, it would be appropriate to use with a client who is a manager. However, if the norm group of an assessment is college students, it would not be appropriate to use with an executive.
· Ease of Administration: If working with a long-distance client, it's helpful to use an assessment that is web-based.
· Face Validity: The look and feel of the assessment results should match the client's type/job level.
· Beneficial: Don't use assessments just for the sake of using an assessment. It should be appropriate for coaching and benefit the coaching relationship.
· Cultural Fit: When coaching clients within an organization, use assessments that are most commonly accepted within that organization.
For further information on different types of career assessments (and when to use them), refer to "Using Online Assessments to Discover your Magic F.I.T." in Job Search Magic (pages 83-92) by Susan Britton Whitcomb, refer to the latest edition of A Counselor's Guide to Career Assessment Instruments, or refer to reputable assessment providers such as Consulting Psychologist Press (www.cpp.com ).
Prepare to Administer the Assessment
· Determine the best time to administer the assessment in the coaching process (e.g. early on, midway through).
· Review materials on how to administer that assessment.
· Be careful not to give too many assessments at once to the client; it's best to space them out.
Administer the Assessment
· Explain who will (or won't) have access to their results.
· Provide a link to the test administration website, any necessary passwords, and whom to contact if they have any trouble accessing it.
· Explain how long it typically takes someone to complete the assessment.
· Give step-by-step instructions on how to take the assessment.
· Describe how to save any work on the assessment and how to re-enter it to complete it (if applicable).
· Provide any special instructions (e.g. if you'd answer a question one way at work and another way outside of work, go with the way you'd answer it outside of work because that's more true to your personality type).
· Encourage the client to go with his/her first response and not to over-analyze questions.
· Let the client know when and how the results will be given/sent and when you'll interpret the results.
· Advise the client to take the assessment when they have plenty of time, are refreshed, and won't have interruptions.
· Avoid sharing too much information about the assessment or the client may try to manipulate their results!
Prepare to Interpret the Assessment
· Review any special scales relating to the validity of the results -- a very high degree of inconsistent responses will make the results invalid.
· Review how to explain the scores and the scales.
· Review interpretation instructions for the assessment.
· Review the client's results, note any patterns or themes you see emerging, and jot down any questions or insights that come to your mind.
Interpret the Assessment
· Forward the client's assessment results to him/her the day of the coaching session – if you send the results too far in advance, the client may misinterpret the results and/or draw inappropriate conclusions.
· Ask the client what his/her experience was in taking the assessment.
· Briefly state its purpose, the theory on which it's based, that it's valid and reliable, and specifically how it may be of benefit to the client.
· Give an overview of the results, highlighting the various parts of the assessment results.
· Ask the client his/her thoughts about the results with questions such as "How does that fit for you?" or "On a scale of 1-10, how accurate would you say this result is for you?" Be cautious about asking yes/no questions, such as "Do you agree with the results?" because the client may agree with you simply because a test has said so. If the client doesn't think the results are accurate, listen and respond appropriately.
· Show interest in what the client is saying.
· Avoid making any judgments (e.g. "You're not cut out to be a supervisor").
· Observe the client's body language (or voice intonation if coaching by phone) and ask curiosity questions regarding any mismatch between body language/voice and what is being said (e.g. "You mention you agree with the results, but it seems there's some hesitancy in your voice. What's happening there?").
· Look at the positive, as well as any negative outcomes, without dwelling on the negative. Re positives, ask "Where have you most enjoyed using those strengths?" or "How have those strengths benefited you in your career?" Sandwich potential negatives by starting and ending with the positives. If discussing negatives, ask "champion" questions, such as "How can you tap into your strengths to shore up that particular area?"
· Look for and ask the client what overall themes he/she sees in the results.
· Ask probing questions, such as "How have these strengths brought value to your past or current employer?"
· Ask what he/she learned from the assessment results.
· Explain any next steps (e.g. brainstorm options, research occupations in O*NET, etc.).
Develop Your Expertise in Objective Assessments
· Taste-test assessments on yourself first. After using an assessment, take time to evaluate how helpful it was/wasn't. Over time, you'll further your knowledge of when to use which assessments, with what type of persons, and in what situations.
· Learn about new assessments by attending assessment certification workshops.
· Develop a short list of the assessments that you most commonly use and keep pertinent information handy, such as where to access the assessment, a template that outlines instructions for the client on how to access, etc.
If you've been thinking of expanding your professional tool kit with assessments, now's the time!
