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Motivation and Acknowledgements 
 

Studying psychology, I quickly became fascinated by the concept of psychology as 
an empirical science. Psychologists are particularly interested in latent constructs such 
as intelligence, personality traits, or attitudes and their relation to behavior or other cri-
teria. None of these constructs can be directly observed. So, finding indicators that assess 
these constructs is an immensely challenging yet exciting task. To date, I am convinced 
that psychological assessment is one of the most important premises for high-quality 
psychological research.  

During my undergraduate studies in business psychology, I was mainly interested 
in personnel selection. Later, I gained deeper insights into various fields of psychology, 
which sparked my interest for broader problems of psychological assessments and ap-
plied psychometrics. Researching Situational Judgment Tests appealed to both these 
interests. These tests were primarily designed for personnel selection but comprised in-
teresting features, namely the situational component, that represented potential assess-
ment opportunities for applications beyond selection purposes. Just before I started my 
PhD program, the construct-related validity of SJTs was described as “hot mess” 
(McDaniel et al., 2016, p. 47) and Stefan Krumm uncovered that Situational Judgment 
Tests may not work as they were intended to (Krumm et al., 2015). This pile of sharps 
spurred my ambition to make sense of this method and to contribute to sound psycho-
logical assessments. 

Beyond the opportunity for an interesting research project, this PhD program pro-
vided an inconceivable learning experience. In the last three and a half years, not a single 
day went by that I did not learn something new. I learned a lot about Situational Judg-
ment Tests, new methods, interesting fields of research, Open Science, and academic 
writing. I read captivating articles, had heated debates, and cursed the bureaucratic ma-
chinery. But this listing barely scratches the surface! I owe this experience to my super-
visors, colleagues and friends, contributors, and people I met during this time. But by 
far the biggest element to the success of this time was the tremendous freedom in re-
search I enjoyed. I am thankful to all who supported me during this time and helped me 
to achieve this goal: 

 
Maren, Ida, Stefan, Patrick, Philipp, Julian, Nathalie, Jantje, Nomi, Nico, Alex, Ma-
reike, Sigrun, Sibylle, Katharina, Talea, Johannes, Julia, Jennifer, Lena, Melanie, Selina, 
Marius, Jan, Nita, Alexandra, Theresa, Martin, Oliver, Klaus, Heike, Joachim  
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Abstract 
 
In recent years, more and more psychological assessments aimed at capturing interac-
tions between the person and situations. Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs) are built on 
a similar premise, as they were designed as low-fidelity simulations of situations. These 
tests incorporate short situation descriptions with several behavioral response options. 
However, the validity and underlying psychological processes of SJTs generally re-
mained subject to debate as a growing body of research suggested that SJTs may reflect 
context-independent measures. Within this debate, other scholars argued in favor of the 
relevance of person-situation processes for SJT responses. So far, sufficient evidence that 
unravels the true underlying processes of SJTs is missing. This dissertation aims at clos-
ing this gap and at contributing to a deeper understanding of SJTs as psychological as-
sessment methods. Four empirical research papers provide theory-driven insights on 
context-independent and person-situation processes as potential determinants of SJT 
responses. First, the construct-related validity of Implicit Trait Policies is examined and 
therefore the notion of SJTs as context-independent measures. Next, situation con-
strual (i.e., the perception of situations), and processes postulated by Trait Activation 
Theory are considered as relevant theoretical underpinnings for SJTs. Results overall 
supported the relevance of person-situation interactions as underlying processes and 
particularly challenged SJTs as measures of Implicit Trait Policies. Especially situation 
construal explained SJT responses consistently across three studies. However, the results 
also showed that not situation descriptions but response options were often crucial for 
relevant person-situation processes as captured in SJT responses. This lack of impact of 
situation descriptions also potentially limited the explanatory power of Trait Activation 
Theory in the context of SJT items. The results are discussed in regard to the debate 
about underlying processes of SJT responses. All in all, these studies raise the question 
whether key design features of common SJTs (i.e. situation descriptions and response 
options) are optimally developed for the assessment of person-situation interactions. 
The final paper of this dissertation introduces Standardized State Assessment as nar-
rower and theory-driven methodological framework for the assessment of psychological 
states in hypothetical situations. Limitations of this dissertation, as well as implications 
for research and practice of psychological assessments based on situation descriptions are 
discussed.



IV 
 

Zusammenfassung 
 
Die Berücksichtigung psychologischer Prozesse, die die Interaktion zwischen Perso-
neneigenschaften und Situationen widerspiegeln, hat in den letzten Jahren für die psy-
chologische Diagnostik an Bedeutung gewonnen. Dieser Prozess zeigt sich auch in Si-
tuational Judgment Tests (SJTs), die ursprünglich als simulationsbasiertes Verfahren 
entwickelt wurden. Diese Tests enthalten kurze Situationsbeschreibungen und mehrere 
verhaltensbasierte Antwortoptionen. Die Validität und die zugrundeliegenden psycho-
logischen Prozesse von SJTs sind bislang allerdings nicht abschließend geklärt. Insbe-
sondere neure Studien legen nahe, dass SJTs kontextunabhängige Messungen repräsen-
tieren. Gleichzeitig existieren mehrere Argumente, die für situationsabhängige Prozesse 
in SJTs sprechen. Bislang fehlen jedoch ausführliche und abschließende Untersuchun-
gen dieser Prozesse. Diese Dissertation möchte diese Lücke schließen und zu einem 
tieferen Verständnis von SJTs als Methode der psychologischen Diagnostik beitragen. 
Anhand von vier empirischen Artikeln werden theoriegeleitete Annahmen über kon-
text- und situationsabhängige Prozesse, die SJTs zugrunde liegen könnten, untersucht. 
Zunächst steht die Konstruktvalidität von Implicit Trait Policies im Vordergrund, die 
als erklärendes Konstrukt für SJTs als kontextunabhängige Messungen vorgebracht 
wurden. Weiterhin werden die Situationswahrnehmung und zentrale Aspekte der Trait 
Activation Theory als relevantes theoretisches Gerüst für SJTs untersucht. Die Ergeb-
nisse unterstützen insgesamt die Relevanz situationsabhängiger Prozesse für SJTs und 
Zweifeln insbesondere an der Validität von Implicit Trait Policies. Vor allem die Situa-
tionswahrnehmung von SJT Items konnte das Antwortverhalten konsistent über drei 
Studien hinweg vorhersagen. Allerdings zeigte sich auch, dass hauptsächlich Antwor-
toptionen und nicht Situationsbeschreibungen entscheidend für situationsbasierte Pro-
zesse in SJTs sind. Dies könnte auch die fehlende Relevanz der Trait Activation Theory 
für SJTs erklären. Die Ergebnisse werden im Kontext der Debatte über zugrundelie-
gende Prozesse von SJTs betrachtet. Insgesamt werfen die Ergebnisse die Frage auf, ob 
bisherige Konstruktionsweisen von SJTs (d.h. Situationsbeschreibungen und Antwor-
toptionen) eine optimale Erfassung von Interaktionen zwischen Personeneigenschaften 
und Situationen ermöglicht. Der letzte Artikel dieser Dissertation schlägt Standardized 
State Assessment als enger gefasstes und theoriegeleitetes, methodisches Modell für die 
Messung psychologischer Momentanzustände vor. Einschränkungen dieser Disserta-
tion, sowie auch Konsequenzen für die Anwendung von und Forschung über psycho-
logische Diagnostik mittels Situationsbeschreibungen werden diskutiert.
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Psychological science strives to understand and explain individual behavior. In 
personality psychology, different perspectives about underlying processes of behavior 
led to the person-situation debate, in which scholars argued in favor of either stable 
personality traits or situational influences as underlying determinants of behavior (e.g., 
Epstein, 1979; Epstein & O’Brien, 1985; Mischel, 1968). For example, the five-factor 
theory of personality postulates five stable traits that structure human personality and 
serve as the basis for peoples´ actions (e.g., Digman, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987). 
Other theories argue that behavior is predominantly influenced by situation character-
istics since behavior is rather unstable over time and personality traits only moderately 
predict actual behavior (e.g., Mischel, 1968). Today, it is widely accepted that both per-
son characteristics and situation characteristics influence individual behaviors (e.g., 
Baumert et al., 2017; Fleeson & Noftle, 2008; Funder, 2016; Mischel, 1979; Mischel 
& Shoda, 1995; Steyer et al., 1992). That is, individual behavior is, to a certain extent, 
consistent across situations or measurement occasions while situation-specific compo-
nents of behavior also exist (e.g., Fleeson, 2001; Steyer & Schmitt, 1990). In fact, almost 
a century ago Kantor (1924) already outlined human behavior as an individuals’ inter-
action with occurring situations. In a similar vein, Lewin’s (1936) infamous function of 
behavior incorporated the person and the situation.  

Building on this proposition of person-situation processes, psychological assess-
ment progressively considered influences of both person and situation characteristics. 
For example, the use of ambulatory assessment increased considerably in the past years 
(Hamaker & Wichers, 2017). Ambulatory assessment is an umbrella term for methods 
that examine psychological constructs within an individual’s real environment across 
several occasions or situations via daily diary reports or repeated measurements through-
out the day (e.g., Hofmans et al., 2019; Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2014). Thus, they en-
able researchers to disentangle influences of person characteristics, situation character-
istics and their interactions on the expression of the examined constructs. This assess-
ment approach has not only been applied to personality research (e.g., Bleidorn, 2009; 
Fleeson, 2001; Rauthmann et al., 2016; Wilson et al., 2017) but also to clinical assess-
ment (e.g., A. J. Fisher & Boswell, 2016; Zimmermann et al., 2019) or work and or-
ganizational psychology (e.g., C. D. Fisher & To, 2012; Ohly et al., 2010; Sonnentag 
& Binnewies, 2013).  

Similar to the methodology of assessment in real-life and naturally occurring situ-
ations, simulation-based methods have been developed for personnel selection (Lievens 
& De Soete, 2012; Sackett & Lievens, 2008; Thornton III & Rupp, 2004; Weekley et 
al., 2015). These methods, such as assessment center exercises (e.g., role play or group 
discussion), try to simulate behavior in work-related tasks or work-related situations in 
order to predict future job performance (Lievens & De Soete, 2012; Sackett & Lievens, 
2008). Although person-situation processes were not always explicitly incorporated in 
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simulation methods, an increasing body of research integrated these assumptions to un-
derstand underlying processes of personnel selection methods and to enhance their de-
velopment (e.g., Haaland & Christiansen, 2002; Jansen et al., 2013; Oliver et al., 2016). 

Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs) are similar methods that stem from the field of 
personnel selection (Motowidlo et al., 1990) and are a particular focus of this disserta-
tion. In contrast to the above-mentioned methods, no real behavior in specific situations 
is observed. Rather, SJTs consist of short descriptions of hypothetical situations and 
provide several behavioral response options (see Figure 1 for an example item; Corstjens 
et al., 2017; Lievens et al., 2020; McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). Test-takers are asked to 
pick the response option that resembles how they should or would behave in the given 
situation (McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). As these tests do not measure real-life behavior, 
SJTs are also described as low-fidelity simulations (Motowidlo et al., 1990; Weekley et 
al., 2015). Nevertheless, situation descriptions in SJTs are typically defined as the essen-
tial test element (e.g., Motowidlo et al., 1990; Weekley et al., 2006). Accordingly, some 
scholars argued that psychological processes underlying SJT performance may be equiv-
alent to those in real-life situations (e.g., Brown et al., 2016; Harris et al., 2016). On the 
contrary, other scholars showed that situation descriptions in SJTs are often less relevant 
to the response behavior than previously assumed (e.g., Krumm et al., 2015; Lievens & 
Motowidlo, 2016; Schäpers et al., 2019). Therefore, they argued that rather context-
independent processes may underly SJT performance. 

Notes. Item taken from the Personal Initiative SJT (Bledow & Frese, 2009, p. 223).

Figure 1 
Sample SJT Item 

You are under enormous pressure to accomplish your task on time. Yesterday, 
new trainees started in your department. They are unfamiliar with the work-
flow in your department. You have to interrupt your work to answer trainees’ 
questions and to correct their mistakes. You are expected to do both, to finish 
your work on time and take care of trainees. 
 
What would you do? 
_________________________________________________________________ 

A I tell the trainees that I am available after work to answer their questions. 

B I openly say that I cannot take care of the trainees and work for better ini-
tial training of the trainees. 

C I send the trainees to my colleagues when they have questions. 

D I try to get by without becoming stressed and worn out. 
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Table 1 
Overview of Studies Included in this Dissertation. 

Implicit Trait Policies 

Appendix A 
Freudenstein, J.-P., & Krumm, S. (2020). Developing a short-form 

situational judgment test to assess implicit trait policies for agreeableness. 
OSF Preprints. https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/kax7n 

Appendix B 
Freudenstein, J.-P., Remmert, N., Reznik, N., & Krumm, S. 

(2020). English translation of the teamwork situational judgment test 
(SJT-TW) [Manuscript submitted for publication]. 

Chapter 2 
Freudenstein, J.-P., Mussel, P., & Krumm, S. (2020). On the con-

struct-related validity of implicit trait policies [Manuscript prepared for 
publication]. 

Person-Situation Processes in SJTs 

Appendix C 

Schäpers, P.*, Freudenstein, J.-P.*, Mussel, P., Lievens, F., & 
Krumm, S. (2020). Effects of Situation Descriptions on the Con-
struct-Related Validity of Construct-Driven Situational Judgment 
Tests. Journal of Research in Personality. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2020.103963 

Chapter 3 

Freudenstein, J.-P., Schäpers, P., Roemer, L., Mussel, P., & 
Krumm, S. (2020). Is it all in the eye of the beholder? The im-
portance of situation construal for situational judgment test perfor-
mance. Personnel Psychology. https://doi.org/10.1111/peps.12385 

Chapter 4 
Freudenstein, J.-P., Schäpers, P., & Krumm, S. (2020). The influ-

ence of situational strength on the relation of personality and SJT perfor-
mance [Manuscript prepared for publication]. 

Standardized State Assessment 

Chapter 5 

Freudenstein, J.-P., Schulze, J., Schäpers, P., Mussel, P., & 
Krumm, S. (2020). Standardized state assessment: A methodological 
framework to assess person-situation processes in hypothetical situations 
[Manuscript prepared for publication]. 

Notes. * shared first authorship.

https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/kax7n
https://doi.org/10.1111/peps.12385
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So far, sufficient evidence that unravels the true underlying processes of SJTs is 
missing. This dissertation aims at closing this gap and at contributing to a deeper under-
standing of SJTs as psychological assessment method. Such insights are pivotal for in-
sights on how SJTs function as predictors of behavior and relevant criteria as well as for 
the development of SJTs for use in personnel selection. A particular focus of this disser-
tation is the assessment of person-situation processes. Recently, Lievens (2017a) argued 
that SJTs may be adequate tools to examine these processes, as they enable between-
subject comparisons in specific situations. However, whether or not SJTs hold up to 
this premise is subject of debate So, SJTs have to be viewed in context of theoretical 
advances on person-situation processes and general approaches to asses these processes. 
Accordingly, this Chapter briefly outlines these literatures before taking a closer look at 
different perspectives on underlying processes of SJTs. Based on this review, I propose 
a working model of SJTs that provides a falsifiable structure of psychological processes 
underlying SJTs. In brief, this working model combines context-independent processes 
(e.g., Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016) and person-situation processes (e.g., Brown et al., 
2016) as underlying functions of SJTs. The empirical studies reported in this dissertation 
examine key assumptions of the working model (see Table 1). Finally, I build on these 
results to propose a methodological framework for the assessment of person-situation 
processes with hypothetical situations that are compliant with theoretical foundations 
of real-life behavior. Overall, this dissertation contributes to a more fine-grained 
knowledge about how SJTs, and situation descriptions of hypothetical situations in gen-
eral, may serve as valid assessment tool for research on person-situation processes and 
selection purposes in practice. 

 
Person-Situation Processes 

 
Most contemporary theories on individual behaviors incorporate person-situation 

processes (e.g., Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015; Mischel & Shoda, 1995; Steyer et al., 
1999; Tett & Guterman, 2000). Especially Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson & Jayawick-
reme, 2015) may be a useful framework to integrate several theoretical propositions 
about individual behavior. According to Whole Trait Theory personality traits may be 
separated into a descriptive part and an explanatory part (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015; 
Jayawickreme et al., 2019). The descriptive part of traits is defined as the density distri-
bution of trait-relevant states in the form of momentary thoughts, feelings, and behav-
iors (Fleeson, 2001; Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015). For example, individuals may vary 
in the degree to which they act sociable and outgoing on different occasions. Accord-
ingly, each instance of these expressions may be understood as state, which taken to-
gether represent intraindividual distributions of trait-relevant states (Fleeson, 2001; 
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Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015; Jayawickreme et al., 2019). The mean of these distri-
butions is thought to reflect a stable, general tendency of trait-relevant thoughts, feelings 
and behaviors (Fleeson, 2001). Thus, the mean of state distributions reflects a disposi-
tional tendency as described in trait theories (e.g., Ashton & Lee, 2007; Digman, 1990). 
Importantly, other distribution parameters such as the intraindividual variability around 
the mean comprises stable information about individuals as well (Fleeson, 2001; Fleeson 
& Jayawickreme, 2015; Jones et al., 2017). For example, several studies demonstrated 
temporal stability of the intraindividual variability of states (Fleeson, 2001; Jones et al., 
2017). Thus, deviations from an individual’s general tendency in trait expressions are 
psychologically meaningful (see also Steyer et al., 1992; Steyer & Schmitt, 1990).  

The explanatory part of traits in Whole Trait Theory reveals causal mechanisms 
of individual behaviors (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015; Jayawickreme et al., 2019). It 
reflects the notion that personality research “should identify the intraindividual psycho-
logical processes that explain variation of behaviour across situations as well as the sys-
tematic inter-individual differences in those processes that explain variation in behavior 
across individuals” (Baumert et al., 2017, p. 515). Beyond person characteristics (i.e., 
traits), situation characteristics and the interaction of both person and situation charac-
teristics have been considered as such explanatory links (e.g., Dweck, 2017; Funder, 
2016; Meyer et al., 2010; Mischel & Shoda, 1995; Tett & Guterman, 2000; Funder, 
2006). For example, Trait Activation Theory posits that a specific situation must gen-
erally be trait-relevant so that trait relevant behaviors may be observed (Tett & Burnett, 
2003; Tett & Guterman, 2000). That is, the situation must provide the opportunity to 
express different extents of trait-relevant behaviors. The opportunity to be talkative, for 
example, is restricted when attending a lecture. Tett and Guterman (2000) demon-
strated that individuals behave more consistent with their general trait tendencies in 
trait-activating situations. Beyond trait activation, situational strength further influences 
the relation of trait dispositions and behavior (Meyer et al., 2010; Mischel, 1977; Tett 
& Guterman, 2000). Situational strength is defined as situational attributes that influ-
ence the “desirability of potential behaviors” (Meyer et al., 2010, p. 122). In stronger 
situations, appropriate behaviors are heavily determined by the situation and less driven 
by personality dispositions (Meyer et al., 2010; Tett & Guterman, 2000). 

Importantly, several scholars emphasized the psychological relevance of situation 
perceptions (Funder, 2016; Meyer et al., 2014; Mischel & Shoda, 1995; Rauthmann et 
al., 2014; Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015; Reis, 2008). This perception of a 
situation – the situation construal – affects individuals’ behaviors. Funder (2016) argued 
that direct links between person characteristics (e.g., personality traits, abilities) as well 
as links between situation attributes and behavior exist. The link between situation at-
tributes and behavior stems from objective entities such as rules or incentives, whereas 
situations obtain psychological relevance as a result of an individual construal. Hence, 



Introduction 
 

7 
 

situation construal reflects the psychological representation of person-situation pro-
cesses and thus explaining interindividual and intraindividual differences in behavior 
(Funder, 2016; Rauthmann, Sherman, Nave, et al., 2015).  

The increased attention on person-situation processes also sparked research on the 
conceptualization of situations (Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015). Generally, sit-
uational information can be described by three different concepts (Rauthmann, 2015; 
Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015). First, situation cues objectively describe situ-
ations (Rauthmann, 2015; Saucier et al., 2007). As such, cues comprise answers to five 
questions: “Who is with you? Which objects are around you? What is happening? 
Where are you? When is this happening?” (Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015, p. 
364). Similarly, Saucier et al. (2007) found that cues that describe locations, associations, 
and activities are especially useful to describe personality-relevant situations. Second, 
situation characteristics are individual perceptions of situation cues (Rauthmann et al., 
2014; Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015). Thus, they “capture the psychologically 
important meanings” of situations – the situation construal – which drives behavior and 
state expressions (Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015, p. 364). Several taxonomies 
of relevant situation characteristics have been proposed (see Horstmann et al., 2017 for 
an overview). Importantly, situation characteristics have been demonstrated to predict 
behavior above and beyond personality traits (Parrigon et al., 2016; Rauthmann et al., 
2014; Sherman et al., 2015). Finally, situation classes summarize several situations based 
on either cues or characteristics (Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015). 

 
Psychological Assessment of Person-Situation Processes 

To comply with recent theories, person-situation processes haven been incorpo-
rated into psychological assessment. Especially ambulatory assessment provides the ad-
vantage of measuring states, behaviors or other constructs of interest repeatedly in a large 
number of real-life situations and different environments (e.g., C. D. Fisher & To, 
2012; Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2014). Due to methodological developments, adequate 
analyses of person-situation processes in these assessments became possible. For exam-
ple, multilevel regression models allow to differentiate between variance in individual 
responses due to specific situations or measurement occasions and individuals (e.g., 
Hox, 2010; Nestler et al., 2019). Similarly, Latent State-Trait Theory uses latent varia-
ble models to distinguish between consistent variance components across occasions (i.e., 
the trait) from occasion-specific variance components (i.e., the state; Steyer et al., 1992, 
1999). Latent state-trait models additionally separate measurement error from reliable 
measurement variance (Geiser et al., 2017; Steyer et al., 1999). Despite these method-
ological advances, validity and psychometric properties are typically not examined in 
ambulatory assessments (C. D. Fisher & To, 2012; Hofmans et al., 2019; Horstmann & 
Ziegler, 2020; Wright & Zimmermann, 2019; for exceptions see Tomko et al., 2014; 
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Zimmermann et al., 2019). Therefore, what is actually being measured in ambulatory 
assessment often remains hidden, despite a general increase of measurement precision 
in ambulatory assessment (Wright & Zimmermann, 2019). 

Ambulatory assessment emerged as a method to specifically examine theoretical 
assumptions about person-situation processes. In contrast, other assessment methods 
either gradually incorporated situational components over time or person-situation the-
ories were integrated or elaborated in hindsight to explain underlying psychological pro-
cesses. The frame-of-reference in personality trait inventories is one example (Lievens, 
De Corte, et al., 2008; Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012). In this line of research, contex-
tualized tags (e.g. at work) were added to items in personality questionnaires in order to 
increase the predictive validity. The frame-of-reference approach rests on the notion 
that individuals’ tendencies for trait-relevant behavior may vary from context to con-
text. Accordingly, providing a fixed contextual frame of reference that is matched to the 
context of the criterion leads to higher predictive validity of personality measures (e.g., 
job performance; Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012). A further example is research on as-
sessment center exercises, which incorporated person-situation theories more con-
sciously in recent years (Jansen et al., 2013; Lievens et al., 2006, 2009; Oliver et al., 
2016). As assessment centers often lacked construct-related validity (e.g., Woehr & Ar-
thur Jr, 2003) several studies built on Trait Activation Theory to develop approaches 
that help to increase the construct-relatedness of observations within and across exer-
cises (e.g., Lievens et al., 2015; Oliver et al., 2016; Schollaert & Lievens, 2012). Fur-
thermore, Jansen and colleagues (2013) demonstrated that the individual perception of 
situations influenced the participants’ behaviors within assessment center exercises. 
 
Situational Judgment Tests 

SJTs share similar challenges to the above-mentioned assessment method with re-
gard to the underlying processes. They were originally designed as simulations of rele-
vant real-life situations (Motowidlo et al., 1990; Weekley et al., 2015). Although the 
history of these tests traces back much longer, Motowidlo and colleagues (1990) rein-
troduced SJTs to science and practice as useful tools for personnel selection. The devel-
opment of SJT items typically relies on critical incidents that demonstrate effective be-
havior in terms of job performance (Corstjens et al., 2017). Therefore, the conceptual 
backbone of low-fidelity simulations is the assumption of behavioral consistency (Wer-
nimont & Campbell, 1968). That is, behavior in simulated situations should predict 
behavior in similar real-life situations (Bruk-Lee et al., 2013; Lievens & De Soete, 
2012). In line with this assumption, several meta-analyses confirmed a link between SJT 
responses and job performance (Christian et al., 2010; McDaniel et al., 2001, 2007). 
Although all SJTs focus on situation descriptions as common core, these tests reflect a 
methodological approach rather than a test of specific psychological processes (Lievens, 
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Peeters, et al., 2008). Hence, SJTs vary in form and design such as the response instruc-
tion and response format (Ployhart & Ehrhart, 2003). Mostly, participants are asked 
what they should or would do in a given situation (McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). How-
ever, some SJTs also use open response formats (e.g., Rockstuhl et al., 2015) or partic-
ipants are instructed to rate the effectiveness of response options rather than to choose a 
single response option (e.g., Motowidlo et al., 2006b). Furthermore, video-based situ-
ation descriptions are also common in addition to written situation descriptions (e.g., 
Lievens & Sackett, 2006). 

Underlying Processes of Situational Judgment Tests. As SJTs are predomi-
nantly used for personnel selection, test developers were mostly concerned with the 
criterion-related validity of SJTs (Corstjens et al., 2017; Schmitt & Chan, 2006). How-
ever, a closer look at how SJTs function as psychological assessment tools reveals several 
caveats. Similar to assessment centers, SJTs often lack construct-related validity (Gue-
nole et al., 2017; McDaniel et al., 2016). Most SJTs aggregate responses to several situ-
ation descriptions following the idea that these aggregated test-scores assess broad di-
mensions such as job skills or knowledge (see Bergman et al., 2006; Weekley et al., 
2015). However, the true dimensionality of SJT scores is very seldomly assessed (Gue-
nole et al., 2017). In fact, researchers frequently base conclusions about the underlying 
dimensionality of SJT scores on measures of internal consistency (Schmitt & Chan, 
2006). As internal consistency is typically low (Catano et al., 2012; Kasten & Freund, 
2016), SJTs are often described as multidimensional measures (Lievens, 2017b) that cor-
relate with various constructs such as general mental ability and broad personality traits 
(McDaniel et al., 2007). This lack of understanding about psychological processes un-
derlying SJT responses limits the interpretability of SJT performance and potentially 
attenuates correlations between SJT scores and relevant criteria (Wittmann & Klumb, 
2006; see also Schulze et al., 2020). 

To address this problem, construct-driven SJTs have been proposed (Guenole et 
al., 2017; Lievens, 2017b). Construct-driven SJTs are designed to measure an unidi-
mensional construct (e.g., conscientiousness). Specifically, construct-driven SJTs build 
on Trait Activation Theory to develop situation descriptions based on trait-activating 
cues (Guenole et al., 2017; Lievens, 2017b). Moreover, all response options in con-
struct-driven SJTs reflect behavior that represents different levels of the same unidimen-
sional construct. In fact, response behavior in construct-driven SJTs is more consistent 
compared to traditional SJTs and test scores highly correlate to self-reports of the re-
spective construct (Mussel et al., 2018; Olaru et al., 2019; Oostrom et al., 2018). Con-
struct-driven SJTs are in line with Whole Trait Theory, as these tests rely on the as-
sumption that the aggregates of several trait-related measures across situations relate to 
general personality traits. 

In contrast to Whole Trait Theory, situation-specific variance is typically not 
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considered in construct-driven SJTs. One exception is a series of studies, in which con-
sistent variance across situations as well as situation-specific variance in SJT responses 
was examined (Lievens et al., 2018). Notably, these authors found that aggregated SJT 
scores correlated with corresponding personality trait measures and that within-person 
variability in SJT responses correlated with variability in respective personality states. 
However, these correlations were only small to moderate. In order to examine situa-
tion-specific influences on SJT responses, other studies disentangled SJT responses into 
consistent variance across situations and situation-specific variance. However, the re-
sults were rather conflicting. That is, SJT responses were either overwhelmingly driven 
by individual SJT items (Westring et al., 2009) or almost no variance could be attributed 
to situation-specific processes (Jackson et al., 2016).  

Krumm and colleagues (2015) took a more explicit approach to examine the rel-
evance of situation descriptions for SJT responses. Across several studies, these authors 
applied SJT items with and without situation descriptions. Surprisingly, for the majority 
of items, item difficulty did not change when situation descriptions were omitted. Sim-
ilar results were found for SJTs, in which situation descriptions consisted of short video 
sequences (Schäpers et al., 2020). Importantly, construct-related validity and the pre-
diction of criteria differed only marginally between groups that responded to SJT items 
with and without situation descriptions (Schäpers et al., 2019). The authors concluded 
that SJTs may assess context-independent constructs rather than person-situation pro-
cesses. Similarly, Rockstuhl et al. (2015) argued that the perception and judgment of 
situations in SJTs are not reflected in the responses to SJT items. When participants 
were asked separately what they would do in a given situation and how they perceive 
the situation, both responses correlated only moderately with each other and both re-
sponses predicted relevant criteria. 

Based on these results, Lievens and Motowidlo (2016) argued that SJT responses 
rather reflect a context-independent construct, namely Implicit Trait Policies (ITPs). 
ITPs are defined as an individual’s implicit belief about the effectiveness of trait-related 
behaviors (Lievens, 2017a; Motowidlo et al., 2006a, 2006b; Motowidlo & Beier, 2010). 
For example, some people may hold the belief that agreeable behavior is generally more 
effective than disagreeable behavior, regardless of the specific situation and context. 
Such implicit beliefs about the effectiveness of trait-related behaviors are thought to ex-
ist for any particular trait. Originally, ITPs were introduced to explain why SJTs corre-
late with personality traits, even when these traits were not intended to be assessed by 
the SJT (Motowidlo et al., 2006a, 2006b). Motowidlo and colleagues (2006a, 2006b) 
argued that individuals are more likely to believe in the effectiveness of behaviors, if 
individuals possess the personality trait the behavior reflects. In fact, several studies con-
firmed the link between personality traits and ITPs (Martin-Raugh et al., 2016; Mo-
towidlo et al., 2006b; Oostrom et al., 2012). Empirical evidence for the notion that 
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ITPs are the underlying factors of SJT performance derives from a study that demon-
strated a large overlap between SJT scoring keys developed by subject matter experts 
and novices (Motowidlo & Beier, 2010). The authors argued that novices do not possess 
situation-specific knowledge and experiences that enable them to select the most effec-
tive behavior in specific situations. Hence, novices must rely on general policies about 
the effectiveness of behaviors for their judgement (Motowidlo & Beier, 2010).  

 
A Working Model of Situational Judgment Test Responses 

 
Figure 2 

Working Model of SJT Responses 

Notes. The working model integrates the situation construal model (Funder, 2016; 
see also Schäpers et al., 2019 for a first adaption in the context of SJTs), Trait Ac-
tivation Theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003; Tett & Guterman, 2000), and Implicit 
Trait Policies (Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; Motowidlo & Beier, 2010). 

 
Lievens and Motowidlo (2016) reconceptualized SJTs as context-independent 

measures with an emphasis on ITPs. Although this perspective received support (e.g., 
Crook, 2016; Harvey, 2016; Krumm et al., 2015), several scholars argued that situations 
in SJT items may still be relevant to SJT performance (Brown et al., 2016; Fan et al., 
2016; Harris et al., 2016; Melchers & Kleinmann, 2016). Since the wording of most 
response options contains situational cues, information presented in the response op-
tions may suffice to deduce the particular situation even if situation descriptions were 
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omitted in the SJT item (Fan et al., 2016; Harris et al., 2016; Melchers & Kleinmann, 
2016). The debate about the underlying psychological processes revealed that SJT re-
search typically fails to directly incorporate theories about person-situation processes 
(Brown et al., 2016; Harris et al., 2016; cf. Lievens et al., 2018; Schäpers et al., 2019). 
Especially Brown and colleagues (2016) pointed out that situational information in SJT 
items may be distinguished into situation cues, characteristics, and classes – similar to 
real-life situations. Likewise, Lievens (2017a) argued that individual responses to SJT 
items reflect real-life behavior in specific situations. Research on situation contingencies 
in behavior may specifically benefit from the use of SJTs (Lievens, 2017a). Since situa-
tions are identical across individuals, SJTs allow for direct comparisons of variance com-
ponents in test-taker’s responses that are contingent on the situation or consistent 
within individuals. Harris and colleagues (2016) posited that a specific case of situation 
contingencies may be the underlying factor of SJT performance. Following Trait Acti-
vation Theory, these authors argued that the strength of each SJT situation may influ-
ence to what degree a particular state corresponds to the individual’s general tendency 
in behavior (i.e., trait). More precisely, the stronger the situation the less should indi-
vidual responses be driven by personality traits. Figure 2 outlines a working model of 
underlying psychological processes of SJT responses that incorporates all previously pro-
posed mechanisms. First, the model acknowledges direct effects of person characteristics 
such as general mental ability or personality traits on SJT responses. These effects are 
meta-analytically well established (McDaniel et al., 2007). Second, following the recon-
ceptualization of SJTs as context-independent measures, the model specifically consid-
ers ITPs as relevant person characteristics for SJT responses (Lievens & Motowidlo, 
2016; Motowidlo & Beier, 2010). Third, the working model overcomes the vague def-
inition of situational processes in SJTs as low-fidelity simulations by incorporating the-
oretical assumptions of person-situation processes. The working model is built particu-
larly on the situation construal model (Funder, 2016; see also Schäpers et al., 2019). 
Thus, test-takers may construe psychologically relevant situations of SJT items based on 
their perception of situation cues in situation descriptions and response options of SJT 
items (see Brown et al., 2016). According to this reasoning, SJT responses reflect a psy-
chological state for the given situation. Finally, the working model also includes core 
assumptions of Trait Activation Theory (Tett & Guterman, 2000): Trait activating cues 
in SJT items as well as situational strength of situations in SJT items may increase the 
correlation between personality traits and SJT responses (Guenole et al., 2017; Harris et 
al., 2016; Lievens, 2017b). This is depicted as a moderating effect of the situation on the 
relation of person characteristics and SJT responses in the working model. 

In addition to the relation of person characteristics and SJT responses, theoretical 
arguments about possible processes underlying SJT responses are summarized in the 
working model. For the most part, thorough empirical studies examining these 
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processes are missing (c.f., Lievens et al., 2018; Motowidlo et al., 2018; Schäpers et al., 
2019). This dissertation consists of seven studies that help uncovering the underlying 
psychological processes of SJTs (see Table 1 for an overview). In the following, I will 
briefly outline the scope of the subsequent chapters. 
 
Situational Judgment Tests and Implicit Trait Policies 

ITPs were originally conceptualized to explain why personality traits correlate 
with SJT performance even when these tests were applied with a knowledge instruction 
(i.e., asking test-takers what they should do; Motowidlo et al., 2006b). Accordingly, 
several studies exist that related ITPs to personality traits (Martin-Raugh et al., 2016; 
Motowidlo et al., 2006b, 2016, 2018; Oostrom et al., 2012). To assess ITPs, test-takers’ 
effectiveness ratings of SJT response options should be correlated with the trait expres-
sion of these response options (see Lievens, 2017a; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016). For 
instance, some response options of SJTs may reflect a high level of agreeableness whilst 
others reflect a low level of agreeableness. The correlation between the effectiveness 
rating and the trait expression of response options thus reflects how strong an individu-
als’ rating is bound to the trait-level of response options. However, this operationaliza-
tion aims to assess ITPs with the method they were designed to explain in the first place. 
Thus, the construct-related validity of ITP measures is of particular interest in order to 
gain meaningful insights about the relevance of ITPs for SJT responses. Chapter 2 de-
scribes two studies that examine the construct-related validity of ITPs. 
 
Situational Judgment Tests and Person-Situation Processes 

To assess the influence of situation descriptions for SJT responses, previous re-
search relied on the manipulation of situation cues in SJT items (Krumm et al., 2015; 
Schäpers et al., 2019, 2020; c.f., Lievens et al., 2018; Rockstuhl et al., 2015). Although 
these results yielded valuable insights about underlying processes of SJT responses, those 
studies did not utilize insights on person-situation processes to their fullest potential. 
Building on research about real-life person-situation processes, the working model of 
SJT responses (Figure 2) incorporates the situation construal as an underlying factor of 
SJT responses. Chapter 3 examines whether an individual’s situation construal of SJT 
items affects responses to the same item. Specifically, the three presented studies incor-
porate a recent taxonomy of situation characteristics (Rauthmann et al., 2014) in order 
to explicitly assess the situation construal of SJT items. Three questions are of particular 
interest: (a) does the situation construal of SJT items predict SJT responses, (b) which 
test elements (i.e., situation descriptions or response options) of SJT items evoke a rel-
evant situation construal, and (c) does the situation construal of SJT items predict rele-
vant criteria?  

Beyond situation construal, Trait Activation Theory makes specific assumptions 
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how situation cues influence the relation of personality traits and behavior (Tett & Gu-
terman, 2000). Building on Trait Activation Theory, arguments were brought forward 
that trait-activating cues in situation descriptions of construct-driven SJTs increase the 
relevance of personality traits for response behaviors (Guenole et al., 2017; Lievens, 
2017b) and that the strength of situation cues in SJT items further moderates the relation 
of personality and SJT responses (Harris et al., 2016). However, neither claims have 
been tested. A study presented in Appendix C tests whether omitting trait-activating 
cues from SJT items reduce the construct-related validity of an SJT assessing narrow 
personality facets. Further, Chapter 4 examines the influence of SJT items´ situational 
strength on the relation of personality and SJT responses. Overall, these studies repre-
sent a theory-driven investigation of person-situation processes that may underly SJT 
responses. 
 
Standardized State Assessment 

So far, studies included in this dissertation were concerned with the underlying 
processes of SJTs, specifically, whether person-situation processes are relevant for re-
sponse behavior in SJT items. However, previous studies revealed that SJTs have major 
limitations as a methodological approach. Noteworthy are the lack of construct-related 
validity as well as the lack of psychological relevance of essential test elements (i.e., sit-
uation descriptions) for response behavior (see Krumm et al., 2015; McDaniel et al., 
2016). Thus, Chapter 5 takes a step back to deduce how person-situation processes may 
be assessed with situation descriptions. Whole Trait Theory serves as theoretical base to 
propose a methodological framework for the assessment of psychological states in hy-
pothetical situations – Standardized State Assessment. To do so, I take a closer look at 
how real-life states are assessed and how these principles may be applied to Standardized 
State Assessment. Moreover, I outline how situation descriptions may be developed to 
increase the psychological similarity to real-life situations. Building on the research pre-
sented in this dissertation, Chapter 5 further contrasts SJTs and Standardized State As-
sessment and concludes with methodological guidelines for researchers interested in as-
sessing person-situation processes. 

 
Summary 

 
Naturally, theoretical advances on person-situation processes sparked an increase 

in psychological assessments that considered these processes. SJTs are no exceptions to 
this development. However, research did not find a consensus about what psychological 
processes underly SJT performance. Arguments have been brought forward that support 
person-situation processes but also completely new and context-independent con-
structs (i.e., ITPs). However, the empirical support of either processes is rather limited. 
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So far, I introduced a working model of SJT responses to summarize all existing prop-
ositions about underlying processes of SJT performance. The following chapters add to 
the empirical knowledge about these processes and thus contribute to resolving the de-
bate whether SJTs reflect measures of person-situation processes or context-independ-
ent measures. Finally, this dissertation will conclude by proposing a methodological 
framework that adds to the core of contemporary personality research: the assessment 
of person-situation processes. Using situation descriptions to assess these processes 
would undoubtedly be beneficial for various research questions on person-situation in-
teractions. This method especially has the potential for much more economic assess-
ments when compared to ambulatory assessments or assessment center exercises and 
even allows researchers to sample uncommon situations. In sum, this framework sug-
gests how this goal may be achieved by building on theory and best practices of SJT 
development
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On the Construct-Related Validity of  
Implicit Trait Policies

Jan-Philipp Freudenstein, Patrick Mussel, & Stefan Krumm 
Freie Universität Berlin 

 
In response to recent calls to incorporate Implicit Trait Policies (ITPs) into 
personality research, the current research examined the construct-related va-
lidity of ITP measures in two studies. ITPs are defined as implicit beliefs 
about the effectiveness of behaviors that reflect a certain trait. They are as-
sessed by utilizing the methodology of Situational Judgment Tests. In the 
first study, we employed Monte Carlo Simulation to highlight possible ca-
veats when interpreting correlations between ITP scores and SJT scores that 
are derived from the same test. In the second study, we empirically examined 
(N = 339) several underlying key assumptions of ITP theory, including trait-
specificity, the relation to personality traits, their context-independence, 
and the relation to general domain knowledge. Overall, our results showed 
little support for these assumptions. Although we found some confirmation 
for expected correlations between ITPs and personality traits, most of the 
observed variance in ITP measures was either method specific or due to 
measurement error. We conclude that ITP measures lack construct-related 
validity and discuss implications for SJT theory and beyond. 
 
Keywords. Implicit Trait Policies, Situational Judgment Tests, Validity

 
Building on the notion that both per-

son and situation drive individual behav-
ior, a considerable amount of research fo-
cused on dynamic processes that explain 
these relations (e.g., Baumert et al., 2017; 
Fleeson, 2007; Funder, 2016; Mischel & 
Shoda, 1995; Rauthmann et al., 2014). 
Recently, Implicit Trait Policies (ITPs) 
have been proposed as a situation-inde-
pendent construct that might mediate the 
link between traits and behavior, and thus 
“enhance contemporary personality 

research” (Lievens, 2017a, p. 431; see also 
Martin-Raugh et al., 2016). ITPs are de-
fined as implicit beliefs about the effec-
tiveness of behaviors that reflect a certain 
trait (Motowidlo et al., 2006b). For in-
stance, the belief that agreeable behavior 
is generally more effective than disagreea-
ble behavior constitutes an ITP for agree-
ableness; the belief that extraverted be-
havior is generally more effective than in-
troverted behavior describes an ITP for 
extraversion (Lievens & Motowidlo,
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 2016). That is, ITPs reveal an individual’s 
effectiveness rating of specific behaviors, 
which can be attributed to the trait-level 
expression of the behavior (Lievens, 
2017a). Although the concept of ITPs is 
currently closely related to the method 
and theory of Situational Judgment Tests 
(SJTs; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016), sev-
eral researchers agreed that ITPs may be 
fruitful for personality research in general 
(e.g., Judge et al., 2017; Lievens, 2017a; 
Motowidlo, 2017; Wright, 2017).  

Despite ITPs’ relevance for SJT re-
search and beyond, our knowledge about 
ITP measurement and its validity is still 
sparse. Since ITPs are (so far) exclusively 
assessed with SJTs, their construct-related 
validity may be of particular concern. 
That is, the construct-related validity of 
SJTs was recently described as “hot mess” 
(McDaniel et al., 2016, p. 47). Being 
closely tied to SJTs, ITPs may share the 
same fate. The currently available evi-
dence on the construct-related validity of 
ITPs is limited, as most recent studies did 
not simultaneously assess ITPs for differ-
ent traits and across several SJTs, thus pre-
cluding insights on their convergent and 
discriminant construct-related validity 
(e.g., Motowidlo et al., 2006b, 2018).  

Construct-related validity is a neces-
sary condition to derive meaningful con-
clusions about the relevance of ITPs for 
SJT responses or individual behavior in 
general (see Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). 
In this study, we address the measure-
ment quality and construct-related valid-
ity of ITPs to facilitate future research on 
this concept. First, we utilize Monte 
Carlo simulation to highlight possible ca-
veats when interpreting correlations be-
tween ITP scores and SJT scores that are 
derived from the same test. Second, we 
scrutinize the construct-related validity of 
ITPs when measured with several SJTs. 

In doing so, we contribute to a deeper un-
derstanding of the measurement quality 
of ITPs. This is essential to ensure high 
quality research when adopting the con-
cept of ITPs to explain SJT functioning 
and, more broadly, when using ITPs in 
personality research.  

 
Implicit Trait Policies 

 
The theoretical foundation of ITPs 

rests on the assumption of dispositional fit 
(Motowidlo et al., 2006a, 2006b). Ac-
cordingly, people develop implicit beliefs 
about the effectiveness of specific behav-
iors across the lifespan, which are in line 
with the personality traits individuals pos-
sess (e.g., agreeable people are more likely 
to believe that agreeable behavior is more 
effective; Motowidlo et al., 2006a, 
2006b). Motowidlo (2003) used this ar-
gument to explain the relation of person-
ality traits and job performance. For in-
stance, “when a problematic work situa-
tion demands an expression of a particular 
trait for effective resolution, people who 
possess that trait are more likely to believe 
that behaviors expressing that trait will be 
effective in that situation” (Motowidlo et 
al., 2006b, p. 751). Thus, an ITP for a 
specific trait is conceptualized as a causal 
link between that personality trait and 
trait-related behavior. So, individuals 
high on agreeableness will act agreeable 
because they hold the belief, or the ITP, 
that agreeable behavior is effective. Alt-
hough being influenced by individuals’ 
personality dispositions, ITPs can develop 
through general life experiences (Lievens 
& Motowidlo, 2016; Motowidlo & Beier, 
2010; Motowidlo & Peterson, 2008). For 
instance, Motowidlo and Peterson (2008) 
showed that prison inmates had stronger 
ITPs for agreeableness when compared to 
correctional officers. The authors 
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concluded that differences in organiza-
tional perspective may influence ITPs.  

The relation between self-reports of a 
personality trait and the ITP for that trait 
has been examined across several trait do-
mains (Martin-Raugh et al., 2016; Mo-
towidlo et al., 2006b, 2016, 2018; 
Oostrom et al., 2012). As expected, cor-
relations between self-reports of person-
ality traits and corresponding ITPs were 
moderate (e.g., rs = .15 - .39; Motowidlo 
et al., 2006b). ITPs were also shown to 
predict behavior in role-play scenarios 
(Martin-Raugh et al., 2016; Motowidlo 
et al., 2006b)—although this was only 
true for agreeableness ITPs and not for 
extraversion ITPs. The authors attributed 
this mixed finding to shortcomings in the 
assessment of behavior (Motowidlo et al., 
2006b). Motowidlo and Beier (2010) also 
revealed that both agreeableness ITPs and 
conscientiousness ITPs were moderately 
related to supervisor ratings of job perfor-
mance.  
 
Implicit Trait Policies in Situational 
Judgment Test Theory 

ITPs have been introduced as an inte-
gral part of SJT theory (Lievens & Mo-
towidlo, 2016; Motowidlo et al., 2006a, 
2006b). SJTs are standardized tests that 
consist of short situation descriptions 
with several behavioral response options 
(McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). They are 
popular tools in personnel selection 
mostly due to their predictive validity of 
job performance (e.g., Christian et al., 
2010; McDaniel et al., 2001). Im-
portantly, the link between SJT perfor-
mance and job performance rests on the 
assumption that the processes of respond-
ing to SJTs are similar to real life behavior 
(Lievens & De Soete, 2012; Motowidlo et 
al., 1990; Weekley et al., 2015). Accord-
ingly, SJTs are also often described as 

low-fidelity simulations (Motowidlo et 
al., 1990; Weekley et al., 2015).  

Despite this popular view on SJTs, a 
growing body of research exists that chal-
lenges the notion of SJTs as simulations 
(Jackson et al., 2016; Krumm et al., 2015; 
Schäpers et al., 2019; Schäpers, Lievens, 
et al., 2020). For instance, Krumm et al. 
demonstrated that omitting situation de-
scriptions from SJT items did not change 
item difficulty for a majority of all tested 
items. This finding has been further ex-
tended to video-based SJTs (Schäpers, 
Lievens, et al., 2020). Even for SJT items 
with highly specific video sequences as 
situation descriptions, the decrease in 
item difficulty when leaving out situation 
descriptions was the same as in text-based 
SJTs. Moreover, situation descriptions of 
SJT items had only negligible effects on 
SJT’s construct and criterion-related va-
lidity (Schäpers et al., 2019; Schäpers, 
Freudenstein, et al., 2020). In sum, a con-
siderable amount of evidence supports the 
view that situation descriptions—the part 
of an SJT item that is thought to “simu-
late” reality—are less relevant for SJT re-
sponse behavior. 

Lievens and Motowidlo (2016) sug-
gested that the concept of ITPs may ex-
plain why some SJTs “worked” even 
without situation descriptions (see also 
Krumm et al., 2015; Motowidlo et al., 
2006a, 2006b). They argued that test-tak-
ers may not only rely on their situation-
specific experiences and knowledge to 
come up with a response to a fictional sit-
uation (as described in an SJT item). Test-
takers may also rely on their ITPs, i.e., 
their general beliefs about the effective-
ness of trait-related behavior described in 
response options. Since general beliefs 
about the effectiveness of a trait are not 
tied to a specific context, test-takers may 
rely on ITPs regardless of the specific 
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situation presented in an SJT item. Evi-
dence in favor of ITPs as part of SJT re-
sponding is provided by Motowidlo and 
Beier (2010). These authors showed that 
SJT scoring keys from novices and sub-
ject-matter expert ratings (SMEs) largely 
converged. The authors concluded that 
novice raters had no relevant job 
knowledge and thus had to utilize general 
beliefs about effective behavior (i.e., 
ITPs) to construe a scoring key similar to 
the one created by experts. 
 
Assessment of Implicit Trait Policies 

Currently, ITPs are only indirectly as-
sessed through individuals’ responses to 
SJT items (Motowidlo et al., 2006b). In 
SJTs, individuals typically rate the effec-
tiveness of behavioral responses to fic-
tional situation descriptions (e.g., 
McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001; Weekley et 
al., 2015). SJT scores reflect the extent to 
which an individual’s effectiveness rating 
corresponds with the actual effectiveness 
of a behavior (as, for example, determined 
by experts). ITP scores, on the contrary, 
specify the relation of an individual’s ef-
fectiveness rating with the trait related-
ness of a specific behavioral response (e.g., 
Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016). So, if an in-
dividual shows a tendency to rate re-
sponses reflecting extraverted behavior as 
effective and introverted behavior as inef-
fective, this individual would show a 
strong ITP for extraversion (see Table 1 
for an example; Lievens, 2017a; Lievens 
& Motowidlo, 2016; Motowidlo et al., 
2006b). Thus, the correlation between 
test-takers’ effectiveness ratings of SJT re-
sponses and trait relatedness of each re-
sponse (as determined by experts) is used 
as the ITP score.  

As mentioned above, SJT research has 
been concerned with the question of how 
relevant ITPs are for SJT responding. 

Note that both, SJT scores and ITP scores 
are derived by comparing the same test-
takers response with different scoring 
keys (see Table 1 for examples of such 
keys). In the case of SJT scores, this key is 
typically derived from SMEs’ ratings of 
the effectiveness of the response options. 
In the case of ITP scores, the scoring key 
is based on SME ratings of the trait relat-
edness of response options. Typically, the 
extent to which these two keys are similar 
(i.e., correlated) is viewed as an SJT’s sat-
uration with ITPs (Motowidlo et al., 
2018; see Table 1). In other words, the 
ITP saturation of an SJT defines the ex-
tent to which responding solely on the 
basis of response options’ trait relatedness 
also results in effective responding.  

It is not uncommon for SJTs that the 
same responses are scored in two or more 
ways (i.e., with two or more keys; e.g., 
Bergman et al., 2006; Ployhart & Ehrhart, 
2003). However, it is problematic to in-
terpret the correlation between two 
scores that constitute a computational 
variation of the same individual response. 
This is the case when empirical SJT scores 
are correlated with empirical ITP scores 
(e.g., Motowidlo et al., 2018; Motowidlo 
& Beier, 2010; Oostrom et al., 2012). 
The problem is similar to Pearson’s no-
tion of spurious correlations between ra-
tio variables with the same denominator 
(Pearson, 1897). Spurious correlations are 
correlations that occur due to a shared de-
nominator of two variables (e.g., popula-
tion size) even though the variables are 
otherwise uncorrelated (Kronmal, 1993; 
Pearson, 1897). Similarly, when correlat-
ing SJT and ITP scores for the same set of 
responses, both scores share the individu-
als’ identical responses. Thus, the unique 
variance in SJT and ITP scores is deter-
mined by the SJT and ITP scoring keys. 
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Table 1 
Example of Scoring ITPs and Effectiveness of SJT responses 
  Scoring Keys  Responses 
  Effectiveness Level of 

Response  
Options  

Trait Level of 
Response  
Options  

 Effectiveness 
Rating Person 

A 

Effectiveness 
Rating Person 

B 

SJT 
Item 1 

Response option 1 1 1  2 2 
Response option 2 5 5  5 5 

Response option 3 2 1  1 3 
Response option 4 3 1  3 3 

       

SJT 
Item 2 

Response option 5 2 5  4 2 

Response option 6 5 3  4 3 
Response option 7 3 5  5 3 

Response option 8 2 3  3 1 

  Score Saturation: r = .42 Effectiveness Score: r = .65 r = .86 
    ITP Score: r = .88 r = .25 

Notes. This table contains two exemplary SJT items with four response options each and responses by two individuals. The effectiveness level 
(i.e., how effective is the behavior in the given situation) and trait level (e.g., how representative is the behavior for agreeableness) of all 
response options have been rated by subject matter experts. These ratings reflect the two scoring keys. The correlation of the two scoring keys 
represents the score saturation. To compute effectiveness and ITP scores, responses of each individual are correlated with the respective scoring 
key. 
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To illustrate this, we conducted a simula-
tion study (Study 1). Specifically, we 
aimed to identify the extent to which the 
correlation of SJT and ITP scores for the 
same test responses are confounded as a 
function of the SJT’s ITP saturation.  

 
RQ1: To what extent are correlations of 

SJT and ITP scores of the same test responses 
confounded as a function of the SJT’s ITP sat-
uration? 

 
Beyond the use of existing SJTs for the 

assessment of ITPs, Motowidlo et al. 
(2006b) also suggested to develop SJTs 
specifically for the assessment of ITPs. In 
such SJTs, all response options are created 
to reflect high or low levels of a specific 
trait. Additionally, response options that 
reflect high trait levels are always effective 
in the given situation and response op-
tions that reflect low trait levels are always 
ineffective. That is, the SJT score is com-
pletely saturated with a specific trait.  

As mentioned before, evidence scruti-
nizing the validity of these methods is 
scarce (cf. Motowidlo et al., 2006b, 
2018). However, the theory behind ITPs 
makes several assumptions which can be 
used to delineate the nomological net of 
ITPs. First, ITPs are defined as being 
trait-specific (Motowidlo et al., 2006b, 
2018). That is, the implicit belief about 
the effectiveness of behaviors is bound to 
the trait these behaviors reflect. In fact, 
Motowidlo et al (2006b) showed that 
scores for ITPs of different traits (i.e., ex-
traversion, agreeableness, conscientious-
ness) showed no substantial correlations 
among each other.  

Second, ITPs are related to but distinct 
from personality traits. Building on re-
search on dispositional fit, personality 
traits should help to develop specific ITPs 
(i.e., agreeable people are much more 

likely to belief that agreeable behavior is 
effective; Motowidlo et al., 2006b). 
However, ITPs are conceptualized as dif-
ferent constructs than personality traits 
(Lievens, 2017a; Motowidlo et al., 2006b; 
Motowidlo & Beier, 2010). Indeed, sev-
eral studies revealed only small to me-
dium correlations between (self-reported) 
personality traits and corresponding ITPs 
(Martin-Raugh et al., 2016; Motowidlo 
et al., 2006b, 2016, 2018).  

Third, ITPs are defined as general, 
context independent constructs (Lievens 
& Motowidlo, 2016). Thus, measures of 
ITPs should not depend on the situational 
context presented in a specific SJT, but 
rather generalize across several SJTs. To 
examine this, Motowidlo, Lievens, and 
Gosh (2018) assessed prosociality ITPs 
with four different SJTs. Contrary to the 
notion of ITPs’ context-independency, 
correlations among ITP scores ranged 
from r = .22 to r = .46. 

Fourth, previous research has put for-
ward the notion that ITPs reflect general 
domain knowledge (i.e., knowledge ac-
quired through general experience; 
Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; Motowidlo 
& Beier, 2010). In their focal article, 
Lievens and Motowidlo (2016) explained 
this for agreeableness: “If it is true that be-
havior that expresses some personality 
trait such as agreeableness […] contrib-
utes to effective job performance, people 
who believe this have more general do-
main knowledge” (p. 9). In other words, 
this view posits that when ITPs “are ac-
curate, they represent general domain 
knowledge because accurate ITPs can be 
learned before people enter any particular 
job situation and are not dependent on 
specific job experience” (Motowidlo & 
Beier, 2010, p. 323). In those instances, 
ITPs reflect justified true beliefs as an in-
dividual’s ITP turns out to be true and 
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was justified by previous life experiences 
(e.g., a person experiences that agreeable 
behavior is generally effective and devel-
ops and ITP for agreeableness). However, 
justified true beliefs may not always reflect 
knowledge as the principles justifying the 
belief may not be accurate (see Gettier, 
1963); that is, trait-related behaviors vary 
in their true effectiveness among situa-
tions. For instance, agreeable behavior 
will be effective to solve certain team con-
flicts but will be rather ineffective to 
achieve the best result in certain negotia-
tions. Thus, ITPs may not be seen as 
knowledge as the belief itself does not ex-
press knowledge about when and why 
trait-related behaviors are effective. 
Hence, the question arises whether ITPs 
reflect a general belief or general domain 
knowledge. SJTs that were specifically 
designed to assess ITPs do not allow to 
examine this question. These tests are 
characterized by a perfect saturation of the 
response options’ true effectiveness and 
the trait expressiveness. Thus, the 
knowledge about the effectiveness of be-
havior in a specific-situation is used as in-
dicator for the relevant ITP. It follows 
that measures of ITPs can only differenti-
ate between general domain knowledge 
and a general belief if the score saturation 
of these measures is imperfect (i.e., the 
true effective response options vary in 
their trait-relatedness). These measures 
would assess general domain knowledge if 
only response options for which the true 
effectiveness and the trait expression align 
load on a common factor. If all response 
options load on a common factor, these 
measures would reflect a general belief 
about the effectiveness of behaviors that 
reflect a certain trait. 

To our knowledge no previous study 
exists that examined all of the above-
mentioned core assumptions of ITP 

theory simultaneously. Thus, at this point 
no definite conclusions about the in-
tended interpretability of these scores 
(i.e., as ITPs for agreeableness) can be 
drawn. Importantly, such inferences are 
essential to establish construct-related va-
lidity of specific measurements 
(Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). Especially, 
since psychological constructs are not di-
rectly observable (i.e., latent), a measure’s 
construct-related validity should be ex-
amined in the context of relations to 
other methods and constructs (Campbell 
& Fiske, 1959). Following the outline of 
ITP theory, we expect that ITPs for the 
same trait are highly correlated even when 
measured with different SJTs. We expect 
ITPs for the same trait to correlate higher 
with each other than with their corre-
sponding personality trait. We also expect 
ITPs for different traits to show only small 
correlations. 

 
H1a: Different SJTs that measure ITPs for 

the same personality trait are significantly corre-
lated (convergent validity). 

H1b: Convergent correlations of ITPs are 
higher than the correlations of personality traits 
and ITPs of the same trait. 

H2: Correlations of SJTs that measure 
ITPs for different personality traits are lower 
than their convergent correlations (discriminant 
validity). 

Regarding the definition of ITPs as 
general domain knowledge, we phrased 
an open research question. 

RQ2: Do measures of ITPs reflect general 
domain knowledge? 
 

Study Overview 
 

In two studies we aim to shed light on 
the construct-related validity of ITP 
measures. First, we use Monte Carlo sim-
ulation to investigate possible pitfalls 
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when interpreting correlations of ITP and 
SJT scores that were derived from the 
same set of responses (RQ1). Second, we 
gathered empirical data to assess conver-
gent and discriminant relations of ITPs 
that were assessed with several methods 
(H1a – H2). This data will also help un-
derstanding the link between ITPs and 
general domain knowledge (RQ2). We 
preregistered Study 2, including all re-
lated hypotheses and research questions, 
on the Open Science Framework (osf.io/ 
m5ce8). Data and code are available for 
both studies on the Open Science Frame-
work (osf.io/ pcu3j). 

 
Study 1 

 
Procedure 

We used the Monte Carlo Technique 
to simulate response data for SJT items in 
order to examine sample correlations be-
tween SJT and ITP scores. Essentially, 
SJT scores reflect the congruence of test-
takers effectiveness ratings with SMEs’ ef-
fectiveness ratings, whereas ITP scores re-
flect the congruence of test-takers effec-
tiveness ratings with SMEs’ trait-level rat-
ings. Whether truly effective behavior for 
a specific SJT has the tendency to reflect a 
specific trait, can be expressed as the cor-
relation of the effectiveness scoring key 
and the trait-level scoring key (Mo-
towidlo et al., 2018). We refer to this cor-
relation as score saturation. We automat-
ically generated scoring keys for various, 
hypothetical SJTs. These SJTs varied in 
number of items (nitems = 10, 20, 30, 40, 
50, 60, 70, 80, 90, 100) and score satura-
tion (rScores = 0, .10, .20, .30, .40, .50, .60, 
.70, .80, .90). We generated response data 
with varying sample size (nsample = 50 - 
1,000 in steps of 50). Data was simulated 
under two conditions: multivariate nor-
mal distributed data for a latent SJT 

performance factor and multivariate nor-
mal distributed data for a latent ITP factor 
(αs = 0, .10, .20, .30, .40, .50, .60, .70, 
.80, .90, 1) with equal means of 0 and 
standard deviations of 1. For each simu-
lated sample, SJT and ITP scores were 
computed as within-person correlations 
between individual response data and the 
respective scoring key (see Lievens, 
2017a). To test the distribution of corre-
lations between SJT and ITP scores, we 
simulated 1,000 replications for each 
score saturation. To reduce computing 
time, however, we did not simulate the 
full parameter grid. Data for different 
sample sizes was only simulated with an 
internal consistency of α = 0 and 50 items. 
Further, data for different number of 
items was only simulated for an internal 
consistency of α = 0 and a sample size of n 
= 1,000. Finally, data for different internal 
consistencies of the scores was simulated 
for SJTs with 50 items and a sample size 
of n = 1,000. We utilized the R package 
MASS (version 7.3-51.4) for data genera-
tion and the R package MonteCarlo (ver-
sion 1.0.6) to specify parameter grid 
loops.  
 
Results 

Overall, the observed correlation be-
tween SJT and ITP scores converged on 
average to the scoring key saturation. The 
average difference between scoring key 
saturation and observed correlation was 
MΔz = -.00 (SD = .06; see Figure 1). With 
increasing sample size, the deviation of 
the observed correlation from the scoring 
key saturation decreased and eventually 
stabilized within a corridor of approxi-
mately ±.10 (see Figure 2). The number 
of items had no influence on the correla-
tion between SJT and ITP scores (see Fig-
ure 2). All deviations of correlations from 
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Figure 1 
Mean Correlations Between Effectiveness and ITP Scorings (Study 1) 

 

Notes. Plot of correlations between effectiveness and ITP scorings across score saturations 
for all simulation iterations (N = 1000 and at total of 50 response options). For ach score 
saturation, mean and standard deviation are depicted. Score saturations were fixed across 
iterations, thus variation around specific saturation values was included for better visibility 
of distributions around the mean. 
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Figure 2 
Plots of Results for Varying Simulation Conditions (Study 1) 

 

Notes. Plots depict correlation of effectiveness and ITP scorings against different simula-
tion conditions. A Different sample sizes with 50 items and zero internal consistency of 
test scores. Sample size was fixed to values between 50 - 1,000 in steps of 50 across repli-
cations. Variation around those values was added for better visibility of distributions. B 
Different number of items (response options) with N = 1000 and zero internal consistency 
of test scores. Number of items were fixed to values between 10 - 100 in steps of 10 
across replications. Variation around those values was added for better visibility of distri-
butions. C Different internal consistencies of effectiveness scores (i.e., SJT scores) with N 
= 1000 and 50 items. Empirical internal consistencies are depicted instead of true internal 
consistencies. D Different internal consistency of ITP scores with N = 1000 and 50 items. 
Empirical internal consistencies are depicted instead of true internal consistencies. 
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the score saturation were attributed to 
sampling error.  

So far, all results referred to data in 
which all items were essentially unrelated 
(i.e., α = 0). However, even though SJTs 
often lack internal consistency (e.g., 
Catano et al., 2012), SJT items show at 
least some systematic correlation among 
each other. Our simulation reflected this 
by successively increasing the internal 
consistency reliability of the test scores. 
With increasing reliability of test scores, 
the correlation between ITP and SJT 
scores increased and deviated more 
strongly from the score saturation (see 
Figure 2). Importantly, this was true irre-
spective of whether the reliability of the 
SJT score or the ITP score increased. 
 
Discussion 

Study 1 aimed at clarifying to what ex-
tent correlations of ITP and SJT scores are 
confounded when they stem from the 
same response ratings. This is particularly 
relevant for SJT research, which stresses 
the importance of ITPs as underlying pro-
cess for SJT responses (see Lievens & Mo-
towidlo, 2016; Oostrom et al., 2012). 
Results of the Monte Carlo simulation 
showed that correlations of ITP and SJT 
scores computed from the same responses 
were tied to the saturation of the two 
scoring keys. The magnitude of the devi-
ation from the scoring key saturation due 
to sampling error is in line with research 
on the general stability of correlation co-
efficients (Schönbrodt & Perugini, 2013). 
However, with increasing reliability of 
any test score, the correlation of ITP and 
SJT scores increased. In case of unreliable 
scores, both SJT and ITP scores vary un-
systematically around zero. With increas-
ing reliability of any score, more individ-
uals receive higher positive or negative 
values on the reliable score. Due to the 

score saturation, both scores will have the 
same sign (i.e., a positive SJT score will 
lead to a positive ITP score and vice 
versa). This systematic match of signs in-
creases the correlation of SJT and ITP 
scores. The pattern emerges regardless of 
whether the reliability of the ITP score or 
the SJT score increases. Hence, no infer-
ences about the true underlying processes 
are possible. Individuals may utilize either 
ITPs to respond to SJT items or situation-
specific judgements about the true effec-
tiveness of behavioral responses. For in-
stance, Motowidlo and Beier (2010) re-
ported substantial correlations between 
ITP and SJT scores (.61 - .71), as obtained 
from the same SJT. However, our results 
demonstrated that these correlations re-
flect an artefact due to score saturations 
(.48 - .57) and score reliabilities (.59 - 
.65). Therefore, it is necessary to rely on 
SJTs specifically designed to measure 
ITPs when examining the relation to 
other constructs or measures. Next, we 
scrutinize the construct-related validity of 
such measures. 
 

Study 2 
 
Sample 

An a-priori power analysis (α = .05; 1-
β = .80) with SemPower (Moshagen & 
Erdfelder, 2016) for the most complex, 
possible correlated traits-correlated meth-
ods minus 1 model (CTC[M-1]; df = 
1636) for measures used in Study 2 re-
vealed a required sample size of n = 297 to 
detect an RMSEA = .05. We expected a 
dropout rate of 20% and thus collected a 
total sample of n = 360 via the online 
panel prolific.co. Participants received £4 
for completing all tests. We excluded n = 
21 participants from analyses based on sig-
nificant Mahalanobis distances (i.e., mul-
tivariate outliers; p < .001; Meade & 
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Craig, 2012). We also checked for zero 
within-person variance and asked partici-
pants whether we should use their data for 
analyses (Meade & Craig, 2012). How-
ever, no further participants had to be ex-
cluded. Thus, the final data set comprised 
N = 339 (197 female) cases. Participants 
were on average M = 39.49 (SD = 10.65; 
range: 22-65) years old. On average, par-
ticipants had M = 18.71 (SD = 10.69) 
years of work experience with M = 36.30 
(SD = 9.08) average weekly working 
hours. For all individuals, at least some of 
this experience required regular interper-
sonal interactions (which is important 
since we used an SJT on teamwork, see 
below). Most participants were employed 
in health care (13%), public administra-
tion (10%), or retail (9%). 
 
Measures 
Situational Judgment Tests 

We assessed ITPs for Agreeableness 
and Conscientiousness with several SJTs. 
We applied one SJT that was specifically 
developed to measure ITPs for agreeable-
ness. Additionally, we applied a personal-
ity SJT for which the trait expression of 
each response option was theoretically 
driven and empirically tested. Finally, we 
used two SJTs for which the true effec-
tiveness of each response option in the 
given situation was known. For these two 
SJTs, SMEs rated the trait expression of 
all response options. Due to the focus on 
effectiveness, these SJTs contained re-
sponse options for which a high (or low) 
trait expression either reflected effective, 
ineffective, or neutral behavior. This al-
lowed us to examine whether ITPs reflect 
general domain knowledge (RQ2). That 
is, all response options of an SJT may load 
on a general ITP factor consistently with 
their trait-level regardless of their effec-
tiveness. This would reflect a trait-

specific and context-independent belief. 
Otherwise, only response options for 
which trait-level and true effectiveness 
align should load on an ITP factor. This 
would reflect ITPs as general domain 
knowledge.  

For all SJT items, we asked participants 
to rate the effectiveness of response op-
tions for the given situation description 
on a seven-point rating-scale (1 = very in-
effective to 7 = very effective). The re-
sponse instruction and rating scale was 
adopted from the SJT designed to specif-
ically assess ITPs for agreeableness (Mo-
towidlo et al., 2006b). 

Situational Judgment Question-
naire (SJQ). To assess ITPs for agreea-
bleness, we administered an SJT devel-
oped by Motowidlo et al. (2006b). The 
original version of this test consists of 22 
situation descriptions about working with 
people with four response options each. 
All response options either reflect behav-
ior with high or low trait-level for agree-
ableness. The SJT was specifically devel-
oped by Motowidlo et al. to measure ITPs 
for agreeableness. To reduce the duration 
to participate, we applied a six-item short 
version of this SJT (Freudenstein & 
Krumm, 2020, see Appendix A). This 
short version was highly correlated with 
the long version of the test. Also, both 
versions correlated virtually identical with 
self-reported agreeableness. However, 
the short version had a superior latent 
model fit. We reverse coded all response 
options that reflected low agreeableness 
and then averaged responses within each 
SJT item. These scores were used as indi-
cators in confirmatory factor analyses 
(CFA). The unidimensional CFA of this 
SJT showed an acceptable model fit; χ²(9) 
= 25.358, p = .003; CFI = .951; RMSEA 
= .073; SRMR = .038 (Hu & Bentler, 
1999). We computed a manifest test score 
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by averaging item scores. Reliability of 
this score was ω = .72.  

HEXACO-SJT. We also applied 
items assessing agreeableness and consci-
entiousness from the HEXACO-SJT 
(Oostrom et al., 2018). Each trait in this 
test is measured with four SJT items that 
comprise four response options each. In-
stead of asking participants what they 
would do in the given situation, we asked 
them to rate the response options’ effec-
tiveness of all eight SJT items. This is the 
typical procedure to transform an SJT 
from a measure of personality to a meas-
ure of ITPs (see Lievens, 2017a; Mo-
towidlo et al., 2006b). The initial devel-
opment of the HEXACO-SJT was based 
on a construct-driven approach, which 
means that all response options of a given 
situation description lie on an unidimen-
sional continuum (Guenole et al., 2017; 
Lievens, 2017b; Oostrom et al., 2018). 
For the original test development, SMEs 
rated the trait expressiveness of every re-
sponse options on scale from -4 to 4 
(Oostrom et al., 2018). To score ITPs, we 
considered all response options for which 
the average trait expressiveness, as rated 
by subject matter experts, exceeded |2| 
(i.e., high or low trait expressiveness). 
Thus, ratings on 20 out of 32 response 
options were included to compute ITP 
scores for agreeableness and conscien-
tiousness (ITP-A and ITP-C). Similar to 
the SJQ, we reverse coded ratings of re-
sponse options with low trait expressive-
ness and averaged ratings within SJT 
items. The two-dimensional CFA 
showed a good model fit; χ²(19) = 24.991, 
p = .161; CFI = .969; RMSEA = .030; 
SRMR = .033. We averaged ratings on 
items reflecting agreeableness or consci-
entiousness to scores of ITPs for the re-
spective trait. Reliabilities of these scores 
were ωITP-A = .58 and ωITP-C = .52.  

Team Role Test. The Team Role 
Test (TRT; Mumford et al., 2008) is an 
SJT assessing team role knowledge. We 
applied an adapted version of this test, 
which comprises 10 situation description 
with four response options each (Schäpers 
et al., 2019). This SJT’s scoring key is 
based on the response options’ effective-
ness in the given situation. To develop an 
ITP scoring key, we asked six PhD stu-
dents in the field of personality psychol-
ogy to rate which Big Five trait is reflected 
by each response option. They also were 
asked to indicate the corresponding trait 
level of each response option on a 7-point 
rating scale. We excluded one rater who 
failed to select the correct trait for re-
sponse options of an additional personal-
ity SJT item, which we included as a qual-
ity check for the raters. Overall, Cohen’s 
κ for the trait ratings was .34. This indi-
cates high ambiguity in the reflected traits 
of each response options and was to be ex-
pected, as the SJT’s development was not 
based on the Big Five taxonomy. Thus, 
we only considered response options for 
which at least two third of the raters 
agreed. This resulted in a Cohen’s κ of 
.69. ICC(2,k) for the trait level ratings 
was .98. We selected seven SJT items out 
of which four response options reflected 
high or low conscientiousness and five re-
sponse options reflected high or low 
agreeableness (average ratings < 2.5 or > 
5.5). Score saturations between effective-
ness scoring keys and ITP scoring keys 
were r = .99 for response options reflect-
ing conscientiousness and r = .43 for re-
sponse options reflecting agreeableness. 
To compute ITP scores, we reverse coded 
ratings of response options with low trait 
expressiveness. However, the two-di-
mensional model for ITPs for conscien-
tiousness and agreeableness did not con-
verge as the score for ITP-A exhibited a 
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very low internal consistency (ω = .28). 
Thus, for all analyses we only considered 
the ITP score for conscientiousness of this 
SJT; χ²(2) = 3.708; p = .157; CFI = .973; 
RMSEA = .050; SRMR = .022; ω = .46. 
We also computed an effectiveness score 
for the seven items of this SJT by reverse 
coding ineffective response options and 
averaging all responses. Reliability of this 
score was ω = .72. 

Teamwork SJT. Finally, we applied 
the English version of the Teamwork SJT 
(TW-SJT; Freudenstein, Remmert, et 
al., 2020, see Appendix B; Gatzka & 
Volmer, 2017). Similar to the TRT, this 
SJT assesses effective teamwork behavior. 
To determine ITP scoring keys we ap-
plied the same procedure as described for 
the TRT. We asked seven different PhD 
students to rate response options of this 
test of which we had to exclude three 
based on our manipulation check. Over-
all, Cohen’s κ for trait ratings was .39 and 
.54 for response options with at least two 
third agreement among raters. ICC(2,k) 
for the trait level ratings was .82. We in-
cluded nine SJT items in this study of 
which seven response options reflected 
high or low agreeableness and 12 response 
options reflected high or low conscien-
tiousness. The latent model with all re-
sponse options did not fit the data; χ²(151) 
= 389.697, p < .001; CFI = .756; RMSEA 
= .068; SRMR = .065. Thus, we used Ant 
Colony Optimization (Olaru et al., 2015; 
Schultze, 2017) to develop a well-fitting 
short version with five response options 
for each ITP factor; χ²(34) = 39.164, p < 
.249; CFI = .986; RMSEA = .021; 
SRMR = .035. Reliabilities for the ITP 
scores for agreeableness and conscien-
tiousness were ω = .53 and ω = .54, re-
spectively. Finally, we computed an effec-
tiveness score by averaging reverse coded 
ineffective response options and effective 

response options. Reliability of this score 
was ω = .62. Score saturations between 
effectiveness scoring keys and ITP scoring 
keys were r = -.11 and r = .90 respectively 
for response options reflecting conscien-
tiousness and agreeableness. 
Self-reported personality  

We assessed self-reported agreeable-
ness and conscientiousness with 10 items 
each taken from the HEXACO-60 (Ash-
ton & Lee, 2009). Participants responded 
on a seven-point rating scale (1 = strongly 
disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Reliabili-
ties for the agreeableness and conscien-
tiousness score were ω = .80 and ω = .80, 
respectively. Additionally, we adminis-
tered the same 20 items again with a 
work-specific frame-of-reference. This 
was done to match the context of all SJT 
items (Holtrop et al., 2014; Shaffer & 
Postlethwaite, 2012). Reliabilities for the 
work-related agreeableness and conscien-
tiousness score were ω = .70 and ω = .78, 
respectively. 
 
Data Analyses 

To test our hypotheses, we first calcu-
lated multitrait-multimethod correlation 
matrices. Second, we fitted CTC(M-1) 
models (Eid et al., 2003) with the R pack-
age lavaan (version 0.6-5; Rosseel, 2012). 
In this model, a latent trait reference fac-
tor is defined by a specific measurement 
model (e.g., SJQ). All items of other 
measurements assessing the same trait, 
load on the same reference factor. Finally, 
specific measurement factors are defined 
for all methods except for the reference 
factor. Latent covariances are restrained to 
zero between reference and method fac-
tors. Importantly, the latent trait factor re-
flects the meaning of the reference 
method. Thus, this model allows for 
computing the shared amount of variance 
between different methods and the 



Chapter 2 

38 
 

specific amount of variance of single 
methods. We estimated two different sets 
of models. In the first model, the SJQ was 
set as reference method for agreeableness 
ITPs and the TRT was set as reference 
method for conscientiousness ITPs. For 
all remaining SJTs, specific method fac-
tors were modelled. In the second model 
self-report personality (or self-report 
work-related personality) was set as refer-
ence method. For all SJT items, specific 
method factors were modelled (see Figure 
3). 
 
Results  

Bivariate correlations and descriptive 
statistics are given in Table 2. The average 
convergent correlation of ITP scores was 
r = .30 (r = .22 for agreeableness ITPs and 
r = .37 for conscientiousness ITPs). The 
average correlation between ITPs for dif-
ferent traits was r = .21 (discriminant cor-
relation). Further, ITP-A scores corre-
lated with an average of r = .23 with self-
reported agreeableness (r = .26 with 
work-related agreeableness). ITP-C 
scores correlated with an average of r = .25 
with self-report conscientiousness (r = .31 
with work-related agreeableness). Aver-
age discriminant correlations between 
ITP scores and self-reported personality 
were r = .12 for ITP-A and r = .12 for ITP-
C (rs = .11 and .19 for correlations to 
work-related agreeableness and conscien-
tiousness, respectively). Finally, the aver-
age correlation between ITP-A scores and 
SJT effectiveness scores was r = .11 and r 
= .25 for ITP-C scores (we excluded ITP 
scores from the same SJT for this analy-
sis). Correlation coefficients ranged from 
-.08 to .54 (see Table 2). 

The CTC(M-1) with the SJQ and the 
TRT as reference factors showed a mod-
erate model fit; χ²(325) = 502.100, p < 
.001; CFI = .875; RMSEA = .040; 

SRMR = .057 (see Figure 3). In this 
model, the latent (discriminant) correla-
tion between ITP-A and ITP-C was r = 
.51. On average, 14% of true score vari-
ance was shared among ITP-A measures 
and 86% of true score variance was 
method specific (see Table 3). The model 
could explain an average of 62% of the to-
tal variance in responses on ITP-A 
measures. For ITP-C measures, an aver-
age of 41% of true score variance was 
shared among measures and 59% was 
method specific. An average of 51% of 
the total variance in responses on ITP-C 
measures was explained by the model. 
Notably, the shared variance in ITP-C re-
sponses of the TW SJT and the TRT 
ITP-C factor exceeded the method spe-
cific variance (61%). Due to the moderate 
fit of this model, we also tested a compet-
ing model in which all indicators for ITP-
A and ITP-C loaded on a common latent 
factor. We set the SJQ as reference 
method for all SJTs, regardless of whether 
they should assess ITP-A or ITP-C. Ad-
ditionally, method-specific latent factors 
were specified for all remaining methods. 
However, we had to merge the method-
specific factors for TRT-C and TW-C to 
achieve model convergence. A Vuong 
test for comparisons of non-nested mod-
els (Vuong, 1989) showed that this model 
fitted the data slightly better; z = 1.792, p 
= .037; χ²(322)  = 467.028, p < .001; CFI 
= .897; RMSEA = .036; SRMR = .048. 
On average, 12% of the total true score 
variance of all measures was shared with 
the SJQ (12% for ITP-A SJTs and 11% 
for ITP-C SJTs); 88% of the total true 
score variance was method specific (88% 
for ITP-A SJTs and 89% for ITP-C 
SJTs). 
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Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations (Study 2) 
  M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
1. SJQ-ITP-A 4.89 (0.56) -           
2. H-ITP-A 4.13 (0.83) .33* -          
3. TW-ITP-A 5.44 (0.72) .10 .23* -         
4. TRT-ITP-C 5.44 (0.75) .25* .10 .26* -        
5. H-ITP-C 5.61 (0.70) .09 .18* .26* .33* -       
6. TW-ITP-C 5.58 (0.65) .20* .16* .38* .45* .34* -      
7. TW effectiveness 4.92 (0.40) .37* .00 .14* .54* .16* .36* -     
8. TRT effectiveness 4.66 (0.57) .32* -.05 -.08 .57* .09 .12* .61* -    
9. General A 4.61 (1.01) .19* .35* .13* .13* .08 .16* .06 .04 -   
10. Work-Related A 4.86 (0.83) .22* .38* .16* .19* .14* .25* .18* .12* .81* -  
11. General C 5.44 (0.88) .14* -.04 .17* .22* .33* .19* .08 .12* .09 .05 - 
12. Work-Related C 5.61 (0.79) .14* .00 .20* .29* .37* .27* .17* .23* .08 .12* .84* 

Notes. ITP-A = ITP score for agreeableness; ITP-C = ITP score for conscientiousness; SJQ = Situational Judgment Questionnaire; H = HEX-
ACO SJT; TW = Teamwork SJT; TRT = Team Role Test; A = agreeableness; C = conscientiousness. Please note that correlations between 
the effectiveness scores and the respective ITP scores are partially confounded (see Study 1). n = 337 – 338. * p < .05. 
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Figure 3 
CTC(M-1) Model (Study 2) 

 
Notes. CTC(M-1) model with the Situational Judgment Questionnaire as reference 
method for ITP-A and the Team Role Test as reference method for ITP-C. Thus, ITP-
A and ITP-C adopt the meaning of these two methods. χ²(325) = 502.100, p < .001; 
CFI = .875; RMSEA = .040; SRMR = .057. All coefficients are standardized. Residual 
variances are not depicted for clarity. ITP = Implicit Trait Policy; A = Agreeableness; 
C = Conscientiousness; H = HEXACO SJT; TW = Teamwork SJT. 
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Next, we compared all measures of 
ITPs with self-reported personality. In 
these models, personality traits were set as 
reference factors and ITP-specific factors 
for all SJTs were defined. Hence, we 
tested how much variance is shared be-
tween self-reported personality and ITP 
measures. Due to a non-positive definite 
covariance matrix of latent variables, we 
had to specify a combined method factor 
for the TRT-C and TW-C items; χ²(555) 
= 939.498, p < .001; CFI = .847; RMSEA 
= .045; SRMR = .063 for general person-
ality; χ²(555) = 1002.282, p < .001; CFI = 
.812; RMSEA = .049; SRMR = .069 for 
work-related personality. On average, the 
ITP measures shared 11% of true score 
variance with the corresponding general 
self-report personality measures and 15% 
of true score variance with the corre-
sponding work-related self-report per-
sonality measures (see Table 3). Thus, 
consistent variance components among 
ITP measures for the same trait were on 
average higher than consistent variance 
component of ITP measures and corre-
sponding personality traits. Interestingly, 
the ITP scores from the HEXACO-SJT 
shared substantially more variance with 
the personality measures than all other 
ITP measures (25% vs. 3% for general 
personality and 30% vs. 7% for work-re-
lated personality). For this SJT, shared 
variance with self-reported personality 
was either identical or higher than the 
shared variance with convergent ITP 
measures (see Table 3). Thus, we found 
weak support for H1b overall.  
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Finally, we took a closer look at the 
loadings of the TW response options on 
the ITP reference factors to examine 
RQ2. If ITPs reflect general domain 
knowledge, response options that are ef-
fective and reflect a high trait level as well 
as response options that are ineffective and 
reflect a low trait-level should have higher 
loadings on the ITP reference factor than 
the remaining response options. In fact, 
the mean loading of effective response 
options with high trait level expression 
(and vice versa) was λ = .39 (SD = .17). 
Response options, for which the true ef-
fectiveness was not aligned with the trait 
expression, had an average loading of λ = 
.14 (SD = .22) on the ITP factor. We cal-
culated bootstrapped standard errors for 
the average of unstandardized factor load-
ings and found that 95% CIs did not 
overlap [0.71, 1.81; 0.09, 0.50]. 
 
Discussion 

Study 2 was designed to examine the 
convergence of different measures for the 
same ITPs, the divergence of different 
measures for different ITPs, the relation 
to self-reported personality, and whether 
ITPs and reflect general domain 
knowledge. Our results showed almost 
no support for Hypotheses 1a and 2. That 
is, most variance of measures for the same 
ITPs was not shared across methods but 
was largely method-specific. However, 
different SJTs for conscientiousness ITPs 
showed a larger overlap than SJTs for 
agreeableness ITPs. Still, for both ITPs, 
by far the most variance was either due to 
measurement error or due to method-
specific factors. Hence, the operationali-
zation of ITPs with SJTs may not be as 
straightforward as previously suggested 
(e.g., Lievens, 2017a; Motowidlo et al., 
2006b). This in line with general criti-
cisms of the construct-related validity of 

SJTs (e.g., McDaniel et al., 2016). 
Further, our results showed support 

for Hypothesis 1b as most measures of 
ITPs shared more variance with each 
other than with self-reported personality. 
Although this generally supports the no-
tion that measures of ITPs are distinct 
from personality self-reports, these results 
need to be put into perspective with the 
generally small amounts of shared vari-
ance among ITP measures for the same 
trait.  

Finally, the results showed stronger 
convergence among response options for 
which the true effectiveness aligned with 
the trait level. This speaks to the notion 
that measures of ITPs reflect general do-
main knowledge (see Lievens & Mo-
towidlo, 2016). However, large propor-
tions of variance were also method-spe-
cific (i.e., SJT-specific). Thus, SJTs were 
no pure measures of general domain 
knowledge. Instead, they mostly assessed 
a test-specific construct. Overall, Study 2 
did not provide evidence for the con-
struct-related validity of ITPs as measured 
with SJT items. 
 

General Discussion 
 

Across two studies, we sought to assess 
the construct-related validity of ITPs. 
Thereby, we responded to recent calls for 
an integration of ITPs into personality re-
search (see Lievens, 2017a). The Monte 
Carlo simulation conducted in Study 1 
showed that variance in SJTs usually at-
tributed to ITPs might be an artefact of 
ITP saturation (i.e., coinciding trait and 
effectiveness ratings). From this follows 
that separate measures are needed to in-
vestigate ITPs. In Study 2, we pursued 
this approach, but demonstrated that 
measures which were specifically de-
signed to gauge the same ITPs lack 
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systematic overlap. In other words, we 
found only weak convergent correlations. 
Convergent correlations were slightly 
higher than discriminant correlations. Fi-
nally, correlations of ITP scores and per-
sonality were smaller when compared to 
the convergent correlations. Generally, 
differences among convergent and discri-
minant correlations were small. In light of 
the lack of evidence for convergent valid-
ity, we question the construct-related va-
lidity of measures of ITPs. However, the 
results also contain fine-grained nuances 
that need further discussion against the 
background of previous research. 

First, ITPs are conceptualized to be 
trait-specific (Motowidlo et al., 2006a, 
2006b). That is, implicit beliefs about the 
effectiveness of behavior should be de-
fined by the underlying trait of the behav-
ior. Our results do not support this per-
spective. Although there was some con-
vergence across measures of the same 
ITP, this overlap did not or only margin-
ally exceed the variance shared by 
measures of different ITPs. In fact, a latent 
model with only a single ITP factor did 
not show a worse model fit than the com-
peting two-factorial model. Interestingly, 
these results contradict previous research 
that assessed ITPs for several traits (Mo-
towidlo et al., 2006b). However, the cur-
rent research is the first to include a mul-
titrait-multimethod approach to validate 
ITP measures.  

Second, personality has been described 
as an antecedent of ITPs. Yet, personality 
and ITPs are considered distinct con-
structs (Lievens, 2017a; Motowidlo et al., 
2006b). In general, our results support 
this point of view. Although measures of 
ITPs share some variance with measures 
of personality, most of the variance in 
ITPs is distinct from self-reported per-
sonality. This is in line with previous 

studies examining the relation of ITPs 
and personality (Martin-Raugh et al., 
2016; Motowidlo et al., 2006b, 2016, 
2018). However, the magnitude of shared 
variance between ITPs and personality 
needs to be contrasted against the amount 
of shared variance among ITPs for the 
same trait. For instance, the differences of 
unique true score measures of ITPs for 
agreeableness and shared variance with 
self-reported personality was negligible. 
Measures of ITPs for conscientiousness, 
however, showed an expected pattern in 
that more variance was shared within 
methods of ITPs than with self-reported 
personality. The ITP measures that were 
based on the HEXACO-SJT were the 
exception as they shared a substantial 
amount of variance with self-reported 
personality. These results suggest that the 
relation of ITP measures and personality 
is SJT specific. 

Third and related to the second point, 
ITPs are conceptualized as context-inde-
pendent (Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016). 
That is, ITPs reflect general beliefs about 
the effectiveness of behaviors that are 
shaped by the underlying trait and not sit-
uational influences. However, our results 
demonstrated that by far the largest 
amount of true score variance was at-
tributed for by specific methods (i.e., 
SJTs). In fact, these results are very similar 
to previously reported bivariate correla-
tions between ITP scores for several SJTs 
(Motowidlo et al., 2018). Thus, an indi-
vidual’s tendency to rate specific behav-
iors as effective was mostly driven by the 
specific method and therefore specific 
contextual influences. This is in line with 
recent research demonstrating that situa-
tional processes take place when respond-
ing to SJT items, even if situation descrip-
tions were omitted (Freudenstein, 
Schäpers, et al., 2020).  
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Fourth, we found preliminary support 
for the notion of ITPs as general domain 
knowledge. That is, indicators of ITPs 
correlated more strongly, when the trait 
expression was in line with the true effec-
tiveness of these behaviors. In other 
words, test-takers did not utilize general 
beliefs about trait-related behaviors irre-
spective of the true effectiveness to re-
spond to SJT items. However, the SJTs 
applied in this study were also no valid 
measures of trait-related general domain 
knowledge. This is reflected in the large 
variance components that were specific to 
the respective SJTs. Overall, these results 
seem insufficient to draw conclusions 
about the conceptualization of ITPs. 
Theoretical arguments are needed to 
clearly define ITPs as general beliefs or as 
general domain knowledge. 

Importantly, the construct of ITPs was 
originally developed to explain why SJTs 
correlate with personality traits (Mo-
towidlo et al., 2006b), which is why the 
assessment of ITPs is exclusively bound to 
SJTs. However, our results show that this 
assessment approach to ITPs lacks con-
struct-related validity. This lack of con-
struct-related validity questions the rele-
vance of ITPs for SJT theory and beyond 
(cf. Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016). For in-
stance, against the background of our 
findings, previous links between ITP 
scores and role-play behaviors (Martin-
Raugh et al., 2016; Motowidlo et al., 
2006b) may rather be evidence for the cri-
terion-related validity of the specific SJTs 
than the predictive validity of ITPs. 

Notably, our results are in line with 
Pretsch and Schmitt (2017), who argued 
that typical SJTs are generally not suitable 
for the assessment of ITPs. Specifically, 
they pointed out that current assessments 
of ITPs lack a systematic combination of 
behaviors that reflect several traits and 

several possible consequences. Such a sys-
tematic combination may indeed be help-
ful to revive research on ITPs by rethink-
ing assessment methods. In any case, 
sound ITP assessments have to be estab-
lished before the outline by Lievens 
(2017a) on research questions for adopt-
ing ITPs into personality research may be 
pursued.  

Another necessary step to facilitate re-
search on ITPs is to extend our 
knowledge about relations to associated 
constructs. For instance, external beliefs 
or other implicit measures may be helpful 
to understand ITPs (Lievens, 2017a). 
More thorough investigation of the no-
mological net of ITPs may also clarify 
conceptual caveats such as the distinction 
of ITPs as beliefs and general domain 
knowledge. 
 
Limitations 

We would like to stress that our results 
do not suffice to draw conclusions about 
the general theory of ITPs. That is, the 
above arguments only apply to the current 
way of measuring ITPs. However, any 
conclusions about the existence or useful-
ness of the concept of ITPs requires a 
method that allows valid inferences about 
the underlying construct. The SJTs ap-
plied in our study (except for one) were 
originally developed to serve another pur-
pose than the assessment of ITPs. Alt-
hough every SJT has been deemed suita-
ble for the assessment of ITPs, specific 
measures exist that were designed to as-
sess ITPs (e.g., single response SJTs; Mo-
towidlo et al., 2016). Future research 
should investigate the usefulness of these 
measures regarding the assessment of 
ITPs. 

Conclusions about the general theory 
of ITPs and beyond the assessment of 
ITPs are further limited due to the 
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restricted nomological net of ITPs in-
cluded in our study. Specifically, we only 
assessed self-reported personality. As de-
lineated above, other constructs may also 
be of interest when studying ITPs. How-
ever, examining relations of ITPs and 
similar constructs has not been done be-
yond personality traits. In fact, no other 
relevant construct besides personality is 
explicitly incorporated into ITP theory. 
Future research should incorporate ITPs 
into similar frameworks about the rela-
tion of basic needs, beliefs, personality 
and behavior (e.g., Dweck, 2017). 
 
Conclusion 
In response to recent calls to incorporate 
ITPs into personality research, the cur-
rent research sought to examine whether 
meaningful inference can be drawn from 
measures of ITPs. First and foremost, our 
results demonstrated that correlations be-
tween ITPs and SJTs derived from the 
same responses depend on ITP saturation 
and thus are a statistical artefact. Moreo-
ver, we showed that the majority of ITP 
measures lacked construct-related valid-
ity, thereby questioning their usefulness 
to explain SJT scores. That is, most of the 
observed variance was either method spe-
cific or due to measurement error. 
Hence, more research is needed that ex-
amines whether ITPs can be assessed val-
idly before conclusions can be drawn 
about the benefits of this construct for the 
field of personality psychology. 
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Judgment Test (SJT) performance. This study contributes to resolving the ongo-
ing debate on whether or not SJTs are situational measures, by incorporating find-
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Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs) are 
popular instruments in personnel selec-
tion, as they exhibit good predictive va-
lidity for overall job performance (Chris-
tian, Edwards, & Bradley, 2010; 
McDaniel, Hartman, Whetzel, & Grubb, 
2007). When processing typical SJT 
items, test-takers envision the described 
situation and pick the response option 
that reflects how they would most likely 
behave in such a work situation ̶ at least, 
this is the predominant understanding of 
how SJTs work (e.g., Weekley, Hawkes, 
Guenole, & Ployhart, 2015). In line with 
this view, SJTs have been traditionally 
conceptualized as simulations of the rele-
vant work context (Motowidlo, 
Dunnette, & Carter, 1990). Thereby, sit-
uation descriptions were assumed to be 
the centerpiece of every SJT (e.g., 
Campion & Ployhart, 2013; Weekley, 
Ployhart, & Holtz, 2006). 

However, several recent studies have 
revealed inconsistencies in the long-held 
belief about the importance of situation 
descriptions (e.g., Jackson, LoPilato, 
Hughes, Guenole, & Shalfrooshan, 2017; 
Krumm et al., 2015; Schäpers, Lievens, 
Freudenstein, Hüffmeier, et al., 2019; 
Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019). For in-
stance, Krumm and colleagues showed 
that, for the majority of items in several 
different SJTs, it did not make a signifi-
cant difference whether the situation de-
scription was presented or not. The au-
thors concluded, in contrast to previous 
conceptualizations, that the context in 
SJTs may be less important for underlying 
processes. These results led to a debate on 
how relevant the situation description is 
for SJTs’ functioning (e.g., Crook, 2016; 
Fan, Stuhlman, Chen, & Weng, 2016; 

                                                           
1 We use the terms SJT performance and SJT response interchangeably. The term SJT scores refers to aggre-
gated SJT responses.  

Harris, Siedor, Fan, Listyg, & Carter, 
2016; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; 
McDaniel, List, & Kepes, 2016; Melchers 
& Kleinmann, 2016). In the course of this 
debate, two opposing views on SJTs 
emerged. Some scholars agreed with 
Krumm et al. that SJTs are less context-
dependent than originally assumed (e.g., 
Crook, 2016; Harvey, 2016; Lievens & 
Motowidlo, 2016). Other researchers 
maintained that—even when situation 
descriptions are taken away—SJTs may 
still provide relevant context information 
that test-takers need to understand and 
interpret. According to the latter view, 
SJTs can still be conceptualized as con-
text-dependent measures (e.g., Fan et al., 
2016; Harris et al., 2016; Melchers & 
Kleinmann, 2016).  

In the current research, we contribute 
to resolving this controversy by turning 
our attention to the essence of what con-
stitutes the situation in SJT items: test-
takers’ psychological construal of the sit-
uation (see Brown, Jones, Serfass, & 
Sherman, 2016). Across three consecu-
tive studies, we incorporate recent find-
ings on person × situation interactions 
(e.g., Rauthmann et al., 2014). Specifi-
cally, we examine to what extent test-tak-
ers’ psychological construal of a situation 
affects their responses to SJTs (Study 1). 
Subsequently, we test whether the rele-
vance of situation construal for SJT per-
formance1 depends on test elements (i.e., 
situation descriptions and response op-
tions) and item features (i.e., description-
dependent vs. description-independent 
SJT items; Study 2). Finally, we investi-
gate how test-takers’ psychological con-
strual of situations has incremental valid-
ity over and above SJT performance 
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(Study 3). In doing so, we not only con-
tribute to resolving the ongoing debate on 
the context-dependency of SJTs, but also 
more generally to a deeper understanding 
of the situational processes underlying 
SJT performance. Such an understanding 
is pivotal for advancing knowledge as to 
why SJTs work as selection instruments 
and, from a more practical perspective, 
how they can be best and cost-efficiently 
developed.  

 
Theoretical Background 

 
Conceptualization of SJTs’ Underly-
ing Processes 

SJT items typically consist of work-re-
lated situation descriptions and several re-
sponse options (Weekley & Ployhart, 
2006a). Test-takers are usually asked to 
select the response option that most 
closely resembles how they would or 
should behave in the given situation 
(McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). Meta-anal-
yses have revealed that SJTs predict over-
all job performance (Christian et al., 
2010), even over and above general men-
tal ability and personality (McDaniel et 
al., 2007; McDaniel, Morgeson, 
Finnegan, Campion, & Braverman, 
2001). Therefore, SJTs enjoy great popu-
larity in applied settings (Lievens, Peeters, 
& Schollaert, 2008; Ployhart & 
MacKenzie, 2011; Weekley & Ployhart, 
2006b; Whetzel, McDaniel, & Nguyen, 
2008). 

When reintroducing SJTs to the scien-
tific community, Motowidlo et al. (1990) 
presented them as low-fidelity job simu-
lations. Similar to assessment center tasks 
or work samples, SJTs are designed to re-
semble actual job situations in order to 
predict on-the-job behavior (Lievens & 
De Soete, 2012; Motowidlo et al., 1990; 
Weekley et al., 2015). Consequently, 

they rest on the assumptions of behavioral 
consistency and a close resemblance be-
tween the simulated content (the situa-
tion description in the SJT item stem) and 
the actual work environment (Bruk-Lee, 
Drew, & Hawkes, 2013; Lievens & De 
Soete, 2012; Wernimont & Campbell, 
1968). Therefore, situation descriptions 
in SJT items are often described as the key 
element for test performance (Campion 
& Ployhart, 2013; McDaniel & Nguyen, 
2001; St‐Sauveur, Girouard, & Goyette, 
2014; Weekley et al., 2015; Weekley et 
al., 2006; Westring et al., 2009). Accord-
ingly, guidelines for SJT development 
usually place great emphasis on methods 
for generating situation descriptions (e.g., 
the critical incident technique, see 
Campion, Ployhart, & MacKenzie, 2014; 
McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001; Motowidlo 
et al., 1990; Weekley et al., 2006). 

In 2015, an experimental study by 
Krumm et al. challenged this perspective 
on SJTs. By omitting situation descrip-
tions from SJT items, they tested whether 
these descriptions are actually needed to 
correctly solve SJT items. Surprisingly, 
the presence or absence of situation de-
scriptions had no influence for between 
43% (when p-values were not corrected 
for alpha-inflation) and 71% (when p-val-
ues were corrected for alpha-inflation) of 
all items. Krumm and colleagues obtained 
these results for three different SJTs from 
different construct domains. A further 
study demonstrated that these results even 
apply to video-based SJTs (Schäpers, 
Lievens, Freudenstein, Hüffmeier, et al., 
2019). Krumm et al. argued that test-tak-
ers utilize general domain knowledge 
(i.e., knowledge about generally desirable 
behavior across a broad range of situa-
tions) rather than context-specific 
knowledge to solve SJT items. This as-
sumption was further corroborated by a 
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recent study that observed only small dif-
ferences in construct validity and crite-
rion-related validity between SJTs ad-
ministered with and without situation de-
scriptions (Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019). 
Moreover, these findings are in line with 
evidence presented by Jackson et al. 
(2017), who revealed that individual ef-
fects rather than situation effects ac-
counted for most of the variance in SJT 
performance. In addition, Motowidlo 
and Beier (2010) provided evidence that 
general beliefs about the effectiveness of 
trait-related behavior (so-called implicit 
trait policies, which are unrelated to the 
situation at hand) predict SJT responses. 
For instance, some test-takers might be-
lieve that agreeable behavior is generally 
more effective than non-agreeable behav-
ior across a wide range of job-related sit-
uations and base their SJT responses upon 
these beliefs (Lievens & Motowidlo, 
2016; see also Motowidlo, Hooper, & 
Jackson, 2006a, 2006b; Oostrom, Born, 
Serlie, & van der Molen, 2012). In light 
of these findings, one might conclude that 
SJTs are largely context-independent 
measures (i.e., measures of general do-
main knowledge). 

 
Evidence in Favor of the Situation 

Despite the aforementioned evidence 
and recent calls for a re-conceptualization 
of SJTs as context-independent measures 
(Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016), several re-
searchers maintained that situations are in 
fact relevant to SJTs (e.g., Chen, Fan, 
Zheng, & Hack, 2016; Fan et al., 2016; 
Harris et al., 2016; McDaniel et al., 2016; 
Melchers & Kleinmann, 2016). Rock-
stuhl, Ang, Ng, Lievens, and Van Dyne 
(2015) provided empirical evidence for 
this notion. In their SJT, Rockstuhl et al. 
specifically rated participants’ evaluations 
of the presented situations by asking 

about their thoughts, feelings, and inten-
tions with respect to different people in 
each situation (i.e., an appraisal of situa-
tions). The authors showed that partici-
pants’ judgments about the presented sit-
uation correlated with their reported be-
havior (i.e., response judgments). How-
ever, the results also showed that tradi-
tional SJT responses and participants’ 
evaluations of the situation comple-
mented each other in predicting relevant 
job-related criteria. Notably, Rockstuhl 
et al. specifically instructed participants to 
report their appraisal of the situation. 
These instructions are typically not given 
when administering SJTs. Hence, the au-
thors concluded that test developers 
should put “situational judgment back 
into SJTs” (Rockstuhl et al., 2015, p. 
478).  

Another line of research has investi-
gated the relevance of situations in SJTs 
by disentangling the variance in SJT re-
sponses. For instance, Westring et al. 
(2009) used confirmatory factor analysis 
to separate variance in SJT responses into 
trait variance and situational variance. 
Specifically, they extracted factors captur-
ing inter-individual differences across SJT 
items and factors capturing item-specific 
variance. They found that situational var-
iance greatly exceeded variance due to in-
dividual differences (i.e., trait variance). 
Similarly, Lievens et al. (2018) made a 
strong case for the importance of within-
person variability in responses across SJT 
items as a predictor of behavior. They 
demonstrated that the extent to which 
test-takers provide inconsistent answers 
across SJT items can serve as a predictor 
of performance criteria over and above 
between-person differences (i.e., SJT 
scores).  

In summary, the results of studies ex-
plicitly addressing situation effects on SJT 
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performance are inconsistent. Thus, there 
is still insufficient empirical evidence to 
settle the debate about whether SJTs are 
context-dependent or context-inde-
pendent measures. In the next section, we 
argue that a more specific conceptualiza-
tion and in-depth examination of situa-
tions in SJTs is needed to uncover psy-
chologically meaningful effects of situa-
tions on SJT performance above and be-
yond descriptive effects of the context 
(see Brown et al., 2016). 

 
A Closer Look at Situations in SJTs 

Like real-life situations, situations in 
SJT items can be decomposed into three 
aspects of situational information, namely 
cues, characteristics, and classes (Brown 
et al., 2016). Cues are physical elements 
that make up the environmental setting 
(Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015; 
Saucier, Bel-Bahar, & Fernandez, 2007). 
As such, they are objective stimuli de-
scribing a situation (e.g., a car, a house, a 
person; Rauthmann et al., 2014). Charac-
teristics refer to individuals’ psychologi-
cally meaningful interpretations of situa-
tions (e.g., a situation is stressful; Brown 
et al., 2016; Fleeson, 2007; Rauthmann, 
Sherman, & Funder, 2015). They repre-
sent an individual’s psychological con-
strual of the situation and encompass the 
interaction process between situational 
cues and inter-individual variables such as 
traits, states, and social roles (Fleeson, 

                                                           
2 Despite the overall consensus that behavior can be described using Lewin’s formula (1936) as a func-
tion of both personality and situation (Fleeson & Noftle, 2008; Hogan, 2009), numerous theoretical as-
sumptions about person × situation interactions exist (e.g., Funder, 2016; Meyer, Dalal, & Hermida, 
2009; Mischel, 1968; Reis, 2008; Shoda, Mischel, & Wright, 1994; Tett & Guterman, 2000). Until 
quite recently, however, there were a lack of extensive theoretical descriptions of situations (Hogan, 
2009; Rauthmann et al., 2014; Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015), which was in striking contrast 
to the comprehensive models of personality that have long existed (e.g., Ashton & Lee, 2007; John & 
Srivastava, 1999). Rauthmann et al. (2014) presented such a taxonomy with situation characteristics as 
the key element for explaining behavior. Their work was in turn influenced by earlier conceptualiza-
tions of person × situation interactions as situation construal (e.g., Hogan, 2009; Mischel & Shoda, 
1995; Reis, 2008). 

2007; Funder, 2016; Mischel & Shoda, 
1995; Rauthmann et al., 2014; Reis, 
2008; Saucier et al., 2007). Thus, charac-
teristics are individual perceptions of situ-
ations and, accordingly, not necessarily 
identical among individuals (Funder, 
2016; Rauthmann, 2015). Lastly, classes 
are aggregate categories of situations in-
cluding similar cues or characteristics 
(e.g., work situations; Brown et al., 2016; 
Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015). 

Importantly, it is assumed that behav-
ior is driven by an individual’s subjective 
interpretation of a situation, the situation 
construal (Funder, 2016; Hogan, 2009; 
Rauthmann, Sherman, Nave, & Funder, 
2015; Reis, 2008)2. Recently, Brown et 
al. (2016) argued that this rationale di-
rectly translates to situations in SJT items. 
Given that situations in SJTs are usually 
only briefly described and thus open to 
interpretation, these authors suggested 
that individuals differ in the situation 
construals they make on the basis of situ-
ational cues in SJTs. Furthermore, Brown 
et al. suggested that individual differences 
in the perception of situational cues in 
SJTs (i.e., situation construal) might be 
pivotal for understanding test-takers’ re-
sponses to SJT items (see also Mussel, 
Schäpers, Schulz, Schulze, & Krumm, 
2017; Schäpers, Mussel et al., 2019).  

The situation construal model was re-
cently incorporated into an empirical 
study on the underlying processes of SJT 
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performance (Schäpers, Mussel et al., 
2019). The authors argued that situation 
construal is a fundamental process of SJT 
responses. Specifically, they “posit that 
people’s differential perceptions of SJT 
item situations result from the interaction 
of people’s personality and the objective 
situation” (p. 3). However, they assumed 
that when situation descriptions are una-
vailable, situation construal becomes less 
relevant as an underlying process. Conse-
quently, differences in construct-related 
validity between SJT versions with and 
without situation descriptions should 
emerge. Surprisingly, the authors found 
no differences in SJT responses’ associa-
tion with personality and cognitive ability 
between the two SJT versions. They con-
cluded that situation construal may gen-
erally be less relevant for the construct-re-
lated validity of SJTs. However, in these 
studies, the assumption that situation 
construal determines SJT responses was 
not explicitly tested. 

In the current research, we specifically 
incorporate previous research on situation 
construal (Funder, 2016; Rauthmann, 
Sherman, Nave, et al., 2015; Reis, 2008; 
Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019). In contrast 
to previous studies, we directly gauge sit-
uation construal for each SJT item. This 
allows us to explicitly examine the role of 
situation construal for SJT responses. We 
argue that SJT performance results from 
interaction processes between situational 
cues presented in SJT situation descrip-
tions and response options and inter-in-
dividual differences (e.g., personality). 
The results of these interaction processes 
can be described as perceived situation 
characteristics (i.e., the test-taker’s psy-
chological construal of a situation). In 
other words, we understand SJT perfor-
mance as a function of the psychological 
situation rather than the descriptive 

context (see also the frame-of-reference 
effect; Lievens, De Corte, & Schollaert, 
2008; Schmit, Ryan, Stierwalt, & Powell, 
1995; Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012). 
Accordingly, we generally expect per-
ceived situation characteristics to predict 
test-takers’ responses to SJTs (see Brown 
et al., 2016; Funder, 2016; Rauthmann et 
al., 2014; Rauthmann, Sherman, & 
Funder, 2015).  

 
Hypothesis 1: Perceived situation character-
istics will significantly predict SJT re-
sponses. 
 
Although Hypothesis 1 posits that the 

process of making sense of situational cues 
in SJTs is relevant for SJT performance, 
this notion may need further differentia-
tion. That is, elements and features of SJT 
items may moderate the potential rele-
vance of situation construal for SJT per-
formance. Regarding elements of SJT 
items, situation construal may be based on 
either situation descriptions or response 
options. In fact, several scholars argued 
that relevant situational cues may still be 
present when situation descriptions are 
omitted, i.e., when only response options 
are available (Fan et al., 2016; Harris et al., 
2016; Melchers & Kleinmann, 2016). 
These authors suggested that test-takers 
may be able to deduce the correct re-
sponse in SJT items without situation de-
scriptions by closely inspecting the re-
sponse options and construing the under-
lying situation from the information they 
contain (see also Leeds, 2012; Leeds, 
2018). Based on this reasoning, we would 
expect situation construal to predict SJT 
performance even when the situation de-
scription has been omitted.  

However, that may not be the case for 
all SJT items. Rather, we assume that ad-
ditional features of SJT items may further 
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moderate this relation. Notably, Krumm 
et al. (2015) revealed that most, but not all 
SJT items can be solved without situation 
descriptions. As such, some SJT items be-
came significantly more difficult when 
situation descriptions were omitted 
(Krumm et al., 2015; Schäpers, Lievens, 
Freudenstein, Hüffmeier, et al., 2019, 
Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019). We here-
inafter refer to such SJT items as descrip-
tion-dependent items (i.e., item performance 
decreased in previous research when situ-
ation descriptions were omitted) as com-
pared to description-independent items (i.e., 
item performance did not decrease in pre-
vious research when situation descrip-
tions were omitted). In description-de-
pendent items, the response options may 
not contain sufficient cues to re-construe 
the relevant situations. Thus, perceived 
situation characteristics may only be 
meaningful when the situation descrip-
tion is presented, as they cannot be in-
ferred from the response options alone. 
Conversely, description-independent 
items may allow for situation construal on 
the basis of the response options only (Fan 
et al., 2016; Harris et al., 2016; Melchers 
& Kleinmann, 2016). Transferring this 
argument to situation construal, we posit 
that meaningful situation construal (re-
flected in a significant prediction of SJT 
responses) without situation descriptions 
is possible for description-independent, 
but not description-dependent SJT items.  

 
Hypothesis 2: Perceived situation character-
istics will significantly predict SJT re-
sponses, even when situation descriptions 
are omitted. However, this will only hold 
for description-independent SJT items. 
 
Two separate processes may contribute 

to situation construal of SJT items: situa-
tional judgment and response judgment. 

This differentiation was introduced by 
Rockstuhl et al. (2015). The authors not 
only asked test-takers about the most ef-
fective behavior in a given situation 
(which they termed response judgment), 
but they also assessed how test-takers per-
ceive the situation descriptions in these 
items (which they referred to as situa-
tional judgment). Rockstuhl et al. re-
vealed two results that are of importance 
for the current study. First, response 
judgment and situational judgment were 
correlated yet distinct processes. Second, 
situational judgment predicted job-re-
lated criteria above and beyond response 
judgment. They concluded that typical 
SJT scores reflect mostly response judg-
ment and that valuable information re-
mains hidden as situational judgment is 
typically not captured. In line with Rock-
stuhl et al., we argue that the test-takers’ 
perception of situation characteristics for 
complete SJT items reflects response and 
situational judgment. Both variance com-
ponents are particularly relevant for the 
prediction of job-related criteria. How-
ever, SJT scores mostly reflect response 
judgment. Thus, the situational judgment 
component in perceived situation charac-
teristics of SJT items will comprise addi-
tional variance that predicts job-related 
criteria.  

Our argument rests on the notion that 
situation judgment more closely resem-
bles situation construal in real-life situa-
tions. As delineated above, situation con-
strual is an important psychological driver 
of behavior (see Hogan, 2009; Mischel & 
Shoda, 1995; Rauthmann et al., 2014; 
Reis, 2008). In fact, it has been shown to 
predict a broad range of real-life behaviors 
(Parrigon et al., 2017; Rauthmann et al., 
2014; Sherman et al., 2015). The same is 
true for situational judgment and its 
ability to predict job performance: Like 
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behavior in other domains, job-related 
behavior stems from an individual’s 
sense-making of specific situations 
(Jansen, et al., 2013; Joseph & Newman, 
2010; Tett & Burnett, 2003; Zaccaro, 
Green, Dubrow, & Kolze, 2018; see also 
Debusscher, Hofmans, & De Fruyt, 
2016; Lievens et al., 2018). This notion 
was explicitly substantiated by Jansen et 
al. (2013), who showed that individual 
differences in situation assessment 
predicted job performance.  

Therefore, we assume that directly as-
sessing perceived situation characteristics 
for complete SJT items will include the 
type of judgment that is also relevant in 
many job-related situations. Hence, we 
expect perceived situation characteristics 
of SJT items to explain substantial and 
unique variance in job-related criteria. 

 
Hypothesis 3: Perceived situation character-
istics will significantly predict job-related 
criteria over and above SJT responses. 
 

Overview of Studies 
 

In three consecutive studies, we put 
our working model of SJT performance 
to the test. As an important incremental 
contribution, we directly assessed per-
ceived situation characteristics for each 
SJT item, which has remained a black box 
in previous studies (e.g., Schäpers et al., 
2019). Specifically, we tested our core as-
sumption that perceived situation charac-
teristics of SJT items play a central role in 
the underlying psychological functioning 
of SJTs. Thus, we examined whether per-
ceived situation characteristics predict 
SJT performance (Hypothesis 1; Study 1). 
Furthermore, we tested whether 
                                                           
3 Because this study was the first to explicitly assess situation characteristics in SJT items, no a-priori 
power analysis was conducted. However, we sought to obtain a total of 240 participants following gen-
eral guidelines for logistic regression analysis (Peduzzi, Concato, Kemper, Holford & Feinstein, 1996). 

perceived situation characteristics predict 
SJT performance even when situation de-
scriptions are absent for both description-
dependent and description-independent 
SJT items (Hypothesis 2; Study 2). Lastly, 
we examined whether perceived situation 
characteristics exhibit incremental valid-
ity over and above SJT performance (Hy-
pothesis 3; Study 3). All three studies 
were approved by the Institutional Re-
view Board of the first author’s institution 
(200/2018; “Are Situations just a Relic? 
The Importance of Situation Characteris-
tics for Situational Judgment Test Perfor-
mance”). All data and R code are available 
on the Open Science Framework 
(osf.io/6kd9h). 

 
Study 1 

 
Methods 

Participants. A total of 271 individu-
als took part in Study 13. Participants were 
recruited in 2017 in Germany via per-
sonal contacts, online posts on social me-
dia (both job-related and private), and 
university mailing lists. As an incentive, 
test-takers were offered feedback on their 
results on an SJT measuring personal ini-
tiative (Bledow & Frese, 2009). In addi-
tion, psychology students received course 
credit. We excluded participants who did 
not complete at least one full SJT (n = 23). 
After further exclusion of careless re-
sponders (Meade & Craig, 2012; for de-
tails see Table S1 in the online supple-
mentary material), a total of N = 227 (156 
female, 4 other) participants were in-
cluded in subsequent statistical analyses. 
On average, participants’ age was M = 
24.58 years (SD = 5.52, range 18 to 66). 
Almost all participants held a university 

https://osf.io/6kd9h/
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entrance diploma (95%). Furthermore, 
33% of the sample had at least an under-
graduate degree and additional 12% had 
completed vocational education and 
training (VET; three years of vocational 
training and education for skilled crafts 
and trades within the German dual sys-
tem).  

Study Design and Materials. All 
data were collected online. Participants 
responded to items taken from three dif-
ferent SJTs. After each SJT item, partici-
pants were asked to indicate the situation 
characteristics they perceived. To average 
out possible fatigue effects, all SJTs and all 
items within each SJT were presented in 
randomized order. 

Situational Judgment Tests. Three dif-
ferent SJTs were used. Behavior tendency 
instructions (“would-do”) were applied 
in all SJTs. That is, we asked participants 
to indicate what they would most likely 
do in each situation. 

The Personal Initiative SJT consists of 
12 job-related situations with four to five 
response options each (Bledow & Frese, 
2009). We used the original German ver-
sion of the SJT. Participants’ responses 
were scored as suggested by the test au-
thors, i.e., as “1” if they selected the most 
effective response option, “-1” if they se-
lected the least effective response option, 
and “0” if they picked one of the other 
response options. Reliability for this SJT 
was α = .57 and ω = .574,5. A sample item 
can be found in the online supplementary 
material. 

We also administered six items from an 
SJT measuring self-consciousness (Mus-
sel, Gatzka, & Hewig, 2018). The original 
test version consists of 22 items in Ger-
man with four response options each 
                                                           
4 Meta-analyses have revealed that SJTs’ internal consistencies are generally low to moderate (Catano, 
Brochu, & Lamerson, 2012; Kasten & Freund, 2016). 
5 For all studies, we report categorical ω (Green & Yang, 2008) for SJTs.  

describing everyday public situations with 
the potential to make someone feel un-
comfortable or embarrassed. However, in 
order to shorten the study duration, we 
only applied six items. We used Ant Col-
ony Optimization (Leite, Huang, & 
Marcoulides, 2008; Olaru, Witthöft, & 
Wilhelm, 2015) to construct a valid short 
version based on the original validation 
sample (Mussel et al., 2018; see online 
supplementary material for details). For 
each item, two response options repre-
sented high and low trait expressions, re-
spectively. Selecting the option repre-
senting high trait expression was scored as 
“1”, all other responses were scored as “-
1”. Reliability for this SJT was α = .67 and 
ω = .70. A sample item can be found in 
the online supplementary material. 

Finally, we used an SJT by Ployhart 
and Ehrhart (2003) measuring academic 
achievement and consisting of five critical 
situation descriptions with four response 
options each. As this test was only availa-
ble in English, a native bilingual speaker 
translated the SJT into German. To check 
whether this translation produced any in-
consistencies or changes in the content, a 
second bilingual speaker back-translated 
this SJT to English. We found no differ-
ences in content and meaning when com-
paring the back-translated version to the 
original SJT. The most effective response 
option was scored as “1”, the least effec-
tive response option was scored as “-1”, 
and all other responses were scored as 
“0”. Reliability for this SJT was α = .31 
and ω = .34. A sample item can be found 
in the online supplementary material. 

Perceived situation characteristics. 
Rauthmann et al. (2014) developed a tax-
onomy of perceived situation 
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characteristics. The Situational Eight DI-
AMONDS describe eight distinct factors, 
namely Duty (e.g., “Work has to be 
done”), Intellect (e.g., “Deep thinking is 
required”), Adversity (e.g., “Somebody is 
being threatened, accused, or criticized”), 
Mating, (e.g., “Potential romantic part-
ners are present”), pOsitivity (e.g., “The 
situation is pleasant”), Negativity (e.g., 
“The situation contains negative feel-
ings”), Deception (e.g., “Somebody is 
being deceived”), and Sociality (e.g., “So-
cial interactions are possible or re-
quired”). This taxonomy comprehen-
sively captures psychological representa-
tions of situations (Rauthmann et al., 
2014; Rauthmann & Sherman, 2016a) 
and exhibits substantial predictive validity 
for individual behavior over and above 
personality (Parrigon, Woo, Tay, & 
Wang, 2017; Rauthmann et al., 2014; 
Rauthmann & Sherman, 2016a, 2016b; 
Rauthmann, Sherman, Nave, et al., 
2015).  

To assess the individually perceived 
situation characteristics of the SJT items, 
participants filled out either the S8* 
(Rauthmann & Sherman, 2016a) or the 
S8-I (Rauthmann & Sherman, 2016b) on 
a 7-point Rating-scale (1 = does not apply 
at all; 7 = applies completely) after each SJT 
item. Both measures capture the Situa-
tional Eight DIAMONDS, with the S8* 
consisting of three items for each of the 
eight facets and the S8-I consisting of one 
item for each facet. All items in the Ger-
man versions of the S8* and S8-I were pi-
lot tested and, if necessary, rephrased 
slightly to avoid ambiguity. 

Participants were randomly assigned to 
fill out the S8* for one of the three SJTs 
(nPI = 82; nSC = 72; nP = 73). To shorten 
the study duration, the S8-I was pre-
sented for the remaining two SJTs. Re-
sponses for perceived situation 

characteristics were collected for all 23 
SJT items. The reliability coefficients for 
the three S8* items measuring each of the 
DIAMONDS dimensions, averaged 
across all 23 SJT items, were α = .66 (SD 
= .08) for Duty, α = .73 (SD = .06) for In-
tellect, α = .71 (SD = .11) for Adversity, α 
= .57 (SD = .11) for Mating, α = .71 (SD 
= .10) for pOsitivity, α = .80 (SD = .44) 
for Negativity, α = .71 (SD = .09) for De-
ception, and α = .60 (SD = .14) for Soci-
ality. Albeit somewhat low, internal con-
sistencies are overall in line with coeffi-
cient alpha values reported by Rau-
thmann and Sherman (2016a; range: .61 - 
.90). The S8* items were aggregated to 
form a mean score for each facet. See Ta-
ble 1 for pooled correlations for each DI-
AMONDS dimension across all SJT 
items.  

Data Analyses. Since SJTs are usually 
not designed to ensure the test items’ ho-
mogeneity in terms of perceived situation 
characteristics, we did not expect items 
within the same SJT to elicit a homoge-
neous set of perceived situation character-
istics. Therefore, our analyses focused on 
individual items rather than the aggre-
gated SJT test scores. To estimate the 
overall effect of perceived situation char-
acteristics on SJT performance across all 
SJT items, we utilized mixed-effect mod-
els for ordered dependent variables with 
crossed random effects for SJT items and 
subjects (Baayen, Davidson, & Bates, 
2008; Tutz & Hennevogl, 1996). This 
procedure makes it possible to assess the 
overall relation between perceived situa-
tion characteristics and SJT item perfor-
mance (fixed effects) and to simultane-
ously account for unique variance in SJT 
performance (random intercepts) and 
perceived situation characteristics (ran-
dom slopes) due to subjects and SJT items 
(Baayen et al., 2008; Tutz & Hennevogl,
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Table 1 
Pooled descriptive statistics of the DIAMONDS across SJT items  
  M (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.  

Study 1         
 

1. Duty 4.60 (1.40) -        

2. Intellect 4.00 (1.61) .46 -       

3. Adversity 2.30 (1.34) .07 .08 -      

4. Mating 1.72 (1.19) .00 .07 .17 -     

5. pOsitivity 2.54 (1.27) -.03 .06 -.09 .16 -    

6. Negativity 4.27 (1.50) .11 .11 .35 .01 -.31 -   

7. Deception 1.89 (1.20) .06 .10 .30 .22 .05 .20 -  
8. Sociality 4.05 (1.76) .09 .18 .11 .24 .23 .07 .11   

Study 2         
 

1. Duty 5.04 (1.72) -        
2. Intellect 4.51 (1.69) .45 -       
3. Adversity 2.08 (1.44) .03 .11 -      
4. Mating 1.73 (1.28) -.03 .03 .31 -     
5. pOsitivity 2.94 (1.41) .03 .06 -.01 .17 -    
6. Negativity 4.02 (1.60) .07 .11 .26 .08 -.31 -   
7. Deception 2.22 (1.44) -.01 .08 .42 .28 -.03 .27 -  
8. Sociality 4.11 (1.79) .09 .13 .09 .21 .23 .06 .08  
9. Group 1 - -.01 -.02 -.10 -.04 -.01 -.08 -.08  
10. Group 2 - .08 .04 .18 .05 .18 -.07 .04  
11. Group 3 - -.06 -.01 -.07 -.01 -.16 .14 .04  

Study 3          

1. Duty 4.29 (1.48) -        
2. Intellect 3.82 (1.68) .40 -       
3. Adversity 2.63 (1.51) .11 .20 -      
4. Mating 1.83 (1.22) .03 .12  .15 -     
5. pOsitivity 2.41 (1.24) .01 .07 -.10 .18 -    
6. Negativity 4.32 (1.58) .09 .10  .34 .04 -.32 -   
7. Deception 2.07 (1.44) .06 .19  .34 .20 -.02 .25 -  
8. Sociality 4.23 (1.83) .13 .24  .11 .24  .23 .03 .17  

Notes. Sample sizes in Study 1 ranged between n = 209 – 224. Sample sizes in Study 
2 ranged between n = 561 – 632, ngroup 1 = 261; ngroup 2 = 214; ngroup 3 = 252. Sample 
sizes in Study 3 ranged between n = 284 – 285. 
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 1996). Specifically, the Situational Eight 
DIAMONDS served as fixed predictors 
of SJT item responses. We further al-
lowed different regressions weights for 
perceived situation characteristics within 
each SJT item (random slopes). We cen-
tered perceived situation characteristics 
within persons and further included the 
grand mean centered average of each of 
the DIAMONDS dimensions across all 
SJT items as a predictor on the person 
level (Enders & Tofighi, 2007; see also 
Sherman, Rauthmann, Brown, Serfass, & 
Jones, 2015). This Level 2 predictor con-
trols for general person effects due neither 
to situations nor to person × situation in-
teractions (i.e., the tendency to perceive 
all SJT items in the same manner, inde-
pendent of the specific situation). The sig-
nificance of effects was evaluated with 
Likelihood-ratio tests and the Horowitz 
adjustment of McFadden’s pseudo R²McF/H 
(Hemmert, Schons, Wieseke, & 
Schimmelpfennig, 2016; Horowitz, 
1982). Hox (2010) suggests that random 
effects models adequately deal with miss-
ing data as they incorporate full infor-
mation into the analysis (see also Hedeker 
& Gibbons, 1997; Snijders, 1996). For 
additional information see Table S1 in the 
online supplementary material.  

 
Results 

Preliminary Analysis. First, we 
checked whether participants’ perceived 
situation characteristics differed across 
SJT items. A repeated measure 
MANOVA for the eight DIAMONDS 
across all SJT items revealed a significant 
main effect, F(22, 4952) = 64.40, p < .001, 
η² = .22. The effect was also present for all 
DIAMONDS when conducting separate 
ANOVAS. Therefore, the results suggest 
that perceived situation characteristics 
differed across the 23 SJT items.  

We also applied generalizability theory 
analysis (Brennan, 2001; Shavelson, 
Webb, & Rowley, 1989) to determine 
the amount of reliable variance in the DI-
AMONDS that can be attributed to ei-
ther persons (i.e., similar ratings across 
SJT items) or SJT items (i.e., situation 
specific ratings). On average, 31.4% (SD 
= 15.3) of the variance in perceived situa-
tion characteristics could be attributed to 
differences among SJT items. However, 
21.3% (SD = 9.1) of the variance could be 
attributed to persons. This indicates that 
individuals have a certain general ten-
dency to evaluate perceived situation 
characteristics similarly across SJT items. 
These findings justify our approach of 
controlling for overall person effects (in 
perceived situation characteristics) when 
examining the relevance of perceived sit-
uation characteristics for SJT perfor-
mance.  

Hypothesis Tests. We applied 
mixed-model regressions to test the rela-
tions between perceived situation charac-
teristics and SJT performance while con-
trolling for the dependency among sub-
jects and different SJT items (i.e., random 
intercepts). Compared to the null model 
(i.e., fixed intercept only), including a 
random intercept for SJT items signifi-
cantly increased model fit, Δχ²(1) = 
1566.10, p < .001, R²McF/H = .143. The 
same was true for the random intercept 
for subjects, but only if adjusted for the 
SJT items’ nested structure within three 
different SJTs, Δχ²(6) = 554.19, p < .001, 
R²McF/H = .050. Thus, effects due to items 
and individuals accounted for reliable var-
iance in SJT responses. Notably, the ef-
fect due to SJT items exceeded the effect 
due to individuals.  

For the perceived situation character-
istics Adversity, pOsitivity, Negativity, 
and Deception, significant fixed effects 
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were found, thus indicating their overall 
importance for SJT performance (see Ta-
ble 2). Furthermore, for six out of the 
eight DIAMONDS (with Mating and 
Deception being the exceptions), the ran-
dom slope accounted for a significant 
amount of variance in SJT performance. 
The significant random slopes demon-
strate the heterogeneity of perceived situ-
ation characteristics relevant for SJT per-
formance across items (i.e., which per-
ceived situation characteristics predict 
SJT responses differs across SJT items). 
The effects were also present when cor-
rected for individuals’ general tendency to 
perceive situations in a certain way (grand 
mean-centered averages of perceived sit-
uation characteristics), even though the 
average of Mating and pOsitivity across all 
SJT items substantially predicted re-
sponses to SJT items as well. Overall, in-
cluding perceived situation characteristics 
significantly improved model fit com-
pared to a model with only random inter-
cepts and the grand mean-centered aver-
ages of perceived situation characteristics, 
Δχ²(52) = 890.32, p < .001, R²McF/H = .090. 
In sum, these results lend support to Hy-
pothesis 1. 
 
Discussion 

Study 1 provided evidence supporting 
the assumption that perceived situation 
characteristics can explain responses to 
SJTs: All DIAMONDS (with the excep-
tion of Mating) significantly predicted 
performance on SJT items. Notably, we 
found that the facets Adversity, pOsitiv-
ity, Negativity, and Deception predicted 
SJT performance across all SJT items. 
Thus, our findings lend support to the sit-
uation-dependent perspective on SJTs. 
That is, situation construal seems to mat-
ter for SJT performance (cf. Schäpers, 
Mussel et al., 2019). This is further 

corroborated by the finding that the pro-
portion of SJT item variance accounted 
for by person main effects was smaller 
than the proportion of SJT item variance 
accounted for by situation specific effects 
(see Westring et al., 2009; cf. Jackson et 
al., 2017).  

Study 1 also revealed that the relevance 
of different facets of perceived situation 
characteristics as well as the general im-
portance of situation construal differed 
across items. In other words, some SJT 
items were more dependent on situation 
construal than others. Such differences in 
the relevance of situation construal may 
explain why, in previous studies, some 
but not all SJT items could still be solved 
when situation descriptions were omitted 
(Krumm et al., 2015; Schäpers, Lievens, 
Freudenstein, Hüffmeier, et al., 2019). 
Study 2 will specifically examine whether 
the relevance of situation construal for 
SJT item performance depends on test el-
ements (i.e., situation descriptions vs. re-
sponse options) and item features (i.e., 
whether it differs between description-
dependent vs. description-independent 
SJT items). 

 
Study 2 

 
To test Hypothesis 2, we deployed a 

between-subjects experimental design 
that aimed at separating the unique influ-
ence of situation descriptions and re-
sponse options on the relevance of situa-
tion construal for SJT performance. 
Group 1 received the entire SJT item; 
thus, both situation descriptions and re-
sponse options were potential sources of 
situation construal for these test-takers. 
For Group 2, we omitted the situation 
descriptions. Hence, this group was only 
able to base their situation construal on 
the response options. 



Situation C
onstrual and SJT

s 

63 
 

Table 2 
Mixed-model Results (Study 1) 
 Fixed effects  Random effects  Person level  Correlations among random effects 
 B SE p OR  σ² p  BMean p  Item D I A M O N De 
Intercept (Item)      2.75              
D  .07 .06 .290 1.07    .07* <.001  .05 .459  -.08        
I  .09 .06 .126 1.09    .05* <.001  .07 .261  .18 -.16       
A  .15* .05 .002 1.16    .03* <.001  .08 .204  .24 -.56 -.26      
M -.05 .05 .303 0.95    .01 .663  -.12* .030  -.11 .52 -.62 -.05     
O -.32* .09 .001 0.72    .17* <.001  -.22* .003  -.38 -.04 .37 -.70 -.51    
N  .14* .07 .040 1.15    .08* <.001  .09 .085  .20 -.34 -.34 .66 .37 -.81   
De -.11* .05 .011 0.89    .02 .435  -.06.      .397  .15 .30 .63 -.81 -.40 .75 -.79  
S  .11 .06 .052 1.11    .05* <.001  .05 .191  -.21 -.07 .01 -.27 .45 .18 -.07 .10 
logLikelihood -4189.89                   

Notes. Individual responses for SJT items served as dependent variable. Random effects refer to a random intercept for SJT items and random 
slopes on item level for the DIAMONDS. A random intercept for individuals was also included (not depicted) to account for the nested struc-
ture within individuals. BMean refers to the grand mean centered average of the DIAMONDS for all SJT items as person level predictor. D = 
Duty, I = Intellect, A = Adversity, M = Mating, O = pOsitivity, N = Negativity, De = Deception, S = Sociality. N = 227. 
* p < .05, p-values for random effects refer to likelihood-ratio tests between models with and without the corresponding parameter. 
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Finally, Group 3 saw each SJT item’s sit-
uation description without response op-
tions and then completed the situation 
construal questionnaire. Only after that 
did they receive the response options for 
the SJT item (since we wanted to gauge 
their SJT item performance as well). In 
other words, this group made their situa-
tion construals based on situation descrip-
tions only. Additionally, we differentiated 
between items where situation descrip-
tions had high and low relevance for item 
performance (i.e., description-dependent 
and description-independent SJT items; 
this distinction was determined a priori 
based on prior studies). Thus, this study 
sheds light on the comparative relevance 
of psychological situation construal on the 
basis of different item elements and fea-
tures for SJT performance (Hypothesis 2). 
 
Methods 

Participants. We conducted an a pri-
ori power analysis by applying Monte-
Carlo simulation to determine the sample 
size required to detect effects similar to 
those found in Study 1 (see Muthén & 
Muthén, 2002). As Hypothesis 2 partly 
specifies non-significant effects, it is ap-
propriate to define α and β equally. A total 
sample of 618 participants (206 per 
group) was needed to ensure sufficient 
power (1 – β = .95) with α = .05. Overall, 
791 individuals were recruited in 2017 in 
Germany via personal contacts (e.g., e-
mail), postings in online career commu-
nities, and social media. As an incentive, 
test-takers were offered feedback on their 
Big Five personality dimensions. In addi-
tion, psychology students received course 
credit. We excluded participants who did 
not complete at least one SJT item along 
with the corresponding items assessing 
                                                           
6 Demographics were surveyed at the end of the study. Thus, demographic data only exists for n = 542 par-
ticipants. 

perceived situation characteristics (n = 
14). After additional exclusion of careless 
responders, N = 727 (324 female, 2 other; 
age: M = 30.74, SD = 11.26, range: 18 - 
706) were included in the statistical anal-
yses. On average, test-takers reported M = 
7.10 (SD = 10.58) years of work experi-
ence and M = 30.15 (SD = 16.70) average 
weekly working hours. In total, 72% held 
at least an undergraduate degree. Whereas 
participants worked in a broad range of 
industries (e.g., banking, manufacturing, 
IT), the most commonly indicated fields 
of employment were academia (24%) and 
the pharmaceutical industry (18%). 

Study Design and Materials. All 
data were collected online in a between-
subjects design with participants ran-
domly assigned to three groups (ngroup 1 = 
261; ngroup 2 = 214; ngroup 3 = 252). Partici-
pants responded to a total of 12 items 
taken from three different SJTs. For each 
SJT, we chose two items for which previ-
ous research had found no mean differ-
ences in item performance when pre-
sented with and without situation de-
scriptions (i.e., description-independent 
items). We chose another two items from 
each SJT for which previous research had 
found large differences when adminis-
tered with vs. without situation descrip-
tions (i.e., description-dependent items; 
for examples, see online supplementary 
material). After each SJT item, partici-
pants were asked to report their perceived 
situation characteristics.  

Situational Judgment Tests. We ap-
plied four items from a German SJT 
measuring knowledge about functions on 
Facebook (e.g., privacy settings, Messen-
ger; Schäpers, Lievens, Freudenstein, 
Schulze, et al., 2019). All items describe 
situations related to using Facebook and 
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require knowledge of the functionality of 
several Facebook settings. We asked par-
ticipants to choose the most effective be-
havior among four response options. Re-
sponses were scored as “1” if participants 
selected the most effective behavior. All 
other responses were scored as “0”. We 
chose the two most description-depend-
ent and the two most description-inde-
pendent items based on previous results 
by the SJT’s authors. A sample item can 
be found in the online supplementary 
material. 

In addition, we applied four items 
from the Team Role Test (TRT; 
Mumford, Van Iddekinge, Morgeson, & 
Campion, 2008). This widely-used SJT 
assesses team role knowledge. Again, we 
chose two description-dependent and 
two description-independent items from 
a modified and translated to German ver-
sion by Schäpers, Mussel, et al. (2019). 
This version asks participants to pick the 
most effective response among four op-
tions. Thus, selecting the most effective 
response option was scored as “1”; all 
other responses were scored as “0”. A 
sample item can be found in the online 
supplementary material. 

We also applied four items from the 
Personal Initiative SJT (for details, see 
Study 1; Bledow & Frese, 2009). We se-
lected the two most description-depend-
ent and description-independent items 
based on previous findings by Schäpers, 
Mussel, et al. (2019). 

Perceived Situation Characteristics. 
Similar to Study 1, we applied the S8-I 
(Rauthmann & Sherman, 2016b) to assess 
each individual’s perceived situation 
characteristics for every SJT item. As the 
S8-I consists of only one item per facet 
and no complete SJTs were used, no reli-
abilities are reported. 

Further Measures. We asked 

participants about their level of experi-
ence with the different SJT domains using 
single-item indicators (“How often do 
you use Facebook?”, 1 = monthly or infre-
quently to 5 = several times a day; “How 
much work experience do you have in 
teams?”, 1 = no experience, 5 = plenty of ex-
perience; “How proactive are you in a work 
context?”, 1 = not proactive, 5 = very proac-
tive). We further applied the BFI-2-XS 
(Rammstedt, Danner, Soto, & John, 
2018) as a control measure of group dif-
ferences. This test consists of 15 items as-
sessing Big Five personality on a 5-point 
rating scale (1 = disagree strongly to 5= agree 
strongly). Cronbach’s alphas ranged from α 
= .41 to α = .71.  

Data Analyses. The results of Study 1 
demonstrated that the relevance of per-
ceived situation characteristics for SJT re-
sponses varied considerably across SJT 
items. Thus, our analyses focused on the 
item level. We conducted multi-group 
regression analyses for each SJT item. All 
participants who completed the SJT item 
of interest and the corresponding assess-
ment of perceived situation characteristics 
were included in the analysis. In a prelim-
inary step, we computed baseline models 
for which the SJT item response served as 
the dependent variable and the residual-
ized DIAMONDS as eight predictor var-
iables. Residual scores were calculated by 
regressing the DIAMONDS on the grand 
mean-centered averages of the DIA-
MONDS across SJT items. This was 
done to control for the general tendencies 
in individuals’ perceived situation charac-
teristics and to retain model simplicity 
(Wurm & Fisicaro, 2014). Next, all coef-
ficients were freely estimated for all three 
groups. Afterwards, we constrained all re-
gression coefficients across groups to 
equality and tested this model against the 
baseline model via scaled χ²-difference 
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tests (Satorra, 2000). If this constrained 
model had significantly worse fit, we 
compared regression weights between 
two groups only in a stepwise manner 
(i.e., comparison of regression weights 
between Groups 1 and 2, Groups 1 and 3, 
and Groups 2 and 3). Overall, model fit 
was evaluated based on scaled χ²-differ-
ence tests against the null model and R². 
For additional information see Table S2 
in the online supplementary material. 

 
Results 

Preliminary Analyses. To rule out 
between-group effects due to sampling 
error, we tested for group differences in 
demographic variables and personality. 
The groups did not differ in gender ratio, 
χ²(4) = 1.019, p = .963, Cramer’s V = .03, 
age, F(2, 539) = .47, p = .624, η² = .00, 
educational level, χ²(10) = 8.513, p = .579, 
Cramer’s V = .09, work experience, F(2, 
537) = .28, p = .754, η² = .00, or weekly 
working hours, F(2, 515) = 1.40, p = .247, 
η² = .01. Furthermore, the groups did not 
differ in Big Five personality, F(2, 539) = 
1.70, p = .087, η² = .02. Finally, no group 
differences were found in self-reported 
frequency of Facebook use, F(2, 470) = 
2.86, p = .058, η² = .01, self-reported fre-
quency of teamwork, F(2, 539) = .14, p = 
.867, η² = .00, or self-reported initiative 
in work contexts (single-item measure), 
F(2, 539) = 1.30, p = .272, η² = .00. 

To test whether all SJT items fell into 
the expected category of description 
(in)dependency, we applied one-sided t-
tests for SJT item performance between 
Groups 1 and 2 (see Krumm et al., 2015). 
Contrary to our assumptions, mean dif-
ferences were found for two items where 
we did not expect any difference, while 
no difference was found for one item 
where a difference was expected (see Ta-
ble S4 in the online supplementary 

material). Therefore, we removed these 
three items from subsequent analyses. 
Notably, the interpretation of the main 
results presented below did not differ 
when re-categorizing the three items (see 
Table S5 in the online supplementary ma-
terial).  

In Group 3, perceived situation char-
acteristics were assessed after presenting 
the situation description without re-
sponse options. The response options 
only became visible after the perceived 
situation characteristics were assessed, 
which might have altered participants’ re-
sponses. However, no differences in item 
difficulty were found between Groups 1 
and 3, thus indicating that assessing per-
ceived situation characteristics in between 
seeing the situation descriptions and re-
sponding to the SJT item had no influ-
ence on test-performance. 

We also tested whether our experi-
mental manipulation affected the assess-
ment of perceived situation characteristics 
for each SJT item. Since only one item 
was available for each DIAMONDS di-
mension, we compared the pooled corre-
lations among the DIAMONDS across all 
SJT items. The comparison revealed no 
significant differences, χ²g1g2(56) = 17.51, 
p = .99; χ²g1g3(56) = 12.98, p = .99; 
χ²g2g3(56) = 26.10, p = .99 (see Table 1 for 
pooled correlations among DIAMONDS 
across SJT items).  

Finally, we tested whether the DIA-
MONDS differed across SJT items and 
groups. MANOVA results indicated sig-
nificant main effects for group member-
ship, F(2, 7013) = 41.5, p < .001, η² = .05, 
and SJT item, F(11, 7013) = 83.17, p < 
.001, η² = .12, as well as a significant in-
teraction effect, F(22, 7013) = 9.34, p < 
.001, η² = .03. Separate ANOVAs re-
vealed that these effects were equally pre-
sent for all DIAMONDS. Graphical 
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inspection of the interaction effect con-
firmed the heterogeneous mean differ-
ences in perceived situation characteris-
tics across groups and across SJT items 
(see Figure S6 in the online supplemen-
tary information). 

Hypothesis Tests. Overall, in all 
three groups, at least one dimension of 
DIAMONDS significantly predicted 
performance for eight out of nine SJT 
items. For one description-dependent 
SJT item from the personal initiative SJT, 
DIAMONDS predicted SJT perfor-
mance only in Groups 1 and 2 (see Table 
3). However, for two description-de-
pendent items the overall model fit of the 
baseline model did not differ significantly 
from zero, even though DIAMONDS 
significantly predicted SJT performance. 
That is, the effect sizes for DIAMONDS 
predicting SJT responses on these items 
were relatively small (mean |β| = .26, SD 
= .06). Nevertheless, when the alpha level 
was corrected for the number of predic-
tors (Bonferroni correction; p = .05/8 = 
.00625; Cabin & Mitchell, 2000) per-
ceived situation characteristics still signif-
icantly predicted SJT item responses for 
one of those two items.  

Results for description-independent items. 
In a next step, we constrained all regres-
sion weights across all groups to equality 
and tested whether the restricted model 
differed significantly from the freely esti-
mated model (baseline model). Hence, 
we tested whether the relevance of per-
ceived situation characteristics for SJT 
performance differed across groups. For 
all description-independent items, the re-
stricted model did not differ from the 
baseline model for Groups 1 and 2. More-
over, for one of the four items, the rele-
vance of situation construal for SJT per-
formance did not differ in Group 3 either 
(see Table 3). Thus, the results partly 

support Hypothesis 2, as DIAMONDS 
equally predicted SJT performance in de-
scription-independent items regardless of 
the presence or absence of a situation de-
scription.  

Results for description-dependent items. For 
four of the five description-dependent 
items, the relevance of perceived situation 
characteristics for SJT performance did 
not differ significantly across all groups 
(see Table 3). Hence, for those items, rel-
evant perceived situation characteristics 
did not differ depending on whether or 
not the situation description was pre-
sented. Only for one item from the per-
sonal initiative SJT did the relevance of 
perceived situation characteristics for SJT 
performance differ across all three groups. 
Specifically, for Group 3, for which per-
ceived situation characteristics were based 
on situation descriptions only, perceived 
situation characteristics did not contrib-
ute significantly to performance on this 
SJT item. In the two remaining groups, 
different DIAMONDS dimensions sig-
nificantly predicted SJT performance. In 
fact, comparing R²s, perceived situation 
characteristics made a stronger contribu-
tion to SJT responses in the condition 
without situation descriptions compared 
to the condition with situation descrip-
tions (see Table 3). Hence, these results 
did not support Hypothesis 2. 

Finally, we computed Spearman’s rank 
correlations between the effect of situa-
tion descriptions on SJT performance 
(Cohen’s d) and the effect of perceived sit-
uation characteristics in all three groups 
(R²). This was done to test for the overall 
relation between the effect of description-
dependency and the relevance of situation 
construal. 
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Table 3 
Multi-group Regression Analysis (Study 2) 

 
Comparison 
against Null 

Model  
Comparison against 

Baseline Model Relevant DIAMONDS R² 
 χ² p Equality con-

straints Δχ² Δdf p G1 G2 G3 G1 G2 G3 

Description-independent items          

TRT 4 61.235 <.001 all groups 12.145 6.39 .072 D, De D, De D, De .20 .16 .21 
PI 7 88.013 <.001 group 1 & 2 5.767 3.92 .209 I, De, S I, De, S S .25 .22 .14 
PI 10 55.987 <.001 group 1 & 2 8.762 3.60 .052 D, I, S D, I, S O, N .18 .20 .08 
FB 8 51.704 <.001 group 1 & 2 5.061 2.96 .163 D, M D, M O, De .14 .19 .12 

Description-dependent items         

TRT 3 50.846 .001 all groups 11.711 5.80 .062 D, S D, S D, S .14 .13 .13 
TRT 5 47.299 .003 all groups 5.664 5.58 .409 I I I .28 .33 .23 
PI 1 75.476 <.001 - - - - D, A, O, S I, A, S - .26 .34 .04 
PI 9 28.693 .232 all groups 5.198 5.93 .510 D, N D, N D, N .08 .10 .08 
FB 1 35.379 .063 all groups 7.411 6.12 .296 S S S .05 .07 .05 

Notes. Comparison against null model refers to the comparison of the model without equality constraints to zero. All χ² values of this 
comparison with df = 24. All columns to the right of the comparison against the null model refer to the model with equality con-
straints. Comparison against baseline model refers to comparison of the model with equality constraints and the freely estimated 
model. DIAMONDS dimensions depicted refer to regression weights with p <.05. R² refers to categorical model fit. TRT = Team 
Role Test, PI = personal initiative SJT, FB = Facebook SJT, D = Duty, I = Intellect, A = Adversity, M = Mating, O = pOsitivity, N = 
Negativity, De = Deception, S = Sociality, G = Group. Sample sizes ranged between ngroup1 = 205 – 234, ngroup2 = 142 – 170, ngroup3 = 
211 – 230. * p < .05 
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However, no substantial correlations 
were found (rgroup 1 = -.007, p = .983; rgroup 

2 = -.004, p = .991; rgroup 1 = -.025, p = 
.940). 

Ancillary Analyses. Hypothesis tests 
revealed that situation construal serves as 
the underlying process behind SJT per-
formance for all three groups. Moreover, 
the relevance of perceived situation char-
acteristics for SJT performance did not 
differ between Groups 1 and 2 for all but 
one description-dependent SJT item. 
However, all of these items differed in 
difficulty between the two groups. Thus, 
the question arises whether situation de-
scriptions help individuals detect a spe-
cific, correct situation construal, which in 
turn predicts SJT performance (i.e., cor-
rect situation construal as mediator be-
tween group membership and SJT per-
formance)7.  

To determine the correct situation 
construal, we asked two subject matter 
experts for the work-related SJT items to 
rate which DIAMONDS perceptions 
may be helpful for identifying the right 
answer on these SJT items. Overall inter-
rater reliability was ICC2 = .71 for the 
work-related items (Figure S7 in the 
online supplementary material compares 
expert ratings and the mean DIA-
MONDS profiles in the sample across 
work-related SJT items)8. We calculated 
profile correlations as measures of similar-
ity between the pooled expert ratings and 
the test-takers’ perception of situation 
characteristics to assess the extent of indi-
vidual’s correct situation construal. The 
mean similarity of experts and participants 
was Mgroup1 = .62 (SD group1 = .19), Mgroup2 = 
.56 (SDgroup2 = .22), and Mgroup3 = .62 

                                                           
7 We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this analysis. 
8 We also asked two different subject matter experts to evaluate the Facebook-SJT items. However, we only 
found an inter-rater reliability of ICC2 = .27. Thus, we only inspected ratings for the work-related SJT 
items. 

(SDgroup3 = .22). On average, correct per-
ceived situation construal correlated with 
SJT performance with rgroup1 = .13 (SD 

group1 = .10; range: -.16 - .37), rgroup2 = .10 
(SD group2 = .09; range: -.19 - .58), rgroup3 = 
.09 (SD group3 = .08; range: -.20 - .39). A 
two-way ANOVA (group × description 
dependency of SJT items) revealed that 
the profile correlations differed across 
groups, F(2, 4655) = 26.33, p < .001, η² = 
.01. Post-hoc comparisons showed that 
correct situation construal was on average 
lower in Group 2 compared to Groups 1 
and 3. Furthermore, we found a signifi-
cant difference between description-de-
pendent and description-independent 
SJT items, F(1, 4655) = 57.14, p < .001, 
η² = .01, in that perceived situation con-
strual was on average more correct for de-
scription-dependent SJT items. Finally, 
we found a significant interaction, F(2, 
4655) = 4.72, p = .009, η² = .002. The in-
teraction plot (Figure S8 in the online 
supplementary material) illustrates that 
the decrease in correct situation constru-
als due to omitted situation descriptions is 
slightly stronger for description-depend-
ent SJT items compared to description-
independent SJT items. 

We further tested whether correct sit-
uation construal mediated the relation be-
tween SJT performance and group mem-
bership. We only conducted this analysis 
for Groups 1 and 2 and for description-
dependent SJT items, as SJT performance 
only differed between these groups and 
items. We found a significant mediating 
effect of correct situation construal on the 
relationship between the availability of 
situation descriptions and SJT perfor-
mance for two out of seven SJT items 
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(BTRT5 = -0.27, 95% CI [-0.43, -0.14], 
βTRT5 = -.09; BPI9 = -0.12, 95% CI [-0.22, 
-0.02], βPI9 = -.05). These effects indicate 
that, for those two items, omitting situa-
tion descriptions made it more difficult to 
correctly perceive situation construal, 
which mediated the decrease in SJT per-
formance. 

Finally, we aimed at gauging which 
specific DIAMONDS serve as predictors 
of SJT performance. Interestingly, for six 
out of eight work-related SJT items, the 
Duty facet significantly predicted SJT 
performance. This was concurrent with 
the expert ratings. In fact, in all of these 
items, the situation descriptions either 
specified work tasks or referred to situa-
tional constraints that negatively affected 
overall work performance (see online 
supplementary material, sample items 1 
and 5). Furthermore, according to the ex-
perts, the facets Mating, pOsitivity, and 
Deception were not relevant for any of 
the work-related SJT items. However, 
hypothesis tests revealed that pOsitivity 
and Deception predicted SJT perfor-
mance for three work-related SJT items.  

 
Discussion 

Study 2 shed light on whether per-
ceived situation characteristics can ex-
plain why some SJT items are descrip-
tion-dependent and some are descrip-
tion-independent (see Krumm et al., 
2015). In line with Hypothesis 2, there 
were no differences in the relevance of 
perceived situation characteristics for SJT 
responses to description-independent 
SJT items when administered with and 
without situation descriptions. Thus, it 
may be concluded that the process under-
lying item responses when such SJT items 
are administered without situation de-
scriptions is not different from that un-
derlying SJT items with situation 

descriptions. In fact, our results suggest 
that both versions of the SJT items (with 
and without situation descriptions) in-
volve situation construal. Notably, for 
three out of the four description-inde-
pendent items, the relevant perceived sit-
uation characteristics differed for Group 
3. Hence, omitting situation descriptions 
did not affect the relevance of situation 
construal for SJT performance, but omit-
ting response options did. Thus, our pre-
liminary conclusion is that the relevance 
of situation construal for SJT perfor-
mance is mostly driven by response op-
tions and not by situation descriptions.  

Contrary to our theorizing, similar re-
sults were found for description-depend-
ent items. Recall that for these items the 
availability versus absence of situation de-
scriptions affected item performance (in 
terms of mean differences). However, the 
relevance of situation construal for SJT 
item performance was not affected by the 
availability or absence of situation de-
scriptions for these items. In other words, 
the availability of situation descriptions 
may affect mean item performance (i.e., 
might make an SJT item easier), but add 
little to the actual situation dependency of 
the SJT item, i.e. the extent that item per-
formance is driven by situation construal.  

That being said, even though we found 
little difference in the relation between 
situation construal and SJT performance 
across groups, subsequent analyses sug-
gested that participants perceived signifi-
cantly less correct situation construal, as 
inferred from subject matter expert rat-
ings, when situations descriptions were 
omitted. Hence, it was easier to correctly 
perceive situation construal, when situa-
tion descriptions were available. How-
ever, differences in SJT performance be-
tween groups were mediated by the 
groups’ average correctness of situation 
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construal for only two description-de-
pendent SJT items. Thus, for the remain-
ing three description-dependent SJT 
items, an increase in correct situation 
construal due to the availability of situa-
tion descriptions did not lead to improved 
SJT performance. This finding is in line 
with results by Schäpers, Mussel et al. 
(2019). It substantiates the interpretation 
that situation descriptions may be less rel-
evant for underlying situational processes 
in most SJT items than previously 
thought. 

A closer look at which specific DIA-
MONDS were relevant for SJT perfor-
mance revealed a heterogeneous picture, 
with the Duty facet posing the sole excep-
tion. Duty predicted SJT performance for 
all SJT items addressing specific work 
tasks and was also rated as relevant by sub-
ject-matter experts. For all other facets, 
the empirical evidence and expert ratings 
did not coincide consistently across SJT 
items. Furthermore, for the knowledge 
SJT, subject matter experts could not 
agree on which perceived situation char-
acteristics are relevant. In summary, there 
seemed to be no general overarching sys-
tem as to which specific DIAMONDS 
predicted SJT performance or were rated 
as relevant the experts. This is in line with 
Rauthmann et al.’s (2014) research in that 
situation construal seems to be to a sub-
stantial extent in the eye of the beholder. 

Overall, the results of this study sug-
gest that situation construal is an underly-
ing driver of SJT performance, even when 
only response options are available. Sur-
prisingly, this was also true for SJT items 
that are significantly more difficult to 
solve when situation descriptions are 
omitted (i.e., description-dependent SJT 
items). That is, situation construal repre-
sents the same underlying psychological 
process for description-dependent and 

description-independent SJT items. 
Thus, this study emphasizes the need for 
a conceptual differentiation between the 
importance of situation descriptions and the 
importance of perceived situation charac-
teristics for SJT performance (i.e., omitting 
situation descriptions is not equivalent to 
omitting the situation from SJT items; see 
Brown et al., 2016; cf. Lievens & 
Motowidlo, 2016).  

 
Study 3 

 
The previous two studies consistently 

demonstrated an empirical link between 
perceived situation characteristics and 
SJT performance. Study 3 will examine 
how situation construal is related to the 
criterion validity of SJTs.  

 
Methods 

Participants. We used G*Power 
(Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) 
to calculate the sample size required to 
ensure sufficient power (1 – β = .80) to 
detect a small increase in R² (∆R² = .05) 
in a multiple regression analysis. The a-
priori power analysis revealed a necessary 
sample size of N = 294. A total of 303 par-
ticipants took part in our study. Partici-
pants were recruited in 2017 and 2018 in 
Germany via personal contacts (e-mails), 
classified advertisements, online postings 
(job-related and private social media), and 
university mailing lists. As an incentive, 
test-takers received 10 € and were of-
fered feedback on their results on several 
measures of inter-individual differences. 
After exclusion of careless responders, N 
= 285 (174 female, 2 other; age: M = 
31.27, SD = 10.20, range from 18 to 73) 
participants were included in the subse-
quent statistical analyses. On average, 
test-takers reported M = 8.97 (SD = 9.01) 
years of work experience with M = 27.31 
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(SD = 14.34) average weekly working 
hours. A total of 44% held at least an un-
dergraduate degree, 32% had completed 
VET, and 24% had not completed any 
kind of vocational education. Most par-
ticipants worked in health care (16%), ac-
ademia (15%), retail (13%), or media and 
entertainment (10%). Additionally, we 
gathered 164 peer ratings for n = 125 par-
ticipants. On average, the peer raters were 
M = 34.00 (SD = 11.68, range 19 - 76) 
years old and had known the participant 
for M = 5.80 (SD = 6.45) years. Overall, 
56% of the raters were work colleagues, 
whereas all other raters identified as close 
friends or family. We also asked the peer 
raters to indicate on a 5-point rating scale 
whether they felt confident rating the par-
ticipant in an occupational context (M = 
4.22; SD = 0.77). 

Study Design and Materials. Study 
3 was conducted as a proctored laboratory 
session with a median completion time of 
90 minutes. Participants first completed 
an intelligence test and then an emotion 
recognition test. Afterwards, similarly as 
in Studies 1 and 2, we administered two 
different SJTs as well as situation charac-
teristic questionnaires for each SJT item. 
Finally, test-takers responded to several 
self-report measures and were asked to 
contact one or more work colleagues for 
peer-rated criterion measures. 

Situational Judgment Tests. Similar to 
Study 1, we applied the SJT on personal 
initiative (Bledow & Frese, 2009) and the 
short version of the SJT measuring self-
consciousness (Mussel et al., 2018). For 
the personal initiative SJT, we asked par-
ticipants not only how they would be 

                                                           
9 Presenting the DIAMONDS questionnaire immediately may encourage participants to inspect the situation 
descriptions more carefully. However, comparing the results across studies indicates that the time and plac-
ing of the DIAMONDS questionnaires had little to no effect on the relation between DIAMONDS and SJT 
performance. Thus, this procedure further substantiates the robustness of the effects found in Studies 1 and 
2. 

most likely to behave but also how they 
would be least likely to behave. These in-
structions are in line with the test author’s 
instructions. The reliability of this SJT 
was α = .65 and ω = .66. The administra-
tion of the SJT measuring self-conscious-
ness was identical to Study 1. The relia-
bility of this SJT was α = .69 and ω = .69. 

Perceived Situation Characteristics. 
Again, the situation characteristics of all 
SJT items were assessed with the S8-I 
(Rauthmann & Sherman, 2016b), with 
the exception of one item for each SJT for 
which we applied the S8* (Rauthmann & 
Sherman, 2016a). In contrast to Study 1 
and Study 2, participants first responded 
to all SJT items. Afterwards, all SJT items 
were presented again and we then asked 
about perceived situation characteristics. 
This was done to avoid priming for the 
situational processing of SJT items9. Re-
liability for the eight facets of the S8* 
ranged from α = .50 to α = .85. 

Criterion Measures. Several criterion 
measures were assessed via peer reports. 
We applied scales assessing peer-rated 
personal initiative (Frese, Fay, Hilburger, 
Leng, & Tag, 1997; e.g., “Actively attacks 
problems”) on a 5-point rating scale (1 = 
completely disagree; 5 = completely 
agree) and peer-rated self-consciousness 
(NEO-PI-R; Ostendorf & Angleitner, 
2004) on a 7-point rating scale (1= com-
pletely disagree; 7 = completely agree). 
Reliability was α = .82 for personal initia-
tive and α = .76 for self-consciousness. 
We further assessed in-role behavior 
(IRB; Williams & Anderson, 1991; e.g., 
“Performs tasks that are expected from 
him/her”) and organizational citizenship 
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behavior (OCBI; Williams & Anderson, 
1991; e.g., “Helps others who have heavy 
workloads”) with seven items each on a 
5-point rating scale (1 = completely disa-
gree; 5 = completely agree). We chose 
these broad measures of task and contex-
tual performance to match the level of 
generality of the assessed perceived situa-
tion characteristics (i.e., DIAMONDS). 
The assessment of perceived situation 
characteristics in SJT items should more 
closely resemble real-life situational pro-
cesses than SJT scores that assess specific 
and narrow constructs). Thus, perceived 
situation characteristics should also pre-
dict general measures of task and contex-
tual performance. Reliability was αIRB = 
.89, αOCBI = .87. When more than one 
peer report was available, we calculated 
average ratings. ICCs for these scores 
ranged from .50 to .61. ICCs for the ab-
solute rater values ranged from .30 to .67. 
We also assessed self-rated IRB and 
OCBI (αIRB = .81, αOCBI = .66). 

Additional Measures. In order to assess 
the incremental validity of perceived situ-
ation characteristics for SJT performance 
over and above individual differences, we 
also included additional predictors. First, 
participants completed self-report 
measures reflecting the SJTs’ target con-
structs, namely personal initiative (Frese 
et al., 1997) and self-consciousness (Os-
tendorf & Angleitner, 2004). We applied 
the same measures that were used to assess 
peer-rated criteria. Reliability was α = .78 
and α = .70, respectively. 

Second, participants completed three 
facets of the German version of the Gen-
eral Aptitude Test (Schmale & 
Schmidtke, 2001), which measure gen-
eral mental ability. The three subtests 
(spatial aptitude, 40 items; numerical ap-
titude, 25 items; verbal aptitude, 60 
items) were chosen due to their strong 

association with a general factor (Hunter, 
1983). Reliability for the three subscales 
ranged from α = .82 to α = .90. We com-
puted a score for general mental ability 
following the test authors’ instructions. 
Reliability of this score was α = .61. 

Third, emotional intelligence has been 
identified as a relevant antecedent of SJT 
performance (Lievens & Motowidlo, 
2016). Thus, we administered the 
GERT-S (Schlegel & Scherer, 2016) 
measuring emotion recognition as an ad-
ditional control variable. This test consists 
of 42 short video sequences in which ac-
tors express one of 14 different emotions. 
After each sequence, participants were 
asked to indicate which emotion was ex-
pressed in the video. Correct answers 
were scored as “1”, and all other re-
sponses were scored as “0”. The reliabil-
ity of this test was α = .84. 

Finally, we assessed Big Five personal-
ity with the German short version of the 
Big Five Inventory (BFI-K; Rammstedt 
& John, 2005). This test measures five 
broad traits with a total of 21 items on a 
5-point rating scale. Reliability for this 
test ranged from α = .67 to α = .81. 

Data Analyses. We applied path 
model analyses for each SJT item to sim-
ultaneously test the predictive validity on 
multiple criteria. Similar to Study 2, all 
analyses were based on single SJT items. 
We first tested the relation between SJT 
performance and the criteria and subse-
quently included perceived situation 
characteristics. We compared the two 
models based on R². We again used resid-
ual scores for the perceived situation char-
acteristics to control for individual’s gen-
eral tendency to perceive multiple SJT 
items equally. For additional information 
see Table S3 in the online supplementary 
material. 
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Table 4 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations (Study 3) 
 M (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 
1. PI SJT 5.07 (6.55) (.65)               
2. SC SJT 1.40 (1.20) -.13* (.69)              
Peer-rated criteria                
3. PI Peer 3.97 (.61)  .18* -.01 (.82)             
4. SC Peer 2.86 (.93) -.14  .02 -.26* (.76)            
5. OCBI Peer 4.16 (.64) -.07 -.01  .58* -.05 (.87)           
6. IRB Peer 4.49 (.60)  .01  .03  .58* -.07  .76* (.89)          
Other constructs                
7. PI Self 3.65 (.61)  .36* -.22*  .26* -.12  .05  .05 (.78)         
8. SC Self 3.50 (.98) -.24*  .50* -.05  .25*  .06  .07 -.37* (.70)        
9. ES 3.12 (.87)  .17* -.26*  .06 -.28* -.07 -.04  .32* -.60* (.75)       
10. E 3.56 (.87)  .30* -.32*  .13 -.16  .05 -.01  .38* -.48*  .28* (.81)      
11. C 3.75 (.71)  .24* -.07  .32* -.08  .04  .14  .47* -.19*  .19*  .21* (.69)     
12. A 3.11 (.84)  .08 -.08  .04  .00  .13  .10  .08 -.23*  .21*  .22*  .02 (.67)    
13. O 3.99 (.80)  .16* -.13*  .17 -.06  .06  .00  .30* -.19*  .06  .25*  .05  .14* (.77)   
14. GMA 57.75 (2.18) -.06 -.06 -.08 -.09  .02  .00 -.09  .03  .09 -.17*  .02 -.15* -.05 (.67)  
15. GERT-S 28.99 (4.69)  .06  .00  .00 -.18*  .08  .11 -.08  .05 -.11  .04 -.02  .01  .05  .25* (.84) 

Notes. Coefficient alpha reliability is depicted on the diagonal. n = 284 – 285 for SJTs and other constructs, n = 121-125 for peer-rated data. 
PI = personal initiative, SC = self-consciousness, OCBI = organizational citizenship behavior, IRB = in-role behavior, ES = emotional stabil-
ity, E = extraversion, C = conscientiousness, A = agreeableness, O = Openness, GMA = general mental ability, GERT-S = test of emotion 
recognition. * p < .05. 
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Results 
Preliminary Analyses. Descriptive 

statistics and bivariate correlations can be 
found in Table 4 (see Table 1 for pooled 
correlations among DIAMONDS across 
SJT items). We again tested whether per-
ceived situation characteristics predicted 
SJT performance. For 15 out of 18 SJT 
items, we found a significant relation be-
tween DIAMONDS and SJT perfor-
mance, with an average R² = .05 (SD = 
.02) for items from the personal initiative 
SJT and an average R² = .3810 (SD = .14) 

                                                           
10 For the SJT items measuring self-consciousness, 
R² refers to pseudo R² in lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) 

for items from the self-consciousness SJT. 
When corrected for alpha inflation (Bon-
ferroni correction; p = .05/18 ≈ .0028; 
Cabin & Mitchell, 2000), the link be-
tween perceived situation characteristics 
and SJT responses remained significant for 
six SJT items. In a next step, we con-
trolled for general mental ability, emotion 
recognition, Big Five personality, per-
sonal initiative, and self-consciousness. 
Overall, this did not change the relation 
between perceived situation characteris-
tics and SJT performance. On average, 

due to the categorical nature of the dependent vari-
able. 

Table 5 
Criterion-related Validity (Peer-rated) of Perceived Situation Characteristics (Study 3) 

 OCBI Peer IRB Peer PI Peer SC Peer 
SJT Items DIAMONDS ∆R² DIAMONDS ∆R² DIAMONDS ∆R² DIAMONDS ∆R² 
SJT PI 1 S .109 S .084 - .061 S .067 
SJT PI 2 - .100 - .043 - .034 - .047 
SJT PI 3 - .039 - .065 N .073 - .045 
SJT PI 4 - .026 - .039 - .025 - .045 
SJT PI 5 D, N .144 N .099 D .121  .064 
SJT PI 6 I .112 D, I, A, M .144 - .056 O, N .124 
SJT PI 7 - .109 M .123 - .058 - .084 
SJT PI 8 N, S .099 A, N, De .181 - .043 - .066 
SJT PI 9 - .058 - .038 - .029 - .015 
SJT PI 10 D, De .102 D, A, S .163 D .092 - .049 
SJT PI 11 I .058 - .061 - .043 De .136 
SJT PI 12 A, De .090 A, De .138 De .102 D, M .106 
         

SJT SC 1 - .032 - .064 - .017 - .040 
SJT SC 2 O .095 O, S .135 O .091 - .057 
SJT SC 3 - .018 - .043 - .072 D .078 
SJT SC 4 N .097 N .142 N .106 N .105 
SJT SC 5 - .043 A .114 - .071 - .022 
SJT SC 6 O .112 O, N .124 - .057 M .084 
Notes. DIAMONDS dimensions depicted refer to regression weights with p <.05. ∆R² re-
fers to incremental explained variance of perceived situation characteristics in criteria 
over and above SJT performance. PI = personal initiative, SC = self-consciousness, 
OCBI = organizational citizenship behavior, IRB = in-role behavior, D = Duty, I = Intel-
lect, A = Adversity, M = Mating, O = pOsitivity, N = Negativity, De = Deception, S = 
Sociality. n =125. 
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DIAMONDS explained ∆R² = .04 (SD = 
.01) in personal initiative SJT perfor-
mance above and beyond traditional indi-
vidual difference variables. For the self-
consciousness SJT, model fit increased by 
∆R² = .30 (SD = .12) on average. After 
controlling for individual differences, a 
significant link between perceived situa-
tion characteristics and SJT responses was 
found for 17 out of 18 SJT items (seven 
items when corrected for alpha inflation). 

Hypothesis Tests. Overall personal 
initiative SJT scores predicted peer-rated 
personal initiative (β = .193, p = .023). For 
all other peer-rated criteria, no significant 
links were found. We further inspected 
criterion validity on the item level as per-
ceived situation characteristics were as-
sessed at this level. Two SJT items pre-
dicted peer-rated personal initiative and 
one item predicted peer-rated self-con-
sciousness. Notably, all three of these 
items were from the personal initiative 
SJT. One item from the self-conscious-
ness SJT predicted peer-rated OCBI.  

We next added perceived situation 
characteristics to the analysis. For 14 out 
of 18 SJT items, perceived situation char-
acteristics significantly predicted at least 
one peer-rated criterion above and be-
yond SJT item performance, with average 
∆R²`s of MOCBI = .080 (SD = .037), MIRB 
= .100 (SD = .046), MPI = .064 (SD = 
.030), and MSC = .069 (SD = .033). When 
we additionally controlled for personality, 
general mental ability, and emotion 
recognition, perceived situation charac-
teristics exhibited similar amounts of in-
cremental criterion validity (see Table S9 
in the online supplementary material). 
Generally, a similar picture emerged for 
self-rated criteria (Table S10 in the online 
supplementary material). Thus, the results 
support Hypothesis 3 (for details, see Ta-
ble 5).  

Finally, we tested whether perceived 
situation characteristics mediate the rela-
tion between the personality facet meas-
ured by the SJT and SJT responses, which 
would be in line with person × situation 
interactions in situation construal models 
(e.g., Funder, 2016). Previous research 
proposed such a relation for SJTs but did 
not explicitly test the mediating effect 
(Schäpers, Mussel et al., 2019). We only 
found indirect effects for two items from 
the self-consciousness SJT, for which 
pOsitivity (BN2 = 0.11, 95% CI [0.03, 
0.19], βN2 = .10) and Negativity (BN3 = 
0.07, 95% CI [0.01, 0.14], βN3 = .07) me-
diated the relation between self-reported 
self-consciousness and SJT item re-
sponses. 

 
Discussion  

The results of Study 3 demonstrated 
that, for almost all of the included SJT 
items, some facets of perceived situation 
characteristics predicted relevant criteria 
over and above SJT item responses. This 
is in line with Hypothesis 3 and previous 
results by Rockstuhl et al. (2015). Thus, 
SJT items have the potential to evoke rel-
evant situation construal, which has pre-
dictive validity above and beyond SJT re-
sponses. Interestingly, situation construal 
had predictive validity for broad measures 
of contextual and task performance even 
when the SJT score itself was not related 
to these criteria. This may be interpreted 
as further evidence that the forced re-
sponse format of SJTs may only partially 
capture work-relevant judgment pro-
cesses, including situation construal. Di-
rectly measuring situation construal spe-
cifically captures what people think, feel, 
and how they make sense of a given situa-
tion. In line with substantial previous re-
search (Rockstuhl et al., 2015), these pro-
cesses turned out to be relevant for broad 
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work-related criteria. 
Additionally, Study 3 provided evi-

dence that perceived situation characteris-
tics capture relevant situational variance 
independent of individual differences. 
This is an important finding, as it 
strengthens the interpretation of per-
ceived situation characteristics as 
measures of situation construal.  

Contrary to situation construal theory 
(e.g., Funder, 2016), the relation between 
personality and SJT performance was not 
mediated by situation construal. Obtain-
ing similar results, Schäpers, Mussel et al. 
(2019) concluded that situational pro-
cesses may not take place in SJTs. How-
ever, our results indicate that the opposite 
may more likely be true: the lack of indi-
rect effects between personality and SJT 
responses via perceived situation charac-
teristics may be indicative of the complex-
ity of situation construal and its emer-
gence. In other words, the link between 
personality and situation construal may 
not be linear. The notion of non-linear 
interaction processes between person and 
situation may be fruitful for further inves-
tigations (e.g., Blum et al., 2018). 

 
General Discussion 

 
Recent studies have challenged the 

view of SJTs as situational measures (e.g., 
Krumm et al., 2015; Lievens & 
Motowidlo, 2016; Motowidlo & Beier, 
2010). However, most previous studies 
on situations in SJTs have neglected re-
cent theorizing on person × situation in-
teractions and more specifically, on situa-
tion construal as an underlying psycholog-
ical process driving SJT performance (cf., 
Brown et al., 2016; Schäpers, Mussel et 
al., 2019). The current research therefore 
incorporated situation construal into a 
working model of SJT performance. 

Specifically, we tested whether situation 
construal affected SJT responses, whether 
the link between situation construal and 
SJT responses was contingent on the 
availability of situation descriptions and/or 
response options, and whether situation 
construal had incremental validity over 
and above SJT performance. 
 
Implications for Theory 

The first theoretical implication of this 
research is that situation construal is rele-
vant for SJT performance. The three stud-
ies consistently demonstrated that situa-
tion construal predicted SJT item re-
sponses for a majority of the included SJT 
items. Hence, situation construal plays a 
pivotal role in SJT item responses. Nota-
bly, perceived situation characteristics 
predicted SJT responses even when con-
trolling for individual differences (general 
mental ability, emotion recognition, per-
sonality, and the grand mean-centered av-
erages of perceived situation characteris-
tics across all SJT items). Thus, the re-
maining variance in perceived situation 
characteristics that predicted SJT re-
sponses (over and above individual differ-
ences) reflects situation-specific variance. 
Therefore, situation construal accounts 
for psychological processes underlying 
SJT items. According to these findings, 
SJTs may be understood as situational 
measures. This supports previous research 
arguing in favor of the situation depend-
ency of SJTs (e.g., Lievens et al., 2018; 
Weekley et al., 2015; Westring et al., 
2009) as opposed to the situation-inde-
pendent perspective (e.g., Krumm et al., 
2015; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; 
Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019).  

A second theoretical implication is that 
the relevance of situation construal varies 
as a function of various, still unknown 
item characteristics. In all three studies, 
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the effects of perceived situation charac-
teristics on SJT responses differed consid-
erably across SJT items. This finding 
speaks to the notion that SJT items may 
lie on a continuum, with some items 
more situational and others less situational 
(see Krumm et al., 2015). Interestingly, 
the variability in the relevance of per-
ceived situation characteristics was not 
explained by whether or not a given SJT 
item was classified as description-depend-
ent (due to the presence of a mean differ-
ence with vs. without situation descrip-
tions). Hence, mean differences in SJT 
items that are presented with vs. without 
situation descriptions do not render them 
situational per se. Likewise, the absence of 
mean differences in SJT items with vs. 
without situation descriptions does not 
automatically imply that they are non-sit-
uational. Further research is needed to 
identify the specific aspects of SJT items 
that contribute to their situation and de-
scription dependency. 

Third and perhaps most remarkably, 
our findings suggest that response options 
are sufficient for situation construal to 
drive SJT item performance. That is, our 
results showed that situation construal re-
mained relevant even when situation de-
scriptions were omitted. In fact, our find-
ings suggest that situation construal of SJT 
items may be based mostly on response 
options rather than on situation descrip-
tions. This is in line with arguments that 
response options in SJT items also contain 
relevant situational cues (Fan et al., 2016; 
Harris et al., 2016; Melchers & 
Kleinmann, 2016). In fact, response op-
tions evoked the same relevant perceived 
situation characteristics as situation de-
scriptions, and in some cases, response op-
tions alone were responsible for relevant 
situation construal. This raises the ques-
tion of whether it is accurate to describe 

situation descriptions as low-fidelity sim-
ulations of real job situations (cf., Lievens 
& De Soete, 2012; Motowidlo et al., 
1990; Weekley et al., 2015). However, 
considering situation descriptions in SJT 
items superfluous may not be warranted 
either. Mediation analyses in Study 2 
showed that—at least for some items—
the availability of situation descriptions 
led to better situation construal and in 
turn to better SJT item performance. 
Hence, our conclusion at this point is that 
further research is needed to understand 
which types of SJT items give rise to such 
mediating effects and which do not. Based 
on the current findings, we cannot iden-
tify general rules about when and why 
specific perceived situation characteristics 
predict SJT performance.  

The findings obtained in Study 3 fur-
ther highlight that situation construal is 
pivotal for SJT validity. The finding that 
situation construal has incremental crite-
rion-related validity above and beyond 
SJT scores is well in line with previous re-
search (see Lievens et al., 2018; Rockstuhl 
et al., 2015). Hence, situation construal 
matters for predicting job performance. 
Our results further suggest that relevant 
situation construal for SJT responses is 
mainly evoked by response options. Still, 
in light of earlier findings by Rockstuhl et 
al., it seems plausible that both parts of an 
SJT (i.e., situation descriptions and re-
sponse options) evoke distinct forms of 
situation construal that add to SJT validity 
incrementally above and beyond one an-
other.  

More generally, it should be noted that 
theorizing in the realm of SJTs has mostly 
dealt with situation descriptions—specifi-
cally with their role for SJT performance 
and validity (e.g., Krumm et al., 2015; 
Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; Lievens & 
Peeters, 2008; Motowidlo et al., 1990; 
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Weekley et al., 2015). Core theoretical 
principles such as behavioral consistency 
and correspondence between simulated 
content and reality essentially only re-
ferred to the situation descriptions in 
SJTs. In particular, Schäpers, Mussel et al. 
(2019) drew a direct link from the availa-
bility of situation descriptions to the rele-
vance of situation construal. They argued 
that situation construal becomes less rele-
vant as an underlying process when fewer 
situational cues are available (i.e., situation 
descriptions are omitted). Based on a ma-
nipulation of the availability of situation 
descriptions, the authors concluded that 
situation construal may have little rele-
vance for SJTs’ construct-related validity. 
In the current research, we explicitly 
tested the relation between situation con-
strual and SJT responses and came to a 
more differentiated conclusion: Although 
situation descriptions are less relevant for 
SJT item responses than commonly as-
sumed, situation construal is nevertheless 
a relevant underlying process of SJTs. 
However, for many SJT items, relevant 
situation construal is evoked not by situa-
tion descriptions but by the response op-
tions. 

Surprisingly, response options have not 
been part of theories about SJT function-
ing. The current research suggests that re-
sponse options may be a much richer 
source of information than previously 
thought. Although some previous studies 
have attested that response options may be 
informative (Kaminski, Felfe, Schäpers, & 
Krumm 2019; Leeds, 2012; Leeds, 2018) 
and even sufficient for solving SJTs 
(Krumm et al., 2015; Schäpers, Lievens, 
Freudenstein, Hüffmeier, et al., 2019; 
Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019), they unan-
imously assumed that some process other 
than the one actually intended must be 
taking place. For instance, Leeds coined 

the term cognitive acuity to refer to test-tak-
ers’ ability to detect subtle signs of cor-
rectness in response alternatives. The cur-
rent findings suggest that response options 
may not only be informative for test-tak-
ers, but also stimulate the intended situa-
tion construal processes. Hence, future 
theorizing in the realm of SJTs might also 
need to account for the role of response 
options in SJTs.  

 
 
Implications for Practice and  
Research 

SJT Development. Our research 
demonstrated an empirical link between 
situation construal and SJT performance, 
but also that SJT items lie on a continuum 
with respect to the relevance of situation 
construal. Therefore, we encourage fu-
ture research to identify specific rules for 
when and how SJT items stimulate rele-
vant perceived situation characteristics 
(e.g., when and why Duty is perceived 
and becomes relevant for SJT responses). 
In our view, such knowledge is pivotal to 
sufficiently capture the situational com-
ponent of SJTs. Think-aloud techniques 
and systematic manipulations of SJT item 
content may be fruitful for such undertak-
ings. Furthermore, future research is 
needed to examine how person variables 
contribute to situation construal, as our 
results did not support our assumption of 
indirect effects between personality and 
SJT responses. 

From a more practical point of view, 
the current research might have an impact 
on SJT item development. Since we 
found that situation construal is a driver of 
SJT responses, it might be valuable to 
think explicitly about the situation con-
strual that should be evoked by each SJT 
item. Situation descriptions are usually 
developed using critical incident 
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techniques (e.g., Campion et al., 2014). 
We suggest that practitioners include as-
sessments of situation construal in such 
techniques. If subject matter experts re-
port not only on critical situations but also 
how they perceive such situations, situa-
tion construal could be included from the 
beginning of the item development pro-
cess on (see also Lievens, 2017). Subse-
quently, different SJT items could be clus-
tered according to the intended constructs 
and to different dimensions of situation 
construal. Such recommendations are also 
in line with Trait Activation Theory (Tett 
& Guterman, 2000).  

Closely related to the aforementioned 
point is research on the construct validity 
of SJTs. Thus far, most SJTs have strug-
gled to meet general guidelines on con-
vergent construct correlations (McDaniel 
et al., 2001) and reliability (Catano et al., 
2012). Incorporating situation construal 
into the SJT development process may 
lead to an improvement in overall con-
struct validity. Advanced statistical meth-
ods of variance decomposition (e.g., con-
firmatory factor analysis, generalizability 
theory, item response theory) may sup-
port this goal (see Jackson et al., 2017; 
Lievens et al., 2018; Westring et al., 
2009). 

Response Formats and Scoring 
Options. Another point to take into con-
sideration is the selection of response and 
scoring options. Our results showed that 
relevant situation construal is not fully 
captured by test-takers’ responses to SJTs. 
Test developers may wish to consider 
matching different response options with 
different sets of perceived situation char-
acteristics. Furthermore, rating scales for 
all response options may provide more 
relevant information than traditional 
pick-the-best instructions. This may lead 
to a more refined measurement of 

situation construal, which could in turn 
improve SJTs’ criterion validity. Alterna-
tively, practitioners may also wish to spe-
cifically ask about test-takers’ situation 
construal.  

Criterion-related Validity. We call 
for future empirical research to enhance 
knowledge of why SJTs predict relevant 
criteria. On the one hand, this may be 
achieved through complementary anal-
yses to existing meta-analytical findings 
that gauge the relevance of situation con-
strual for different SJTs as a moderator of 
the criterion validity. On the other hand, 
future studies may wish to combine situa-
tion construal with other lines of research 
on situational effects (e.g., the frame-of-
reference effect; see Shaffer & 
Postlethwaite, 2012) to systematically ex-
amine their effects on criterion validity. 

Applicant Perceptions. Finally, in-
corporating situation construal into SJT 
item development could help provide 
more realistic job previews. If situation 
construal is used to create low-fidelity 
simulations of real-life job situations as 
perceived by job incumbents, responding 
to SJT items might help applicants more 
closely experience what they would expe-
rience on the job. This may further en-
hance HR practitioners’ ability to dedi-
cate more attention to person-job fit as a 
relevant criterion in the selection process. 
Similarly, if SJTs are used for personnel 
development purposes (see Thornton III, 
Mueller-Hanson, & Rupp, 2017), addi-
tional information about test-takers’ con-
strual may help uncover the reasons for in-
effective behavior. 

 
Limitations 

First, most of the SJTs tested in this re-
search come from a subset of SJTs with 
particularly distinct construct validity 
(e.g., personal initiative SJT, self-
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consciousness SJT). Thus, the generaliza-
bility of our results to all SJTs may be lim-
ited. In particular, the role of situation 
construal for SJT response may differ for 
multifaceted SJTs. However, Study 2 
contained at least some items from such an 
SJT (TRT; Mumford et al., 2008), and 
the results were comparable. Moreover, 
our results showed that perceived situa-
tion characteristics vary across items even 
for unidimensional SJTs. One may reason 
that if personality constructs explain mod-
erate amounts of SJT variance, and situa-
tion construal still plays an important role, 
the effect may be similar or even higher 
for SJTs with more complex structures. 

Second, we did not test the relation be-
tween perceived situation characteristics 
and SJT responses for video-based SJTs. 
Due to the higher density of situational 
cues in such SJTs, it may be reasonable to 
conclude that situation construal for 
video-based items is more specific and less 
ambiguous than for text-based items. 
Nonetheless, Schäpers, Lievens, Freuden-
stein, Hüffmeier, et al. (2019) recently 
demonstrated that the effect of video-
based situation descriptions on SJT per-
formance is comparable to the effect 
found for text-based SJTs. This may be 
reason to assume that the psychological 
functioning of video-based SJTs is similar 
to that of text-based SJTs. 

Third, we operationalized situation 
construal with the Situational Eight DIA-
MONDS (Rauthmann et al., 2014). This 
taxonomy was designed to comprehen-
sively capture a broad range of situations 
(Rauthmann et al., 2014). Nevertheless, 
one may argue that certain facets are not 
suitable for situations in the work context 
(e.g., Mating). However, Horstmann, 
Rauthmann, and Sherman (2017) 
demonstrated large conceptual overlaps 
among different situation taxonomies, 

including taxonomies with a more work-
oriented focus. The exceptions were Typ-
icality (Parrigon et al., 2017) and Lack of 
Stimuli (Ziegler, 2014); hence, these may 
be fruitful to consider in future applica-
tions. Furthermore, these taxonomies 
were developed for real-life situations. In 
SJT items, contextual information is very 
restricted, which may lead to a mismatch 
between measures of these taxonomies 
and contextual information in SJT items. 
Nevertheless, one would expect an in-
crease in fit between taxonomies and the 
presented situation descriptions to gener-
ate even larger effects than those found in 
our studies. Additionally, Horstmann and 
Ziegler (2018) recently demonstrated that 
the DIAMONDS exhibit substantial 
overlap with positive and negative affect. 
Thus, future research is needed to scruti-
nize the relation between affect and SJT 
responses. 

Fourth, we acknowledge that, alt-
hough we manipulated whether situation 
descriptions and response options were 
available as sources for situation construal 
in Study 2, we did not fully control for 
such influences on SJT performance. That 
is, even though situation construal in 
Group 3 was based solely on situation de-
scriptions, test-takers subsequently saw all 
response options. An open response for-
mat would have been the only way to pre-
vent this. Arguably, this would have 
added a different type of bias in terms of 
the comparability of Group 3 with Groups 
1 and 2. Nevertheless, we urge future re-
search to examine the relation between 
situation construal and SJT performance 
in open-response SJTs. 

Finally, we gathered peer-rated data to 
assess criterion-related validity in Study 3. 
Thus, participants may have chosen peers 
with a slight positive bias in their ratings. 
Nevertheless, situation construal 
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predicted peer-rated criteria above and 
beyond SJT scores, which supports our 
argument that SJT scores do not capture 
all of the relevant situational variance. 
Still, we encourage future research to as-
sess the relevance of situation construal in 
high-stakes settings and for supervisor rat-
ings. 

 
Conclusion 

This research integrated situation con-
strual into SJT theory and thus contrib-
uted to a more fine-grained examination 
of SJTs as situational measures. We found 
that (a) situation construal significantly 
contributed to SJT responses, (b) situation 
construal was still relevant for SJT perfor-
mance even when only response options 
were presented, and (c) situation construal 
explained variance in relevant criteria over 
and above SJT performance. Therefore, 
despite recent attempts to re-conceptual-
ize SJTs as context-independent 
measures, SJTs can still be understood as 
situational measures. However, situation 
descriptions may be less crucial for these 
underlying situational processes. We 
therefore encourage researchers and prac-
titioners to include situation construal 
into item development processes and take 
a more theory-driven approach to con-
structing situation descriptions. 
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Situational strength theory has been used as theoretical underpinning of person-
situation processes that are linked to job performance. Accordingly, the link be-
tween personality traits and job performance increases in weak situations. Building 
on this research, similar mechanisms have been proposed for simulation-based se-
lection tools, such as Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs), to explain how these 
measures work as predictors of job performance. However, underlying processes 
of SJT performance are subject to debate with some scholars arguing in favor of 
context-independent processes while others maintain that situations play an es-
sential role. This study (N = 707) examined whether the strength of situations in 
SJT items moderated the relation of personality and SJT performance. Results did 
not support the notion that personality is more strongly related to SJT perfor-
mance when situations are weak. In fact, for some traits the opposite may be true 
as more situational constraints led to an increase in the relation of extraversion, 
emotional stability, and SJT performance. The results add to an increasing body 
of research about psychological processes in SJTs. Limitations and implications for 
research and practice are discussed. 
 
Keywords: Situational Strength, Situational Judgment Tests, Personality 
 
In line with general assumptions about 

underlying processes of individual behav-
ior, person–situation interactions con-
tributed to an increased understanding 
about predictions of job performance 
(e.g., Judge & Zapata, 2015; Meyer et al., 
2009; Tett & Burnett, 2003). In particu-
lar, situational strength theory offered in-
sights about the relation of personality 
and behavior at work: Strong situations 
will lead to more homogeneous behavior 
across individuals resulting in weaker 
links between personality and job 
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performance (e.g., Judge & Zapata, 2015; 
Meyer et al., 2009). Accordingly, similar 
underlying processes have been incorpo-
rated into the development of personnel 
selection tools such as assessment centers 
(e.g., Lievens et al., 2009; Melchers et al., 
2012; Schollaert & Lievens, 2012). 

Similarly, Situational Judgment Tests 
(SJTs) are popular selection tools that rest 
on the principle of person-situation inter-
action and behavioral consistency 
(Lievens & De Soete, 2012; Motowidlo et 
al., 1990; Weekley et al., 2015). That is, 
SJTs typically comprise various work-re-
lated situation descriptions and several 
short behavioral response options 
(McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). Despite re-
cent efforts to include an interactionist 
perspective into SJT theory (e.g., Cam-
pion & Ployhart, 2013; Harris et al., 2016; 
Martin-Raugh & Kell, 2019), the under-
lying processes of SJT performance re-
main subject to debate. This is due to re-
cent studies demonstrating that situation 
descriptions in SJTs are often not relevant 
for SJT performance (Krumm et al., 
2015; Schäpers et al., 2019; Schäpers, 
Freudenstein, et al., 2020; Schäpers, 
Lievens, et al., 2020). These authors ar-
gued that SJTs are less dependent on per-
son-situation processes than previously 
assumed. 

On the other hand, a recent study up-
held person-situation interaction as un-
derlying processe of SJTs (Freudenstein, 
Schäpers, et al., 2020). These authors 
demonstrated that an individual’s percep-
tion of situations in SJT items is relevant 
for responses to SJT items. The results 
further showed that situation descriptions 
and response options jointly constitute 
psychologically relevant situations and 
that stripping of situation descriptions 
does not transform SJTs into context-in-
dependent measures (see also Harris et al., 

2016; Melchers & Kleinmann, 2016). In 
the current research, we further shed light 
onto the person-situation interplay that 
underlies SJT performance. Specifically, 
we examine whether the situational 
strength of SJT items moderates the rela-
tion of personality and SJT performance 
(see Harris et al., 2016). By doing so, we 
contribute to an understanding of SJTs’ 
functioning and why SJTs predict rele-
vant criteria.  

 
Theoretical Background 

 
One inference from the person-situa-

tion debate was that behavior is driven by 
both persons and situations (e.g, Fleeson 
& Noftle, 2008). Situational strength 
forms one type of such situational influ-
ences on behavior (e.g., Dalal et al., 2014; 
Judge & Zapata, 2015; Meyer et al., 2009, 
2010; Mischel, 1973, 1977). Situational 
strength is defined “as implicit or explicit 
cues provided by external entities regard-
ing the desirability of potential behaviors” 
(Meyer et al., 2010, p. 122). Accordingly, 
strong situations should lead to more sim-
ilar perceptions of situations and thus 
more similar behavior (Meyer et al., 2009; 
Mischel, 1977). To clarify the conceptual 
framework of situational strength, Meyer 
et al. (2010) proposed four facets, namely 
clarity, consistency, constraints, and con-
sequences. Each facet describes a group of 
situational cues that restrict the range of 
possible behavior (i.e., clarity of responsi-
bilities, consistency of different situa-
tional demands, constraints to behavior, 
and consequences of behavior). For in-
stance, “clear instructions and support 
from one’s supervisor” should increase 
the awareness about expected behavior 
for all employees (Meyer et al., 2010, p. 
125). 

It is assumed that with increasing 
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situational strength, the situation be-
comes more relevant as a determinant of 
behavior, which is accompanied by a de-
crease in the relevance of personality as 
predictor of behavior (Meyer et al., 2009). 
Several studies supported this role of situ-
ational strength as negative moderator on 
the relation of personality traits and job 
performance (Judge & Zapata, 2015; Lee 
& Dalal, 2016; Meyer et al., 2009). Meyer 
et al. demonstrated in their meta-analysis 
that conscientiousness correlated more 
strongly with performance criteria in 
weak occupations. Accordingly, research 
adopted the concept of situational 
strength to simulation-based tools in per-
sonnel selection (e.g., assessment center; 
Christiansen et al., 2013; Herde & 
Lievens, 2018; Lievens et al., 2009, 2015; 
Melchers et al., 2012; Oliver et al., 2016; 
Schollaert & Lievens, 2012). From this it 
follows that simulation-based selection 
measures should refrain from incorporat-
ing strong situations to maximize the as-
sessment of relevant traits or dimensions 
that predict job performance (e.g., 
Lievens et al., 2009; Melchers et al., 
2012). 

In line with this proposition, Harris et 
al. (2016) argued that situational strength 
of SJT items – and specifically the clarity 
of SJT items – should moderate the rela-
tion of personality and SJT performance 
(see also; Campion & Ployhart, 2013; 
Martin-Raugh & Kell, 2019; Rockstuhl 
& Lievens, 2020). That is, no clear di-
rective for appropriate behavior may be 
given in ambiguous situations. Test-tak-
ers may rely completely on their own trait 
dispositions to respond to SJT items 
(Harris et al., 2016). In fact, personality 
traits have been demonstrated as main an-
tecedents of SJT performance (see 
McDaniel et al., 2007). However, this re-
lation may vary depending on the 

situational strength of situations in SJT 
items. That is, SJT items that are high in 
situational strength may show a lower 
correlation with personality traits than 
SJT items that are low in situational 
strength? This assumption relies on a con-
ceptualization of SJT items as simulations 
of work-related scenarios, similar to as-
sessment center exercises, in which situa-
tion descriptions are essential for underly-
ing psychological processes (e.g., 
McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001; Motowidlo 
et al., 1990; Weekley et al., 2015).  

Despite these arguments, the situa-
tional influences on SJT performance are 
subject to debate. Recently, Lievens and 
Motowidlo (2016) reconceptualized SJTs 
as measure of general domain knowledge. 
They argued that responses to SJTs are 
not situation-specific and that test-takers 
use general beliefs about the utility of 
trait-related behaviors to respond to SJT 
items. These so-called implicit trait poli-
cies are defined to capture individual be-
liefs about the effectiveness of behaviors 
that reflect a specific trait (Motowidlo et 
al., 2006a, 2006b; Motowidlo & Beier, 
2010). Implicit trait policies are devel-
oped from personality trait dispositions 
and general life experiences and are thus 
not dependent on specific job experiences 
or knowledge about effective behaviors in 
specific situations (Motowidlo et al., 
2006a, 2006b; Motowidlo & Beier, 
2010). This reconceptualization of SJTs 
specifically builds on results that showed, 
for a large number of SJT items, no differ-
ences in item difficulty when situation 
descriptions were omitted (Krumm et al., 
2015). Krumm and colleagues argued that 
situation descriptions may be less relevant 
for SJT performance than conceptually 
defined and that some other processes 
may take place. In fact, a series of recent 
further showed no or only little relevance 
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of situation descriptions for the con-
struct-related validity of SJTs (Schäpers et 
al., 2019; Schäpers, Freudenstein, et al., 
2020) and similar effects on item difficul-
ties for a video-based SJT (Schäpers, 
Lievens, et al., 2020). 

Two recent studies took a closer look 
at the key positions of the debate about 
the underlying processes of SJT perfor-
mance. The first study demonstrated that 
several measures of implicit trait policies 
lacked construct-related validity 
(Freudenstein, Mussel, et al., 2020). As 
much more variance was test-specific 
than shared among measures, these results 
challenged the notion of SJTs as context-
independent measures. The second study 
suggested that the debate about whether 
or not situations are relevant for SJT per-
formance has so far neglected complex re-
lations between situation cues in SJT 
items and psychological relevant situa-
tions (Freudenstein, Schäpers, et al., 
2020; see also Brown et al., 2016). These 
authors demonstrated that situation con-
strual of SJT items predicted response be-
havior in SJT items regardless of whether 
the situation description was presented or 
not. They concluded that response option 
contain sufficient situation cues to con-
strue psychologically relevant situations 
(see also Harris et al., 2016; Melchers & 
Kleinmann, 2016). Overall, these results 
speak in favor of an interactionist perspec-
tive of person and situations on SJT items 
similar to psychological processes in other 
simulation-based selection methods (e.g., 
assessment centers; Jansen et al., 2013). 

Situational strength is one of the most 
regarded concepts to explain situational 
influences in the prediction of job perfor-
mance. So, assessing the relevance of SJT 
items’ situational strength for the relation 
of personality traits SJT performance is 
needed to further understand whether 

SJTs measure person-situation processes. 
Moreover, such knowledge would con-
tribute to an understanding of why SJTs 
predict job performance criteria (see 
Christian et al., 2010; McDaniel et al., 
2001, 2007). However, to the best of our 
knowledge, the influence of situational 
strength on the relation of personality and 
SJT performance has not been directly 
tested. In this study, we do so by assessing 
the situational strength of several SJT 
item. Against the background of the cur-
rent debate on the relevance of situation 
cues for SJT responses (e.g., Freuden-
stein, Schäpers, et al., 2020; Krumm et 
al., 2015; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016), 
we refrain from postulating a specific hy-
pothesis: 

 
RQ: Does the situational strength of SJT 

items negatively moderate the relation of broad 
personality traits and SJT responses? 
 

Methods 
 

In this study, we reanalyzed three data 
sets that were previously reported by 
Freudenstein et al. (2020; data is available 
on the Open Science Framework; 
osf.io/6kd9h) and Schäpers et al. (2019; 
data was provided by the first author). 
These data contain four different work-
related SJTs with a total of 44 SJT items 
and self-reported Big Five personality. 
For some studies, SJT items were experi-
mentally manipulated between subjects 
(e.g., omitting situation descriptions; 
Schäpers et al., 2019). Hence, we only in-
cluded data from participants who com-
pleted the unmanipulated versions of the 
SJT items. We further considered partic-
ipants eligible for this study if complete 
personality data were available. Im-
portantly, we directly assessed situational 
strength of SJT items in addition to these 
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data. This was done by collecting subject 
matter expert ratings of situational 
strengths facets for all SJT items. 
 
Sample 

Overall, 718 participants from the pre-
vious studies were eligible for this study 
(n1 = 104; n2 = 315; see Schäpers et al., 
2019; n3 = 299; see Freudenstein, 
Schäpers, et al., 2020). We tested the data 
for careless responding by computing 
Mahalanobis distances for the self-re-
ported personality data (Meade & Craig, 
2012). Based on an α = .001 criterion, we 
excluded n = 11 participants from further 
analyses. Thus, we analyzed a total sample 
of N = 707 (n1 =101; n2 =313; n3 =293; 451 
female). On average, the sample was 
32.87 (SD = 13.38; range: 18-78) years 
old. For detailed descriptions of sample 
characteristics and data collection see 
Schäpers, Mussel, et al. (2019) and 
Freudenstein et al. (2020). 
 
Measures 
Team Role Test 

The Team Role Test (TRT; Mum-
ford et al., 2008) is a 10-item SJT that as-
sesses knowledge about suitable team 
roles in specific situations. The data set 
provided by Schäpers et al. (2019) in-
cluded a total of 313 participants, who re-
sponded to a modified version of the 
TRT, which comprised four response 
options instead of 10 for each item. Test-
takers were asked what they should do in 
each situation. The most effective re-
sponse option of each situation was scored 
as “1”. All other response options were 
scored as “-1”. Reliability of this test was 
low, but within the meta-analytical range 
of SJT’s reliability (ω = .28; α = .41; 
Catano et al., 2012; Kasten & Freund, 
2016). 
 

Situational Judgment Questionnaire 
The Situational Judgment Question-

naire (SJQ; Motowidlo et al., 2006b) 
consists of 22 items with four response 
options. The test assesses work-related 
behavior in the presence of other people 
such as supervisors or coworkers. In this 
SJT, all response options are designed to 
express agreeableness (Motowidlo et al., 
2006b). The data set by Schäpers et al. 
(2019) comprised 10 items of this SJT, 
which asked participants how they should 
behave in each situation (n = 313). Effec-
tive response options were scored as “1” 
and ineffective response options were 
scored as “-1”. Reliability of this SJT was 
ω = .41 and α = .59. 
Personal Initiative SJT 

The Personal Initiative SJT (PI-SJT; 
Bledow & Frese, 2009) consists of 12 sit-
uation descriptions with four to five re-
sponse options. It assesses personal initia-
tive in work-related settings. This SJT 
was applied to two out of the three sam-
ples (n = 394). Schäpers, Mussel et al. 
(2019) asked participants how they would 
behave in each situation. However, 
Freudenstein, Schäpers et al. (2020) addi-
tionally asked participants how they 
would not act in each situation. For con-
sistency, only responses to the question 
“what would you do” were considered 
for these analyses. Effective response op-
tions were scored as “1”, ineffective re-
sponse options as “-1”, and all remaining 
response options as “0”. Reliability of this 
SJT was ω = .62 and α = .68. As we used 
data from two samples for this SJT, we 
tested for measurement invariance be-
tween the two samples. The general fac-
tor model had good model fit, χ²(54) = 
69.393, p = .077; CFI = .957; RMSEA = 
.027; SRMR = .060. Further, factor load-
ings could be restrained to equality be-
tween samples without a decrease in 
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model fit (i.e., metric invariance), Δχ²(11) 
= 6.022, p = .872; ΔCFI = -.021; ΔRM-
SEA = .006. 
Teamwork SJT 

The Teamwork SJT (TW-SJT Gatzka 
& Volmer, 2017) measures effective be-
havior in teamwork situations. It consists 
of 12 situation descriptions with four re-
sponse options. Depending on the situa-
tion descriptions, participants (n = 104; 
Schäpers et al., 2019) were asked how 
they should behave or what their team 
should do. Effective response options 
were scored as “1”, ineffective response 
options as “-1”, and all remaining re-
sponse options as “0”. Reliability of this 
SJT was ω = .53 and α = .62. 
Self-Reported Personality 

All 718 participants responded to the 
German short version of the Big Five In-
ventory (BFI-K; Rammstedt & John, 
2005). This inventory consists of 21 items 
assessing the broad personality traits emo-
tional stability, extraversion, openness, 
agreeableness, and conscientiousness. 
Participants were asked to indicate on a 5-
point rating scale (1 = disagree strongly; 5 
= agree strongly) whether each item de-
scribed themselves appropriately. We 
tested whether this scale showed metric 
measurement invariance (i.e., identical 
factor loadings) across the three different 
samples. However, one item from the 
Openness factor failed this test. Hence, 
we removed this item from all analyses. 
Since broad personality measures typically 
do not meet fit criteria for latent models 
(see Hopwood & Donnellan, 2010), the 
model fit of the resulting 20-item scale 
can be interpreted as acceptable; χ²(160) = 
706.581, p < .001; CFI = .859; RMSEA = 
.070; SRMR = .069. Reliabilities for the 
five factors ranged from ω = .68 to .83 and 
                                                           
11 Note that these values are based on a sample size 
of n = 3. However, Meyer et al. (2014) reported 

α = .67 to .82 (see Table 1). Importantly, 
model fit did not differ when factor load-
ings were restrained to equality across the 
three different samples; ∆χ²(30) = 32.914, 
p = .326; ∆CFI = .001; ∆RMSEA = .002. 
Situational Strength 

Two authors and one research assistant 
with particular expertise in SJT research 
independently evaluated the situational 
strength of all 44 SJT items. To do so, we 
used three items with the highest item-
total correlation of each factor from the 
job-related situational strength question-
naire (Meyer et al., 2014). This measure-
ment comprises four factors, namely 
Clarity (e.g., “specific information about 
work-related responsibilities is pro-
vided”), Consistency (“different sources 
of work information are always consistent 
with each other”), Constraints (e.g., 
“procedures prevent an employee from 
working in his/her own way”), and Con-
sequences (e.g., “mistakes are more 
harmful than they are for almost all other 
situations”). Since SJT items typically do 
not contain enough situational context to 
assess the situation’s consistency, we as-
sessed situational strength only on the re-
maining three scales. Importantly, we in-
structed raters to take the situation de-
scription and response options into con-
sideration, as previous research suggested 
that relevant situation cues may also be 
present in response options (Freuden-
stein, Schäpers, et al., 2020; Harris et al., 
2016; Melchers & Kleinmann, 2016). In-
ternal consistency for the three factors 
ranged from α = .84 to .9011. We com-
puted mean scores for each factor within 
raters. Initial inter-item correlation 
(ICC3,k) for these scores ranged from .63 
to .79 thus indicating moderate to strong 
interrater agreement (LeBreton & Senter,

very similar values. Due to the small sample size, 
coefficients ω was not computed. 
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2008). Hence, we collapsed ratings from 
all three raters. 
 
Data Analyses 

To test our research question, we ex-
amined an interaction effect of situational 
strength and personality on SJT responses. 
To analyze all data simultaneously, we 
combined all three data sets and fitted or-
dinal mixed-effects models with crossed 
random effects (Baayen et al., 2008; Tutz 
& Hennevogl, 1996) using the R package 
ordinal (Christensen, 2018). This combi-
nation of data was possible, as missing data 
only occurred on the dependent variable 
(i.e., SJT responses), which should not 
lead to biases in regression coefficients 
(Little, 1992). We included random inter-
cepts for SJT items and persons to appro-
priately account for systematic variance 
components in SJT responses due to indi-
viduals and item content. We fitted sepa-
rate models for each Big Five trait by 

stepwise including personality as person-
level predictor of SJT response, random 
slopes for personality across SJT items, the 
three facets of situational strength as item-
level predictor, and the interaction of the 
item-level and person-level predictors. 
Following guidelines by Enders and 
Tofighi (2007), we scaled situational 
strength variables within SJT items and 
personality variables within individuals. 
The R code is available on the Open Sci-
ence Framework (osf.io/hck3j). 
 

Results 
 

Descriptive statistics of SJT perfor-
mance and personality are depicted in Ta-
ble 1. The Shapiro-Wilk test for normal-
ity showed that all situational strength fac-
ets were approximately normal distrib-
uted (W = 0.976, p = .470). Importantly, 
situational strength in SJT items ranged 
from weak to strong. That is, we found 

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics, Bivariate Correlations, and Internal Consistencies 
 M (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 
1. ES 3.13 (0.92) (.79) 

        
2. E 3.58 (0.85) .23* (.82) 

       
3. O 4.07 (0.73) .03 .26* (.67) 

      
4. A 3.08 (0.82) .22* .13* .09* (.67) 

     
5. C 3.77 (0.69) .19* .17* .09* .08* (.70) 

    
6. PI 1.40 (3.74) .15* .25* .15* .06 .16* (.68) 

   
7. TRT 1.75 (3.07) .01 .04 .03 .12* .10 - (.41) 

  
8. TW 5.23 (2.88) .22* .02 -.03 .08 .19 .40* - (.61) 

 
9. SJQ 3.64 (3.35) .03 .03 .00 .09 .02 - .31* - (.59) 

Notes. n = 87 – 707. Coefficient omega in parentheses on diagonal. As not all partici-
pants responded to all SJTs, some bivariate correlations among SJT scores could not 
be computed. ES = Emotional Stability, E = Extraversion, O = Openness, A = Agreea-
bleness, C = Conscientiousness, PI = Personal Initiative SJT, TRT = Team Role Test, 
TW = Teamwork SJT, SJQ = Situational Judgment Questionnaire. * p < .05. 
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substantial variability in all three facets 
(see Table 2; rangeClarity: 1.78-6.67; 
rangeConstraints: 1.78-6.00; rangeConsequences: 
1.33-6.22), thus enabling us to observe 
possible moderating effects. Moreover, 
clarity as well as consequences were posi-
tively correlated with SJT item difficulty 
(rs = .15 and .24) and the relative fre-
quency of the most chosen response op-
tion (rs = .19 and .24). This indicates that 
the situational strength had a restricting 
effect on individual responses in that SJT 
items became easier with increasing situa-
tional strength. However, due to the small 
sample size (n = 44) no statistical signifi-
cance was reached (ps = .110-.322). Con-
versely, constraints were negatively corre-
lated with SJT item difficulty and the rel-
ative frequency of the most chosen re-
sponse option (rs = -.10 and -.13, ps = .534 
and .402). 

Next, we found that all Big Five traits 
significantly predicted SJT performance, 
although effect sizes were small (Bs = 
0.04-0.05, ps = .007-.046). When we in-
cluded random slopes to the model, the fit 
only increased for conscientiousness. 
Thus, the prediction of SJT performance 
across items differed only for conscien-
tiousness; Δχ²(2) = 8.578, p = .014. The 
inclusion of clarity, constraints, and con-
sequences as fixed effects did not increase 
model fit. Finally, tests of interactions 

between facets of situational strength and 
personality produced mixed findings. For 
all five traits, likelihood-ratio tests indi-
cated that models with interaction terms 
did not differ from models without inter-
action terms; Δχ²(3) = 0.34-6.79, ps = 
.079-.709. However, the facet constraints 
interacted positively with emotional sta-
bility (B = 0.03, p = .035) and extraversion 
(B = 0.04, p = .009). This indicates that 
more situational constraints led to an in-
creased relation between emotional stabil-
ity or extraversion, respectively, with SJT 
performance. 
 

Discussion 
 

This study sought to examine the rele-
vance of SJT items’ situational strength on 
SJT performance and, more specifically, 
situational strength as a moderator on the 
relation of personality and SJT perfor-
mance. First, we found that all Big Five 
traits significantly predicted SJT perfor-
mance. This result is in line with previous 
meta-analytical findings revealing person-
ality as main antecedent of SJT perfor-
mance (McDaniel et al., 2007). Second, 
situational strength of SJT items had no 
significant direct effect on SJT perfor-
mance. That is, test takers did not score 
significantly higher on items that were 
high in situational strength, although 

Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics, Bivariate Correlations, and Internal Consist-
encies of Situational Strength Variables 

 M (SD) 1. 2. 3. 
1. Clarity 4.65 (1.14) (.63)   

2. Constraints 4.10 (1.21) .26 (.65)  

3. Consequences 3.12 (1.15) .56* .11 (.79) 

Notes. n = 44. ICCs in parentheses on diagonal. 
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preliminary evidence suggests that varia-
bility in responses was reduced for 
stronger SJT items. Third, we found no 
moderating effect for most situational 
strength facets on the relationship be-
tween personality traits and SJT item re-
sponses. Notably, we did not find a mod-
erated link between conscientiousness 
and SJT performance. This is surprising as 
effects of situational strength are well es-
tablished for the link between conscien-
tiousness and job performance (e.g., 
Meyer et al., 2009), as well as conscien-
tiousness being the most relevant anteced-
ent of SJT performance (McDaniel et al., 
2007). Furthermore, we did not find 
moderation effects for the situational 
strength facet clarity. Clarity has been 
proposed as the most relevant situational 
strength facet in the context of SJTs (Har-
ris et al., 2016). In sum, we conclude that 
situational strength of SJT items does not 
moderator the relationship between per-
sonality and SJT performance. 

Overall, these results support the 
emerging notion of SJTs as context-inde-
pendent measures (e.g., Krumm et al., 
2015; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016). Most 
relevant to our results, situation descrip-
tions had no influence on the correlation 
of SJT responses and personality traits 
(Schäpers et al., 2019; Schäpers, Freuden-
stein, et al., 2020). The authors argued 
that trait-activating processes in SJT items 
may not solely be due to situation descrip-
tions. Note that trait-activation is a neces-
sary condition for effects of situational 
strength (Tett & Burnett, 2003). Only if 
situations are relevant for a specific trait, 
the strength of a situation may moderate 
the relation of that trait and behavior. 
Hence, the current study further suggests 
that situation descriptions in SJT item do 
not evoke situational processes that are 
similar to processes underlying real-life 

behavior. Rather, responses to SJT items 
may reflect general ratings of response op-
tions. That is, SJT performance may cor-
relate with personality traits, as rating re-
sponse options represents a similar task 
compared to self-report questionnaires 
(see Schäpers, Freudenstein, et al., 2020). 

Surprisingly, the facet constraints posi-
tively moderated the relation of emotional 
stability and extraversion, respectively, 
with SJT performance. These effects were 
in the opposite direction of situational 
strength theory as stronger situations (i.e., 
more situational constraints) was associ-
ated with a stronger link between person-
ality and SJT performance. However, 
more situational constraints in SJT items 
did not reduce variability in response be-
havior although this reflects an essential 
condition of situational strength theory 
(see Keeler et al., 2019). Generally, such 
mixed effects with regard to the influence 
of situational strength on the response 
variability among individuals are not 
unique to this study. For instance, Meyer 
et al. (2014) found that the negative link 
between conscientiousness and counter-
productive work behavior was more pro-
nounced in strong situations. negatively 
moderated the relation of conscientious-
ness and counterproductive work behav-
ior. These authors attributed these find-
ings to complex processes of how individ-
uals perceive situational strength as psy-
chologically relevant.  

Psychologically relevant perceptions of 
situations have also been shown to predict 
SJT performance (Freudenstein, 
Schäpers, et al., 2020). This speaks in fa-
vor of the situation-dependent view on 
SJTs, which – in the current study – was 
only supported by two significant moder-
ation effects. Notably, Freudenstein and 
colleagues (2020) also found that relevant 
situation perceptions can be evoked by 
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response options and that situation de-
scriptions are negligible for theses pro-
cesses. Overall, the format of fixed behav-
ioral response options in SJT items may 
hinder the full potential of underlying sit-
uational processes of SJT responses. This 
may also be true for situational strength, as 
behavioral response options in SJT items 
may not reflect a broad range of trait-re-
lated behaviors and, as a result, test-takers 
may be unable to respond consistently 
with their personality for weak or moder-
ately strong situations. Moreover, behav-
ioral response options may not always re-
flect those behaviors that are demanded by 
stronger situations so that variability in re-
sponses may emerge even though situa-
tions per se are strong. 

In view of these results more research is 
needed to further examine processes of 
person-situation interactions underlying 
SJT performance. Situational strength has 
been particularly useful to understanding 
when and how personality predicts job 
performance (e.g., Meyer et al., 2009). 
These processes should be taken into con-
sideration when developing SJTs and 
other tools for personnel selection. How-
ever, different approaches are needed to 
enhance our understanding of situational 
processes in simulation-based assess-
ments. Experimental test validation 
(Krumm et al., 2019) may be particularly 
useful to examine specific processes. For 
instance, researches may design specific 
situation descriptions that vary in situa-
tional strength and align response options 
to reflect trait-related behavior that corre-
sponds with the situation descriptions. In 
addition, recent research on situation tax-
onomies may be useful to understand how 
short situation descriptions may evoke 
meaningful perceptions (e.g., Rauthmann 
et al., 2014; Saucier et al., 2007; see also 
Lievens, 2017a).  

Given these uncertainties about the 
relevance of person-situation interactions 
for SJT performance, we urge practition-
ers to rely on construct-driven SJTs (Gue-
nole et al., 2017; Lievens, 2017b). Alt-
hough the underlying principles with re-
gard to the role of situation descriptions 
do not differ from traditional SJTs 
(Schäpers, Freudenstein, et al., 2020), 
these tests validly assess unidimensional 
constructs (e.g., Mussel et al., 2018; Olaru 
et al., 2019; Oostrom et al., 2018). Situa-
tion descriptions in construct-driven SJTs 
may function as a highly specific frame-
of-reference, which may enhance the cri-
terion related validity (see Shaffer & 
Postlethwaite, 2012).  
 
Limitations 

We assessed situational strength on the 
item level. This limits the generalizability 
of our results in two ways. First, we ana-
lyzed only 44 SJT items. This number is 
slightly lower than the typical recommen-
dation of at least 50 level two units for un-
biased estimates of standard errors (see 
Maas & Hox, 2005). That is, possible ef-
fects of situational strength may have been 
undetected in our study, especially if true 
effects are small. Second, our results are 
based upon the assumption that an objec-
tive situational strength of SJT items exist. 
Nevertheless, situational strength may 
also be understood as some sort of situa-
tion construal (see Meyer et al., 2014). 
That is, the individual perception of situ-
ational strength may matter in order to in-
fluence behavior. Future research should 
incorporate this perspective on situational 
strength and ask individuals about their 
perception of situational strength in SJT 
items. 

We also specifically tested work-re-
lated SJTs. These SJTs are designed to re-
flect multidimensional behavioral 
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tendencies rather than specific constructs 
(McDaniel et al., 2007, 2016; Weekley et 
al., 2015). Accordingly, we assumed that 
all SJT items had at least some relevance 
for a broad range of personality traits. Alt-
hough we found significant effects for all 
personality traits, nuances in the trait-ac-
tivating potential of SJT items may exist 
(see Tett & Burnett, 2003). For instance, 
we found significant random slopes for 
the prediction of SJT performance by 
conscientiousness. This may reflect that 
some SJT items were more trait-activating 
for conscientiousness than others. More-
over, fixed effects of personality traits on 
SJT performance were rather small, which 
may further add to the notion that not all 
items were equally relevant to all person-
ality traits. So, we propose that further ex-
aminations of situational strength in the 
context of SJTs specifically take the trait-
activation potential into account. Con-
struct-driven SJTs may pose as a good 
starting point for such an undertaking (see 
Guenole et al., 2017). 
 
Conclusion 

In this study, we built on situational 
strength theory to examine whether SJT 
performance reflected person-situation 
processes. Similar to the influence of situ-
ational strength on the relation of consci-
entiousness and job performance, we ar-
gued that situations in SJTs items may 
have the same underlying mechanism 
(Harris et al., 2016). However, our results 
demonstrated that this may not be the 
case. This study shows that the debate 
about underlying psychological processes 
of SJT performance is not yet resolved. 
Whereas some person-situation processes 
may be relevant to SJT responses (i.e., sit-
uation construal; Freudenstein, Schäpers, 
et al., 2020), others (i.e., situational 
strength) may be not. Overall, we call for 

more theory-driven SJT developments 
that provide clear and verifiable assump-
tions about underlying psychological pro-
cesses (see Guenole et al., 2017).  
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In response to contemporary personality theories, psychological assessments are 
increasingly concerned with person-situation processes. Most commonly, ambu-
latory assessments sample individuals within their real-life environments, but fur-
ther approaches exist that aim at measuring person-situation processes by incor-
porating hypothetical situation descriptions. Thus far, no common guidelines ex-
ist on how to develop such measures so that they validly assess person-situation 
processes. In this article, we propose Standardized State Assessment as a method-
ological framework for the assessment of situation-specific states in hypothetical 
situations. We build on theoretical advances in personality research and previous 
assessment approaches to derive guidelines for a theory-driven development of 
hypothetical situation descriptions. We further describe how states should be 
measured in these situations. Finally, we propose that appropriate latent measure-
ment models and validation strategies may help to develop assessments that are 
similar to real-life person-situation processes. Standardized State Assessment may 
offer economically advantageous alternatives for research that is unable to adopt 
ambulatory assessments. Moreover, we discuss whom this framework may help to 
answer theoretical questions on person-situation processes. 

Keywords: Person-situation processes, State Measures, Personality Assessment 

Overcoming the person-situation de-
bate, researchers came to an agreement 
that both person and situation processes 
influence individual behavior (e.g., 
Fleeson & Noftle, 2008; Mischel & 
Shoda, 1998). Hence, Whole Trait 

Theory integrates individual dispositions 
and situational influences by positing that 
personality is best described as a density 
distribution of momentary states of be-
havior, thoughts, and feelings (i.e., de-
scriptive part of traits; Fleeson, 2001; 
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Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015; Jaya-
wickreme et al., 2019). Consistent 
tendencies in behavior, thoughts, and 
feelings are reflected in means of individ-
ual state distributions (e.g., Epstein, 1979; 
Fleeson, 2001; Fleeson & Gallagher, 
2009; Jones et al., 2017; Rauthmann et 
al., 2019). Further, variability of states 
around that mean comprises valuable in-
formation about individuals’ personality 
as well (e.g., Bleidorn, 2009; Fleeson, 
2001, 2007; Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 
2015; Heller et al., 2007; Jones et al., 
2017; Rauthmann et al., 2016; Wilson et 
al., 2017). Importantly, Whole Trait 
Theory emphasizes that personality theo-
ries must strive to explain complete state 
distributions beyond an individual’s cen-
tral tendency in behavior, thoughts and 
feelings, and thus need to move beyond 
the focus of existing trait theories (i.e., ex-
planatory part of traits; Fleeson & Jaya-
wickreme, 2015; Jayawickreme et al., 
2019). 

The most commonly used methodol-
ogy to assess state distributions and per-
son-situation processes in general is am-
bulatory assessment (e.g., Bleidorn, 2009; 
Fleeson, 2007; Heller et al., 2007; Rau-
thmann et al., 2016; Wilson et al., 2017). 
Ambulatory assessment approaches meas-
ure psychological constructs or behavior 
repeatedly over time (Fisher & To, 2012; 
Hofmans et al., 2019; Shiffman et al., 
2008; Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2013, 
2020) and are thus “uniquely suited to fo-
cus on within-individual processes” 
(Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2020, p. 56). A 
key advantage of such momentary assess-
ments is the reduction of retrospective bi-
ases as individuals report feelings, 
thoughts, or behaviors as they occur in a 
given situation (Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 
2020). Furthermore, measurement preci-
sion increases due to the repeated 

assessment of individuals and thus a more 
fine-grained picture of dynamic intrain-
dividual processes emerges (Wright & 
Zimmermann, 2019). Finally, ambula-
tory assessment enhances the ecological 
validity of measurements due to sampling 
of individuals in their natural environ-
ment and in real-life situations (Shiffman 
et al., 2008).  

Despite these advantages, however, 
there is an inherent drawback when sam-
pling individuals in their natural environ-
ment: the lack of control over sampled 
situations. Hence, comparisons of specific 
situations either across or within individ-
uals are not possible (Fleeson & Law, 
2015; Rauthmann, Sherman, Nave, et al., 
2015). To disentangle effects of persons, 
situations, and person-situation interac-
tions in state assessments, research designs 
are required, in which all participants ex-
perience identical situations (Rau-
thmann, Sherman, Nave, et al., 2015). To 
do so, we propose a methodological 
framework of Standardized State Assess-
ment (SSA) that enables researchers to 
control situations when assessing dy-
namic intraindividual processes.  

A key assumption of our framework is 
that similar psychological processes as in 
real-life can be evoked by hypothetical 
situations. Although situation vignettes 
and similar approaches have been used in 
prior research to assess dynamic intraindi-
vidual processes (e.g., Aguinis & Bradley, 
2014; Blum et al., 2018; Kammrath et al., 
2005; Lievens, 2017a; Lievens et al., 
2018; Rauthmann, 2012; Ziegler et al., 
2019), no common framework exists that 
guides researchers in the development of 
vignettes and in the evaluation of re-
sponses to these hypothetical situations to 
specifically measure psychological states. 
Such a lack of guidelines may lead to a re-
duced comparability between 
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measurements and may pose as a threat to 
validity. In the following, we describe 
how hypothetical situation descriptions 
should be developed to enable a more 
standardized and controlled capturing of 
meaningful intraindividual differences 
across situations. In doing so, we build on 
previous research on assessment tech-
niques using hypothetical situation de-
scriptions and incorporate recent insights 
on psychologically relevant situations 
(e.g., Rauthmann et al., 2014; Saucier et 
al., 2007). Finally, we draw on Latent 
State Trait Theory (LST; Steyer et al., 
1992, 1999) and propose specific latent 
variable models (e.g., the recently intro-
duced bifactor S-1 model; Eid et al., 
2017) to disentangle trait-specific and 
state-specific variance components in 
SSAs.  

Standardized State Assessment 
 

SSA aims at providing a methodologi-
cal framework for the assessment of per-
son-situation processes that controls for 
situational content within and between 
subjects. We posit that SSA comprises 
two core features. First, SSA contains 
standardized, theory-driven situation de-
scriptions that are designed to mimic real-
life situations as closely as possible to fa-
cilitate the assessment of personality 
states. This feature distinguishes SSA 
from ambulatory assessment as SSA sam-
ples states in hypothetical situations in-
stead of real-life situations. Second, par-
ticipant responses are also gauged in a 
standardized way across situation descrip-
tions. That is, participants respond to the 
same state measure for each situation de-
scription. All items of the state measure 
thereby represent a well-defined con-
struct. This second feature resembles the 
approach of state measurement in ambu-
latory assessment (Fleeson, 2001, 2007; 

Heller et al., 2007; Rauthmann et al., 
2016). An example situation for a SSA 
consisting of these two features for the as-
sessment of a sociability state is presented 
in Figure 1. Importantly, fixing situations 
across individuals enables (i) capturing 
states and traits, which can be systemati-
cally compared either (ii) within or (iii) 
across individuals and (iv) be used for re-
search determining the factors that drive 
person-situation processes. Also, (v) la-
tent variable models can be applied to dis-
entangle measurement error from mean-
ingful trait and state-specific variance 
components. Thus, SSA is well in line 
with Whole Trait Theory’s call for ex-
plaining general tendencies as well as in-
dividual deviations from these tendencies 
in individual behavior (Fleeson & Jaya-
wickreme, 2015; Jayawickreme et al., 
2019). 

Within ambulatory assessment studies, 
similar attempts have been made to com-
pensate for the lack of control over sam-
pled situations. For instance, different an-
alytical models were proposed that ac-
count for variance in states due to differ-
ent contextual situation classes (e.g., at 
work, with friends; Geiser et al., 2015; 
Nestler et al., 2018). However, we argue 
that SSA comes with several advantages in 
comparison to ambulatory assessments. 
First, states for the same objective situa-
tion can be compared across individuals. 
Similarly, repeated assessments of the 
same situation allow to examine intrain-
dividual variability in these identical situ-
ations. Second, SSA enables theory-
driven manipulation of situational cues. 
Such experimental tests are particularly 
useful to study person-situation contin-
gencies (see Lievens, 2017a). For in-
stance, Rauthmann and colleagues (2014) 
demonstrated that the perception of du-
ties to fulfill was prevalent in working 
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situations. Researchers may use SSA to 
directly compare individual’s situation 
perceptions or states in similar situations 
that only differ in one aspect (e.g., face-
to-face meeting vs. video call). Third, 
SSA provides a possibility to assess states 
in relevant situations that only occur ir-
regularly in real-life (e.g., when observing 
aggressive behavior). Finally, SSA may 
lower the burden to participate in com-
parison to ambulatory assessments. That 
is, no longitudinal research design is 
needed and a reduced selection of situa-
tions may shorten the time to complete 
the study. 

A key assumption of SSA is that situa-
tion descriptions simulate real-life situa-
tions. The notion that short situation de-
scription evoke similar processes when 
compared to real-life situations is not new 
(e.g., Aguinis & Bradley, 2014; 
Kammrath et al., 2005; Lievens, 2017a; 
Rauthmann, 2012; Van Heck et al., 
1994; Ziegler et al., 2019). One of the 
most prominent tools to simulate real-life 
situations are Situational Judgment Tests 
(SJTs; Motowidlo et al., 1990; Weekley 
et al., 2015). In addition to short situation 
descriptions, these tests comprise several 
behavioral response options, of which

Figure 1 
Example Standardized State Assessment 

  
Notes. The situation description was adapted from an SJT by Mussel et al. (2018). The 
state measure was adapted from the sociability scale of the BFI-2 (Soto & John, 2017). 
a association cue, b process cue, c action cue, d location cue, e trait-activating cue.

Your new neighbora invitesb you to their birthday party. When you arrivec 
at the partyd you realize that you don’t know any other guestse. 
 
Put yourself in this situation. What would you do? 
 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
I would act… 

 

 

…outgoing 

…sociable 

…quiet 

…shy 

…talkative 
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individuals typically choose one that re-
sembles how they would behave in a real 
situation (McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). 
Similarly, experimental vignette method-
ology proposes short situation descrip-
tions to enhance the ecological validity of 
experimental studies (Aguinis & Bradley, 
2014). Importantly, this line of research 
showed that behavioral responses to short 
situation descriptions correlated with 
real-life behavior and personality traits 
(Blum et al., 2018; Christian et al., 2010; 
Lievens et al., 2018, p. 200; McDaniel et 
al., 2001, 2007; Ziegler et al., 2019). 
Moreover, responses to several situation 
descriptions show substantial intraindi-
vidual variability (Blum et al., 2018; 
Lievens et al., 2018; Rauthmann, 2012), 
which is related to intraindividual varia-
bility in real-life state assessments 
(Lievens et al., 2018). However, validity 
problems emerge when these methodol-
ogies are used to assess intraindividual 
variability. For instance, a large body of 
research demonstrates that situation de-
scriptions in SJTs are less relevant for un-
derlying processes of response measure 
than theory suggests (e.g., Freudenstein et 
al., 2020; Jackson et al., 2016; Krumm et 
al., 2015; Schäpers et al., 2019; Schäpers, 
Freudenstein, et al., 2020; Schäpers, 
Lievens, et al., 2020). Furthermore, cor-
relations among intraindividual variability 
in an SJT and real-life states were rather 
low (r ≈ .20; Lievens et al., 2018). This is 
partly due to the reason that no overarch-
ing framework exists that is specifically 
targeted the assessment of personality 
states with situation descriptions, alt-
hough other guidelines for methods that 
use situation descriptions for other pur-
poses exist (see Aguinis & Bradley, 2014; 
Corstjens et al., 2017). 

Within the SSA framework we try to 
overcome these shortcomings by building 

on the notion that states are best assessed 
in real-life situations. Thus, SSA needs to 
mimic key characteristics of real-life situ-
ations as closely as possible. In the follow-
ing, we will describe how research on sit-
uations and situation taxonomies may be 
incorporated into the development of sit-
uation descriptions to best mimic real-life 
situations. Furthermore, we will describe 
how states may be best assessed with hy-
pothetical situation descriptions. Finally, 
we will elaborate on how appropriate 
measurement models, accounting for 
general tendencies, intraindividual differ-
ences in behavior, and measurement er-
ror, may be applied. All elements of the 
SSA framework are summarized in Table 
1. 
 
Situation Descriptions for Standard-
ized State Assessment 

Situational information can be de-
scribed as cues, characteristics, or classes 
(Rauthmann, 2015; Rauthmann et al., 
2014; Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 
2015). Cues reflect objectively observable 
descriptions of situation elements such as 
objects or persons (Rauthmann et al., 
2014; Saucier et al., 2007). Characteristics 
represent individuals’ perceptions of situ-
ations that derive from interactional pro-
cesses of situation cues and personality 
traits (Funder, 2016; Rauthmann et al., 
2014). Situation characteristics build on 
the notion that individual’s perceptions of 
situations are more meaningful for pre-
dicting behavior than the objective situa-
tion cues (e.g., Mischel & Shoda, 1995; 
Rauthmann et al., 2014; Reis, 2008). Fi-
nally, classes categorize several situations 
based on similar cues or characteristics 
(Rauthmann et al., 2014; Rauthmann, 
Sherman, & Funder, 2015). In line with 
this classification of situations, research 
demonstrated that situation 
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characteristics predict real-life behavior 
(Parrigon et al., 2016; Rauthmann et al., 
2014; Sherman et al., 2015), personality 
states (Rauthmann et al., 2016), and be-
havioral responses to hypothetical situa-
tion descriptions (Freudenstein et al., 
2020). Accordingly, situation descrip-
tions in SSA should contain relevant situ-
ation cues so that they evoke similar situ-
ation characteristics in individuals as do 
real-life situations comprising the same 
set of cues (see Furr & Funder, 2004). 

To achieve this goal, situation descrip-
tions should represent specific situations 
rather than general situation classes. That 
is, situation descriptions should include 
situation cues with a similar specificity as 
in situations during ambulatory assess-
ments. In previous research, some situa-
tion descriptions tended to be quite short 
to the end that they only reflected rather 
broad situation classes (e.g., “A team 
member is bothered about something”; 
Stevens & Campion, 1994; see also Rau-
thmann, 2012; Ten Berge & De Raad, 
2001). This type of situation descriptions 
leaves room for interpretation about the 
specifics of the situation. For example, a 
team member may be bothered about 
working conditions, a personal conflict 
with another colleague, or various other 
things. Hence, responses to these situa-
tion descriptions may either not capture 
specific states as individuals may aggregate 
their behaviors, thoughts or feelings for 
various applicable situations, or the assess-
ment is not comparable as different per-
sons may think about different situations 
or the same individual envisions different 
situations over repeated measurements 
(see Schulze et al., 2020). Four broad do-
mains of cues in personality-relevant situ-
ations have been identified that may be 
helpful to develop precise situation de-
scriptions (Saucier et al., 2007). These 

domains are locations (e.g., at work), as-
sociations (e.g., with friends, alone), ac-
tions, processes, or positions (e.g., study-
ing or in charge), and subjective states 
(Saucier et al., 2007). Since subjective 
states will typically be the target construct 
of SSAs, we propose that each situation 
description in SSAs includes locations, as-
sociations, actions, and positions (see Fig-
ure 1). 

In addition, situation descriptions 
should be relevant for the construct of in-
terest (Guenole et al., 2017; Lievens, 
2017b; i.e., trait-activating; see Ten 
Berge & De Raad, 1999, 2001, 2002; 
Tett & Guterman, 2000). That is, situa-
tion descriptions should give individuals 
the opportunity to express a behavior that 
is indicative for a certain personality trait 
rather than another trait (Tett & Guter-
man, 2000). The concept of trait activa-
tion is closely related to situational 
strength, which “denotes the compelling-
ness to behave such that individual differ-
ences in behavioral dispositions are 
washed out” (Meyer et al., 2010; Mischel, 
1977; Tett & Guterman, 2000, p. 399). 
Hence, the SSA should allow for variabil-
ity in states: For example, a situation that 
is relevant for the trait of gregariousness 
should allow participants to express states 
that reflect both low and high levels of the 
trait (e.g., plenty of contact to other peo-
ple vs. no contact to other people). This 
principle has already been adopted by var-
ious situation vignette techniques in per-
sonality research (e.g., Mussel et al., 2018; 
Oostrom et al., 2018; Rauthmann, 2012; 
Ziegler et al., 2019). For instance, aggre-
gated scores of situations with trait-acti-
vating character in SJTs correlated high 
with self-reports of corresponding broad 
personality traits (Mussel et al., 2018; 
Olaru et al., 2019; Oostrom et al., 2018).  
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Table 1 
Overview of the Standardized State Assessment Framework 
SSA Feature Guidelines 

Situation 
Descriptions 

- Develop specific situations instead of broad situation classes 
- Build on situation taxonomies to include relevant situation cues 

(e.g., Parrigon et al., 2016; Rauthmann et al., 2014; Saucier et 
al., 2007). 

- Include at least information about locations, associations, and ac-
tions or processes. 

- Allow for variability in the target construct by including trait-ac-
tivating situation cues and designing situation descriptions with 
low to medium situational strength. 

- Be aware that certain situation cues may not reflect an individ-
ual’s reality and that the same situation cues may be interpreted 
very differently by individuals. 

- Use information from critical incidents or ambulatory assess-
ments to develop situation descriptions. 

State 
Measures 

- Standardize state measures across situations. 
- Pay attention to the validity of selected state measures. 
- Follow guidelines for the development of state measures (see 

Horstmann & Ziegler, 2020). 
- Use multiple indicators. 
- Use heuristic techniques, such as Ant Colony Optimization, to 

achieve valid measurement models. 
- Check for measurement invariance of state measures across situ-

ations. 

Measure-
ment Mod-

els 

- Use latent variable models to control for measurement error. 
- Follow the S-1 approach to model situation-specific variance 

components in contrast to a reference factor (e.g., a baseline situ-
ation or a trait measure; see Eid et al., 2017). 

- Indicator-specific method factors may be needed to achieve good 
model fit. 

Validity 
Tests 

- Inspect the situation-specific latent variance. 
- Inspect correlations among situation-specific factors. 
- Inspect the convergence of state measures with a trait measure. 
- Compare the SSA to similar situations in a laboratory setting. 
- Compare the SSA to ambulatory assessment. 
- Examine the nomological net of the SSA. 
- Examine the relevance of specific situation cues with experi-

mental test validation (see Krumm et al., 2019). 
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Overall, situation descriptions in SSAs 
should be highly specific and detailed so 
that participants can immerse in the exact 
situation. The level of immersion may be 
further enhanced by additional stimuli 
(e.g., pictures or videos; Aguinis & Brad-
ley, 2014; Lievens & Sackett, 2006). 
However, with increasing level of detail 
in situation descriptions, two drawbacks 
need to be considered. First, some de-
tailed situation cues may not be relevant 
or true for some individuals. To illustrate 
this, let us assume a situation, which de-
scribes a hypothetical interaction with the 
participants’ sister. Such a situation pre-
sumes that all participants have a sister, 
which will not be true in a large number 
of cases. Researchers should act with cau-
tion when adopting such detailed situa-
tion descriptions. As a solution, situations 
with strong boundary conditions may be 
excluded completely. However, if the sit-
uational context is relevant to the research 
question, more general cues may be 
adopted (i.e., a family member), or only 
participants for which the condition is 
true may be eligible to participate or to 
answer to the particular situation.  

Second, different participants will per-
ceive identical situation cues in situation 
descriptions very differently in most cases. 
For instance, different individuals may 
have very different relationships to their 
supervisors. Hence, the cue “your super-
visor” may evoke negative emotions in 
some participants and positive emotions 
in others. Researchers should generally 
consider whether variance in specific sit-
uation characteristics is wanted or if such 
cues or situations should be excluded. 
The idea of control for unwanted sources 
of variance is implemented in the experi-
mental vignette methodology (Aguinis & 
Bradley, 2014). For SSA, domains of sit-
uation cues (see Saucier et al., 2007) may 

be manipulated experimentally across sit-
uations. Researchers may further build on 
taxonomies of situation characteristics to 
design situation descriptions (e.g., Parri-
gon et al., 2016; Rauthmann et al., 2014; 
see also Freudenstein et al., 2020; Lievens 
et al., 2020; Lievens, 2017a; Mussel et al., 
2017). That is, situations may tap into 
specific domains of situation characteris-
tics and try to control or eliminate the 
perception of other domains. Moreover, 
situation descriptions may be designed to 
create a conflict between opposite posi-
tions of situation characteristics. Rau-
thmann and colleagues (2014) mapped 
different dimensions of situation charac-
teristics to relevant situation cues and rel-
evant personality traits. For instance, the 
perception of Duty was positively related 
to situations at work and negatively re-
lated to situations with friends (see also 
research on dilemmas in situational inter-
views; Latham & Sue-Chan, 1999). Gen-
erally, experimental manipulations of sit-
uation cues or characteristics matter most 
when their influence on states is the focus 
of the research question and may be less 
relevant when unconditional state distri-
butions are assessed. 

Although all situation descriptions in 
SSAs should be developed based on the-
ory and with regard to the research ques-
tion of interest, we suggest that some kind 
of empirical method is used to support the 
development of meaningful situation de-
scriptions. The critical incident technique 
is typically applied to develop scenarios in 
SJTs (Campion et al., 2014; Corstjens et 
al., 2017). Here, participants generate sit-
uation descriptions from memory, in 
which an individual showed very high or 
low expressions of the construct of inter-
est. This technique could be enhanced by 
requiring participants to report cues for all 
relevant domains (Saucier et al., 2007) 
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and perceived situation characteristics 
(Parrigon et al., 2016; Rauthmann et al., 
2014) in the reported situation descrip-
tions. Similarly, participants in ambula-
tory assessment studies may be required 
to report this information for the occur-
ring situation.  
 
State Measures for Standardized 
State Assessment 

Most commonly, states in ambulatory 
assessments are assessed with self-report 
scales that were adopted from common 
trait questionnaires (Fisher & To, 2012; 
Hofmans et al., 2019). These scales typi-
cally consist of adjective markers or re-
phrased items so that they are applicable 
to a broad range of situations. The same 
set of items is used to assess states for all 
situations, which allows for direct com-
parisons among different situations. Ac-
cordingly, we propose that this approach 
is transferred to SSAs as it maximizes the 
comparability between ambulatory assess-
ments and SSAs. Although this procedure 
seems straightforward, it is important to 
explicitly incorporate it into this frame-
work. 

That is, some existing assessment 
methods, in which short situation de-
scriptions are applied, use specific re-
sponse options for each situation (e.g., 
SJTs; Weekley & Ployhart, 2006; or re-
vealed trait technique; Costello et al., 
2018). In these methods, measures to as-
sess situation specific responses differ 
from situation to situation, which may in-
duce method-specific measurement error 
(see Westring et al., 2009). Thus, intrain-
dividual differences in responses to differ-
ent situations may either occur due to sit-
uation-specific effects, person-situation 
interactions, or method-specificity in re-
sponse options. In addition, recent re-
search showed that for SJTs, participants 

tended to rely on situational information 
in response options instead of situation 
descriptions for their responses (Freuden-
stein et al., 2020). Hence, state measures 
should not contain situation cues and 
should be standardized across all situation 
descriptions in SSAs. 

However, the validity of state measures 
is seldomly assessed in ambulatory assess-
ments (Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2020; 
Wright & Zimmermann, 2019). In SSAs, 
it is even more important that the used 
scales are valid for the assessment of actual 
states. Although situation descriptions in 
SSA should be developed with utmost 
care, they inevitably will introduce un-
wanted variance components as partici-
pants have to imagine how they would 
act, feel, or think in the given situation in-
stead of experiencing a real situation. 
Thus, SSA represents approximations to 
real-life situations. For this reason, it is 
important to minimize additional sources 
of measurement error, such as additional 
contextual information in state measures. 
Adjective markers pose one possibility to 
do so (see Wiedenroth & Leising, 2020). 
We propose that state measures in SSA are 
selected based on psychometric properties 
in previous longitudinal studies or even 
specific validation studies (e.g., Zimmer-
mann et al., 2019). Moreover, state 
measures should be tested for measure-
ment invariance across situations to justify 
interpretations of intraindividual changes. 
Recent advances in the use of meta-heu-
ristics to develop valid psychometric 
scales may further help to select appropri-
ate items to assess states in SSAs (Olaru et 
al., 2015; Schultze, 2017). Importantly, 
only scales with multiple indicators for 
each state should be used to be able to im-
plement the above procedures and fit la-
tent measurement models. Recently, 
Horstmann and Ziegler (2020; see also 
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Ziegler, 2014) proposed guidelines for 
the development of state measures. In 
particular, they outlined three key ques-
tions researchers should address: what 
construct should be assessed, what is the 
purpose of the measure (e.g., what is the 
research question), and what is the target 
population (i.e., who will participate and 
which situations will be applied). These 
guidelines may serve as starting point to 
identify or develop suitable state measures 
for SSA. However, in contrast to these 
guidelines, state measures in SSA should 
exclude situation cues and complex be-
havioral descriptions to not confound sit-
uational information in descriptions and 
response options. 
 
Measurement Models for Standard-
ized State Assessment 

Latent State Trait Theory (LST) pro-
vides a formal modelling approach to dis-
entangling psychological state and trait 
variance in occasion-specific assessments 
(Steyer et al., 1992, 1999; Steyer & 
Schmitt, 1990). This approach builds on 
the assumption that psychological assess-
ments are influenced by person character-
istics, situation characteristics and the in-
teraction of both (Steyer et al., 1999), 
which is in line with personality theories 
like Whole Trait Theory (Hintz et al., 
2018). Hence, variance of state measures 
comprises reliable variance that can be di-
vided into consistent and specific compo-
nents (Steyer et al., 1992; Steyer & 
Schmitt, 1990). Consistency describes 
variance that can be attributed to interin-
dividual differences across measurement 
occasions. Specificity comprises unique 
variance components within each meas-
urement occasion that represent situation 
effects and person-situation interactions. 
Since LST constitutes a “generalization of 
classical test theory” (Steyer et al., 1999, 

p. 389), it allows for flexible adaptations 
within the structural equation modelling 
framework. In the simplest case, a bifactor 
model is specified that accounts for a gen-
eral trait factor and occasion specific state 
residual factors. However, more complex 
models also exist that incorporate change 
processes over time, mixture distribution 
models (i.e., latent classes), or disentangle 
situation effects from person-situation in-
teractions (see Geiser et al., 2017 for an 
overview). LST models are advantageous 
when compared to alternative estimations 
of trait and state variance based on mani-
fest scale scores (e.g., computation of 
mean and standard deviation) as they ac-
count for measurement error of state as-
sessments on the latent level (Geiser et al., 
2017). 

We propose that measurement models 
for SSA should generally correspond to 
latent state-trait models. That is, the ob-
served variables are decomposable into 
measurement error, latent trait factors, 
and latent state residual factors. However, 
a key assumption of LST is that situations 
within individuals are randomly sampled 
and therefore interchangeable (Geiser et 
al., 2015; Steyer & Schmitt, 1990) as is 
typically the case in ambulatory assess-
ment studies. This assumption justifies 
the simultaneous decomposition of trait 
variance and state residual variance in a bi-
factor model. However, SSA violates the 
interchangeability assumption of situa-
tions, as situations are predefined and no 
randomly sampled by the researcher. 
Thus, the situations as conceptualized in 
SSA should be considered as structurally 
different (i.e., situations are fixed). In 
such cases, typical LST models that spec-
ify bifactor structures for trait and state re-
sidual factors are not suitable (Geiser et 
al., 2015). As an alternative, a reference 
can be set to which situation specific 
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factors are contrasted (Eid et al., 2017; 
Koch et al., 2018). The model specifica-
tion of state specific factors with reference 
follows the bifactor S-1 procedure (Eid et 
al., 2017). In these models a general factor 
across all items and additional specific fac-
tors for all situations except one are spec-
ified (see Figure 2, Panel A). Due to omit-
ting one situation specific factor, the gen-
eral factor adopts the meaning of this sit-
uation, which consists of state and trait-
specific variance. Thus, the omitted situ-
ation specific factor is the reference to 
which all other situations can be com-
pared. Generally, this model allows for 
the calculation of consistent and specific 
variance components between particular 
situations and a baseline situation (Eid et 
al., 2017). This model is especially useful 
for research designs, in which a baseline 
situation exists (e.g., a neutral or typical 
situation; Geiser et al., 2015). However, 
this model does not allow for differentia-
tion of general trait and situation specific 
variance components. 

Another way to incorporate a refer-
ence is to include a separate trait measure 
(Eid, 2020). This could be a traditional 
self-report questionnaire that assesses the 
corresponding trait to the states measured 
in the SSA. Alternatively, the state meas-
ure of the SSA may be instructed differ-
ently to assess general traits. This trait 
questionnaire reflects the reference for 
the general trait model on which all items 
across all situations load. Additionally, sit-
uation specific factors for all situations can 
be specified. Figure 2 (Panel B) reflects 
such a model for a trait questionnaire and 
an SSA with three situations. The general 
trait, as well as all states were assessed with 
three items each. This model enables to 
separate trait-specific variance compo-
nents from responses to SSA situation so 
that situation-specific factors resemble 

more closely latent state residuals as de-
scribed by LST. 

However, the interpretation of the la-
tent variables differs slightly from typical 
LST models. That is, the trait factor re-
flects the trait questionnaire rather than 
consistent variance components among 
state measures. Still, loadings of the trait 
factor on state indicators represent the 
consistency of state assessments with the 
trait assessment. This fine line between 
LST models and the bifactor S-1 models 
in the context of SSAs emphasizes the 
care with which researchers should select 
the trait assessment methods. That is, trait 
questionnaires should not only exhibit 
construct-related validity, but also high 
symmetry with regard to the situational 
context of SSA situations (Schulze et al., 
2020). For instance, if the SSA consists of 
a broad variety of situations, a broad trait 
measure is appropriate. However, if the 
SSA only comprises a specific class of sit-
uations (e.g., work-related situations), the 
trait measure should reflect the same situ-
ational context to maximize the conver-
gence of trait-consistent variance in the 
SSA and the trait measure. If the SSA cap-
tures systematic trait variance that is not 
shared with the trait measure (e.g., due to 
validity issues or asymmetry between SSA 
and trait measure), state-specific residual 
factors will consist of situation effects, 
person-situation interaction effects and 
trait-specific variance that is not shared 
with the trait questionnaire.  

As a consequence, correlated state fac-
tors may be needed to achieve acceptable 
model fit. Such substantial correlations 
among state residual factors may reflect 
consistent trait variance that is not cap-
tured by the trait measure. Moreover, 
certain similarities among situations in 
the SSA may lead to systematic variance 
components that are shared among state 



Standardized State Assessment 
 

117 
 

Figure 2 
Measurement Models for Standardized State Assessments 

 
Notes. Exemplary latent variable models for an SSA with three situation descriptions. 
States within situation descriptions were assessed with three indicators. A S-1 model 
with baseline situation as reference factor. B S-1 model with trait measure as reference 
factor. C S-1 model with trait measure as reference factor and indicator-specific 
method factors. Y describes manifest indicators and k the total number of situations in 
the SSA. Residual variances and loading parameters are not depicted to avoid clutter. 
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residual factors but not with the reference 
trait measure. Such systematic variance 
components may emerge due to the fixed 
situations. We suggest to compare a 
model without state residual factor corre-
lations to a model with correlations. Since 
these two models are nested, model com-
parisons are easily implemented via χ²-
difference tests.  

Finally, method effects may contribute 
to systematic variance among state resid-
uals (Eid et al., 1999; Geiser & Lockhart, 
2012). That is, due to the repeated assess-
ment of states on identical items, system-
atic method effects may occur. These ef-
fects are not unique to SSA. However, 
they may be more pronounced in com-
parison to longitudinal research designs, 
since time lag between situations in SSA 
is minimal. The M-1 approach is appro-
priate to deal with such systematic sources 
of variance (Eid et al., 1999; Geiser & 
Lockhart, 2012). Similar to the bifactor S-
1 approach, latent indicator-specific fac-
tors are defined for all state indicators ex-
cept one (see Figure 2, Panel C).  
 
Examining the Validity of Standard-
ized State Assessments 

The proposed measurement models 
allow for important inferences about 
SSA’s validity. For instance, if a state 
measure for a specific situation does not 
share any substantial variance with the 
corresponding trait, it may be reasonable 
to take a closer look at the situation. One 
reason may be that the situation descrip-
tion failed to address the relevant trait. 
Another reason could be that responses 
were mostly driven by the situation and 
variance between individuals is not suffi-
cient. Furthermore, correlations among 
latent state residual factors should be 
closely inspected. That is, between highly 
divergent situations, no substantial 

correlation should emerge if trait, 
method, and current state variance com-
ponents have been accounted for. How-
ever, contextual similarities between situ-
ation could explain such correlations 
(e.g., both situations take place at work). 

Beyond the internal structure of SSAs, 
the most important issue with regard to 
validity is whether SSAs assess similar 
states when compared to real-life states. 
Two general approaches may be feasible 
to answer this question. First, researchers 
may mimic SSA situations in a laboratory 
setting. For instance, if the SSA contains 
a situation that describes a group discus-
sion, such a group discussion could be 
simulated in a laboratory setting. Role-
players could ensure that all trait-relevant 
cues of the written SSA situation are 
transferred to the laboratory setting. Gen-
erally, all principles described in the sec-
tion on situation description should be 
applied to the laboratory setting (see also 
Fleeson & Law, 2015).  

However, laboratory studies are not 
equally feasible for all research questions 
or situations as they are costly, do not al-
low to simulate all kinds of situations, and 
lack ecological validity. Hence, research-
ers may combine SSA with ambulatory 
assessments. Based on contextual infor-
mation, real-life situations could be clus-
tered into classes which could be com-
pared to SSA situations that match the 
same situation class. Generally speaking, 
the state variability within individuals for 
a certain context should be similar to the 
state variability of SSA situations. To test 
this hypothesis, the LST model for ran-
dom and fixed situations (Geiser et al., 
2015) could be used to disentangle vari-
ance components of traits, situations, and 
person-situation interactions. In this 
model, randomly sampled situations are 
nested in fixed situations. The authors use 



Standardized State Assessment 
 

119 
 

the example of ambulatory assessments 
for which contextual information of each 
situation is available. Sampled situations 
could then be nested within different 
contexts (e.g., work-related, home-re-
lated, etc.). Similarly, SSA situations and 
situations from ambulatory assessments 
may be nested within specific situation 
classes. 

Further relations among states and 
traits with other constructs and external 
criteria should be taken into considera-
tions to examine the validity of SSAs. 
That is, theory-driven nomological nets 
could shed further light into underlying 
processes of specific situations. For in-
stance, an agreeableness state for a team 
situation should correlate more strongly 
with team performance than a state for a 
situation with friends or family (see 
Peeters et al., 2006).  

Finally, we suggest experimental test 
validation to examine the intended effects 
of situations in SSA (Krumm et al., 2019). 
As we described above, each situation de-
scription should be developed with care 
and a specific purpose in mind. Thus, 
each element (or phrase) of a situation de-
scription should have an effect on individ-
uals’ states. Such effects could be tested by 
manipulating some aspects of situation 
descriptions (i.e., changing or deleting 
critical phrases), while keeping others 
constant (e.g., apply the same situation 
descriptions but with different interaction 
partners). Testing individuals’ changes in 
states between an original and a manipu-
lated situation may give insight on 
whether states in SSAs are in-fact partly 
driven by situation effects and person-sit-
uation interactions. 
 

Discussion 
 

In this article, we proposed a 

methodological framework – namely 
Standardized State Assessment – that uses 
hypothetical situation descriptions for the 
assessment of person-situation processes. 
SSA is designed to provide assessment op-
portunities beyond the sampling of indi-
viduals in real-life situations, as it is typi-
cally done in ambulatory assessment stud-
ies. Similar approaches have been adopted 
before (Blum et al., 2018; Kammrath et 
al., 2005; Lievens, 2017a; Lievens et al., 
2018; Rauthmann, 2012; Ziegler et al., 
2019). Although all these approaches 
contributed significantly to a deeper un-
derstanding of person-situation processes, 
overarching guidelines were missing that 
allow researchers to easily adopt and en-
hance these assessment methods. Thus, 
we developed recommendations to de-
velop situation descriptions and state 
measures to assess person-situation pro-
cesses. Moreover, we presented latent 
variable models and validation strategies 
that are needed to assure that SSAs reflect 
valuable measures of person-situation 
processes. 

Importantly, contemporary theories 
about person-situation processes, espe-
cially Whole Trait Theory, served as 
foundation for the SSA framework. That 
is, we designed SSAs to measure individ-
ual distributions of psychological states 
that reflect dispositional tendencies as 
well as situation-specific influences. This 
preposition demonstrates a clear and test-
able rational about psychological pro-
cesses that underly SSAs. So, the reliable 
variance of state measures in SSA should 
reflect trait-specificity as well as situation-
specificity. Further, these components 
should be related to general tendencies 
and variability in state measures of real-
life ambulatory assessments. Whole Trait 
Theory also posits that beyond observable 
state distributions, personality traits 
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should comprise explanations for these 
state distributions (Fleeson & Jayawick-
reme, 2015; Jayawickreme et al., 2019). 
Several theories exist that may be suited 
to explain trait distributions and that may 
further enhance an understanding of un-
derlying psychological processes of SSAs 
or more precise research designs to study 
these mechanisms (e.g., Mischel & 
Shoda, 1995). Overall, the theoretical un-
derpinning of the SSA framework enables 
researchers to draw justified conclusions 
from SSAs instead of just believing that 
situation descriptions effectively work as 
psychological situations.  

Even though we postulated that situa-
tion descriptions may mimic real-life sit-
uations as close as possible, it is not war-
ranted that SSAs actually measure the 
same processes. The central element of 
the SSA framework therefore is the the-
ory-driven development of situation de-
scriptions and state measures. We incor-
porated situation taxonomies into the de-
velopment of situation descriptions to 
mimic real-life situations as best as possi-
ble. Although similar ideas have been 
proposed before (Freudenstein et al., 
2020; Lievens, 2017a; Lievens et al., 
2020), the SSA framework provides spe-
cific guidelines on how this may be ac-
complished. Moreover, the theory-
driven development of state measures and 
use of latent measurement models should 
enhance the overall quality of SSAs. The 
use of valid state measures and control of 
measurement error is especially needed 
for SSA. That is, beside the typical meas-
urement error of self-report measures, the 
situation descriptions contribute to a 
more complex measurement and thus er-
ror variance, so that the control of meas-
urement error is inevitable.  

A central idea of the SSA framework is 
that similar psychological processes are 

being assessed when compared to ambu-
latory assessments. However, we do not 
propose that SSA may replace ambulatory 
assessments. Rather, SSA may be disad-
vantageous whenever a large number of 
situations must be sampled and the eco-
logical validity is a primary concern, but 
may comprise several advantages that may 
be useful in some contexts. For instance, 
SSA provides a much more economic ap-
proach to sampling persons within situa-
tions. Roekel and colleagues (2019) re-
ported an average of 5.65 daily assess-
ments for 12.30 days in ambulatory as-
sessments with adolescents. Those re-
peated measurements across a day or even 
weeks increase the burden to participate 
(Fisher & To, 2012; Roekel et al., 2019; 
Wright & Zimmermann, 2019), which 
may be reduced by SSA. Therefore, SSA 
further facilitates the assessment of per-
son-situation processes in larger studies 
for which ambulatory assessment is usu-
ally not suitable. Similarly, SSA could be 
applied when researchers are interested in 
person-situation processes for specific 
contexts. For example, research on team-
work may be interested in certain person-
ality state dynamics across various team 
situations. Situation descriptions could 
then be designed to closely match theory-
driven assumptions about these processes. 
The same is true for research on person-
situation processes in rare situations, that 
were previously unlikely to be sampled, 
or even completely new situations that so 
far were not included in individuals’ real-
ities but may in the future.  
 
Standardized State Assessment and 
Situational Judgment Tests 

Recently, SJTs have been proposed as 
alternative method for the assessment of 
person-situation processes (Lievens, 
2017a; Lievens et al., 2020; Martin-



Standardized State Assessment 
 

121 
 

Raugh & Kell, 2019). SJTs typically con-
sist of short situation descriptions with 
several behavioral response options 
(Corstjens et al., 2017). Situation descrip-
tions in SJTs are considered essential for 
individuals’ responses (Campion & Ploy-
hart, 2013; McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001; 
Weekley et al., 2006, 2015). So, SJTs are 
similar in scope and appearance to the 
SSA framework. However, for two rea-
sons, we argue that SSA is needed as a sep-
arate methodological framework from 
SJTs to assess person-situation processes. 

First, several studies questioned the 
notion that situational descriptions influ-
ence responses to SJT items. For instance, 
Krumm and colleagues (2015) omitted 
situation descriptions from SJT items and 
showed that item difficulty did not de-
pend on the presence of situation descrip-
tions for a large number of items. This 
was also true for an SJT with video-based 
situation sequences (Schäpers, Lievens, et 
al., 2020). Moreover, situation descrip-
tions in SJT items seemed to have negli-
gible effects on the construct-related and 
criterion-related validity of the measures 
(Schäpers et al., 2019; Schäpers, Freuden-
stein, et al., 2020). One explanation to 
these findings may be that situations in 
SJT items lack theoretical foundation. 
Only recently it has been proposed to add 
trait-activating cues to situation descrip-
tions in order to assess specific traits with 
SJTs (Guenole et al., 2017; Lievens, 
2017b). However, such trait-activating 
cues did not improve the relevance of sit-
uation descriptions for test-takers’ re-
sponses (Schäpers, Freudenstein, et al., 
2020). So, a more severe obstacle to the 
relevance of situation descriptions in SJT 
items may lie in the response format. Alt-
hough exceptions exist, typical SJT items 
contain response options that describe 
specific behavioral alternatives for a given 

situation (Weekley et al., 2015). These 
response options are in many cases suffi-
cient to construe relevant situations 
(Freudenstein et al., 2020; Harris et al., 
2016; Melchers & Kleinmann, 2016). 
Even when situation descriptions are 
available, test-takers often rely on pro-
cesses based on response options to re-
spond to SJT items (Freudenstein et al., 
2020). So, the assessment of person-situ-
ation processes is blurred by the availabil-
ity of situation cues in both situation de-
scriptions and response options (see also 
Grand, 2019). As delineated above, such 
specific response options further hinder 
the comparisons of states between situa-
tions as true state change are not distin-
guishable from method-specific variance. 
SSA overcomes these problems by 
providing theory-driven guidelines for 
the development of situations descrip-
tions, decoupling situation cues from 
state measures, and standardizing state 
measures across situations. 

Second, SJTs represent a collection of 
methods rather than a specific assessment 
of definite constructs (Lievens et al., 
2008). Different SJTs vary in their re-
sponse medium, response format, in-
struction format, scoring method and 
more (Campion et al., 2014). The com-
mon core of most SJTs is the focus on the 
prediction of external criteria such as job 
performance (Christian et al., 2010; 
Corstjens et al., 2017). A majority of SJTs 
thereby uses knowledge instructions so 
that test-takers are asked to report what 
they should do in a given situation rather 
than what they would do (McDaniel et al., 
2007). Accordingly, overarching frame-
works about psychological processes un-
derlying SJT responses characterized 
these tests as measures of procedural 
knowledge (i.e., knowing what to do in 
specific situations; Lievens & Motowidlo, 
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2016). However, this conceptualization is 
in contrast to the assessment of personal-
ity states. We believe that, in order to as-
sess momentary states by using hypothet-
ical situation descriptions, a new method-
ological framework is needed that sets it-
self apart from the assessment of 
knowledge and has a theory-driven focus 
on person-situation processes. SSA may 
serve as this new methodological frame-
work. 
 
Research Opportunities 

Besides practical advantages of SSA, 
this framework may be useful to tackle 
several theoretical questions about per-
son-situation processes. First, SSA may be 
used to scrutinize person-situation con-
tingencies (see also Lievens, 2017a). Since 
situations in SSA are fixed, researchers are 
able to uncover direct effects of specific 
situation cues or cue combinations on 
state expressions. Previously, such studies 
only took broad contexts or situation clas-
ses instead of specific situations into ac-
count (e.g., Fleeson, 2007).  

Second, SSA allows for subgroup anal-
yses such as cross-cultural differences or 
differences among age groups or other de-
mographic variables. The fixed situation 
design of SSA allows for the analyses of 
differences between groups in specific sit-
uations and thus for more fine-grained in-
terpretations about when and why certain 
groups differ. For instance, research on 
intercultural teams may benefit from SSA 
when studying how different team mem-
bers perceive specific situations. Similar 
research designs may be helpful whenever 
individuals are nested in groups such as 
families or classes. 

Finally, SSA can be applied in longitu-
dinal settings to examine intra-individual 
processes over time. In comparison to 
ambulatory assessments, SSA has the 

advantage that identical situations can be 
compared over time. For instance, clinical 
psychologists may be interested in intra-
individual processes in various situations 
before, during, and after episodes of de-
pression in patients. Overall, the SSA 
framework may be the method of choice 
whenever the comparison of different re-
sponses to identical situations is the focus 
of research. 
 
Limitations 

Although previous research success-
fully used situation descriptions to study 
person-situation processes, the SSA 
framework incorporates several new 
propositions, which have thus far not 
been tested and need further research. For 
instance, SSAs require test-takers to re-
spond to several different hypothetical sit-
uations in a short amount of time. Thus, 
the most demanding tasks for participants 
is to quickly immerse themselves in dif-
ferent situations. This may increase the 
likelihood for careless responding. To 
counteract such unwanted response pat-
terns, additional open response formats 
may be helpful, which ask participants 
how they would behave, or what they feel 
or think in the given situation. Such open 
response formats demand test-takers to 
process the given situation descriptions 
and to think about what they would do in 
the given situation. Subsequently, test-
takers can rate their indicated behavior (or 
thoughts and feelings) on the state-spe-
cific scale (see Runge & Lang, 2019). 
Overall, this may help to enhance SSA’s 
similarity to real-life state assessments. 

The SSA framework builds on the pre-
sumption that processes underlying hy-
pothetical situations are similar to real-life 
situations. Most notably, this assumption 
is grounded in research by Lievens and 
colleagues (2018) who demonstrated that 
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the average and the variability of individ-
uals’ responses to an SJT was related to the 
mean of trait measures and real-life state 
variability. However, other results may 
provide reason to act with caution. In par-
ticular, the day reconstruction method 
demonstrated very similar between per-
son variability when compared to ambu-
latory assessments but differed substan-
tially in regard to within-person variabil-
ity (Lucas et al., 2019). In the day recon-
struction method, participants reconstrue 
diaries of situations they encountered 
during the day (Kahneman et al., 2004). 
Similar to SSA, participants then respond 
to state measures for each situation. A key 
difference between the day reconstruc-
tion method and SSA is that the former 
relies on retrospective construction of sit-
uations whereas the latter provides the-
ory-driven situation descriptions. Never-
theless, research is needed to examine 
how SSA relates to state measures in am-
bulatory assessments. 

Another concern may be that situation 
descriptions in the SSA framework pre-
sent situations as independent entities. 
Although this procedure enables much 
more controlled assessments of person-
situation processes, these situations do 
not reflect reality. Real-life situations are 
typically defined by constant changes of 
cues or are shaped by person-situation 
transactions such as consequences of pre-
ceding behavior (see Rauthmann, Sher-
man, & Funder, 2015). We agree that the 
SSA framework is not suited to study such 
complex processes. 

We also argued that the SSA frame-
work provides an economic alternative to 
ambulatory assessment. This is true when 
considering the data collection phase. 
However, when following all guidelines 
proposed in this framework to develop 
and validate SSAs, the effort to realize 

SSAs may be much higher compared to 
ambulatory science, especially when a 
large number of situation descriptions 
should be included. Thus, we advocate 
open science practices and call for re-
searchers to openly share all attempts of 
SSA developments. 

Finally, we concentrated on unidi-
mensional state measures when describ-
ing this framework. Multidimensional 
state measures may generally be possible 
with the SSA framework. Researchers 
may have to add various trait-activating 
cues to assess relevant states. One draw-
back from this added complexity may be 
that the control over situations is reduced. 
If state distributions are the main purpose 
of the SSA, a multidimensional approach 
may be fine if several trait-relevant cues 
were adopted into situation descriptions 
(see Tett & Guterman, 2000). However, 
we propose that researchers that are inter-
ested in specific situation effects slowly 
increase the complexity and multidimen-
sionality of situation descriptions in an 
SSA with the degree to which the mech-
anism behind certain effects is known and 
understood. 
 
Conclusion 

Many previous approaches used hypo-
thetical situation descriptions to assess 
person-situation processes. However, 
these methods often relied on ad-hoc de-
veloped situation descriptions and state 
measures. The SSA framework offers the-
ory-driven guidelines for the develop-
ment of such methods, including effective 
ways to assess their validity. We believe 
that this framework contributes to high 
quality assessments of person-situation 
processes whenever ambulatory assess-
ments are unavailable or not suited to ex-
amine specific research questions.  
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This dissertation was concerned with the psychological assessment of person-sit-
uation interactions. Since psychological theories increasingly incorporated such pro-
cesses (e.g., Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015; Mischel & Shoda, 1995; Tett & Guterman, 
2000), empirical research devoted more efforts to measure person-situation interactions 
(Hofmans et al., 2019; Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2014). Along these lines, methods were 
proposed that measure behavior in naturally occurring real-life situations, but also meth-
ods that only require individuals to imagine behavior in hypothetical situations instead 
of reporting real-life behavior, thoughts, or feelings – such as Situational Judgment Tests 
(SJTs; Lievens, 2017a). The underlying person-situation interaction processes of SJTs 
were a particular focus of this dissertation. Due to the good criterion-related validity, 
SJTs are popular tools for personnel selection (Christian et al., 2010). However, the 
focus on predictive validity led to a lack of understanding about how SJTs work as se-
lection tools (see Corstjens et al., 2017; Lievens et al., 2008). On the one hand, SJTs are 
vaguely described as low-fidelity simulations of real-life situations (Motowidlo et al., 
1990; Weekley et al., 2015). But beyond the notion of SJTs as simulations, theory-
driven person-situation processes were, until recently, completely missing in SJT re-
search (Brown et al., 2016; Campion & Ployhart, 2013; Harris et al., 2016; Schäpers, 
Mussel, et al., 2019). On the other hand, situation descriptions of SJT items had often 
negligible effects on SJT responses (Krumm et al., 2015; Schäpers et al., 2020; Schäpers, 
Mussel, et al., 2019). This led to the assumption that mostly Implicit Trait Policies 
(ITPs), a context-independent construct, impact SJT response (Krumm et al., 2015; 
Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016). That is, individuals rely on implicit beliefs about the gen-
eral effectiveness of trait-related behaviors rather than situation-specific judgments of 
suitable behaviors (Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016). These opposite positions on underly-
ing psychological processes were widely debated, with various researchers either agree-
ing to the notion of SJTs as context-dependent measures (e.g., Crook, 2016; Harvey, 
2016) or maintaining that what constitutes situations in SJT items has not been ade-
quately considered in SJT research (e.g., Brown et al., 2016; Harris et al., 2016; 
Melchers & Kleinmann, 2016). 

In the introduction to this dissertation, I proposed a working model of SJT re-
sponses to summarize the debate about underlying psychological processes. This model 
first acknowledges that person characteristics, and especially ITPs, may influence SJT 
responses independently from the specific situation. However, compelling evidence 
about the conclusiveness of ITPs as construct and its measurement was missing, so that 
the utility of ITPs for SJT theory remained unclear. Hence, Chapter 2 took a closer look 
on the construct-related validity of ITPs. The working model of SJT responses further 
comprises the relevance of situations for SJT responses. Therefore, I built on theory-
driven assumptions about real-life person-situation processes to identify falsifiable rela-
tions between situations in SJT items and individual responses (e.g., Funder, 2016; 
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Meyer et al., 2010; Rauthmann et al., 2014; Tett & Guterman, 2000). That is, mostly 
the perception of situations in SJT items may matter for response behavior (Brown et 
al., 2016). Individuals may form a construal of situations that is decisive for test-takers’ 
responses. Chapter 3 tested this assumption by scrutinizing whether the situation con-
strual of SJT items predicted response behavior, which test elements of SJT items (i.e., 
situation descriptions and response options) influenced relevant situation construal, and 
whether situation construal of SJT items predicted relevant criteria over and above SJT 
responses. Finally, the working model of SJT responses included assumptions building 
on trait activation and situational strength theory (Harris et al., 2016; Meyer et al., 2010; 
Mischel, 1977; Tett & Guterman, 2000). Harris et al. (2016) argued that stronger situ-
ations in SJTs would lead to a decrease in the relation of personality traits and SJT re-
sponses. Chapter 4 examined this proposition across a large number of SJT items. Over-
all, Chapters 2 to 4 comprehensively examined the working model of SJT responses and 
therefore key elements of the debate about SJTs’ underlying psychological processes.  

Beyond an understanding of underlying processes of SJT responses, this disserta-
tion intended to provide a theory-driven integration of person-situation interactions 
into standardized psychological testing. To do so, Chapter 5 described Standardized 
State Assessment (SSA) as a new methodological framework. Building on the notion 
that hypothetical situation descriptions may evoke similar processes compared to real-
life situations, SSA uses situation descriptions to assess person-situation processes. In 
particular, the SSA framework was designed to measure psychological states.  

The remainder of this chapter briefly summarizes the key results of the main focal 
points of this dissertation, namely ITPs, person-situation processes as underlying SJT 
responses, and SSA. In addition to study-specific limitations already mentioned in each 
chapter, I discuss constraining factors to definite conclusion about the three focal points 
and how future research may help to answer remaining questions. Moreover, I revisit 
the working model of SJT responses before ultimately reviewing general contributions 
of this dissertation the future of person-situation driven psychological assessment with 
situation descriptions for research and practice. 

 
Underlying Processes of Situational Judgment Tests 

 
Implicit Trait Policies and Situational Judgment Tests 

ITPs are defined as implicit beliefs about the effectiveness of behaviors due to the 
trait these behaviors express (Motowidlo et al., 2006b). This construct is conceptually 
entangled with SJT, as ITPs were originally developed to explain why responses to SJTs 
correlate with personality traits (Motowidlo et al., 2006a, 2006b). These authors argued 
that individuals who possess a certain personality trait also tend to belief that behaviors 
that reflect this trait are generally more effective. When SJT response options reflect a 
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specific trait, individuals with ITPs for this trait tend to choose these response options 
when asked about the most effective behavior in a given situation. In fact, several studies 
demonstrated that measures of ITPs correlate with personality traits (Martin-Raugh et 
al., 2016; Motowidlo et al., 2006b, 2016, 2018). Building on these initial ideas, Lievens 
and Motowidlo (2016) reconceptualized SJTs as measures of general domain 
knowledge. These authors suggested that ITPs reflect general domain knowledge, when 
the belief about the effectiveness of trait-related behaviors is true for a specific situation 
(see also Motowidlo & Beier, 2010). As ITPs represent a construct that was developed 
to explain SJT responses, the assessment of ITPs is also closely related to SJTs. Typically 
measures of ITPs reflect a different scoring of SJT response that correlates the trait ex-
pression of each response option with test-takers’ effectiveness ratings (see Lievens, 
2017a).  

However, this operationalization of ITPs raised several questions about the con-
struct-related validity. Chapter 2 took a closer look at these questions. First, the com-
putational identification of ITPs rather than a direct observation or measurement leads 
to a potential confound when examining the effects of ITPs on SJT responses. That is, 
correlations between SJT scores and ITPs, when both scores were derived from the 
same set of responses, reflect spurious correlations (e.g., Motowidlo & Beier, 2010; 
Oostrom et al., 2012). A Monte Carlo Simulation demonstrated that this correlation is 
in fact bound to the saturation of both scoring keys (i.e., to what extent do the SJT 
response options reflect a certain trait) and thus purely a statistical artifact. Moreover, 
correlations between SJT and ITP scorers were higher with increasing internal consist-
encies of either the SJT or ITP score. Overall, these results suggest that the correlation 
between SJT and ITP scores derived from the same set of responses neither reflects to 
what degree individuals relied on their ITPs when responding to SJTs, nor to what de-
gree the SJT score is saturated with ITPs. Therefore, the relevance of ITPs for SJT re-
sponse can only be assessed when ITPs are separately assessed. 

The construct-related validity of several measures of ITPs was also assessed in 
Chapter 2. This was done by testing central theoretical assumptions of ITP measures in 
a multi-trait multi-method approach (i.e., ITPs for agreeableness and conscientiousness 
measured with several SJTs). These were the assumption of ITPs as trait-specific, and 
context-independent constructs, as well as the relation of ITPs and personality traits (see 
Motowidlo et al., 2006b). However, the results did not strongly support any of these 
assumptions. That is, most variance in ITP measures was specific to SJTs rather than 
shared among SJTs, so that the use ITP measures did not generalize across contexts or 
tests. Further, there was no clear support for a two-factor model of ITPs for agreeable-
ness and conscientiousness. As measures of ITPs were highly test-specific, not enough 
variance was shared among measures to be crucial for a difference in model fit when 
only a combined ITP factor was considered. With regard to the relation of ITPs and 
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personality, Chapter 2 could confirm that personality traits correlated only weakly with 
measures of ITPs. However, the lack of cohesiveness in measures of ITPs may rather 
speak to the notion that SJTs correlated with personality traits rather than with the con-
struct of ITPs. 

Finally, Chapter 2 reconsidered the notion of ITPs as general domain knowledge. 
ITPs were defined as general domain knowledge, if trait-specific beliefs about the effec-
tiveness of behavior were correct in a certain situation (e.g., Lievens & Motowidlo, 
2016; Motowidlo & Beier, 2010). Building on the epistemological Gettier problem that 
challenges the notion of justified true beliefs as knowledge (Gettier, 1963), I argued that 
even though individuals may be justified in their belief that trait-related behavior is ef-
fective in a specific situation, the same belief may not hold for other situations. Thus, 
ITPs may not reflect knowledge. For example, an individuals’ ITP for agreeableness 
may have been developed through general experiences that excluded instances, in which 
agreeable behavior was ineffective. The second study of Chapter 2 included ITP 
measures, for which the true effectiveness of response options varied independently 
from the trait-level of the behavior. The results demonstrated that test-takers rather 
aligned their responses with the true effectiveness of response options for specific situa-
tions than with the trait-level of response options, thus speaking in favor of ITPs as 
knowledge instead of beliefs. Still, most variance in SJT response could be explained by 
test-specific factors. Therefore, SJTs may not be pure measures of general domain 
knowledge in the form of ITPs.  

Overall, Chapter 2 demonstrated that measures of ITPs severely lack construct-
related validity. As theory and measurement of ITPs have been exclusively associated 
with SJTs, the lack of construct-related validity in measures of ITPs questions the gen-
eral relevance of ITPs for SJTs itself. That is, results of previous studies investigating the 
relation of ITPs and SJTs may rather provide information about specific SJTs than the 
broader concept of ITPs. For instance, Motowidlo and colleagues (2006b) found that 
their measures of ITPs correlated with personality traits. However, each ITP was only 
assessed with a single SJT. Against the background of the results presented in this dis-
sertation, it is questionable if their SJT did in fact measure ITPs. Indeed, most studies 
on ITPs used a specific SJT to assess ITPs. So, based on the assumption that SJTs are no 
valid measures of ITPs, compelling evidence for ITPs as underlying construct of SJT 
responses is lacking. Even the reconceptualization of SJTs as measures of ITPs widely 
argues based on indirect findings such as the irrelevance of situation descriptions for SJT 
response (Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016). In sum, this reconceptualization may have been 
unjustified. 
Limitations and Further Research 

A main limitation to the generalizability of results presented in Chapter 2 may be 
the way ITPs were assessed. Previous research argued that all SJTs could be scored to 
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assess ITPs, if the trait-level of each response option is known (Lievens, 2017a; Lievens 
& Motowidlo, 2016). Almost all SJTs used in Chapter 2 were designed to serve some 
other purpose than the assessment of ITPs (e.g., measuring personality traits or team-
work knowledge). Only one SJT was specifically developed to measure ITPs for agree-
ableness. Hence, one may argue that the lack of construct-related validity in measures 
of ITPs in Chapter 2 could be partly due to the fact the test developers did not consider 
ITPs as relevant construct when designing those SJTs. However, no other method to 
assess ITPs has been proposed. In fact, the assumptions that SJTs may be scored to assess 
ITPs purely relies on conceptual arguments (e.g., Lievens, 2017a). This is even true for 
SJTs that were specifically developed to assess ITPs (e.g., Motowidlo et al., 2006b, 
2016). Given this lack of empirical evidence on the construct-related validity of ITP 
measures, Chapter 2 even questions the existence of ITPs as a construct. So, valid 
measures are indispensable before drawing conclusions about the concept of ITPs.  

One merit of future research could be to reconsider the definition and conceptu-
alization of ITPs. That is, ITPs should be detached from SJTs. Researchers should build 
on real-life assumptions and concepts that contribute to a clear and verifiable definition 
of ITPs. This definition should especially clarify whether ITPs reflect a general belief of 
knowledge about the effectiveness of behaviors. As starting point, also other constructs 
such as the likability of personality traits could be helpful (see Lamkin et al., 2018). Such 
a definition of ITPs as broad and global construct would overcome the conceptualiza-
tion as post-hoc explanation of SJT responses. It would further simplify the develop-
ment of new assessment methods independent from SJTs. Depending on the nature of 
the revised definition of ITPs, such measure may adopt methods for the assessment of 
knowledge (e.g., Schipolowski et al., 2013) or implicit and explicit beliefs (e.g., Butler 
et al., 2007; Nosek et al., 2005). 

However, some readers may also argue that concluding that challenges the exist-
ence of ITPs may not be warranted given the results presented in Chapter 2. Although 
a large proportion of variance was specific to SJTs, some variance was shared among 
SJTs, which could be interpreted as ITP variance. Motowidlo and colleagues (2018) 
demonstrated similar results for several measures of prosocial ITPs and did in fact derive 
at a different conclusion. These authors argued that prosocial ITPs were the underlying 
construct of several SJTs with interpersonal context. Hence, future research should con-
sider alternative explanations why different SJTs correlate with each other. For example, 
similar contexts may contribute to similar response behavior of test-takers among dif-
ferent SJTs or general mental ability may serve as common core of SJT scores (see 
McDaniel et al., 2007). Additionally, ITPs were developed to explain why SJTs corre-
late with personality traits. As alternative explanation to ITPs, one may argue that even 
when individuals are asked what they should do in a given situation (instead of what they 
would do), they may rely on behavioral dispositions to respond to SJT items. Previous 
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research showed that would-do and should-do instructions showed small to medium 
correlations (Ployhart & Ehrhart, 2003). Such alternative explanations may be directly 
tested to further investigate the relation of ITPs and SJTs. 
 
Person-Situation Processes in Situational Judgment Tests 

Previous research on person-situation processes in SJTs predominantly focused on 
situation cues (e.g., Krumm et al., 2015; Schäpers et al., 2020; Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 
2019; see also Brown et al., 2016). For example, Schäpers, Mussel and colleagues (2019) 
recently manipulated the availability of situation cues in SJT items (i.e., situation de-
scriptions) and concluded that the lack of differences in construct-related correlations 
demonstrates the negligible role of situation construal for SJT responses. The situation 
construal model (Funder, 2016) is closely related to recent research that disentangles 
situational information (e.g., Rauthmann, 2015). That is, the objective situations con-
sists of several situation cues whereas situation characteristics describe an individual’s 
perception of a situation (Rauthmann, 2015). Building on this research, Chapter 3 con-
tained three studies that were the first attempt to directly assess situation construal of 
SJT items. These studies included a large number of SJT items from various construct 
domains (i.e., knowledge, applied social skills, and personality; see Christian et al., 
2010). For each SJT item, participants were asked to rate their situation perception on 
a standardized measure of situation characteristics. All three studies supported the rele-
vance of situation construal for SJT responses and thus the notion of person-situation 
interactions as underlying psychological processes of SJTs (see Brown et al., 2016; Mar-
tin-Raugh & Kell, 2019). So far, only one other study directly related person-situation 
processes to SJT responses. Lievens and colleagues (2018) demonstrated that intraindi-
vidual variability of responses across SJT items correlated with intraindividual variability 
in real-life state assessments across several situations, which also supports the relevance 
of person-situation processes for SJT responses. This consistent evidence across studies 
that directly assessed person-situation processes supports a situation dependent perspec-
tive on SJT. 

However, Chapter 3 also revealed some caveats regarding the generalizability of 
the notion that SJTs measure person-situation processes. For one, the relevance of sit-
uation construal varied across SJT items with strong effects for some items whereas other 
items did not reflect such person-situation processes. Moreover, Chapter 3 demon-
strated that the relevance of situation construal for SJT responses was not contingent on 
the availability of situation descriptions. In a between-subjects design, the relevance of 
situation construal for SJT responses was compared between groups that saw complete 
SJT items, only response options, or only situation descriptions. Surprisingly, situation 
cues in response options were sufficient to construe psychologically relevant situations 
for most items, regardless of whether previous research demonstrated that situation 
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descriptions significantly affected those items’ difficulty (see Krumm et al., 2015; 
Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019). In other words, the underlying psychological processes 
remained the same although situation descriptions were omitted. Surprisingly, per-
ceived situation characteristics did not predict SJT responses, when the situation con-
strual was based only on situation descriptions. This result further stresses the relevance 
of response options for situational processes in SJTs. Finally, results of Chapter 3 showed 
that situation construal of SJT items predicted relevant criteria over and above SJT re-
sponses. That is, situation construal of SJT items contained valuable variance compo-
nents that were not captured in responses to SJT items. In sum, Chapter 3 speaks to the 
notion of person-situation interactions as underlying processes of SJT responses, but 
more research is needed to identify possible moderators that explain when and why sit-
uation construal predicts SJT responses. 

Importantly, these results may help to bridge the gap between research with seem-
ingly opposing results; especially research that reframed SJTs as context-independent 
measures. Most notably, several studies demonstrated that situation descriptions in SJTs 
are often less relevant than previously assumed and concluded that some other processes 
than person-situation interactions must take place (Kaminski et al., 2019; Krumm et al., 
2015; Schäpers et al., 2020; Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019). Against the background of 
Chapter 3, it seems likely that person-situation processes do take place but situation 
descriptions are not always needed to evoke these processes. That is, response options 
of SJT items contain sufficient situation cues (see also Harris et al., 2016; Melchers & 
Kleinmann, 2016). Similarly, Rockstuhl and colleagues (2015) argued that person-sit-
uation processes (dubbed as situational judgment) was not captured by SJT responses. 
Yet, a more fine-grained conclusion may be needed, as SJT responses do capture some 
person-situation processes but relevant processes remain hidden if not directly assessed 
(e.g., in the form of situation characteristics). 

Beyond situation construal, this dissertation also considered person-situation pro-
cesses as postulated in Trait Activation Theory (Tett & Guterman, 2000) as underlying 
mechanisms of SJT responses. Trait Activation Theory posits that personality-relevant 
behavior can only be observed if situations contain trait activating cues (Tett & Guter-
man, 2000). It further encompasses the notion of situation strength by arguing that in-
dividual differences in personality traits are less relevant for behavior if the situation con-
veys clear expectations about adequate behavior (Mischel, 1977; Tett & Guterman, 
2000). Chapter 4 tested across a large number of SJT items whether situational strength 
of SJT items moderated the relation of personality and SJT responses. However, the 
results did not support the notion that personality traits were less relevant for response 
behavior in stronger SJT situations. Moreover, Appendix C testes in a within-subjects 
design whether trait activating cues in situation descriptions influenced the construct-
related validity of an SJT measuring narrow personality facets. To do so, SJT versions 
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with and without situation descriptions were compared in their relation to self and peer-
reported personality. Results showed that the two test versions did not differ in their 
relation to other personality measures, so that the study did not support an enhancement 
of construct-related validity due to trait-activating cues in situation descriptions. There-
fore, these results are in contrast to assumptions of Trait Activation Theory and do not 
support the idea of person-situation interactions as underlying processes of SJT re-
sponses.  
Limitations and Further Research 

As delineated above, this dissertation provided evidence in favor of conceptualiz-
ing SJTs as measures of person-situation processes. However, this conclusion was not 
supported across all studies. So, several limitations should be addressed that may help to 
further understand these mixed findings. First, the study presented in Appendix C only 
considered trait-activating cues in situation descriptions to examine whether these cues 
enhance the construct-related validity of an SJT. This procedure does not account for 
trait-activating cues in response options (see Harris et al., 2016; Melchers & Kleinmann, 
2016). In fact, Chapter 3 demonstrated that person-situation processes may take place 
even if situation descriptions were omitted. Another recent study took this into account 
and controlled for the availability of trait-activating cues in situation descriptions and 
response options (Schäpers, Lievens, et al., 2019). The results showed that trait-related 
responses to SJT items were more likely when test-takers saw the trait-activating cues. 
An important implication from these results is that future research on underlying pro-
cesses of SJT responses should consider the relevance of single situation cues rather than 
broad test elements (i.e., situation descriptions and response options). 

Second, Chapter 4 assumed that some objectivity to situational strength of SJT 
items exists, which may influence the relation of personality and SJT responses. Thus, 
situational strength was operationalized as the average rating of subject matter experts. 
However, situational strength may rather reflect some sort of situation construal in that 
only the perception of situational strength is relevant as moderator of the relation be-
tween personality and SJT responses (see Meyer et al., 2014). Future research should 
assess test-takers’ perception of situational strength. Relatedly, situation construal in 
Chapter 3 was measured with the DIAMONDS taxonomy (Rauthmann et al., 2014). 
Although this taxonomy was developed as broad framework of situation characteristics, 
which should applicable to a broad range of situations (Rauthmann et al., 2014), situa-
tions in SJT items may differ to real-life situations. For example, situation descriptions 
in SJT items are often very broad and unspecific, especially when compared to real-life 
situations. Hence, some facets of situation taxonomies, such as Mating (“Potential ro-
mantic partners are present”; Rauthmann & Sherman, 2016b, p. 166) may be odd in 
certain situations. Different situation taxonomies may be more suitable for hypothetical 
situations. For example, the CAPTION taxonomy included the typicality of situations 



Chapter 6 

140 
 

that encompasses the “commonness and straightforward nature of the situation” (Parri-
gon et al., 2016, p. 657). Importantly, these authors suggested that the typicality of sit-
uations may be relevant to explain state deviations from an individual’s trait disposition. 

Third, the response format of SJT items may have contributed to mixed findings 
on the relevance of person-situation processes for SJT responses. For example, most of 
the SJTs used in this dissertation instructed test-takers to pick a single response option. 
However, such single responses do not allow to estimate the amount of measurement 
error for specific situations. If responses to SJT items are substantially driven by meas-
urement error, the relation between situation construal and SJT responses may be at-
tenuated. In fact, the development of a short-form SJT presented in Appendix A pro-
vided initial evidence that responses to SJT items are prone to measurement error. In 
this SJT, test-takers were asked to rate the effectiveness of all response options. All re-
sponse options were designed to reflect either agreeable or disagreeable behaviors. How-
ever, internal consistencies for ratings within situation descriptions were quite low with 
an average of α = 38. Future research should adopt response formats that allow to take 
measurement error into account. Such response formats also have the tendency to result 
in higher construct-related validity of SJT scores (Olaru, Jankowsky, et al., 2019).  

Finally, studies on underlying processes of SJT responses presented in this disser-
tation did not control for response instructions of SJTs. That is, typical SJTs either ask 
for behavioral tendencies (i.e., “What would you do?”) or knowledge (i.e., “What 
should you do?”; McDaniel et al., 2007). The majority of SJT items used in this disser-
tation asked for behavioral tendencies. This instruction should more closely resemble 
real-life person-situation processes in contrast to a knowledge instruction (McDaniel et 
al., 2007). Surprisingly, situation construal also predicted responses to some items used 
in Chapter 3 that were applied with a knowledge instruction. This may reflect a poten-
tial overlap of underlying processes between the two instructions (Ployhart & Ehrhart, 
2003). Further research is needed that examines differences in the relevance of person-
situation processes between SJT items with different response instructions. 

In sum, a follow-up study is needed that takes these limitations into account. SJT 
items used in this study should be carefully redesigned so that trait-activating cues are 
only present in situation descriptions and not in response options (see Schäpers, Lievens, 
et al., 2019). Furthermore, participants should be required to rate all response options 
with regard to how likely they would engage in the described behavior in the specific 
situations. To do so, pretests are needed that ensure that response options for a specific 
situation description reflect a unidimensional construct with sufficient internal con-
sistency. To compare behavioral tendency instructions with knowledge instructions, a 
within-subjects design may be useful in which participants also rate response options of 
the same SJT items with regard to their effectiveness in the given situation. Finally, var-
ious measures of situation construal should be applied for each SJT item (e.g., Meyer et 
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al., 2014; Parrigon et al., 2016; Rauthmann & Sherman, 2016a). As such a study would 
be very demanding and time-consuming for participants, planned missingness designs 
may be useful to reduce the burden to participate (Graham et al., 2006; Rhemtulla & 
Hancock, 2016). For example, participants may only respond to some SJT items or 
some measures of situation construal. 
 
Reassessing the Working Model of Situational Judgment Test Responses 

The working model of SJT responses proposed in the introduction to this disser-
tation summarized the various theoretical arguments and empirical evidence about un-
derlying psychological processes of SJTs (e.g., Harris et al., 2016; Krumm et al., 2015; 
Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; Motowidlo et al., 1990). In sum, this dissertation found 
support for the notion that person-situation processes determine SJT responses and that 
context-independent processes may not be as relevant as previously thought. Especially 
Lievens and Motowidlo (2016) argued in favor of the context-independency of SJTs 
when they reconceptualized SJTs as measures of ITPs. However, Chapter 2 provided 
compelling evidence that questions the construct-related validity of ITPs and ultimately 
the concept of ITPs itself. Moreover, Lievens and Motowidlo (2016) based their argu-
ments on empirical studies that demonstrated that SJTs did not work as intended 
(Krumm et al., 2015; Rockstuhl et al., 2015). Particularly, the irrelevance of situation 
descriptions for a large amount of SJT items was interpreted in favor of a context-inde-
pendent perspective of SJTs (Krumm et al., 2015; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; 
Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019). Nevertheless, this dissertation provided evidence that 
integrates these results without discarding person-situation interactions as underlying 
processes of SJT responses. That is, response options were shown to be much more 
relevant to situational processes than previously assumed (see Harris et al., 2016; 
Melchers & Kleinmann, 2016). Overall, I argue that context-independent processes 
should be excluded from the working model of SJT responses. That is, most research 
investigating ITPs, the proposed context-independent constructs, is subject to a lack of 
construct-related validity of applied measures (cf. Motowidlo et al., 2018). Moreover, 
indirect and conceptual arguments in favor of a context-independent perspective (see 
Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016) may be integrated into a situation-dependent perspective 
of SJTs. Thus, future research should focus on person-situation processes. Although this 
conclusion is in line with the initial notion of SJTs as low-fidelity simulations (Mo-
towidlo et al., 1990), SJTs must overcome this simplification and integrate theory-
driven processes. 

Having said that, results of this dissertation also revealed several inconsistencies 
with regard to person-situation interactions as underlying processes of SJT responses. 
Above I discussed several limitations that may have contributed to these findings. On 
the other hand, different processes that go beyond person-situation interactions may 
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determine SJT responses. Other scholars proposed process models to encompass such 
complex psychological processes (Grand, 2019; Ployhart, 2006). For example, Grand 
(2019) posited that the response process to SJT items is divided into several sequential 
parts. First, test-takers interpret the demands of situation descriptions presented in SJT 
items. Second, individuals decide what they would do in this situation and what conse-
quences they expect from this behavior. Third, individuals judge the expected conse-
quences of response options presented in the SJT item. Finally, participants compare 
the expected consequences for their own behavior with those of the response options. 
If this evaluation exceeds a certain similarity threshold, individuals pick the correspond-
ing response option. Especially this last component of the process model is noteworthy. 
Whereas this comparison of expected consequences for the desired behavior and behav-
iors described in response options could explain underlying processes beyond person-
situation interactions, it lacks justification why such processes are advantageous to assess 
in the first place. So, instead of trying to understand how individuals respond to SJT 
items, a different approach is needed that develops psychological assessments based on 
predefined theoretical assumptions.  
 

Standardized State Assessment 
 

The SSA framework described in Chapter 5 was designed to provide such a the-
ory-driven assessment tool. It builds on Whole Trait Theory that describes personality 
as a density distribution of psychological states (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015). So, 
similar to real-life state assessments (i.e., ambulatory assessments), SSA serves the pur-
pose to measure psychological states based on descriptions of hypothetical situations. 
These situation descriptions are similar to those in SJTs. However, SSA goes beyond 
the method of SJTs. First, the framework adopts recent research on situations to provide 
guidelines on the development of situation descriptions. Most notably, situation taxon-
omies are used to determine what constitutes adequate situation descriptions. Second, 
behavioral response options were eliminated to standardize state measures across situa-
tions and therefore increasing comparability among situations. Instead, adjective mark-
ers are used to assess situation-specific states. In comparison to SJTs, these state measures 
should additionally reduce the situational information in response options and thus in-
crease the relevance of situation descriptions for test-takers responses. Third, specific 
latent variable models were proposed referring to Latent State Trait Theory (Steyer et 
al., 1992).  

Compared to SJTs, the main advantage of the SSA framework is that it is based on 
specific theoretical assumptions. For example, in-line with Whole Trait Theory, sub-
stantial intraindividual variability in states should exist that should correlate with real-
life state variability. These assumptions are falsifiable and thus enable researchers to 
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decide whether each situation description is well suited to assess the intended psycho-
logical processes. Beyond the theory-driven approach of SSA, the framework further 
draws the attention back to situation descriptions, as situation cues are omitted from 
response options.  

SSA may be a viable alternative for research on person-situation processes, espe-
cially when more complex and expensive approaches are not feasible (i.e., ambulatory 
assessment). In particular, researchers may use SSA to investigate person-situation con-
tingencies (see also Lievens, 2017a), as the theory-driven development of situation de-
scriptions allows for manipulations of selective and meaningful situation cues. Further-
more, SSA facilitates the comparison of situation-specific states between groups or 
across measurement occasions. However, empirical evidence about the utility of the 
SSA framework is needed. 
 
Limitations and Further Research 

Although the SSA framework builds on promising research that used situation 
descriptions to assess person-situation processes (e.g., Lievens et al., 2018; Rauthmann, 
2012; and studies presented in this dissertation), it currently remains untested and em-
pirical research is needed that develops SSAs and examines their validity. When doing 
so, an additional aspect should be considered, beyond the procedures to assess the va-
lidity of SSAs’ discussed in Chapter 5. Whole Trait Theory posits that personality traits 
are best described as density distributions of states (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015). The 
mean of this distribution thereby reflects an individual’s behavioral tendency, com-
monly conceptualized as trait (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015). However, this behav-
ioral tendency has not yet been incorporated into the SSA framework. Following Latent 
State Trait Theory (Steyer et al., 1999), the focus was to rather distinguish trait-relevant 
variance in state measures from latent state residual variance. Nevertheless, composite 
scores may be computed for state measures in an SSA. This composite score should 
reflect general behavioral tendencies and should correlate with aggregate scores of states 
in ambulatory assessments as well as trait self-reports. 

One drawback of the SSA framework is that situations do not naturally occur but 
have to be carefully designed on the basis of situation cues. In recent years, psychological 
research on situations focused on individuals’ perceptions of situations (i.e., situation 
characteristics). Situation characteristics have the advantage that different situations are 
comparable among each other without relying on specific situation cues (Rauthmann 
et al., 2015). However, to develop situation descriptions that mimic real-life situations, 
an understanding about what cues contribute to psychologically relevant perceptions of 
situations is needed. Taxonomies of situation cues (e.g., Saucier et al., 2007) provide 
first steps towards such an understanding, but the link between situation cues and char-
acteristics often remains hidden. For example, Rauthmann et al. (2014) only found 
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relatively small correlations between the presence of certain situation cues and perceived 
situation characteristics. Thereby, the clearest link emerged for work-related cues and 
the perception of Duty (“Work has to be done”). Similarly, Chapter 3 failed to identify 
situation cues in SJT item that contributed to the perception of specific situation char-
acteristics, except for the facet Duty. Hence, more research is needed that examines 
what situation cues are needed to develop situation descriptions that closely resemble 
real-life situations. For instance, participants of an ambulatory assessment could be re-
quired to provide detailed descriptions of situations they currently encounter. Based on 
these descriptions, an SSA could be developed. Researchers may then compare state 
assessments between the real-life situation and the SSA. Two factors may be manipu-
lated to examine how situation descriptions are best developed. First, the availability of 
certain situation cues in the SSA may contribute to the amount of convergence between 
the two state measures, and second, the specificity of cues or the richness of details may 
be manipulated. 

Relatedly, more research is needed to understand how people may immerse into 
situations of SSAs. That is, some test-taker may try to imagine very specific situations 
while others try to think about similar situations to the one described and respond ac-
cording to the aggregate of states in those similar situations. Think-aloud studies may 
help to clarify how individuals’ approach SSAs (see Krumm et al., 2015). In a next step, 
such think-aloud studies could be combined with experimental manipulations of test 
properties. For example, test-takers may more likely imagine a specific situation if they 
are instructed not to think about similar or past situations. In addition, highly specific 
situation descriptions may increase the difficulty for test-takers to think about similar 
situations, which may increase the level of immersion. 

Beyond research questions regarding the validity of SSA, this framework may also 
be useful to gather knowledge about psychological situations. For example, when situ-
ations are defined as individuals’ perception of situations, the measurement of situations 
is confounded with the person and thus subject to circularity (Rauthmann et al., 2015). 
To overcome this impairment, the objective situations may be defined as the agreement 
between several perceptions of the same situations (Rauthmann et al., 2014, 2015). 
However, such ratings often rely on open-ended descriptions of situations from partic-
ipants (e.g., Rauthmann et al., 2014). The SSA framework allows for a much more 
control over several ratings of situation characteristics for the same situations. By ma-
nipulating situation descriptions, it also enables research designs that examine what fac-
tors contribute to higher agreement among raters in their perception of situations.  
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Situational Judgment Tests are Dead, Long Live Situational Judgment Tests 
 

In this dissertation, I proposed a new framework to assess psychological states (i.e., 
SSA). As this framework contains clear suggestions for the development of situation 
descriptions and postulates testable assumptions regarding its validity, one may argue 
that SJTs are no longer needed. However, I propose that both methodological frame-
works may coexist as they may serve different purposes. Whenever researchers or prac-
titioners aim at assessing personality states with the help of situation descriptions, an 
SSA should be developed. This implicates that SJTs no longer adopt behavioral ten-
dency instructions, as these instructions intend the assessment of situation-specific 
states. This also includes the emerging field of construct-driven SJTs (see Guenole et 
al., 2017; Lievens, 2017b) of personality traits (e.g., Mussel et al., 2018; Olaru, Burrus, 
et al., 2019; Oostrom et al., 2018). These tests may be revised to reflect SSAs so that 
they enable much more control over situation-specific states and, in line with Whole 
Trait Theory, theory driven assessments of traits. 

Nevertheless, SJTs may be useful as measures of job knowledge to predict job per-
formance. That is, most SJTs use some sort of knowledge instruction (e.g., “What 
would you do?”) to assess relevant job knowledge (McDaniel et al., 2007). In particular, 
these SJTs are designed to measure procedural knowledge “about how to behave in a 
way that impacts the context in which work gets done” (Torres & Beier, 2016, p. 52). 
As the construct-related validity of these tests has been described as a “hot mess” 
(McDaniel et al., 2016, p. 48), I propose several improvements to SJTs as selection tools. 
First, similar to SSA, systematic attention to specific situations is needed. Contrary to 
previous SJT developments, the goal should be to assess job knowledge validly and re-
liably within a series of situations and not across situations. To do so, response formats 
are needed that capture test-takers’ responses on several indicators. For example, indi-
viduals may be asked to rate the effectiveness of all response options. Importantly, this 
procedure may require a larger number of response options during the development 
stage of an SJT to be able to select a valid and unidimensional set of response options. 
Only if this condition is met, researchers may investigate the dimensionality of job 
knowledge across situations. However, as SJTs have been previously described as mul-
tidimensional measures (e.g., Lievens, 2017b), it is likely that different relevant situa-
tions require different facets or domains of procedural job knowledge. Hence, current 
SJT scores may be better understood as composite scores of different situational 
measures that predict job performance. Researchers may even consider weighted com-
posite scores with regard to the individual contribution of specific situations to the pre-
diction of relevant criteria. Second, situation descriptions in SJTs were often demon-
strated to be irrelevant, as sufficient contextual information is provided in the response 
options (e.g., Krumm et al., 2015). Hence, a risk with SJTs as measures of job 
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knowledge is that test-takers rate the effectiveness of response options without taking 
the specific situation into account. One remedy may be that SJT items only include 
response options that are in general effective but only one is effective for the specific SJT 
item. 

Overall, these suggestions are only valuable for practitioners in the medium term 
as further research is needed to examine whether these revised SJTs are valid predictors 
of job performance. In the meantime, I urge practitioners to rely on construct-driven 
SJTs (Guenole et al., 2017; Lievens, 2017b). Although I argued that these tests should 
be modified into SSAs, construct-driven SJTs exist that validly assess personality traits 
(e.g., Mussel et al., 2018; Oostrom et al., 2018). Further research is needed to examine 
the underlying processes on the item level, but psychological processes that contribute 
to the overall test score are relatively well understood. Practitioners may use these SJTs 
as contextualized predictors of job-performance, similar to the frame-of-reference tech-
nique (Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012).  
 

Conclusion 
 

In recent years, the underlying processes of SJTs were subject to debate. While an 
increasing number of studies suggested, against the notion of SJTs as low-fidelity simu-
lations, that these tests reflect context-independent measures (Jackson et al., 2016; 
Krumm et al., 2015; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019), others 
maintained that situational processes are relevant for SJTs (e.g., Brown et al., 2016; Har-
ris et al., 2016). This dissertation took a much-needed closer look at underlying psy-
chological processes of SJTs. Importantly, I considered SJTs in the context of real-life 
person situation processes and other assessment methods that aim to measure these pro-
cesses. Overall, the results were in favor of person-situation interactions as underlying 
processes of SJTs and provided evidence against the relevance of proposed context-in-
dependent constructs (i.e., ITPs). Especially the situation construal, an individual’s per-
ception of situations, helped understanding how test-takers process SJT items. Further-
more, the results suggested that recent evidence that demonstrated negligible effects of 
situation descriptions for SJT responses could be integrated into a perspective of SJTs as 
measures of person-situation processes. That is, test-takers often rely on response op-
tions to construe psychologically relevant situations. However, this dissertation also un-
covered major inconsistencies in the notion of person-situation processes as underlying 
processes of SJTs. For example, key assumptions of Trait Activation Theory were not 
supported in two studies. Several characteristics of SJTs, such as the nature of response 
options, or response instructions and formats, may have contributed to these mixed 
findings. So, the major conclusion of this dissertation is that SJTs are too broad and 
general as a methodological framework to integrate a common understanding of 
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underling psychological processes. Rather, new and theory-driven frameworks are 
needed that build on SJTs but are designed to assess predefined and clear psychological 
processes. As one such methodological framework, I proposed SSA for the assessment 
of psychological states based on situation descriptions. Other framework may concen-
trate on the assessment of procedural job knowledge. Future research must now exam-
ine whether these frameworks do in fact assess their proposed underlying processes. In 
sum, such narrow frameworks may contribute to theory-driven and valid assessments 
of person-situation processes based on situation descriptions. Thereby, these frame-
works may sustain similar advantages than SJTs like economic applications or control 
over sampled situations. 
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Developing a Short-Form Situational Judgment Test to 
Assess Implicit Trait Policies for Agreeableness

Jan-Philipp Freudenstein & Stefan Krumm 
Freie Universität Berlin

 
Implicit Trait Policies (ITPs) are defined as implicit beliefs about the effec-
tiveness of behaviors that express a certain trait. They are typically assessed 
with Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs). However, such tests often lack suf-
ficient psychometric properties. In this study (N = 133), we aimed at devel-
oping a short-form of an SJT to assess ITPs for agreeableness. Results 
showed, that the six-item short-version had superior model fit when com-
pared to the original test while maintaining the same correlation to self-re-
ported personality. Overall, the short-form is suitable for future application. 
Limitations and future research perspectives are discussed.

Implicit Trait Policies (ITPs) are de-
fined as implicit beliefs about the effec-
tiveness of behaviors that express a certain 
trait (Motowidlo et al., 2006; Motowidlo 
& Beier, 2010). For instance, the general 
belief that agreeable behavior is always 
more effective than disagreeable behavior, 
independent of the situational context, 
constitutes an ITP for agreeableness 
(Lievens, 2017; Lievens & Motowidlo, 
2016). Initially, the concept of ITPs was 
used to explain the relation of personality 
and Situational Judgment Test (SJT) 
scores as persons with a higher trait ex-
pression tend to have higher ITPs for that 
same trait (Crook et al., 2011; Kell et al., 
2010; Motowidlo et al., 2006) and will 
thus chose trait-related behavior more of-
ten as a response in SJT items. In fact, sev-
eral studies confirmed an empirical link 
between ITPs and personality (e.g., Mar-
tin-Raugh et al., 2016; Motowidlo et al., 
2006). 

ITPs are closely related to the method of 
SJTs (Lievens, 2017; Lievens & Mo-
towidlo, 2016; Motowidlo et al., 2006, 
2009, 2016). Lievens and Motowidlo 
(2016) argued, that test-takers utilize 
ITPs when responding to Situational 
Judgment Test items. Specifically, when 
individuals lack knowledge for specific 
situations, they fall back to general beliefs 
about the effectiveness of behaviors (i.e., 
ITPs). Indeed, Motowidlo and Beier 
(2010) showed that a scoring key devel-
oped by students without prior job expe-
riences predicted relevant job criteria. 
Within traditional SJTs, ITPs can be op-
erationalized as the relation of a person’s 
effectiveness rating and the degree of trait 
expression of a given response option 
(Lievens, 2017). However, some SJTs 
have been developed in a way that the 
“true” effectiveness and the trait expres-
sion of response options align perfectly 
(i.e., effective response options reflect 
high trait expression and vice 

Correspondence concerning this manuscript should be addressed to Jan-Philipp Freudenstein, 
jpfreudenstein@gmail.com. We are thankful to Stephan J. Motowidlo for providing us with the original 
test version. All data and code are available on the Open Science Framework (osf.io/kax7n) 
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versa; Motowidlo et al., 2009, 2016). 
However, SJTs typically come with insuf-
ficient psychometric properties (Guenole 
et al., 2017). For instance, the construct 
validity of SJTs has recently been de-
scribed as “hot mess” (McDaniel et al., 
2016, p. 47). This methodological short-
coming is even more severe, when the as-
sessment of a novel construct is proposed 
(i.e., ITPs). Thus, this study aims to de-
velop a short and psychometrically sound 
measurement of ITPs for Agreeableness. 
We apply Ant Colony Optimization 
(ACO), a heuristic method, which has 
been demonstrated to be superior in the 
construction of short scales when com-
pared to several other approaches (Olaru 
et al., 2015). The new short scale of ITPs 
for Agreeableness may be fruitful for scru-
tinizing underlying processes of tradi-
tional SJTs.  
 

Methods 
Sample 

An a-priori power analysis (α = .05; 1-
β = .80) with SemPower (Moshagen & 
Erdfelder, 2016) revealed a required sam-
ple size of n = 109 to detect an RMSEA = 
.05. A total of N = 133 (72 female) indi-
viduals took part in the study. All data was 
collected online via the panel provider 
prolific.co. As reimbursement, partici-
pants received £2 for an average time to 
complete of M = 18.76 (SD = 9.88) 
minutes. On average, participants were M 
= 39.67 (SD = 11.64; range: 21-67) years 
old. All participants worked at least part-
time in a job that required frequent con-
tact to co-workers or customers with M = 
36.21 (SD = 9.31) weekly work hours and 
average work experience of M = 19.68 
(SD = 11.99) years. We checked for care-
less responding (Meade & Craig, 2012) by 
asking participants whether we should use 
their data for analyses, checking for zero 

within-person variance in responses, and 
significant Mahalanobis distances (p < 
.001). We excluded no participants for 
data analyses. 
 
Measures 
Implicit Trait Policies  

We applied an SJT that has been devel-
oped to assess ITPs for Agreeableness 
(Motowidlo et al., 2006). This SJT con-
sists of 22 job-related situation descrip-
tions with four response options. Each re-
sponse option reflects either agreeable or 
disagreeable behavior. We asked partici-
pants to rate the effectiveness of each re-
sponse option in the given situation on a 
7-point scale (1 = very ineffective; 7 = very 
effective). We scored the SJT by recoding 
all response options that reflect disagreea-
ble behavior and computing mean scores 
for each situation descriptions. Reliability 
of this test was α = .89 and ω = .90. 
Agreeableness  

We also asked participants for self-re-
port ratings on three pairs of adjective 
markers assessing agreeableness. We used 
those three pairs for which Wood, Nye 
and Saucier (2010) reported the highest 
average convergent correlations to three 
different trait assessments of agreeableness 
(kind-hearted, caring; giving, generous; 
rude, inconsiderate). Participants rated 
each adjective pair on a 7-point rating 
scale with regard to how they see them-
selves at work (1 = very uncharacteristic 
or untypical of me; 7 = very characteristic 
or typical of me). Reliability of this scale 
was α = .73 and ω = .73. 
 
Data Analyses 

We used ACO to develop a valid short 
form of the SJT (Leite et al., 2008; Olaru 
et al., 2015). ACO is a heuristic method 
that optimizes solutions based on defined 
criteria instead of choosing the best out of 
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all possible solutions. ACO is imple-
mented in the mmas function of the R-
package stuart (version 0.7.3; Schultze, 
2019). We constructed a six-item version 
of the SJT by optimizing towards latent 
model fit (i.e., RMSEA and SRMR) and 
composite reliability of the short version. 
In addition, the internal consistency of re-
sponse options within situation descrip-
tions was used as heuristic information for 
the selection of each item. Heuristic in-
formation influences the selection proba-
bility of items independently from the 
quality of a certain solution (Schultze, 
2017). That is, selection probability of an 
SJT scenario was higher with increasing 
internal consistency of response options 
within the same scenario. We determined 
the final solution based on 10 runs of the 
ACO algorithm. All confirmatory factor 
analyses (CFA) were estimated with 
lavaan (version 0.6-3; Rosseel, 2012). 
Due to missing values for two partici-
pants, we applied full information maxi-
mum likelihood estimation (Enders & 
Bandalos, 2001). All data and R code are 
available on the Open Science Frame-
work (https://osf.io/qc8x2/). 

Results 
 

The CFA for the complete SJT with 
22 items did not yield an acceptable fit; 
χ²(209) = 392.58, p < .001; CFI = .80; 
RMSEA = .08; SRMR = .07. Despite the 
good overall reliability (ω = .90), internal 
consistencies for the four response op-
tions to every situation description were 
quite low on average (M = .38; SD = .25). 
Bivariate correlations are depicted in Ta-
ble 1. 

All 10 ACO runs converged to the 
same six-item short version (see Appen-
dix A). This model had an excellent fit; 
χ²(9) = 7.31, p = .605; CFI = 1.00; 
RMSEA = .00; SRMR = .03. The inter-
nal consistency of this short form was 
good but somewhat lower in comparison 
to the original test (ω = .81). Internal con-
sistencies of response options within sin-
gle SJT items were higher when com-
pared to the original version (M = .49; SD 
= .17). A comparison of bivariate correla-
tions to self-report Agreeableness did not 
yield a significant difference between the 
original and short version (z = 1.02, p = 
.309).

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations 

 M (SD) 1. 2. 3. 

1. ITP-SJT 4.83 (0.49) -   

2. ITP-SJT short 4.93 (0.67) .92 -  

3. Agreeableness 5.69 (1.08) .26 .23 - 

Notes. n = 131. ITP = Implicit Trait Policy. SJT = Situational 
Judgment Test.

https://osf.io/qc8x2/
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Discussion 
 

The aim of this study was to develop a 
short measure of ITPs for Agreeableness 
with good psychometric properties. Re-
sults showed that the newly developed 
short version has superior model fit in 
comparison to the complete SJT. Moreo-
ver, the short version retained similar 
properties with regard to the relation to 
self-report Agreeableness and was highly 
correlated with the original version. 
Thus, the short-form is suitable for future 
application as it complies with standards 
required for psychological assessment. 
Overall, results are in line with research 
showing that ACO can be a superior tool 
for the construction of valid psychological 
assessments (Olaru et al., 2015). 

Thus far, advances in research on ITPs 
have been primarily made on a conceptual 
and theoretical level (Lievens & Mo-
towidlo, 2016; Motowidlo & Beier, 
2010). Although ITPs have been pro-
posed as underlying construct of SJTs, lit-
tle evidence about the relation of ITPs 
and SJT performance exists (cf., Mo-
towidlo et al., 2018; Oostrom et al., 
2012). Therefore, future research is 
needed that further dives into scrutinizing 
the relevance of ITPs for SJT perfor-
mance. This research provides a psycho-
metrically sound measure of ITPs for 
Agreeableness that may contribute to this 
undertaking. It was especially required 
when considering the fact that the assess-
ment of ITPs relies on the same method-
ological approach as traditional SJTs, 
which typically has psychometric short-
comings (Guenole et al., 2017; McDaniel 
et al., 2016).  

Nevertheless, this short ITP measure 
should be applied with care. First, the op-
timized short scale was not cross-vali-
dated on a second sample. Sampling error 

and context effects of items that were not 
selected for the short scale could affect the 
suitability of the derived solution. Future 
research should pay close attention to the 
model fit of the short scale. Second, con-
struct validity of the SJT was not assessed. 
Although we assessed self-reported 
Agreeableness, we did not measure ITPs 
for Agreeableness with different tests. 
Thus, the derived short scale can only be 
understood as psychometrically superior 
version of the original test. Further re-
search is needed to assess the construct va-
lidity of this short version and ITPs in 
general, especially since research on ITPs 
lacks such studies (cf., Motowidlo et al., 
2018). 
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Appendix 

Situational Judgment Test Items 

Instruction 
This questionnaire asks for your opinions about how to deal with people at work.  It 
contains descriptions of some awkward or difficult interpersonal situations that might 
happen in large work organizations and alternative actions that a person could take to 
deal with them. It asks you how effective the actions are for dealing with each situation. 

Each interpersonal situation described in this questionnaire has four action alternatives 
listed directly below it.  Please write a number from 1 to 7 on the lines next to the ac-
tion alternatives to show how effective you think they are, where... 

 
7 = very effective  4 = neither effective  3 = slightly ineffective 
6 = somewhat effective       nor ineffective  2 = somewhat ineffective 
5 = slightly effective      1 = very ineffective 

Item Situation Description Response Options 

1 Your recently appointed superior 
has had many disagreements with 
you and your colleagues, and usu-
ally supports her position by indi-
cating that her view is “how 
things were done” in her previous 
job environment. In a meeting 
with you and your team, after you 
propose a way to solve a proce-
dural problem, she said, “no, 
we’ll do it the way I’ve always 
done it”. You should…   

(a) tell her that in this case her sugges-
tions are simply wrong. (-) 

(b) meet with her privately and ex-
plain that you feel she is not ac-
cepting any input from the team 
and this is hurting morale. (+) 

(c) tell her that you will be looking for 
a new assignment if this is the way 
you will be working together. (-) 

(d) meet with her privately and ex-
plain the effect she is having on 
you and the entire team. (+) 

4 You and your colleague, who is 
at the same level in the organiza-
tion, “share” the same clerk. One 
day the clerk takes you aside and 
tells you that your colleague told 
her that his requests should take 
priority over yours. You should... 

(a) meet with your colleague to dis-
cuss the situation and suggest set-
ting up a schedule for the clerk so 
you can coordinate your tasks 
more efficiently. (+) 

(b) ask your colleague if he is working 
on a special project, deadline, or is 
planning to be away so that you 
can find a compromise that would 
suit you both. (+) 

(c) tell the clerk to ignore the com-
ment made by your colleague and 
to treat both of your requests 
equally. (-) 

(d) get a written statement from your 
manager of what the clerk’s priori-
ties are and show it to your col-
league. (-) 
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Appendix (continued) 

11 You suspect that your manager 
has been taking credit for docu-
ments that you have prepared and 
ideas that you have generated. 
One afternoon you notice him at-
taching his business card to a 
presentation that you prepared. 
You should… 

(a) speak with your manager and tell 
him that the lack of recognition 
makes you feel unmotivated at 
work. (+) 

(b) tell your manger that you think his 
behavior is unethical and that you 
will be filing a complaint. (-) 

(c) tell your manager how much work 
you put into the presentation and 
that you would appreciate the 
recognition for it. (+) 

(d) tell your manager that if he doesn’t 
stop attaching his business cards to 
your presentations, you will have 
no alternative but to report his ac-
tions. (-) 

13 You are the newest member of a 
project team and you are at your 
first team meeting. You have just 
started presenting what you think 
is a good idea when you are inter-
rupted by another member who 
tells you that, because you are so 
new and inexperienced, you 
should sit back quietly and learn. 
You should… 

(a) tell the individual that the group, 
not one person, should judge the 
merit of your idea. (-) 

(b) speak privately with the individual 
after the meeting about how their 
comments made you feel. (+) 

(c) acknowledge that you are new and 
ask the entire group to listen to you 
as an equal member of the team. 
(+) 

(d) tell the individual privately that 
you expect an apology in front of 
the other team members at the next 
meeting. (-) 

20 You are in charge of a meeting 
with six people from other de-
partments.  One of them has a 
very blunt way of announcing 
that something that was said is 
stupid or that somebody’s idea 
just won’t work.  By the time the 
meeting is half over, he has done 
this twice in connection with re-
marks made by two different par-
ticipants.  The meeting is sched-
uled to continue for another thirty 
minutes. You should… 

(a) during a break or after the meeting, 
explain to him that you appreciate 
his point of view, but that his com-
ments are hurting the other 
coworkers. (+) 

(b) during the meeting, tell him to 
keep his rude comments to himself 
or he won’t have a job anymore. (-) 

(c) during a break or after the meeting, 
tell him that his comments were 
hurting group participation, and 
ask him to phrase his criticisms 
differently. (+) 

(d) during the meeting, ask him to 
leave the meeting. (-) 
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Appendix (continued) 

21 You have recently been promoted 
to a management job. On the sec-
ond day in your new position, one 
of your new subordinate team 
members comes into your office 
and tells you she thinks she 
should have been promoted to 
your position instead of you be-
cause she has more seniority and 
technical experience. You 
should... 

(a) listen to her concerns, letting her 
know that her experience is valued 
and where possible you would like 
to help with her career develop-
ment. (+) 

(b) acknowledge her technical experi-
ence and affirm her value to the 
team. (+) 

(c) explain to her that you are not re-
sponsible for the selection process 
and that she should be taking her 
concerns to the appropriate people 
elsewhere. (-) 

(d) tell her that you went through the 
proper channels to get the promo-
tion and that despite her frustration 
she should treat you as her supervi-
sor. (-) 

Notes. Scoring instructions in parentheses. + Response rating is included in the sum 
score. – Reverse-coded response rating is included in the sum score. These items can 
be applied for research purposes by citing this manuscript and Motowidlo et al. (2006). 
Stephan J. Motowidlo holds the copyright on all items.  
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English Translation of the Teamwork Situational Judgment Test (SJT-TW) 
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Freudenstein, J.-P., Remmert, N., Reznik, N., & Krumm, S. (2020). English translation 

of the teamwork situational judgment test (SJT-TW) [Manuscript submitted for publica-

tion to Zusammenstellung sozialwissenschaftlicher Items und Skalen (ZIS)]. 
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1 Overview 
 
Abstract 
The Teamwork Situational Judgment Test (SJT-TW; Gatzka & Volmer, 2017) consists of 12 

situation descriptions with four response options and assesses individual teamwork effective-

ness. So far, only a German version of this test exists. To translate the SJT-TW to English, we 

utilized the TRAPD procedure (Harkness, 2003). TRAPD is an acronym for several steps 

needed to produce high-quality translations of questionnaires, namely translation, review, ad-

judication, pretesting and documentation. Results from a pilot study provide preliminary evi-

dence for item and test score properties of the translated test when compared to the original 

German version. 

 

Keywords 
Title: English Translation of the SJT-TW 

Author: Freudenstein, Remmert, Reznik & Krumm 

In ZIS since: 2020 

Number of Items: 12 

Reliability: Cronbach’s alpha = .52  

Validity: no validity evidence for the translated version 

Construct: teamwork effectiveness 

Catchwords: teamwork, team spirit, SJT 

Language Documentation: English 

Language Items: English 

URL Data Archive: https://osf.io/zgank/ 

Item(s) used in Representative Survey: no 

Status of Development: tried 

Survey Mode: paper-pencil, CASI 

Duration: 10 minutes 

  

https://osf.io/zgank/
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2 Instrument 
 
Please note that the scoring key may be requested by sending the signed Data Use Agreement 

to zis@gesis.org or the original test authors (Thomas Gatzka and Judith Volmer; see Scoring 

Key Authorization). The following instruction describes how the test was applied in this study. 

In contrast to the German test version, we only asked participants to pick the best out of four 

response options. The German version additionally asks for the worst response option. We 

chose this shortened instruction to reduce the test duration in an initial pilot study. The com-

plete instruction is presented within square brackets and in grey font colour. 

 
Instruction 
Below, 12 situations are described as they may occur in the occupational daily routine of teams 

or working groups. For each situation, four different behavioural options are presented. 

 

Please pick the most [and least] suitable behaviour for each situation.  

 

For some situations, it may be difficult for you to decide as certain details are not specified, 

you did not experience a similar situation before, or you consider some options very similar. 

However, please choose the alternatives that you generally take for the best [and worst] solu-

tion. 

 

Please always select the best [and the worst] option for each situation. [Please do not indicate 

the same answer as the best and worst solution.] 

Please do not skip any situation. 

 
Example 
 

Your team has a task that is fundamentally different to previous tasks and covers completely 

new aspects. In addition, it is very likely that aspects of the task will change in the medium 

term. 

 

What should your team do [and not do] in such a situation? 

 

a) Some members of the team do not assist with the task to stay flexible.  ( X ) 

b) All aspects of the tasks are assigned to several competent members of the team.  (    ) 

c) The team asks a supervisor to assign task aspects.  (    ) 

d) Task aspects are assigned as needed in regular meetings.  (    )  

mailto:zis@gesis.org
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Items 
Table 1 

Items of the English Version of the SJT-TW 

Situa-
tion Items Given Answers 

1 You are temporarily sub-
jected to personal stress that 
also affects your occupa-
tional activity. A briefly ac-
quainted colleague asks you 
about the reason for your de-
cline in performance and of-
fers help with your task. 

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You confirm an increase in personal stress 

and accept the help. 
(b) You do not mention your personal prob-

lems, but accept the help. 
(c) You explain your specific situation and ask 

for help with your task. 
(d) You thank your colleague for the feedback 

but politely decline the offer. 

2 Your team has clearly allo-
cated all areas of responsibil-
ity. However, you incidentally 
notice that some team mem-
bers in another area are 
challenged by a task that you 
have experience in. 

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You tell your colleagues about your experi-

ence and offer advisory support. 
(b) You mention your expertise and offer active 

support. 
(c) You ask whether your experience or advice 

is desired and if so, when. 
(d) Your respect your colleagues’ responsibili-

ties and stay out of it. 

3 Your team has made a lot of 
progress working on a com-
plex task when some unfore-
seen developments occur. 
Therefore, your tediously 
achieved results are no 
longer completely up to date.  

What should your team do and not do in such a sit-
uation? 

(a) Slight shortcomings will be tolerated due to 
the advanced progress of the work. 

(b) The team asks the customer or superior for 
their assessment of the situation. 

(c) Team members immediately discuss possi-
ble consequences in a meeting. 

(d) Changes are retrospectively implemented 
through intensive additional work. 

4 You notice a sudden but con-
tinuous decrease in perfor-
mance in one of your team 
members, whom you have 
experienced as competent 
and reliable. Other sources 
report that this colleague cur-
rently has some personal 
problems. 

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You and the other team members discuss 

how to support this colleague. 
(b) You respect your colleague’s privacy and do 

not get involved in private matters. 
(c) You help your colleague without asking ques-

tions. 
(d) You ask your colleague if they want to talk 

about their problems. 
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Table 1 (continued) 

5 Some of your colleagues 
discuss various aspects of 
a team task during a meet-
ing. Your area of responsi-
bility is not the focus of their 
discussion, which is why 
you hold back and refrain 
from partaking in it. 

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You mentally prepare the discussion points 

that you wanted to address. 
(b) You use the opportunity to broaden your 

knowledge about other parts of the task. 
(c) You carefully steer the conversation towards 

a more familiar topic that you can engage in. 
(d) You attentively look for information that could 

be important for your area of responsibility. 

6 You are transferred to an 
already existing team. Dur-
ing a brief introduction, your 
contact person tells you 
that all team members have 
their own area of responsi-
bility. Without providing any 
further details, your contact 
person instructs you on 
your own area of responsi-
bility. 

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You limit your questions to your area of re-

sponsibility, as nothing else should concern 
you. 

(b) You hold back your curiosity and carefully lis-
ten to your contact person’s explanations. 

(c) You decide to become familiar with the other 
areas of responsibility on your own after the 
conversation. 

(d) You ask for the basic workflows and interde-
pendencies in the team. 

7 You have to inform another 
team member about a com-
plex issue from your area of 
responsibility. It is of utmost 
importance for your team’s 
success that the other per-
son takes note of your con-
cern and that no uncertain-
ties are left.  

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You prepare a timesaving summary that you 

personally deliver. 
(b) You send a detailed report and ask for an 

acknowledgement of receipt. 
(c) You arrange a personal meeting with the 

other team member. 
(d) You send a message and explicitly request 

the other team member to contact you if any 
uncertainties are left. 

8 You incidentally notice that 
another team member 
struggles to finish their 
work on time. You have al-
ready completed your 
tasks. However, you want 
to double check your work 
and, if necessary, improve 
some details before the 
deadline.  

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You ask the team member in a confidential 

conversation whether they need help.  
(b) You contain yourself because you do not 

want the team member to appear incompe-
tent. 

(c) You carefully address your observation in the 
next team meeting. 

(d) You finish your own tasks first before offering 
your help. 
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Table 1 (continued) 

9 Together with your team 
members, you are setting 
objectives for each member 
for an upcoming task. 

What should your team do and not do in such a situa-
tion? 

(a) The team sets objectives that are positive, 
clearly defined and easily verifiable. 

(b) The team sets objectives that are specific, 
challenging and agreed upon by the whole 
team. 

(c) The team sets objectives that are moderately 
difficult and comprehensible to the whole 
team. 

(d) The team sets objectives that are easily at-
tainable, open and flexible concerning time 
management. 

10 You are working on a task 
that is mainly in your area 
of responsibility. When you 
present your intended pro-
cedure during a meeting, 
some team members from 
other areas speak up and 
add suggestions for 
changes and adaptations. 

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You take note of suggestions and discuss 

them with everyone involved. 
(b) You reflect on what changes might be sensi-

ble and ask for details. 
(c) You politely point out that you have a better 

overview of the task due to your expertise. 
(d) You try to include as many of the suggested 

changes as possible in your plan. 

11 Due to external circum-
stances, your team was un-
able to finish an important 
task on time. Since every 
team member has given 
their very best, there is con-
siderable disappointment. 
When a new task comes 
up, you notice that low mo-
rale and poor motivation 
are impairing the team.  

What should you do and not do in such a situation? 
(a) You remind your team of past successes to 

spark new motivation. 
(b) You address your concerns in front of the 

whole team and encourage a discussion. 
(c) You ask for a team meeting to put the failure 

behind you. 
(d) You give the other team members the time to 

regain their motivation. 

12 Together with your team 
members, you are planning 
how to tackle an upcoming 
task. The team’s success in 
mastering this challenge de-
pends on several factors, 
some of which are difficult to 
predict. 

What should your team do and not do in such a sit-
uation? 

(a) The team discusses all possible develop-
ments in advance and works out a strategy 
for each of them. 

(b) The planning proceeds in small steps in or-
der to allow quick adaptations. 

(c) The team waits with further planning until 
all uncertainties are eliminated. 

(d) The team focuses especially on currently 
available facts for the planning. 
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Response specifications 
The answers are given in a forced-choice format. The best and the worst solution has to 

be identified. The respondent’s task is to indicate how they (or the entire team) should 

behave.  

A computer-assisted format usually forces test-takers to give two responses. However, in 

a paper-pencil format, this may not be obvious to test-takers. Thus, the following sen-

tence should be included in the test instruction subsequent to the sentence “Please al-

ways select the best and the worst option for each situation”: 

“Please select exactly two response options for each situation. Mark (+) for the best solu-

tion and (-) for the worst solution.” 

 

Scoring 
For each scenario there is a predefined best and worst solution, which can be taken from 

the scoring key. The scoring key may be requested by sending the signed Data Use Agree-

ment to zis@gesis.org or the original test authors (Thomas Gatzka and Judith Volmer; see 

Scoring Key Authorization). If test-takers correctly choose the best solution, the response 

is coded as “1”. If test-takers correctly choose the worst solution, the response is also 

coded as “1”. If test-takers select the best solution as their worst solution or vice versa, the 

responses are scored as “-1”. All remaining responses are scored as “0”. Values are added 

up for each scenario. Thus, each scenario can have values from -2 to +2. To obtain a 

score for the total test, values across scenarios are added up to an unweighted sum score. 

Test scores may also be obtained separately for best and worst responses across scenar-

ios. 

 

Adequate methods may be applied to deal with missing values (i.e., multiple imputation; 

full information maximum likelihood). 

 

Application field 
This test should be applied to assess knowledge about teamwork effectiveness in re-

search settings (given the lack of validity evidence for the translated version of the test, 

we do not encourage its use beyond research settings). This test can be applied inde-

pendently from actual teams or team tasks. For instance, the original development study 

(Gatzka & Volmer, 2017) validated this test with a student sample as well as a sample of 

employees. It may be particularly useful for teamwork research (see Gatzka & Volmer, 

2017). The test may be applied in a computer-assisted or a paper-pencil self-adminis-

tered questionnaire format. On average, participants took 6.57 minutes (SD = 1.63) to 

complete the test with the shortened instruction. Hence, participation will take 

mailto:zis@gesis.org
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approximately 10 minutes if test-takers are asked to pick both the best and worst re-

sponse options.  

 
3 Theory 
 
The reported test is a translation of the German Situational Judgment Test for Teamwork 

(SJT-TW; Gatzka & Volmer, 2017). SJTs are popular tools in personnel selection and are 

traditionally defined as low-fidelity simulations (Motowidlo et al., 1990). Most SJTs consist 

of written situation descriptions and several behavioural response options of which test-

takers chose the most similar to how they should or would behave in the given situation 

(McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). As such, they sample knowledge about effective behaviours 

in relevant situations for work-related criteria (Motowidlo et al., 1990; Weekley et al., 2015). 

Meta-analyses confirmed the predictive power of SJTs for job performance criteria (Chris-

tian et al., 2010; McDaniel et al., 2001, 2007). 

Effective teamwork can be best described as a set of various behaviours rather than a 

single, narrow construct (Salas et al., 2005; Rousseau et al., 2006). Accordingly, Gatzka 

and Volmer (2017) identified SJTs as suitable tool for the assessment of teamwork effec-

tiveness. These authors demonstrated that the SJT-TW correlated with measures of team-

work skills and even predicted supervisor-rated contextual and teamwork performance. 

Overall, the original version of the test was well in line with contemporary conceptualiza-

tions of teamwork effectiveness and thus a valuable tool for teamwork research and per-

sonnel selection (Gatzka & Vollmer, 2017). 

Beyond the intended use of the SJT-TW for teamwork research, the test may be useful for 

research on the underlying psychological processes of SJTs. Despite the well-established 

criterion-related validity of SJTs, it remains unclear why SJTs work as assessment meth-

ods (e.g., Freudenstein et al., 2020; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; McDaniel et al., 2016; 

Schäpers et al., 2019). For instance, the role of situations for test-takers’ responses to SJT 

items is subject to debate. Some argue in favour of processes that are similar to those 

underlying behaviour in real-life situation, while others advocate context-independent con-

structs (e.g., Freudenstein et al., 2020; Lievens & Motowidlo, 2016; Schäpers et al., 2019). 

However, the number of SJTs that are available to research is limited. Thus, an English 

translation of the SJT-TW would further enable research about underlying processes of 

SJTs. 

 
4 Scale development 
 
Item generation and translation 
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Gatzka and Volmer (2017) integrated results from two reviews on teamwork to develop a 

working model and to identify core elements of team effectiveness (Salas et al., 2005; 

Rousseau et al., 2006). Furthermore, they considered two models that have already been 

implemented in test procedures (O'Neil, Jr., et al., 1997; Stevens & Campion, 1994) as 

well as further reviews on team processes and team efficacy (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006; 

Marks et al., 2001; Mathieu et al., 2008). The working model consisted of 30 behaviours 

particularly relevant for teamwork success. 

Gatzka and Vollmer (2017) used these behaviours to develop a Situational Judgment Test. 

Their final test consists of 12 hypothetical situations or scenarios that reflect a problem 

concerning teamwork and four behavioural response options for each situation. Test-tak-

ers are asked to indicate the best and worst solution for each situation. The SJT showed 

substantial correlations with related constructs and job-related criteria. 

To translate the SJT-TW to English, we utilized the TRAPD procedure (Harkness, 2003). 

TRAPD is an acronym for several steps needed to produce high-quality translations of 

questionnaires, namely translation, review, adjudication, pretesting and documentation. 

We created two independent translations of the SJT-TW. The overall aim was to retain as 

much original item content and structure as possible. Both translators were fluent in spo-

ken and written English and had expertise in SJT research. However, both translators were 

neither native speakers nor professional translators. The first author reviewed both trans-

lations and merged them into a single version. Afterwards the translators revised this ver-

sion with regard to word flow and completeness of the original item content. Two inde-

pendent native speakers then additionally reviewed this revised test version. All changes 

were adopted accordingly. Next, a senior researcher with high expertise in psychological 

assessment and SJT research made final changes to the translation. 

We additionally pilot-tested the translated SJT with a small sample to gauge whether test-

takers understood all items and to inspect preliminary response patterns. We instructed 

participants to pick the response options that best resembles what they should do in each 

of the 12 scenarios. To reduce the duration to participate, we did not instruct participants 

to pick the response option that resembles the worst solution. This is contrary to the origi-

nal test format. We scored responses with “1” if they reflected the most effective response, 

with “-1” if they reflected the most ineffective response, and all remaining responses with 

“0”. Please note that interpretations of these results are only preliminary and should be 

made with caution due to the small sample size. Data was analysed with R (version 3.6.1; 

R Core Team, 2019) and the R package psych (version 1.8.12; Revelle, 2018). 

 

Sample 
Data for the English version of the SJT-TW was collected in 2019 from the following 
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convenience sample from the United States: N = 20 native speakers (American English) 

from Amazon MTurk; sex: = 40% female; age: M [min; max] = 35.25 [25; 53], SD = 9.21. 

Most participants (75%) were gainfully employed during the time of data collection. Partic-

ipants had either an undergraduate (45%) or graduate degree (20%) or received voca-

tional training (5%). The remaining 30% of the sample graduated high school. Test-takers 

received $1 for participation. No a-priori power analysis was conducted, as this was a pilot 

study. No missing values occurred.  

 

Item analyses 
Table 2 presents item parameters for the 12 SJT items. Item distributions were somewhat 

similar to those of the German version (Gatzka & Volmer, 2017). The range of item total 

correlations was also comparable between the German and the English version of the 

SJT-TW, with a slightly higher mean of item-total correlations for the English version (rit = 

.22 vs. .17). The internal consistency of SJTs is typically low (Catano et al., 2012; Kasten 

& Freund, 2016). Thus, small item-total correlations were to be expected. However, item 

11 showed a negative item-total correlation. This may be due to the small sample size of 

this pilot study. Nevertheless, if a negative item-total correlation persists in future applica-

tions, this item should be excluded from further analyses.  

The reported item-total correlations presume a single factor structure of the SJTs. This is 

in line with recommendations by Gatzka and Volmer (2017). However, these authors also 

proposed a two-factor structure of the SJT-TW (Factor 1: Items 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 12; 

Factor 2: Items 1, 4, 8, 11). Gatzka and Volmer (2017) argued that this factor structure can 

only be interpreted as preliminary evidence due to the small number of items and low 

internal consistencies of the two factors. They concluded that only a total test score should 

be calculated. An investigation of the factor structure of the translated SJT-TW was not 

sensible due to the small sample size of N = 20. 
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Table 2 

Means, Standard Deviations, Skew, Kurtosis and Item-Total-Correlations of the Manifest 

Items  

 M SD Skew Kurtosis rit 

Item 1 0.70 0.47 -0.81 -1.41 0.43 

Item 2 0.00 0.65 0.00 -0.74 0.39 

Item 3 0.25 0.55 0.11 -0.60 0.04 

Item 4 -0.20 0.41 -1.39 -0.07 0.13 

Item 5 0.40 0.60 -0.34 -0.95 0.49 

Item 6 0.40 0.50 0.38 -1.95 0.25 

Item 7 0.25 0.91 -0.47 -1.68 -0.02 

Item 8 0.20 0.70 -0.25 -1.06 0.38 

Item 9 0.25 0.72 -0.36 -1.12 0.11 

Item10 0.15 0.67 -0.15 -0.93 0.32 

Item 11 0.25 0.44 1.07 -0.89 -0.22 

Item 12 0.15 0.75 -0.22 -1.27 0.29 
Note. Scale ranging from -1 to 1 as test-takers only were asked to pick the best response 

option, N = 20. 

 

5 Quality criteria 
 
Objectivity 
The English translation of the SJT-TW is a standardised psychological instrument like the 

German original SJT-TW. Each test-taker receives the same instruction, items and re-

sponse options. The answers are evaluated by means of a solution key. Hence, objectivity 

of application and evaluation is assured. Due to the ambiguous factor structure of the SJT-

TW, test scores should be interpreted with care. Rather than allocating psychological 

meaning to tests scores, sum scores of the SJT-TW should be interpreted as indicators 

that correlate with various constructs such as job performance and team skills. This is not 

unique to this specific test but rather representative for most SJTs (see McDaniel et al., 

2016). 

Reliability 
The reliability of the scale was determined by internal consistency estimator Cronbach’s 

alpha. Coefficient alpha of the 12 SJT items was α = .52. Although this internal consistency 

is insufficient, it is similar to the sample of employees in the original validation study (α 

=.44; Gatzka & Volmer, 2017). Moreover, the internal consistency of the SJT-TW is in line 
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with meta-analyses on the internal consistency of SJTs (Catano et al., 2012; Kasten & 

Freund, 2016). These low values generally reflect the ambiguous factor structure of SJTs. 

Validity 
Based on results from this very small sample, we tentatively conclude that the overall scale 

worked very similar to the German version and did not cause any major inconsistencies. 

Still, a proper validation study is needed before using the English SJT-TW beyond re-

search settings. We consider the current version as a research version, which should not 

be used in high stakes settings. 

Descriptive statistics (scaling) 
The test sum score had a mean of 2.80 (SD = 3.02) with a skewness of -1.04 and a kurtosis 

of 0.37. Thus, participants chose on average more correct than incorrect response options 

This result is in line with the German test version (Gatzka & Volmer, 2017).  

Further quality criteria 
The test processing takes about 10 minutes, which indicates that the test is a very eco-

nomical instrument. Research also suggests that SJTs are less susceptible to faking be-

haviour, especially when compared to personality self-reports (Kasten et al., 2018). 

 
6 Literature and data sources 
 
Further literature  
Gatzka, T., & Volmer, J. (2017). Situational Judgment Test für Teamarbeit (SJT-TA). In 

Zusammenstellung sozialwissenschaftlicher Items und Skalen. 

https://doi.org/10.6102/zis249 
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Effects of Situation Descriptions on the Construct-Related Validity of  
Construct-Driven Situational Judgment Tests  
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Table S1 
Data Analyses Study 1 

Data Clean-

ing 

We excluded careless responders (see Meade & Craig, 2012) based on 
zero within-person variance in responses (n = 1) and the 95% quantile 
of Mahalanobis distances across all variables (n = 12). Mahalanobis 
distances describe the multivariate distance between an individual’s 
responses to all variables and the sample mean of the multivariate dis-
tribution. Thus, they indicate the extent to which a person deviates 
from the multivariate normal distribution. As such, Mahalanobis dis-
tances are suitable for the detecting careless responders (Meade & 
Craig, 2012). We additionally asked participants whether we should 
use their data for analyses and excluded participants who indicated 
that they did not understand the survey or did not pay attention (n = 
8). 

Data Anal-

yses 

We constructed a valid short version of the self-consciousness SJT 
with Ant Colony Optimization (Leite, Huang, & Marcoulides, 2008; 
Olaru, Witthöft, & Wilhelm, 2015) based on the original validation 
sample (Mussel Gatzka & Hewig, 2018). Ant Colony Optimization is 
a heuristic algorithm method that can be used for short scale construc-
tion. We used fit indices from confirmatory factor analysis to obtain a 
valid short version. Importantly, Ant Colony Optimization has been 
demonstrated to yield superior results compared to other methods of 
short scale construction (Olaru et al., 2015). However, as our research 
questions do not relate to scale construction and the psychometric 
properties of SJTs are only of secondary interest for this study, we do 
not provide a detailed description of the specific methodology used. 
For in depth information on Ant Colony Optimization for short scale 
construction, please see Leite et al. (2008) and Olaru et al. (2015). 
We checked whether the S8* and the S8-I represented the same con-
structs. For this purpose, we compared the manifest correlations for all 
SJT items’ situation characteristics of both measures. This was done 
by restraining all correlation coefficients in a path model and testing 
for differences against the baseline model. For 22 out of 23 SJT items, 
∆χ²-tests revealed no significant differences in intercorrelations be-
tween the S8* and S8-I (α = .05/23) We computed pooled within-
group correlations of the DIAMONDS. 
Since SJTs are usually not designed to ensure the test items’ homoge-
neity in terms of perceived situation characteristics, we did not expect 
items within the same SJT to elicit a homogeneous set of perceived 
situation characteristics. Therefore, our analyses focused on individual 
items rather than the aggregated SJT test scores. To estimate the over-
all effect of perceived situation characteristics on SJT performance 
across all SJT items, we utilized mixed-effect models for ordered 
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dependent variables with crossed random effects for SJT items and 
subjects (Baayen, Davidson, & Bates, 2008; Tutz & Hennevogl, 
1996). This procedure makes it possible to assess the overall relation 
between perceived situation characteristics and SJT item performance 
(fixed effects) and to simultaneously account for unique variance in 
SJT performance (random intercepts) and perceived situation charac-
teristics (random slopes) due to subjects and SJT items (Baayen et al., 
2008; Tutz & Hennevogl, 1996). Ordered logistic link models (also 
referred to as proportional odds models) have the advantage of ade-
quately treating ordered dependent variables with more than two lev-
els as categorical (Brant, 1990; Christensen, 2018). Simplified, they 
can be understood as set of k – 1 logistic regressions for k ordered cat-
egories with summary estimates based on cumulative distribution 
probabilities (Brant, 1990). Specifically, the Situational Eight DIA-
MONDS served as fixed predictors of SJT item responses. We further 
allowed different regressions weights for perceived situation charac-
teristics within each SJT item (random slopes). We scaled perceived 
situation characteristics within persons and further included the grand 
mean centered average of each of the DIAMONDS across all SJT 
items as a predictor on the person level (Enders & Tofighi, 2007; see 
also Sherman, Rauthmann, Brown, Serfass, & Jones, 2015). This 
Level 2 predictor controls for general person effects that are neither 
due to situations nor person × situation interactions (i.e., the tendency to perceive 
all SJT items in the same manner, independent of the specific situa-
tion). The significance of effects was evaluated with Likelihood-ratio 
tests and the Horowitz adjustment of McFadden’s pseudo R²McF/H 
(Hemmert, Schons, Wieseke, & Schimmelpfennig, 2016; Horowitz, 
1982). Pseudo R² represents improvement in model fit rather than ex-
plained variance in the dependent variable (Hemmert et al., 2016). 
Pseudo R² values tend to be smaller than R² values in linear regression 
analyses (McFadden, 1979). Hox (2010) suggests that random effects 
models adequately deal with missing data as they incorporate full in-
formation into the analysis (see also Hedeker & Gibbons, 1997; 
Snijders, 1996). 
All data and R code are available on the Open Science Framework 
(osf.io/6kd9h). 

R Packages 
Gtheory (version 0.1.2; Moore, 2016) 
ordinal (version 2015.6-28; Christensen, 2018) 
psych (version 1.8.12; Revelle, 2018) 
userfriendlyscience (version 0.7.2; Peters, 2018) 

https://osf.io/6kd9h/
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Table S2 
Data Analyses Study 2 

Data Cleaning 

We excluded careless responders (see Meade & Craig, 2012) based 
on zero within-person variance in responses (n = 2), the 95% quan-
tile of Mahalanobis distances across all variables (n = 40), and indi-
vidual statements on whether participants recommended using their 
data for analysis (n = 14). 

Data Analyses 

The results of Study 1 demonstrated that the relevance of perceived 
situation characteristics for SJT responses varied considerably across 
SJT items. Thus, our analyses focused on the item level. We con-
ducted multi-group regression analyses for each SJT item. All partic-
ipants who completed the SJT item of interest and the corresponding 
rating of the perceived situation characteristics were included in the 
analysis. In a preliminary step, we computed baseline models for 
which SJT item response served as the dependent variable and the 
residualized DIAMONDS as eight predictor variables. Residual 
scores were calculated by regressing the DIAMONDS on the grand 
mean-centered averages of the DIAMONDS across SJT items. This 
was done to control for the general tendencies in individuals’ per-
ceived situation characteristics and to retain model simplicity  

(Wurm & Fisicaro, 2014). Next, all coefficients were freely esti-
mated for all three groups. Due to the categorical nature of the de-
pendent variable, we applied the WLSMV estimator (DiStefano & 
Morgan, 2014). Then, we constrained all regression coefficients 
across groups to equality and tested this model against the baseline 
model via scaled χ²-difference tests (Satorra, 2000). If this con-
strained model had significantly worse fit, we compared regression 
weights between two groups only in a stepwise manner (i.e., com-
parison of regression weights between Groups 1 and 2, Groups 1 and 
3, and Groups 2 and 3). Overall, model fit was evaluated based on 
scaled χ²-difference tests against the null model and R². Similar to 
Study 1, R² for categorical data computed in lavaan cannot be under-
stood as explained variance. 
To compute profile correlations between expert ratings of the DIA-
MONDS and the average situation characteristics of participants. For 
all mediation models, we calculated bootstrapped 95% CIs for indi-
rect and total effects. 
All data and R code are available on the Open Science Framework 
(osf.io/6kd9h). 

R Packages 
lavaan (version 0.5-23.1097; Rosseel, 2012) 
multicon (version 1.6; Sherman, 2015) 
psych (version 1.8.12; Revelle, 2018) 

 

https://osf.io/6kd9h/
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Table S3 
Data Analyses Study 3 

Data Clean-

ing 

We excluded careless responders (see Meade & Craig, 2012) based on 
the 95% quantile of Mahalanobis distances across all variables (n = 
15) and individual statements on whether participants recommended 
using their data for analysis (n = 2). We further excluded one partici-
pant who failed to respond honestly to two bogus items (Anderson, 
Warner, & Spencer, 1984; Levashina, Morgeson, & Campion, 2009; 
Meade & Craig, 2012). 

Data Analyses 

We applied path model analyses for each SJT item to simultaneously 
test the predictive validity on multiple criteria. Similar to Study 2, all 
analyses were based on single SJT items. We applied a full infor-
mation maximum likelihood estimator (FIML) to appropriately deal 
with the missing values in the peer-rated criteria (Enders & Bandalos, 
2001). Analyses for single SJT items were necessary as Hypothesis 3 
specifies cross-level interactions. Thus, multilevel analysis was not 
appropriate due to the number of SJT items (see Hox, 2010). We first 
tested the relation between SJT performance and the criteria and sub-
sequently included perceived situation characteristics. We compared 
the two models based on R². Here, R² reflects explained variance due 
to the continuous nature of the dependent variables. We again used re-
sidual scores for the perceived situation characteristics to control for 
individual’s general tendency to perceive multiple SJT items equally. 
For all mediation models, we calculated bootstrapped 95% CIs for in-
direct and total effects. 
All data and R code are available on the Open Science Framework 
(osf.io/6kd9h). 

R Packages 
lavaan (version 0.5-23.1097; Rosseel, 2012) 
psych (version 1.8.12; Revelle, 2018) 
userfriendlyscience (version 0.7.2; Peters, 2018) 

https://osf.io/6kd9h/
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Sample SJT Items (scoring weights in parentheses) 

Personal Initiative SJT (description-independent item; Bledow & Frese, 2009) 

Due to a conflict among your colleagues, the climate in your department is rather tense. 

You are not involved in the conflict. However, you feel disturbed in your work. The attempt 

of one of your colleagues to reconcile the conflict was not appreciated. What would you 

do? 

least likely most likely 

A. I try not to take sides and ask my colleagues to be considerate of other coworkers. 

(-1) 

B. I take charge of mediating among my colleagues even if they react negatively in 

the beginning. (0) 

C. I stay calm and do not let myself be bothered by the conflict. (1) 

D. I ask my supervisor to take action. (0) 

 
Self-Consciousness SJT (Mussel et al., 2016) 

You are attending a public lecture together with approximately 100 other listeners. You 

find the talk very interesting and are keen on asking a question. What would you do? 

A. I do not ask the question, because I feel inconvenient talking in front of so many 

people. (1) 

B. If at all, I ask my question after the lecture, in case I meet the speaker alone. (1) 

C. I ask my question as soon as I am sure that others will also ask questions. (0) 

D. I ask my question as soon as the speaker briefly pauses between two sentences. (0) 

 
Academic Achievement SJT (Ployhart & Ehrhart, 2003) 

It's your birthday, and your friends want to take you out tonight to celebrate. Unfortunately, 

you have an exam tomorrow morning at 9 AM that you haven't studied for yet. 

A. Go out with your friends and stay up the rest of the night studying. (0) 

B. Go out with your friends and don't worry about studying. (-1)  

C. Re-schedule with your friends so you can stay home and study. (1) 

D. Go out with your friends, but leave early so you can come home to study. (0)  
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Facebook SJT (description-independent item; Schäpers, Lievens, et al., 2019) 

You are on vacation with your friends. In your vacation home, you all use the same laptop. 

One day you browse your Facebook account but you forget to log out afterwards. Subse-

quently, your friends are having fun to comment and like posts, pictures, and Facebook 

pages on your behalf. What should you do? 

A. You call up the tab “security” in the settings and check your activity on Facebook. 

If necessary, you undo the activities. (0) 

B. You call up the Facebook activity log and check your latest activities on Facebook. 

(1) 

C. You search your browsing history and your news feed for possible conspicuous 

features. (0) 

D. Realizing that you are still logged in, you promptly call up your account on your 

laptop and log out again. (0) 

 

Adapted Version of the Team Role Test (description-dependent item; Mumford et 
al., 2008; Schäpers, Mussel, et al., 2019) 

You are the most experienced member of a newly formed production team with several 

members who are new to this type of manufacturing. The manufacturing process is com-

plex, requiring compliance with precise standards, to avoid large amounts of product waste 

and possible equipment damage. Your supervisor has just informed your team that the sales 

department had made a “rush order”, committing to ship a large batch of product five days 

before the anticipated ship date. What should you do? 

A. Avoid being overly assertive in the new team and let others determine the teams 

direction, because it is important that the younger members take the lead. (0) 

B. Quickly meet with your team members to decide the priority that should be given 

to the “rush order”. (1) 

C. Try not to react too strongly to the news to help the new team members understand 

that this kind of rush order occurs far too often. (0) 

D. Suggest that the deadline is unreasonable, and you will simply have to do your best 

without worrying about meeting the unrealistic shipment date to which the Sales 

department committed themselves. (0) 

Table S4 
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Itemwise Comparison of SJT Item Difficulties between Group 1 
and Group 2 (Study 2) 

Item d t df p 
Description-independent   

TRT 1 .54 4.72 304.42 <.001 
TRT 4 -.02 -.22 355 .586 
PI 7 -.09 -.79 311.17 .786 
PI 10 -.21 -1.73 281.06 .958 
FB 4 .71 6.75 361.99 <.001 
FB 8 .25 2.29 327.29 .011 

     
Description-dependent    

TRT 3 .52 4.71 333.66 <.001 
TRT 5 2.30 21.46 348 <.001 
PI 1 .56 5.63 400 <.001 
PI 9 .75 5.88 243.61 <.001 
FB 1 .31 3.04 384 .001 
FB 9 .12 1.09 384 .138 

Notes. One-sided t-tests. Degrees of freedom vary due to the use 
of t-tests for homogeneous and heterogeneous variances. Higher 
effect sizes reflect more correct answers on items with situation 
descriptions compared with items without situation descrip-
tions. TRT = Team Role Test, PI = Personal Initiative SJT, FB 
= Facebook SJT. Numbers of item names indicate the item po-
sitioning in the complete SJT. Sample sizes ranged from n = 350 
– 402. 
* p < .00417 (adjusted to account for alpha inflation).
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Table S5 
Multi-group Regression Analysis (Study 2; including three re-categorized SJT items; see Table S4) 

 Comparison against Null Model  Comparison against Baseline Model Relevant DIAMONDS R² 
 χ² p Equality constraints Δχ² Δdf p G1 G2 G3 G1 G2 G3 

Description-independent items          

TRT 4 61.235 <.001 all groups 12.145 6.39 .072 D, De D, De D, De .20 .16 .21 
PI 7 88.013 <.001 group 1 & 2 5.767 3.92 .209 I, De, S I, De, S S .25 .22 .14 
PI 10 55.987 <.001 group 1 & 2 8.762 3.60 .052 D, I, S D, I, S O, N .18 .20 .08 
FB 8 51.704 <.001 group 1 & 2 5.061 2.96 .163 D, M D, M O, De .14 .19 .12 
FB 9 27.432 .285 all groups 7.153 5.41 .248 - - - .03 .05 .03 

             
Description-dependent items         

TRT 1 27.995 .260 all groups 5.599 6.40 .517 D, O D, O D, O .09 .09 .12 
TRT 3 50.846 .001 all groups 11.711 5.80 .062 D, S D, S D, S .14 .13 .13 
TRT 5 47.299 .003 all groups 5.664 5.58 .409 I I I .28 .33 .23 
PI 1 75.476 <.001 - - - - D, A, O, S I, A, S - .26 .34 .04 
PI 9 28.693 .232 all groups 5.198 5.93 .510 D, N D, N D, N .08 .10 .08 
FB 1 35.379 .063 all groups 7.411 6.12 .296 S S S .05 .07 .05 
FB 4 34.894 .070 all groups 7.966 5.69 .213 M, S M, S M, S .07 .10 .06 

Notes. Comparison against null model refers to the comparison of the model without equality constraints to zero. All χ² values of this comparison 
with df = 24. All columns to the right of the comparison against the null model refer to the model with equality constraints. Comparison against 
baseline model refers to comparison of the model with equality constraints and the freely estimated model. DIAMONDS dimensions depicted refer 
to regression weights with p <.05. R² refers to categorical model fit. TRT = Team Role Test, PI = personal initiative SJT, FB = Facebook SJT, D = 
Duty, I = Intellect, A = Adversity, M = Mating, O = pOsitivity, N = Negativity, De = Deception, S = Sociality. Sample sizes ranged between ngroup1 
= 205 – 234, ngroup2 = 142 – 170, ngroup3 = 211 – 230. * p < .05. 



Appendix D 
 

196 
 

 
Figure S6. Interaction Plots for Situation Characteristics (Item x Group; Study 2). D = 
Duty, I = Intellect, A = Adversity, M = Mating, O = pOsitivity, N = Negativity, De = 
Deception, S = Sociality, TRT = Team Role Test, PI = Personal Initiative SJT, FB = 
Facebook SJT. Group 1 = complete SJT item, group 2 = only response options, group 3 
= only situation description 
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Figure S7. Comparison of Expert Ratings and Mean DIAMONDS of Group 1 (Study 2). D = Duty, I = Intellect, A = Adversity, 
M = Mating, O = pOsitivity, N = Negativity, De = Deception, S = Sociality, PI = Personal Initiative SJT, TRT = Team Role Test 
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Figure S8. Interaction plot of two-way ANOVA (group x description-dependency) of 
mean profile correlation of individual’s perception of DIAMONDS and correct situa-
tion construal as inferred from subject matter expert ratings (Study 2). 
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Table S8 
Criterion-related Validity of Perceived Situation Characteristics when controlled for Personality, General Mental Abil-
ity, and Emotion Recognition (Study 3) 

 OCBI Peer IRB Peer PI Peer SC Peer 
SJT items DIAMONDS ∆R² DIAMONDS ∆R² DIAMONDS ∆R² DIAMONDS ∆R² 
SJT PI 1 S .096 S .086 - .054 I, S .187 
SJT PI 2 - .088 - .034 De .040 - .042 
SJT PI 3 - .021 M .057 N .048 - .041 
SJT PI 4 - .029 - .064 - .035 - .079 
SJT PI 5 D, N, De .220 N .154 D, N, De .215 - .072 
SJT PI 6 I .123 D, A, M .166 - .117 N .106 
SJT PI 7 - .115 M, N .138 - .026 - .102 
SJT PI 8 N, S .122 A, N, De .223 - .064 A .056 
SJT PI 9 I .066 - .052 - .044 - .059 
SJT PI 10 D, A, De .124 D, I A, S .177 D .104 I .045 
SJT PI 11 I .072 - .075 - .024 De .124 
SJT PI 12 A, De .103 A, De .122 De .061 D, M .136 
         
SJT SC 1 - .038 - .106 - .036 - .037 
SJT SC 2 - .065 S .125 - .043 - .067 
SJT SC 3 - .018 - .048 - .026 - .064 
SJT SC 4 N .090 N .126 N .079 N .148 
SJT SC 5 - .065 A .166 O .126 - .053 
SJT SC 6 M, O .133 O, N .160 O .084 - .097 

Notes. DIAMONDS dimensions depicted refer to regression weights with p <.05. ∆R² refers to incremental explained variance of perceived 
situation characteristics in criteria above and beyond SJT performance, general mental ability, Big Five personality, and self-report personal 
initiative. PI = personal initiative, SC = self-consciousness, OCBI = organizational citizenship behavior, IRB = in-role behavior, D = Duty, I 
= Intellect, A = Adversity, M = Mating, O = pOsitivity, N = Negativity, De = Deception, S = Sociality. N = 285. 
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Notes. DIAMONDS dimensions depicted refer to regression weights 
with p <.05. ∆R² refers to incremental explained variance of per-
ceived situation characteristics in criteria over and above SJT perfor-
mance. PI = personal initiative, SC = self-consciousness, OCBI = or-
ganizational citizenship behavior, IRB = in-role behavior, D = Duty, 
I = Intellect, A = Adversity, M = Mating, O = pOsitivity, N = Nega-
tivity, De = Deception, S = Sociality. N = 285.

  OCBI IRB 
SJT 
items 

 DIAMONDS ∆R² DIAMONDS ∆R² 

PI 1  D, M .057 D, M .070 
PI 2  I, O, S .100 S .053 
PI 3  D .048 D, A, M .101 
PI 4  O .053 N .042 
PI 5  - .017 - .017 
PI 6  D, I, O .098 A, De .081 
PI 7  I, O .100 - .053 
PI 8  - .048 I, S .056 
PI 9  - .031 D .038 
PI 10  M .042 O .043 
PI 11  D, De .081 D, O .094 
PI 12  D, M .076 D, M .057 
      

SC 1  M, S .080 S .053 
SC 2  I, O .146 I, O .091 
SC 3  I, O .110 I .053 
SC 4  N .086 - .032 
SC 5  I, A, M .090 A .046 
SC 6  A .095 S .078 

Table S10 
Criterion-related Validity (Self-rated) of Perceived Situation 
Characteristics (Study 3) 
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