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Character-Based Admissions Criteria in the
United States and in Europe: Rationale,
Evidence, and Some Critical Remarks

A. Susan M. Niessen and Rob R. Meijer

Globally, the importance of effective and fair college admissions proced-
ures, on both an individual and a societal level, should not be underesti-
mated. College admissions decisions are often based on high school grades
(as, for example, in Europe), scores on standardized tests (as, for example,
in China and India), or a combination of both (as, for example, in the
United States). Although both grades and cognitively oriented standard-
ized test scores are good predictors of academic performance in higher
education (Berry, ; Westrick et al., ), colleges and other stake-
holders seem increasingly interested in including character-based criteria in
admissions procedures (Hoover, ). In this chapter, we discuss the
rationale, practice, evidence, and effects of character-based college admis-
sions from US and European perspectives.

Character-based admissions criteria include indications of personality,
motivation, study skills and habits, and other behavioral tendencies. Other
commonly used terms are noncognitive, intra- and interpersonal, and non-
academic traits or skills. Because many of the different traits and skills that are
defined within these catch-all terms are not entirely unrelated to cognitive or
academic skills (Borghans et al., ; von Stumm & Ackerman, ), we
chose to use the term “character-based” in this chapter.

The higher education admissions literature is dominated by US studies
and perspectives. The academic discipline of psychology, especially the
field of individual differences, has had a large influence on educational
selection and admissions procedures in the United States. The influence of
cognitive testing is predominant in large-scale admissions tests such as the
SAT® and the ACT® tests (Lemann, ). In addition, the US literature
on character-based traits and skills in college admissions relies on the study
of individual differences in terms of intra- and interpersonal skills and
traits. Examples include the “Big Five” personality traits: motivation, study
skills, self-efficacy, integrity, and leadership (Credé & Kuncel, ;
Kyllonen et al., ; Le et al., ; Oswald et al., ; Schmitt,
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; Sedlacek, ). Kuncel, Tran, and Zhang (in this volume) provide
more detail on character-based tests and some of the challenges associated
with them.
In Europe, admissions procedures are generally less oriented toward the

psychology of individual differences and related psychological constructs,
although there are exceptions, such as the Cito test (see Bartels et al., )
for admissions to secondary education in the Netherlands, and the Swe-
SAT (Swedish Scholastic Aptitude Test)in Sweden (e.g., Lyren, ).
This more practice-driven (rather than theory-driven) approach to admis-
sions adopted in Europe may be one of the reasons why there is less
scientific literature on the rationale and effectiveness of educational selec-
tion outside the United States.
There is limited European-based literature that answers questions such

as: Which institutional goals provide the basis on which to select students?
Which instruments and criteria are used to select students? How are
admissions decisions reached? Nevertheless, literature oriented in US
admissions practices also influences the public debate and admissions
practices in Europe, including the trend to use alternatives to the trad-
itional admissions criteria such as previous educational performance.
Examples are holistic assessment (Allman, ; Witzburg & Sondheimer,
) and the use of character-based admissions criteria (Stemler, ;
Sternberg, ), assessed through interviews, motivation letters, or ques-
tionnaires. However, the research, conclusions, and policies provided in
the literature based in the United States do not always provide a good fit to
education systems in Europe.
In this chapter, we provide: (a) a brief description of admissions prac-

tices in the United States and Europe; (b) different rationales for imple-
menting character-based admissions criteria in admissions testing; (c) the
empirical evidence of the validity and fairness of character-based admis-
sions tools; and (d) the process of how academic and character-based
admissions criteria are combined.

. A Brief Overview of Admissions Practices

.. US Practices

When applying to undergraduate programs in the United States, students
typically apply to colleges or universities without declaring their major
right away, although there are exceptions. The degree of selectivity varies
depending on the college or university. Admissions procedures in the
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United States are typically based on a meritocracy model (see Wikström &
Wikström, in this volume, for a description). Academic merit, usually
assessed through scores on standardized tests such as the SAT® or ACT®

and high school grades, are the most important determinants of admissions
decisions. However, merit in domains such as the arts, music, sports,
community service, and personal development are also often considered
(National Association for College Admission Counseling, ; Zwick,
a). Those non-academic merits are often assessed through personal
statements, recommendations, essays, résumés, and interviews (for excel-
lent discussions of college admissions in the United States, see Camara,
; Zwick, b).

.. European Practices

Providing a complete description of European admissions practices is an
almost impossible task, so we do not attempt to do so here. Instead, we try
to provide some typical practices and procedures, all of which include many
exceptions. We also give examples, and we mostly focus onWestern Europe.

European secondary education is often stratified into different levels and
completed through centrally organized final exams. The first admissions
requirement is usually a high school diploma at the highest level of
secondary education, where students complete the most academically
demanding track. This leads to a strong pre-selection on scholastic achieve-
ment before applying to college, which results in relatively homogenous
applicant pools with respect to general cognitive or scholastic skills. There-
fore, it is more difficult to differentiate between applicants based on
standardized tests that measure such skills (Crombag, Gaff, & Chang,
; Resing & Drenth, ). That is probably why large-scale stand-
ardized tests are rarely used in European admissions (Sweden is the
exception with the use of the SweSAT).

When this minimum-level requirement is fulfilled, high school grades
play a major role in selective admissions in Europe. However, the degree of
selectivity differs widely per country and mostly depends on the study
program rather than on the university (England is an exception). In
countries such as Denmark, Belgium, France, Luxembourg, and the
Netherlands, most programs are not selective and admit all students that
have the required high school diploma (Orr et al., ). Sometimes,

 The Grand écoles, the most prestigious higher education institutes in France, are an exception and
are highly selective.
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of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108559607.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Groningen, on 28 Aug 2020 at 12:37:56, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108559607.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


additional requirements are in place, such as students having taken specific
courses relevant to the course of study, like physics, chemistry, and math for
science programs. Medicine and other health-related disciplines are generally
selective and are among the most selective programs in many countries.
Others that are often (more) selective are psychology programs (in the
Netherlands, Germany, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden) and the arts, music,
and sport programs, with their own distinct admissions requirements.
In addition to high school grades, discipline-related admissions examin-

ations assessing existing subject-matter knowledge are used in England,
Belgium, and the Netherlands. Also, curriculum samples that provide a
small simulation of the study program and require substantial preparation
are used in the Netherlands, Germany, and Finland (de Visser et al., ;
Kunina et al., ; Lievens & Coetsier, ; Niessen, Meijer, &
Tendeiro, ; Valli & Johnson, ).
Admissions procedures in Europe are also mostly merit-based (see

Wikström & Wikström, in this volume). Explicit character-based criteria
are typically not included in admissions procedures in Europe. When they
are included, they are mostly focused on motivation and fit and assessed
through motivation letters, personal statements, and interviews. Examples
can be found in the Netherlands, Denmark, Germany, Finland, and
Sweden and in top universities in England (Cremonini et al., ;
Steenman, ). The use of tests or questionnaires to assess character-
based traits and skills such as motivation and personality is also rare; they
are most commonly used in the Netherlands (Steenman, ). However,
character-based admissions is gaining ground in Europe. For example, the
German constitutional court has recently decided that the strong emphasis
on high school grades in admissions to medical school is not fair and
should not be the only criterion. They recommended the use of at least
one other non-grade-based admissions criterion (Tagesschau, ). In
addition, Dutch higher education programs are now required to adopt
at least two distinct criteria in selective admissions procedures, one of
which is preferably character-based (Ministry of Education, Culture, and
Science, ).

. The Rationale of Character-Based College Admissions

The aims of college admissions procedures can vary across colleges and
countries, ranging from selecting candidates who will perform well aca-
demically, selecting candidates to optimize ethnic and social background
diversity, or crafting a class of students with a wide variety of special
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talents. The three most common arguments to include character-based
assessment align with those aims (see Niessen & Meijer, ).

.. Predictive and Incremental Validity

The first argument is that they have incremental validity above traditional
admissions criteria, such as high school grade point average (GPA) and
standardized test scores for predicting academic achievement (Credé &
Kuncel, ; Oswald et al., ; Richardson, Abrahams, & Bond,
; Robbins et al., ). This seems to be the dominant argument for
considering character-based admissions in Europe, where the main aim of
admissions procedures seems to be to select those students that will perform
best academically (Steenman, ). As a result, character-based admissions
criteria in Europe are more closely linked to the demands of the specific
study program or the future profession. Examples are integrity-based assess-
ments for medical school (de Leng et al., ) and motivation for the study
program of interest (Busato et al., ; Wouters et al., ). Such
measures are thus mostly aimed at predicting domain-specific academic
performance or future job performance in the profession of interest.

.. Predicting Broader Outcomes

A second argument is that character-based admissions criteria are more
suitable to predict outcomes beyond academic achievement as defined by
first-year GPA. Examples of such broader outcomes are educating future
leaders, promoting active citizenship, critical thinking, creativity, and
innovation (Oswald et al., ; Stemler, ; Sternberg, ). This
is commonly argued in the United States, where the more prestigious
universities largely select students to promote institutional and societal
goals such as leadership, active citizenship, and athletic performance
(Sternberg, ; Zwick, a). Therefore, admissions officers may also
consider “legacies [i.e., children of alumni]; leaders for school publications,
student government, and other areas of student life; children of influential
families; those with special talents such as musicians, athletes, and public
speakers; and students from under-represented ethnic groups and geo-
graphical areas” (Zwick, , p. ).

.. Reducing Adverse Impact

A third argument is that character-based criteria may reduce adverse
impact, increase diversity (Schmitt et al., ; Sedlacek, ; Sinha

  .   .     . 

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108559607.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Groningen, on 28 Aug 2020 at 12:37:56, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108559607.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


et al., ), and reduce selection system bias (Keiser et al., ; Mattern,
Sanchez, & Ndum, ). This argument is also most commonly encoun-
tered in the US-based literature. Character-based admissions is typically
not implemented to reduce adverse impact in Europe (Orr et al., ).
One reason may be that achievement in high school is mostly used as an
admissions criterion in Europe as opposed to standardized admission-test
scores in the United States. Thus, adverse impact starts to play a significant
role well before admission to higher education due to the stratification in
secondary education in many European countries. For example, in the
Netherlands, pupils are placed in one of three main educational tracks
(which may have a number of sub-tracks or combination tracks), mostly
depending on scholastic performance at the age of  or . And in
Finland pupils are placed in an academic or a vocational track at age .
Underrepresented minorities are less likely to complete higher-level sec-
ondary education or to apply to a university (Lamb et al., ; Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development, ). However,
there is a growing interest in this perspective, especially in admissions to
medical school (Lievens & Coetsier, ; Stegers-Jager, ). Another
example can be found in Denmark, where a small proportion of applicants
is admitted based on work experience and motivation in addition to
educational achievement. This provides applicants who did not start
college directly after finishing high school better chances of admission
(Cremonini et al., ). The SweSAT was introduced in Sweden for this
reason (Cliffordson, ), which is interesting given the common
adverse-impact-related criticism on cognition-oriented tests.
Broadly speaking, there are two common reasons to include character-

based criteria in college admissions. The first reason is improved prediction,
mostly of academic performance in Europe, and also of broader outcomes,
such as leadership and citizenship, in the United States. The second reason is
reducing adverse impact and increasing diversity in colleges.

. Validity and Fairness of Character-Based
Admissions Procedures

.. Predictive Validity

The predictive validity of the most common admissions criteria such as
high school grades and scores on standardized tests in the United States is
well documented (Kuncel & Hezlet, ; Westrick et al., ; Zwick,
b). It is, however, very difficult to obtain empirical studies on the
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validity of other frequently used admissions instruments to assess
character-based admissions criteria. Common instruments used to assess
character-based criteria in admissions are personal statements, interviews,
motivation letters, letters of recommendation, and questionnaires (see
Kuncel, Tran, & Zhang, in this volume). In general, there is a scarcity
of studies that provide empirical evidence for the predictive validity of
these kinds of instruments. The studies that are available show that most of
these instruments tend to have little predictive and incremental validity for
academic achievement (Dana, Dawes, & Peterson, ; Goho & Black-
man, ; Kuncel, Kochevar, & Ones, ; Murphy et al., ;
Patterson et al., ).

For assessing character-based admissions criteria, there seems to be too
much faith in procedures that seem to be valid (Highhouse, ; Jones,
). For example, the idea that unstructured in-depth interviews can
have high predictive power seems ineradicable among admissions officers
and applicants. In a recent study, Niessen, Meijer, and Tendeiro (a)
investigated the preferences of students for admissions to a psychology
program. Interviews were rated most favorably, whereas lottery admissions
and high school GPA were rated least favorably. Similarly, Kelly et al.
() found favorable stakeholder reactions to interviews and situational
judgment tests (SJTs), but less favorable perceptions of cognitive-ability
tests and academic records. Dana et al. () showed that information
obtained from an unstructured interview, when added to more reliable and
valid instruments, could even reduce the predictive power of the assess-
ment procedure. Structured interviews may have value in selection pro-
cedures, although most validity studies on the use of structured interviews
were conducted in the context of personnel selection (Cortina et al., ;
Schmidt & Hunter, ).

In addition, the use of motivation letters, personal statements, and
interviews is generally not theory-driven. However, in the admissions
literature, there are studies on carefully designed SJTs, biodata scales,
and questionnaires to measure character-based traits and skills, both in
the United States (Schmitt, ; Shultz & Zedeck, ; Wagerman &
Funder, ) and in Europe (Busato et al., ; de Leng et al., ;
Patterson et al., ; Schwager et al., ). These studies show that
character-based admissions criteria can have incremental validity over
traditional admissions criteria (Credé & Kuncel, ; Oswald et al.,
; Richardson et al., ; Robbins et al., ) and can have
predictive validity for broader outcomes like job performance and active
citizenship (Oswald et al., ; Stemler, ; Sternberg, ).

  .   .     . 
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However, most of these studies were conducted in low-stakes settings. The
generalization of these predictive validity results to high-stakes settings is
not straightforward.

.. Measuring Character in High-Stakes Contexts

One of the main issues in the generalization of research findings to high-
stakes admissions procedures is the possibility of faking, due to the self-
report nature of most character-based instruments. Griffin and Wilson
() showed that applicants scored much more favorably on self-report
questionnaires compared to completing the same questionnaire for
research purposes. In addition, Niessen, Meijer, and Tendeiro (b)
found that the predictive and incremental validities of scales measuring
personality, study skills, and study habits were substantially lower when
they were administered in an admissions context. Anglim et al. (), also
found lower predictive validity of conscientiousness scores when obtained
in a high-stakes admissions context.
The forced-choice format was recently revived as a solution to the faking

problem (e.g., Markle et al., ; Salgado & Táuriz, ), after a scoring
method that results in non-ipsative data was designed (Brown & Maydeu-
Olivares, ). However, the results on whether forced-choice items are
indeed substantially more resistant to faking are mixed, and some studies
found that faking ability on forced-choice questionnaires depends on
cognitive ability. This high cognitive saturation of forced-choice charac-
ter-based assessments can even increase their predictive validity, but likely
hinders their incremental validity over more cognitively loaded criteria
(Christiansen, Burns, & Montgomery, ; Vasilopoulos et al., ).
One of the few studies using a character-based instrument that was

conducted in high-stakes admissions testing was the use of SJTs measuring
interpersonal skills in admissions to medical school in Belgium (Lievens,
; Lievens & Sackett, ). The SJT scores were statistically signifi-
cant but showed low predictive and incremental validity for interpersonal
GPA, internship performance, and job-performance. Thus, they would
add little utility in terms of increased doctor performance in practice
(Niessen & Meijer, ).
An alternative method that is not based on self-reports is the multiple

mini-interview (MMI). MMIs consist of several highly structured inter-
views or role plays, typically assessed by multiple examiners or raters (Eva
et al., ). Moderate-to-high predictive validities were obtained using
MMIs in high-stakes admissions to medical school (Husbands & Dowell,
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). However, as with all observation-based assessments, close attention
should be paid to minimizing rater errors, bias, and subjectivity (Till,
Myford, & Dowell, ) – for example, by using behaviorally anchored
rating scales (Lee et al., ).

While results obtained in low-stakes contexts are promising, the pre-
dictive and incremental validity results based on self-report instruments
have thus far not generalized to actual high-stakes admissions procedures
(Thomas, Kuncel, & Credé, ). Instruments based on actual behavior
rather than self-reports show some promising results but are more time-
consuming to develop and administer.

.. Increasing Diversity through Character-Based Admissions Criteria

Another reason to include character-based criteria in admissions proced-
ures is their alleged lower-adverse impact as compared to traditional
admissions criteria such as standardized tests and high school GPA
(Schmitt et al., ; Sedlacek, ; Sinha et al., ). However, faking
and coaching (Ramsay et al., ) could pose a threat to realizing this
promise as well, due to inequality in resources in support, practice, and
preparation (Kyllonen, Walters, & Kaufman, ; Zwick, a). In
addition, measures with higher cognitive saturation (that is, a strong
correlation with cognitive ability) also tend to show more adverse impact
(Dahlke & Sackett, ). Therefore, the higher cognitive saturation of
the more fake-resistant forced-choice items probably also yield more
adverse impact (Christiansen et al., ). Furthermore, an often-
overlooked alternative explanation may be that the lower adverse impact
of character-based admissions criteria is an artifact caused by the lower
reliability of the instruments used to measure them (see Zwick, b,
p. ).

While adding character-based admissions criteria with smaller mean
subgroup differences can have some merit, it probably does not yield such
drastic reductions of adverse impact as is often implied (Sackett & Elling-
son, ). For example, the scores on the SJT developed by Oswald et al.
() showed virtually no subgroup differences between Black and White
students, and showed no relationship with standardized test scores, which
are ideal results in terms of minimizing adverse impact and maximizing
incremental validity. Using these results as an example, let us assume that
the standardized mean difference (as indicated by Cohen’s d) on the SJT
for the Black and White applicants equals d =  on the SJT, and that
the correlation between the SJT scores and standardized-test scores equals

  .   .     . 
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r = . Standardized admissions tests often yield substantial score differences
of, say, d =  between Black and White students (Sinha et al., ).
Sackett and Ellingson () developed tables to find the resulting d-value
of a unit-weighted composite of the two tests (in this case, the SJT and
standardized admissions test scores) based on the sum of the d-values of
both tests and the correlation between the scores on both tests. Based on
Sackett and Ellingson’s () tables, we can find that a unit-weight
composite based on this ideal example would yield a standardized mean
difference of d = .. This is only a modest reduction compared to using
only the standardized test scores with d = . So, while adverse impact
would be reduced by adding this SJT to the admissions procedure, the
effect of adding an instrument that showed no adverse impact at all would
be surprisingly small. Furthermore, the resulting d-value of composite
measures is lower when the correlation between the scores on both tests
is higher (Sackett & Ellingson, ). This shows a trade-off between
reducing adverse impact and maximizing incremental validity. Adding
character-based criteria to assessment procedures that also contain trad-
itional criteria such as standardized tests or high school grades will thus
likely have only modest effects on adverse impact.

. Combining Academic and Character-Based
Admissions Criteria

Using several different admissions criteria requires the integration of
different sources of information to make predictions and decisions. This
integration procedure also deserves attention. A popular method to inte-
grate a variety of information about an applicant’s abilities, skills, back-
ground, and character is often referred to as “holistic assessment” (Horn,
; Witzburg, & Sondheimer, ; Wouters, ). Holistic assess-
ment is based on the idea that by considering all the interactions between
relevant information through expert judgment, a good impression of the
person as a whole can be obtained, as compared to the limited information
provided by standardized test scores (Highhouse & Kostek, ). How-
ever, as is known from Meehl (; also see Dawes, ; Highhouse &
Kostek, ; Kuncel et al., ), statistical prediction according to a
predefined decision rule is almost always superior to clinical, or holistic,
prediction. In clinical prediction, information from different sources is
combined (in the mind) to form a hypothesis about a candidate, and then
based on this hypothesis: “we arrive at a prediction [as to ] what is going to
happen” (Meehl, , p. ). Although the superiority of statistical
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prediction is a very solid finding in the psychological decision-making
literature, admissions officers from some colleges seem to be proud not to
use statistical prediction.

In our view, it is indeed ironic that many stakeholders (admissions
officers, candidates, and parents) can be very critical about admissions
criteria such as high school grades and standardized test scores, and at
the same time unquestioningly embrace alternatives such as an unreliable,
unstructured interview (e.g., Allman, ) and opaque holistic proced-
ures. As Dana, Dawes, and Peterson () discussed:

The ability to sensemake combined with the tendency for biased testing
allows unstructured interviewers to feel they understand an interviewee
almost regardless of the information they receive. Unfortunately, a feeling
of understanding, while reassuring and confidence-inspiring, is neither
sufficient nor necessary for making accurate assessments. (p. )

In addition, we should realize that although traditional admissions criteria
like high school grades and standardized tests are often defined as cognitive,
they are not pure measures of cognitive or academic ability. A substantial
amount of the variance in high school grades can be explained by variables
that we would refer to as character-based, such as conscientiousness, grit,
and self-efficacy (Borghans et al., ; Deary et al., ; Dumfart &
Neubauer, ). Because of “their apparent value in measuring students’
tenacity and commitment,” Zwick (b, p. ) recommended that high
school grades should play a key role in admissions. Even scores on standard-
ized tests have been shown to be related to such character-based traits
(Borghans et al., ; von Stumm & Ackerman, ).

. Conclusion and Discussion

Educational selection should be valid and unbiased. In our view, admis-
sions officers, psychologists, and others who are involved in selective
admissions should be very careful when including character-based criteria
through methods like interviews, questionnaires, assignments, and holistic
evaluations, because they can easily be misused. As Zwick (b) stated:
“the less clear the admission criteria, the more likely they are to benefit the
wealthier, more savvy candidates” (p. ).

Recently, several medical institutions and federations adopted lists of
lower-value services – that is, healthcare that is considered to be of no or
limited value. These ineffective medical activities include some medical
surgeries, tests, and procedures (Wammes et al., ). These activities
had no scientific basis but were based on what was considered common
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sense and tradition. It was advised not to use these procedures at all or not
to use them routinely. As Wammes et al. () indicated, the quality of
healthcare is reflected by “the degree to which health services for individuals
and populations increase the likelihood of desired health outcomes and are
consistent with current professional knowledge” (p. ). There is a parallel
between this medical practice and the practice of college admissions. In our
view, admissions procedures are guided too much by intuition-based deci-
sions, and there is a large gap between what we know about optimal
decision-making and decisions made in practice, especially when it comes
to character-based assessment. This scientist–practitioner gap has received a
lot of attention in the field of personnel selection (Anderson, Herriot, &
Hodgkinson, ; Drenth, ) and we think that it is also time to
address this issue in higher education admissions. It is, therefore, extremely
important that colleges should be transparent about how they select students
and how their admissions criteria relate to later performance or other
outcomes that one would like to predict. Zwick (a) warned against
the risks of the use of character-based admissions criteria and suggested first
to investigate the possible implications of these admissions criteria on the
behavior of different stakeholders like students and parents and to conduct
pilot studies to evaluate character-based admissions criteria.
Many studies have shown that the most common admissions criteria –

high school GPA and standardized test scores – are good predictors of
academic performance, although admittedly they have their drawbacks.
Character-based admissions criteria may be able to deal with those draw-
backs and, therefore, may be rightfully defined as the next frontier in
college admissions (Hoover, ).
However, the main problem is that we need much more research to find

effective methods to measure character in high-stakes testing. In addition,
it is surprising that there is such little evidence available about admissions
procedures outside the United States and that there are few studies that
provide compelling evidence that other commonly used or recommended
admissions criteria predict academic performance or other relevant out-
comes. In our view, we should address this scientist–practitioner gap by
conducting more studies in operational–admissions settings in collabor-
ation with admissions officers and emphasizing that procedures with such
high-societal impact be evidence-based. We advocate for more transpar-
ency by sharing information and results in international journals or other
platforms to build a broader evidence-based educational-selection litera-
ture that can inform further research, policies, and practice, especially for
character-based measures.
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