
Singapore Management University Singapore Management University 

Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University 

Research Collection Lee Kong Chian School Of 
Business Lee Kong Chian School of Business 

1-2006 

International situational judgment tests International situational judgment tests 

Filip LIEVENS 
Singapore Management University, filiplievens@smu.edu.sg 

Follow this and additional works at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research 

 Part of the Human Resources Management Commons, and the Organizational Behavior and Theory 

Commons 

Citation Citation 
LIEVENS, Filip. International situational judgment tests. (2006). Situational Judgment Tests. 279-300. 
Available at:Available at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research/5813 

This Book Chapter is brought to you for free and open access by the Lee Kong Chian School of Business at 
Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Research 
Collection Lee Kong Chian School Of Business by an authorized administrator of Institutional Knowledge at 
Singapore Management University. For more information, please email cherylds@smu.edu.sg. 

https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5813&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/633?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5813&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/639?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5813&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/639?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5813&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:cherylds@smu.edu.sg


P1: FBQ/FZO P2: FBQ/FZO QC: FBQ/FZO T1: FBQ

LE130-13 LE130/Weekley Hamilton Printing Company September 12, 2005 17:50

13

International Situational
Judgment Tests

Filip Lievens
Ghent University, Belgium

Your sports club is planning a trip to Berlin to attend the Germany-England football
game, which will take place in 2 weeks. You have been entrusted with the preparations
and entire management of the trip. What do you intend to do?

(—Ansbacher (1941, p. 381, cited in Highhouse, 2002)

The above item was given in the late 1930s to German employees to
measure something else other than cognitive ability (e.g., planning and
organizing). It illustrates that situational judgment tests (SJTs) have been
used outside the United States for quite some time. Early international ap-
plications of SJTs can also be found in the so-called cultural assimilators
in cross-cultural training programs (Bhawuk & Brislin, 2000). In these cul-
tural assimilators, future expatriates are presented with written situations
of an expatriate interacting with a host national and are asked to indicate
the most effective response alternative.

Recently, there has been a renewed interest in the use of SJTs in an
international selection context. One of the key reasons is that the global-
ization of the economy necessitates organizations to view the labor market
in an international scope and to develop selection procedures that can be
used across multiple countries. However, there is a dearth of research on
international selection in general and on international SJTs in particular.
This leaves many questions unanswered. Most importantly, a key issue is
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whether SJTs developed in one culture can be transported to and used as
a valid predictor in another culture?

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the limits of the generalizability
of SJTs and their criterion-related validity across cultural boundaries. The
chapter begins with a brief review of personnel selection in an international
context. Next, I focus on the criterion-related validity of SJTs across cul-
tures. Specifically, I delineate the factors under which the criterion-related
validity of SJTs might generalize to foreign countries and across-country
applications. Finally, I offer insights into best practices.

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL SELECTION RESEARCH

Despite the growing importance of selection in an international context,
there is a paucity of internationally oriented selection research (see Lievens,
in press, for a review). Most prior studies were descriptive in nature and
compared selection practices from one country to another. Generally, con-
siderable variability in selection procedure usage across countries was
found (see Newell & Tansley, 2001; Shackleton & Newell, 1997). More re-
cent studies have started to examine why selection procedures are used
differentially across countries. In particular, the multi-country study of
Ryan, McFarland, Baron, and Page (1999) found some evidence that one of
Hofstede’s (1991) dimensions (i.e., uncertainty avoidance) could explain
some of the variability in selection practices. For example, organizations in
cultures high in uncertainty avoidance used more selection methods, used
them more extensively, and conducted more interviews.

Other internationally oriented selection studies focused on the per-
ceptions of selection procedures across different countries. Steiner and
Gilliland (2001) reviewed these studies and concluded that a fairly con-
sistent picture emerged as the same selection procedures (interviews, re-
sumes, and work samples) received favorable reactions across various
countries. In all countries, job-relatedness also emerged as the key determi-
nant of favorable perceptions. Steiner and Gilliland (2001) explained these
similarities on the basis of the shared European heritage of the countries
reviewed (Belgium, France, Spain, South Africa, and the United States).

Finally, a limited amount of studies has tackled the fundamental ques-
tion as to whether the criterion-related validity of a selection procedure
will differ when used in other countries and cultures. Essentially, two
hypotheses have been proposed, namely the validity generalization hy-
pothesis and the situational specificity hypothesis (Salgado & Anderson,
2002). The validity generalization hypothesis states that observed criterion-
related validity coefficients will vary because of statistical artifacts (such
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as sampling error, range restriction, criterion unreliability). When these
statistical artifacts are accounted for, criterion-related validity coefficients
will generalize across different situations (jobs, occupational groups, or-
ganizations; F. Schmidt & Hunter, 1984). In an international context, this
means that criterion-related validity coefficients associated with a specific
selection procedure obtained in one country will generalize to another
country. Exactly the opposite is posited by the situational specificity hy-
pothesis. According to this hypothesis, there should be high variability
in the observed criterion-related validity coefficients obtained in different
situations (jobs, occupational groups, organizations). Whenever the situa-
tion changes, the observed criterion-related validity coefficient might also
change (F. Schmidt & Hunter, 1984). Applied to an international context,
this means that selection procedures might be valid in one country but not
in another country.

Few empirical studies have tested these competing hypotheses. To
our knowledge, only the generalizability of the criterion-related valid-
ity of cognitive-ability tests and personality inventories has been put
to the test in an international context. Generally, results have provided
support for the validity generalization hypothesis. For example, Salgado
Anderson, Moscoso, Bertua, and De Fruyt (2003), and Salgado, Anderson,
et al., (2003) found evidence for validity generalization for cognitive ability
tests across seven European countries. In addition, the magnitude of the
criterion-related validity coefficients found conformed to previous U.S.
meta-analyses (F. Schmidt & Hunter, 1998), underscoring that cognitive-
ability validities generalized across jobs, occupations, and borders. In
the domain of personality tests, fairly consistent results have also been
found across American (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Tett, Jackson, & Rothstein,
1991) and European (Salgado, 1997) meta-analyses, with mainly Conscien-
tiousness emerging as a consistent predictor across jobs, occupations, and
cultures.

THE CRITERION-RELATED VALIDITY OF SJTs ACROSS CULTURES

Our overview of prior international selection research showed that the
criterion-related validity of cognitive ability tests and personality inven-
tories generalized across countries. Does this mean that the same consis-
tent results in terms of criterion-related validity will be found for SJTs
across countries and cultures? Equally important, which factors can be ex-
pected to impact on the potential generalizability of SJTs across cultures?
The remainder of this chapter focuses on these issues. Specifically, I dis-
cuss three influencing factors: (a) the cultural transportability of SJT item
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characteristics, (b) the point-to-point correspondence between predictor
and criterion, and (c) the type of constructs measured by SJTs.

The Cultural Transportability of SJT Item Characteristics

SJT Item Characteristics. SJT items are highly contextualized because
they are embedded in a particular context or situation. The contextualized
nature of SJT items makes them particularly prone to cultural differences
because the culture wherein one lives acts like a lens, guiding the interpre-
tation of events and defining appropriate behaviors (Cropanzano, 1998; Ly-
tle, Brett, Barsness, Tinsely, & Janssens, 1995). Table 13.1, presents a matrix
in which SJT item characteristics are cast in terms of Hofstede’s (1991) cul-
tural dimensions (i.e., individualism/collectivism, power distance, uncer-
tainty avoidance, and masculinity/femininity). Note that I use Hofstede’s
(1991) framework, although I acknowledge it is also possible to construct
this matrix with other cultural frameworks (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorf-
man, & Gupta, 2004; Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961; Schwartz & Bardi,
2001; Schwartz & Sagiv, 1995; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1997).

The problem situations (as reflected in the item stems of SJTs) that are
presented to candidates in a written or video-based format are a first char-
acteristic of SJTs. These problem situations are generated from a job anal-
ysis and from critical incidents provided by high and low performers on a
specific criterion (job). When SJTs are used in an international context, the
issue then becomes whether there are cultural differences in terms of the
situations (critical incidents) generated (holding the type of job constant).
According to value orientations theory (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961), all
cultures encounter very common problem situations. Applied to SJTs, this
would mean that for a given job the situations encountered might be fairly
similar across various cultures. However, we believe a lot also depends
on the type of situations studied. In cross-cultural psychology, generaliz-
ability has typically been studied and found for major situations such as
situations of joy, fear, anger, sadness, disgust, shame, and guilt (Scherer &
Wallbott, 1994; Scherer, Wallbott, & Summerfield, 1986). Such basic config-
urations are different from many of the work-related situations included
in SJTs. Therefore, we do not expect the situations and response options of
SJTs to generalize across cultures. Some situations will simply not be rele-
vant in one culture, whereas they might be very relevant in another culture.
Think about the differences in organizing meetings across countries. For
example, applicants in a culture high on power distance might have trou-
ble answering a situation about a party off hours between employees and
their boss. If one does not take account of these cultural differences, it might
well be that applicants are presented with an SJT item stem that is simply
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not relevant in their culture. To our knowledge, no empirical studies have
tested whether similar situations are generated across cultures.

A second item characteristic of SJTs are the response alternatives. These
are taken from possible ways of dealing with a given situation as provided
by high and low performers on a specific criterion (job). In an international
context, one might question whether the response alternatives given to ap-
plicants are transportable from one culture to another. Value orientations
theory (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961) posits that all cultures encounter
similar problems and that all cultures discovered similar responses to these
problems. Yet, the same argument as earlier applies here. The possible re-
sponses to the basic configurations studied in cross-cultural psychology do
not echo the specific responses to the work-related situations depicted in
SJTs. Thus, we expect that the possible range of relevant response options
might differ from one culture (holding the type of situations and the type
of job constant) to another. If one does not take account of these differ-
ences, the SJT might present applicants with response options that are not
relevant in a given culture. This also means that the response endorsement
frequencies might differ from one culture to another. So, what might be
a good distractor (e.g., yelling in a meeting when no one is listening to
your opinion) in one culture (e.g., culture low in power distance) might
not be endorsed by many applicants in another (e.g., culture high in power
distance).

Apart from item stems and response alternatives, the SJT scoring key is
a third component of all SJTs (McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001). The correct an-
swer on an SJT is determined either empirically (by comparing low and
high performers) or rationally (by experts), although a hybrid of these two
approaches is sometimes followed. It is expected that cultural differences
will affect the effectiveness of response options and therefore the scoring
key of SJTs. This expectation is based on value orientations theory (Kluck-
hohn & Strodtbeck, 1961) and attribution theory (Bond, 1983; Morris &
Peng, 1994).

According to value orientations theory (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961),
cultures differ in terms of their preference for specific responses to problem
situations. This is illustrated by linking Hofstede’s dimensions with the ef-
fectiveness of response alternatives to SJT items. For instance, in a culture
high on uncertainty avoidance, the effective response to a specific written
SJT situation (e.g., supervising a group of young employees) might be to
impose rules and structure. However, the same reply to the same situa-
tion might be valued as ineffective in a culture low on uncertainty avoid-
ance because ambiguity is not perceived as a threat. The individualism–
collectivism might also affect SJT response effectiveness. In fact, we ex-
pect that answers that promote group harmony might be considered more
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effective in cultures high in collectivism, whereas the reverse might be
true in cultures low on individualism. The masculinity–femininity dimen-
sion might affect SJT responses, such that answers that involve competi-
tion might be preferred in cultures high on masculinity. Finally, answers
that minimize ambiguity and appear decisive might be considered most
effective in a culture high on uncertainty avoidance.

Attribution theory also posits that the effectiveness of responses to situ-
ations might differ from one culture to another. This is because attribution
patterns reflect implicit theories acquired from socialization in a specific
culture. Therefore, they are differentially distributed across human cul-
tures (Bond, 1983; Morris & Peng, 1994). For example, Morris and Peng’s
study revealed that American people attributed social events more to per-
sonal dispositions (i.e., attributions based on the belief that social behavior
expresses stable, global, and internal dispositions), whereas Chinese peo-
ple attributed more to situational factors (attributions based on the belief
that social behavior is shaped by relationships, roles, and situational pres-
sures). The evidence that attribution patterns are differentially distributed
across human cultures serves as the foundation of the so-called cultural
assimulators that are often used in cross-cultural training (Bhawuk &
Brislin, 2000). Cultural assimulators share similarities with SJTs because
they also present written or video-based situations to individuals. A dif-
ference is that the situation is always a social situation in another culture
and that the response alternatives given are essentially possible attributions
associated with the event depicted. According to Bhawuk and Brislin, cul-
tural assimilators aim to teach expatriates to make isomorphic attributions.
This means that individuals attribute a social event in a specific culture in
the same way as is done in that specific culture.

A fourth item characteristic that might be prone to cultural differences
is the link between response options as indicators for a given construct.
Unlike cognitive-ability tests, we expect that the item-construct relation-
ship in SJTs is more susceptible to deficiency and contamination because
of possible cross-cultural differences in the meaning/interpretation of the
same situation content or same response to the same situation. For exam-
ple, given the same written situation (e.g., a situation depicting a meeting
between an older supervisor and a group of employees), the same behavior
(e.g., clearly and openly defending one’s views about work standards in
front of the supervisor with all employees being present) might be linked
to a specific construct (e.g., assertiveness) in one culture (culture low in
power distance), whereas it might be an indicator for another construct
(e.g., rudeness, impoliteness) in another culture (culture high in power
distance).
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Empirical Research. Studies that have examined the cultural trans-
portability of SJT item characteristics are very scarce. As noted, no studies
have explored cultural differences in terms of the situations, response op-
tions, or response option–construct linkages. We retrieved only one empiri-
cal study that examined whether the preference (effectiveness) for response
alternatives differs across cultures. Nishii, Ployhart, Sacco, Wiechmann,
and Rogg (2001) conducted a study among incumbents of a multinational
food chain in different countries (Canada, Germany, Korea, Mexico, Spain,
the United Kingdom, and Thailand). They investigated whether the en-
dorsement of response options to five SJT items was affected by culture.
Cultural dimensions were operationalized in terms of Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions. Results revealed that people of different cultural backgrounds
were differentially attracted to specific response alternatives, and that these
differences were consistent with theoretical expectations. As a matter of
fact, people from individualistic cultures chose response options that were
task-oriented and that involved communicating directly with others. How-
ever, for the same item, people from collectivistic cultures tended to choose
response options with a focus on group harmony and protecting others’
face.

On a more general level, a wide variety of empirical research in cross-
cultural psychology (e.g., Smith, Dugan, Peterson, & Leung, 1998; Smith
et al., 2002) has also shown that the effectiveness of work-related behaviors
in response to a given situation might drastically differ across cultures. As
there are numerous examples are, we cite only two studies. Adler, Doktor,
and Reddin (1986) showed that there were differences in decision making
and information processing across cultures and countries. As an example,
they mentioned that Japanese people like to go from general to specific,
whereas Western people prefer to get rid of details before talking about
larger issues. S. Schmidt and Yeh (1992) drew similar conclusions with
regard to differences in leadership behaviors and styles across cultures.

The Point-to-Point Correspondence Between Predictor and Criterion

SJTs as Externally Constructed Measures. SJTs are fundamentally
different measures than cognitive-ability or personality tests. Cognitive-
ability tests and to a certain extent also personality inventories are
internally constructed predictor measures (Mount, Witt, & Barrick, 2000).
These predictor measures are typically decontextualized and are devel-
oped to have generalizability across a wide variety of situations. Accord-
ingly, it is expected that the criterion-related validity of these measures
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will generalize across jobs, occupations, and cultures. As noted earlier, this
expectation has been confirmed so far.

Conversely, contextualized measures such as SJTs are externally con-
structed because they are also developed for a very specific criterion. In
fact, SJT items are directly developed or sampled from the criterion be-
haviors that the test is designed to predict (Chan & Schmitt, 2002). Apart
from SJTs, other examples of externally constructed measures include sit-
uational interviews, behavior-description interviews, work samples, and
assessment center exercises.

For externally constructed predictors such as SJTs, the point-to-point
correspondence between the predictor and the criterion domain is of
paramount importance as it gives them their criterion-related validity.
This contrasts to internally oriented measures such as cognitive abil-
ity tests whose criterion-related validity is expected to generalize across
a wide variety of jobs and occupations. When framed in this way, it
should be clear that using an SJT in a different culture than origi-
nally intended is conceptually not different from using an SJT for an-
other job or occupation than originally intended. In other words, the
fact that an SJT is used in another culture does not make it invalid
per se. As long as one ensures that the predictor and criterion domains
match, criterion-related validity will be high. Conversely, when the pre-
dictor and criterion domains do not overlap, criterion-related validity
will be low. All of this is based on the well-known notion that validity
is about matching predictor and criterion domains (Binning & Barrett,
1989).

To examine these expectations, we categorized possible international
applications of SJTs along these two dimensions (predictor and criterion).
A further distinction is made between “national” (original culture) and
“international” (host culture). As the vast majority of SJT practice and
research has been conducted in the United States, we take the United States
as point of reference. This means that “national” applications refer to the
use of SJTs in the United States. International applications, in turn, refer to
the use of SJTs outside the United States.

The “predictor–criterion” distinction and the “national–international”
distinction lead to four quadrants. These quadrants are presented in
Fig. 13.1. The following section discusses the main criterion-related va-
lidity issues for each of these four quadrants. When available, prior SJT
criterion-related validity studies are reviewed.

Within-Culture Applications. Quadrant A of Fig. 13.1 does not re-
ally deal with SJT research in an international context because it consists
of studies wherein the predictor (SJT) was developed and used in the
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FIG. 13.1. Overview of international applications of situational judgment tests.

United States. Afterward, the criterion data (job-performance data) were
also gathered in the United States.

Given that most prior SJT studies have been conducted in the United
States, this quadrant consists of the majority of SJT research. In fact,
McDaniel, Morgeson, Finnegan, Campion, and Braverman (2001) meta-
analyzed 39 prior SJT studies (that generated 102 criterion-related validity
coefficients) conducted in the United States. Results showed that SJTs were
valid predictors, with an estimated population validity of .34. Other stud-
ies conducted in the United States (e.g., Clevenger, Pereira, Wiechmann,
Schmitt, & Schmidt Harvey, 2001) have further shown that SJTs have in-
cremental validity over and above cognitive ability and personality tests.

Quadrant D of Fig. 13.1 also entails within-culture applications of SJTs.
In studies in Quadrant D, the predictor (SJT) was developed and used out-
side the United States. Afterward, the criterion data were also gathered
outside the United States. Studies in Quadrant D used a so-called emic
approach (Berry, 1969). This means that SJTs are developed and validated
with the own culture as the point of reference. One example is the study
of Chan and Schmitt (2002). These researchers developed an SJT for civil
service positions in Singapore. Although the development of the SJT con-
formed to the procedures used in U.S. SJTs (see Motowidlo, Hanson, &
Crafts, 1997), the job analysis, the collection of situations, the derivation
of response alternatives, the development of the scoring key, and the vali-
dation took place in Singapore. Another example is the development of a
video-based SJT for use in the Belgian admission exam “Medical and Den-
tal Studies” (Lievens, Buyse, & Sackett, 2005; Lievens & Coetsier, 2002).
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Again, the development of the SJT closely followed U.S. studies, while at
the same time ensuring that the job-relevant scenarios were derived from
input of local experts. Although SJTs seem to be less popular outside the
United States, we found other examples of SJT studies in Quadrant D in
Germany (Behrmann, 2004; Funke & Schuler, 1998; Kleinmann & Strauss,
1998; Schuler, Diemand, & Moser, 1993), the Netherlands (Born, 1994; Born,
Van der Maesen de Sombreff, & Van der Zee, 2001; Van Leest & Meltzer,
1995), Korea (Lee, Choi, & Choe, 2004), and China (Jin & Wan, 2004).

Given the clear overlap between predictor and criterion contexts, we see
no reason why carefully developed SJTs would not be valid in the appli-
cations mentioned in Quadrant D. Empirical research attests to this. Chan
and Schmitt (2002) found that their SJT was a valid predictor for overall
performance. In addition, their SJT application in Singapore had incre-
mental validity over cognitive ability, personality, and job experience. This
corresponds to the aforementioned studies in the United States. Similarly,
Lievens et al. (2005) found that a video-based SJT was a valid predictor of
Belgian medical students’ performance on interpersonally oriented courses
and had incremental validity over cognitive ability for predicting these
courses. Funke and Schuler (1998) showed that their SJT was predictive
for German students’ performance on interpersonally oriented role-plays.
Finally, Behrmann’s (2004) study revealed that the initial criterion-related
validity results of an SJT developed for German call center agent incum-
bents were promising.

Across-Culture Applications. Quadrant B of Fig. 13.1 consists of studies
wherein the SJT was developed in the United States. However, it was used
and validated in a different culture. Thus, contrary to Quadrants A and
D, Quadrant B involves across-country applications of SJTs. The studies in
Quadrant B are also examples of an imposed etic approach (Berry, 1969) as it
is assumed that pre-existing assessment techniques (e.g., an SJT developed
in the United States) can be adapted to different countries. For example,
an SJT designed for a particular job in the United States might be used in
other countries where the organization operates. Another example is the
selection of people in the United States for international assignments. Once
selected, these expatriates might be evaluated in the host culture (outside
the United States).

Empirical research in Quadrant B is scarce. Such and Schmidt (2004)
validated an SJT in four countries. The SJT and its scoring key were devel-
oped on the basis of a “cross-cultural” job analysis across multiple coun-
tries. Results in a cross-validation sample showed that the SJT was valid
in half of the countries, namely the United Kingdom and Australia. Con-
versely, it was not predictive in Mexico. These results illustrate that the
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criterion-related validity of an SJT might be undermined when the pre-
dictor and criterion domains do not overlap. As noted previously, given
the substantial cultural differences in what is considered effective behavior
in a given situation, it seems impossible to determine a universal scoring
key. So, although attempts were made to ensure that the scoring key was
cross-culturally oriented, we believe that the results indicate that effective
behavior on the SJT was mainly determined in terms of what is consid-
ered effective behavior in two countries with a similar heritage (the United
Kingdom and Australia). Hence, the SJT was predictive only for job perfor-
mance as rated in the United Kingdom and Australia but not in Mexico. In
general, Nishii et al. (2001) succinctly summarized the problem as follows:

If a scoring key for a SJT is developed in one country and is based on certain
cultural assumptions of appropriate or desirable behavior, then people from
countries with different cultural assumptions may score lower on these tests.
Yet these lower scores would not be indicative of what is considered appropriate
or desirable response behavior in those countries. (p. 10)

Applications of SJTs in Quadrant C of Fig. 13.1 are evenmore scarce.
This quadrant is comprised of applications wherein the SJT was developed
outside the United States. However, it was used and validated in the United
States. The selection of impatriates (people from foreign countries that are
assigned to work in the corporate headquarters in the United States) on
the basis of an SJT might be an example of such a cross-country application
of SJTs. In a similar vein, international personnel might be selected on the
basis of SJTs in a European country. Afterward, they are sent to the United
States where U.S. managers evaluate them. We were not able to retrieve
criterion-related validity studies of SJTs in such contexts. On the basis of
the logic just explained, we expect that the criterion-related validity of the
SJT will suffer in case of a lack of predictor and criterion overlap.

The difficulties related to predictor and criterion match that might be
encountered in across-culture applications of SJTs are further exemplified
when one takes into consideration that cultural differences might affect
the criterion itself (Ployhart, Wiechmann, Schmitt, Sacco, & Rogg, 2003). In
fact, in individualistic cultures, task performance is typically given more
importance than contextual performance in global job performance ratings
(Johnson, 2001; Rotundo & Sackett, 2002). However, it might well be that the
relative importance attached to task performance vis-à-vis contextual per-
formance when combining ratings into a summary job-performance rating
might be different in other cultures (Arthur & Bennett, 1997). For example,
in collectivist cultures, job-performance ratings may resemble more closely
measures of contextual performance—at least as those concepts are defined
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in these cultures. The key point here is that the criterion-related validity
of an SJT in a host culture (country) might vary considerably depending
on the relative weights given to specific performance components (task vs.
contextual performance) when defining the construct of job performance
in that specific culture (country) (Murphy & Shiarella, 1997).

Possible Moderators. The importance of the point-to-point correspon-
dence between SJT and the criterion might be moderated by at least two
factors. First, careful attention to matching predictor and criterion domains
in international use of selection procedures might be less important for
cognitively loaded SJTs than for noncognitive SJTs. As discussed here,
cognitive constructs seem to be less susceptible to cultural variation. Sec-
ond, the validity of cross-cultural applications is dependent on the culture
specificity of the job in question. This refers to the issue as to what extent
the same job-relevant behaviors on this same job are evaluated differently
between cultures. If a job is not very culture-dependent/susceptible, it
should not matter to validity whether SJT test development, scoring key
development (expert’s judgments), and criterion-domain judgments (per-
formance ratings) were done in the same or a different culture from the
culture that the test is used. Conversely, it should matter if the job is culture-
dependent/susceptible. As argued by Furrer, Liu, and Sudharshan (2000),
customer service quality might be an example of a job dimension that is
especially susceptible to cultural differences (see also Ployhart et al., 2003).

The Type of Constructs Measured by SJTs

In recent years, an increasing amount of studies have tried to uncover
which are the constructs underlying SJTs. Most studies a posteriori cor-
related SJT scores with measures of cognitive ability or personality. The
meta-analysis of McDaniel et al. (2001) examined the relationship between
cognitive ability and SJT scores. Correlations varied considerably (between
.17 and .75), with an average correlation of .46. Another meta-analysis con-
centrated on noncognitive correlates of SJT scores. McDaniel and Nguyen
(2001) found that SJTs correlated with most of the Big Five personality traits.
Apart from cognitive ability and personality, SJTs have also been found to
correlate with experience and job knowledge. Although the debate about
the constructs underlying SJTs is still ongoing, there is general consensus
that—similar to assessment center exercises or structured interviews—SJTs
are basically methods that can be designed to measure a variety of cogni-
tive and noncognitive constructs. This notion is best exemplified by recent
efforts to a priori build constructs into SJTs (Motowidlo, Diesch, & Jackson,
2003; Ployhart & Ryan, 2000)
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Why might the nature of the constructs (cognitive vs. noncognitive)
measured by SJTs have important implications on the generalizability of
their criterion-related validity across cultures? The main reason relates to
the finding that cognitive constructs are more robust to cultural variation.
In fact, cognitive ability has emerged as the best stand-alone predictor
whose validity generalizes across jobs, occupations, and countries (Salgado
et al., 2003a, b). The key advantage of working with constructs is that
it provides a basis for predicting the criterion-related validity of specific
constructs measured by other methods (Hattrupp, Schmitt, & Landis, 1992;
Schmitt & Chan, 1998). In particular, applied to SJTs, this would mean
that SJTs that are cognitively loaded would exhibit more cross-cultural
validity than SJTs that are not cognitively loaded, all other things being
equal. According to Chan and Schmitt (2002), the g-loadedness of an SJT
is dependent on the nature of the SJT test content. Thus, the more the SJT
content is loaded with cognitive ability, the more likely it will exhibit cross
cultural validity, all other things being equal.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

One of the common threads running through this chapter is that research
on SJTs in an international context is scarce. Therefore, it was no surprise
that throughout this chapter, future research needs have been suggested. In
this section, I summarize these various research needs in six key directions
for future research regarding the use of SJTs in an international context.

First, studies are needed that examine how culture affects the various
steps in SJT development. In the matrix of Table 13.1, prior research (Nishii
et al., 2001) has concentrated only on the fourth column, namely how cul-
tural differences impact on response-choice effectiveness. Granted, this is

TABLE 13.1
Matrix of Relevant SJT Item Characteristics and Cultural Dimensions

Hofstede’s
(1991) Cultural
Dimensions

Items Situations
(Item Stems)

Response
Options

Response-Option
Effectiveness
(Scoring Key)

Response-
Option–

Construct
Relationship

Individualism/collectivism
Masculinity/femininity
Power distance
Uncertainty avoidance
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important because both value orientations theory and attribution theory
show that the effectiveness and thus the scoring key of for SJT response al-
ternatives will differ across cultures. Yet, SJT design also entails gathering
job-related situations and possible response options to these situations. It
would be interesting to investigate whether SMEs in different countries
provide the same critical situations and response alternatives. This can be
easily done by presenting a given job to SMEs in different countries and
asking them to generate critical incidents. Such research can shed light
on whether the same types of situations occur across cultures. As noted,
we expect that cultural inhibitions are often so strong that specific situ-
ations and responses in one culture would never occur in another. Apart
from scrutinizing the relevance of problem-situations and response options
across cultures, the frequency of response-option endorsement should also
be compared across cultures. Finally, it should be examined whether the
relationship linking SJT items and SJT intended constructs is transportable
across cultures. It might be important to investigate the cultural transporta-
bility of the item–construct relationship because it suggests that the extent
to which an SJT can successfully be used across cultures is dependent
on the nature of the test content vis-à-vis the similarities and differences
between cultures with respect to that content. If the aforementioned is cor-
rect, then within one SJT, some SJT responses will be more cross-culturally
valid than others depending on the (dis)similarity between cultures in item
content.

Second, very little is known about which SJT features increase or re-
duce cultural differences. McDaniel and colleagues (chap. 9, this volume)
provides a good review of various item characteristics that might impact
on the criterion-related validity of SJTs in a national context. Yet, virtu-
ally none of these characteristics have been investigated in an interna-
tional context. One exception is the presentation format of SJT items. Chan
and Schmitt (1997) showed that a video-based presentation format sig-
nificantly reduced Black–White subgroup differences as compared with
a written format. Therefore, similar to research on cognitive-ability tests
(Cole, 1981; Scheuneman & Gerritz, 1990), future studies should identify
specific types of item characteristics that may moderate differential item
functioning across cultures.

Third, future studies should go beyond examining the effects of culture
on response-option choice and include the effects on criterion-related valid-
ity. As already noted, we retrieved only one study (Such & Schmidt, 2004)
that examined the criterion-related validity of SJTs in a variety of coun-
tries. In that specific study, the SJT development and scoring followed an
imposed etic approach as the SJT was developed in one country and then
used in other countries, with the result being that the SJT was predictive
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in only half of the countries. Probably, there was a lack of overlap between
the SJT and the criterion in the other half of the countries. In this chap-
ter, we posited that future studies should use an emic approach so that
the SJT scoring key is tailored to the specific countries where the crite-
rion data are gathered, guaranteeing sufficient overlap between predictor
and criterion domains. Future research should be conducted to test these
ideas.

In a similar vein, there is a clear need for studies that examine how
the criterion-related validity of SJTs might be influenced by differences
across cultures in how the various performance dimensions are weighted
and combined into an overall job-performance rating. For instance, if man-
agers in a particular culture (country) value that people get along (a con-
textual performance dimension), the fact that an SJT in another culture
(country) predicts well individual task performance does not say much
about the relevance of this SJT for hiring the best personnel in that specific
culture (country). To our knowledge, no studies have investigated these
issues.

Fourth, there is a need for a priori theory-driven examinations of the
impact of cultural differences on SJT performance and criterion-related
validity. So far, previous investigations (i.e., Nishii et al., 2001) have corre-
lated SJT responses that had already been gathered across various coun-
tries with country scores on Hofstede’s (1991) dimensions. Apart from its
a posteriori nature, another limitation of this approach is that individual
and country levels of analysis are confounded because an individual in a
given country is equated with the score of his or her country. Clearly, such
a country score on a cultural dimension such as individualistic serves at
best as only a proxy of an individual’s standing on this cultural dimen-
sion. A better approach would consist of determining a priori which items
might be prone to cultural differences. In addition, respondents’ individual
scores on Hofstede’s (1991) scales or similar scales (e.g., the GLOBE project;
House et al., 2004) should be gathered. Whitney and Schmitt (1997) pub-
lished an excellent example of such an a priori theory-driven approach for
examining the influence of culture on selection procedures. On the basis
of prior theory about value differences between Blacks and Whites, they a
priori determined biodata items that would be vulnerable to cultural differ-
ences between Blacks and Whites. Next, they measured the cultural values
of the individual respondents and correlated them with the individuals’
response selection on these items. Some support was found for the hypoth-
esis that cultural values were associated with the observed difference in
Black–White response choices.

Fifth, no studies have used a construct-driven approach for examin-
ing the cross-cultural validity of SJTs. As already mentioned, it would be
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particularly interesting to examine whether g-loaded SJTs (i.e., SJTs whose
content is loaded with cognitive ability) are more likely to exhibit cross cul-
tural validity, all other things being equal, than SJTs that are less g-loaded.
Future studies can test this proposition at various levels. In particular,
researchers might test this proposition at the overall score level (e.g., by
comparing a “cognitive” SJT with a “noncognitive” SJT) and/or at the
item level (e.g., by comparing “cognitive” SJT items with “noncognitive”
SJT items).

Finally, it should be noted that virtually all “international” SJT applica-
tions discussed in this chapter were conducted in the United States and/or
in western Europe. Future studies should be conducted in other parts of
the world. Only in that case, we can obtain a full understanding of the
cultural influences on SJTs.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

A first practical lesson to be learned is that general statements such as “SJTs
are useful [or not useful] in other cultures” are not warranted. Instead, the
specific application should be taken into account. We showed that SJTs
carefully developed in Singapore, Belgium, or Germany for predicting job
performance in these countries might have validities in the same range as
SJTs developed in the United States. So, practitioners should be aware of
the type of international application of SJTs. If the SJT is used for within-
culture applications (predictor and criterion data are gathered in the same
culture, e.g., an organization in Korea hires Korean individuals for a given
job in Korea, see Quadrants A and D in Fig. 13.1), cultural differences do
not seem to be a major threat. The reverse is true for cross-cultural applica-
tions of SJTs (predictor and criterion data are gathered in different cultures,
e.g., a multinational hires individuals for a given job in a host culture, see
Quadrants B and C). In these applications, the cultural transportability of
SJT item characteristics might be at risk. Hence, their criterion-related va-
lidity might suffer if practitioners do not ensure predictor and criterion
overlap.

How might practitioners ensure predictor and criterion overlap in cross-
cultural applications of SJTs? Generally, there are two solutions possible.
One solution might consist of changing the criterion. For example, one
might consider evaluating the expatriates by corporate personnel in the
original culture. However, this solution is both practically and conceptually
debatable. From a conceptual point of view, this would mean that the
criterion is changed on the basis of the predictor. One should always take
the primacy of the criterion into account. From a practical point of view, it
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does not seem very acceptable that corporate headquarters determine what
is good and bad performance in a specific host country. Instead, inspection
of expatriate success criteria indicate that good performance implies that
the expatriate is evaluated positively in the host culture in terms of task
and interpersonal performance domains.

Another solution might be to change the predictor (the SJT) and to tailor
the SJT to each specific culture (country). This means that both item stems
and response alternatives should be carefully scrutinized for clarity and
relevance in the host culture. In addition, it does not make sense to use or
develop a “universal” scoring key as the same response option might be
effective in one culture and ineffective in another culture. Instead, orga-
nizations should invest time and money to determine the effectiveness of
the various response options in different cultures. Accordingly, it should
be possible to tailor the scoring key to the specific host culture so that the
key is consistent with the specific cultural norms.

On a more general level, our recommendations to scrutinize the content
of item stems and response alternatives and to develop culture-specific
scoring keys question the utility of an imposed etic approach when de-
veloping SJTs. Instead, our recommendations are in line with an emic ap-
proach. Ascalon, Schleicher, and Born (2004) provided an example of such
a tailored country-specific approach. They developed an SJT for selecting
expatriates targeted to five countries (The Netherlands, China, Germany,
the United States, and Spain). Their SJT consisted of written scenarios rep-
resenting the interaction of the five nationalities with one another. The SJT
was designed to measure empathy and ethnocentrism; two dimensions
that were posited to be related to cross-cultural social intelligence. People
from these five countries served as experts to determine how the response
options scored on these two dimensions.

EPILOGUE

Recently, organizations have started to use SJTs in an international con-
text. The use of contextualized measures such as SJTs in an international
context puts some challenges for organizations on the table. This chap-
ter posited that three factors might determine the cross-cultural validity
of SJTs, namely the transportability of the SJT items characteristics, the
matching of predictor and criterion domains, and the type of constructs
measured.

One of the key premises was that using an SJT in a different culture
than originally intended is conceptually not different from using an SJT
for another job or occupation than originally intended. This meant that
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the generalizability of SJTs to other contexts might be jeopardized if these
measures were used in a different context (e.g., job, organization, culture)
and for a different criterion than originally intended. This leads to two im-
plications. First, the interpretation of the correct or appropriate behavioral
response to a specific situation might differ as a function of cultural values.
In other words, the scoring key might differ from one culture to another.
Second, SJTs might have differential validity across cultures if SJT scores do
not match the criterion data gathered in another culture. In cross-cultural
applications of SJTs, tailoring the scoring key to the host culture might be
a way of matching predictors and criteria.
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