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Introduction

Employees with strong cognitive ability are a competitive advantage to an organisation - 

particularly when they are in roles that require quick learning, first-time problem solving, 

thinking ‘on your feet’ and dealing with ambiguity. People who score well on cognitive 

ability tests are more likely to develop a greater knowledge of the job more quickly, make 

effective decisions and successfully reason and strategise to solve problems. In fact, a 

landmark study1 reviewed 85 years of research and found that higher cognitive ability is 

linked with higher productivity and performance. 

Today, with technology and globalisation advancing the complexity of the challenges we 

face and causing them to come at greater speed, it’s more important than ever that we 

attract and align talent with the cognitive demands of the organisation to ensure both its 

current and future success. But, for reasons we will discuss further, it’s crucial that we also fill 

them with people whose cognitive potential matches or ‘fits’ the cognitive demands of 

their roles. 

For every job … 
the number one thing we look for 

is general cognitive ability, and it’s not 
I.Q. It’s learning ability. It’s the ability 
to process on the fly. It’s the ability 
to pull together disparate bits of

information.

Laszlo Bock 
former Senior Vice President  

of People Operations for Google2

“
 

“
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A Challenge for Leadership – and for the Organisation

Both experience and learning potential are important factors in how effectively people 
deal with rapid change and advancing complexity. Experience consists of attributes that 
can change over time such as education, knowledge, work training and work experience, 
whereas learning potential is more about attributes that are stable over time such as 
personality traits, values and intelligence.

As a result, to succeed amidst today’s complexity and change, CEOs need to use both the 
knowledge they’ve built over time and their mental ability and agility to make smart, 
assertive decisions. Crucially, they also need employees in place across the entire 
organisation who have the cognitive ability to carry out these decisions - and for this, CEOs 
rely on HR.

Specifically, CEOs rely on their HR partners to develop a 
talent acquisition strategy to find smart, agile thinkers 
who can adapt quickly and thrive in an environment of 
rapid change and can also quickly learn new skills that 
may be required for effective performance or 
advancement. In addition, CEOs look to HR to fill their 
talent pipelines with managers who possess high 
cognitive ability, along with high-performing employees 
who are great candidates for leadership roles in the 
future; due to their cognitive characteristics and have 
both the experience and cognitive potential for internal 
promotions and successor capability. 

Rapid change, coupled with incredibly fast 
technological advancement, poses different 
challenges. For example, it’s generally not enough to 
simply use two to three key pieces of technology. 
Today’s employees must be agile enough to learn and 
adopt many new technologies - almost overnight. More 
importantly, they must harness technology to create 
new value for the organisation and its customers.

“You
can’t continue 

to think that the world 
is the same as it was five 
years ago. It is incredibly 

different now: it’s even changed 
from how it was five weeks 
ago or five months ago.”

      Juan Béjar 
Chairman of Globalvia3

“CEOs need to use both the knowledge
they’ve built over time and their mental 
ability and agility to make smart, assertive 
decisions.”

All of this makes HR’s challenge two-fold:

1. Firstly, you need to select the right people to develop into leadership and managerial 
roles and also non-leadership roles that are critical to the organisation’s competitive 
positioning. It’s vital to avoid succumbing to the Peter Principle: promoting people until 
they reach a level where they are not equipped to cope with the role demands and 
become incompetent.

2. Secondly, you need to ensure that backbone employees of the organisation have the 
cognitive ability to perform their jobs at a satisfactory level.

Fortunately, by effectively assessing for cognitive potential, you can meet both 
challenges. Focusing exclusively on cognitive potential, however, would be a major 
mistake. 
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The Right Mix:High Potential/High Fit

If you only hired the smartest, most-ambitious people you could find, you would soon have 
a disaster on your hands - widespread disengagement and high levels of turnover. If you 
filled your organisation with high-performers, for example, you could only promote a given 
number of them despite how brilliantly they all performed. Over time, the many who 
weren’t promoted would become frustrated and feel they’re not properly valued. 
According to a CIPD Employee Outlook study4, 30% of employees believe they’re 
overqualified for the job they do, with only 24% satisfied with their jobs.

That’s why, along with having employees who have the cognitive potential to be leaders 
in your organisation, you also need a good supply of employees whose cognitive potential 
fits the cognitive demands of lower and mid-level roles, especially those where there is little 
or no potential for advancement. By knowing people’s potential for new learning and 
dealing with complexity, you can fit them into roles where they will be satisfied, challenged 
but not overwhelmed and feel that they are making a valuable contribution - this has a 
significant impact on employee satisfaction and engagement. This in turn helps you forge 
teams that are more satisfied, engaged and stable, creating a strong, proficient 
“backbone” in the organisation.

Ultimately, getting the cognitive mix just right ensures that your organisation not only has a 
high potential talent pool that is ready to advance, take on new learning fast and fill more 
complex roles, but also a ’backbone’ talent pool that provides critical stability in roles 
where there is not potential for rapid advancement.
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Multi-Generational Workforces, Training and Virtual Work

A combined focus on cognitive potential and fit can also help you solve other 
organisational challenges associated with change and increased complexity:

1. It helps you have more success fitting multiple generations into your organisation

Finding and retaining quality workers is one of the well-known problems for businesses 
today and it’s key to acknowledge that with such stark differences between current 
generations, we are going to have one of the most diverse workforces ever seen – by 
2020, millennials will make up 35% of the total working population and Gen Z will make up 
24%5. Plus, they’re also a relatively untapped source of labour with the rate of 
unemployed young people more than three times higher than the figure for older 
generations6.

There are great benefits to hiring young people. They bring untapped passion, energy 
and potential and may be willing to work on contract initially, which reduces labour 
costs. Plus, Gen Z are being described as ‘digital natives’. Those in Gen Z who have grown 
up in regions with internet connectivity and easy access to mobile devices seem to take 
more naturally to this technology. But growing up with constant connectivity and mobile 
devices doesn’t necessarily translate into work skills. Therefore, the limitation here is their 
lack of work training and experience. With work performance largely a combination of 
experience and cognitive ability, it’s critical to assess candidates’ cognitive potential - 
which impacts how well and how quickly they’ll get up to speed and reach proficiency 
with their job duties and demands. In addition to helping you determine if they can 
succeed in a role, their cognitive potential shows you how they are likely to fit within your 
organisation going forward, whether they’ll be solid contributors, and how likely they are 
to advance to more demanding roles.

2. It improves your training results

Training is important to all organisations, but it is often time-consuming and costly and 
some people always fail despite your best efforts. Getting better training results is of 
tremendous value and assessing for cognitive potential and fit delivers them. Knowing an 
individual’s cognitive ability is an indicator of how well they will cope with training and 
new learning. By identifying this upfront, training programs can be aligned with individual 
needs and managers can tailor their support and coaching. In roles that have a steep 
learning curve, significant complexity and a need for the individual to work 
independently, having strong cognitive capability is a differentiator. As an Oracle report7 
noted, “A shorter time to proficiency for new hires can mean more products developed, 
more services delivered, more orders filled, more deals in the pipeline, and/or more 
marketing activity.”

3. It helps you understand how people will respond to a virtual work environment

Some people succeed when working remotely, while others struggle. It’s important to 
recognise which people have the right cognitive fit for the demands of virtual work. By 
understanding workers’ cognitive potential and learning agility, you can identify 
employees who are fast and agile learners and who can work with less supervision - 
critical success factors for an effective virtual worker, especially as the percentage of 
remote workers continues to rise.
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Multi-Generational Workforces, Training and Virtual Work

The General Intelligence Assessment (GIA) is a cognitive ability assessment that provides an 
accurate prediction of the time it will take someone to get to grips with a new role, skill, 
process etc. This assessment measures what a person could potentially do, rather than their 
existing knowledge. 

The GIA consists of five tests of simple cognitive abilities (i.e. abilities that rely on processes 
such as thought, language, decision making, learning and memory). By gauging an 
individual’s capabilities in these five areas, you will be able to keep your people engaged 
in their work and your organisation with appropriate challenges suited to their strengths. 
The GIA will also enable you to identify potential leaders, those that can think on their feet 
and the people better suited to methodical problem solving.

This test measures the ability to 
create and manipulate mental images 
of objects. This test correlates with 
tests of mechanical reasoning, and 
assesses an individual’s ability to 
use mental visualisation skills to 
compare shapes. It relates to the 
ability to work in environments 
where visualisation skills are 
required to understand and 
execute tasks.

This test measures the ability to make 
inferences, the ability to reason 
from information provided and 
to draw the correct conclusions. 
This test assesses the ability of an 
individual to hold information in 
their short-term memory and solve 
problems. 

This test measures the perception 
of inaccuracies in written material, 
numbers and diagrams, the ability 
to ignore irrelevant information, 
the ability to recognise similarities 
and differences, and error checking. 
It tests the speed of semantic 
encoding and comparison.

This is a test of numerical 
manipulation and a measure of 
basic numerical reasoning ability. It 
measures the degree to which an 
individual can work comfortably 
with quantitative concepts. 

This test assesses word knowledge 
and vocabulary. It assesses the 
comprehension of a large number 
of words from different parts of 
speech and the ability to identify 
the words that have similar or 
opposite meanings. It assesses the 
ability to work in environments 
where a clear understanding of 
written or spoken instructions is 
required.  

Spatial Visualisation Reasoning Perceptual Speed

Number Speed & Accuracy Word Meaning

Reliability and validity

The GIA was developed over 15 years by Dr Peter Dann in the Human Assessment 
Laboratory at the University of Plymouth. The GIA has been subject to rigorous scientific 
testing to determine its reliability and validity as a psychological assessment. Various 
research studies have shown that the GIA is a consistent and valid measure of 
trainability. The GIA is registered with the British Psychological Society (BPS) after it was 
audited against the technical criteria established by the European Standing Committee 
on Tests and Testing, part of the European Federation of Psychologists’ Associations.
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Client case study: Silverlake Automotive Recycling 

Established in 1946, Silverlake Automotive Recycling is one of the UK’s leading vehicle 
recycling, dismantling, scrapping and recovery companies.

THE CHALLENGE
Following significant investment to expand in their market and achieve high growth, 
Silverlake needed to expand its workforce; the company needed to make sure it was 
selecting the right type of people to fulfil the many new and varied roles in the new service 
areas. 

If Silverlake were to access a wider talent pool and draw in people who could work in 
different ways, it needed to be good at attracting a younger, more diverse range of 
applicants. For an industry that is typically populated by older white men, this was a major 
challenge, which other companies in the sector struggle with.

With new vacancies opening up within the business, Silverlake also wanted to also ensure 
that those it already employed were in positions best suited to them – and if they weren’t, it 
needed to smoothly redeploy them. 

Lastly, once people were in place, the company wanted to ensure it maximised the return 
on its investment, which meant ensuring productivity levels and staff retention rates were 
high. 

Simon Bastin-Mitchell, Commercial Manager at Silverlake says: “We didn’t want a revolving 
door – with us spending a lot of time and money finding and recruiting great people and 
training them, only to see them leaving us quickly.  That would be a huge drain on 
resources, very disruptive for our customers and very distracting for the business at a time of 
expansion.”

THE SOLUTION
The leadership team at Silverlake decided that the key to much of this lay in better 
understanding how candidates and current employees behave in the work environment - 
their strengths, their weaknesses, and how quickly they learn new information.  Armed with 
such insights, they would be able to improve Silverlake’s recruitment process, staff 
engagement levels and how teams are managed.  They would also be able to identify if 
current employees had skills better suited to other areas of the business.  

After researching the most successful people assessment tools on the market, Silverlake 
chose Smart Assess psychometric assessments and began working with the company. 

Smart Assess first suggested Silverlake ask its employees to take part in a Personal Profile 
Analysis (PPA), an eight-minute self-assessment that provides an insight into how people 
behave at work, as well as a General Intelligence Assessment (GIA), which delivers an 
accurate prediction of the time it will take someone to get to grips with a new role. This 
implementation was designed to identify the most suitable internal candidates for new 
roles and to make sure that each team member was positioned correctly within the 
organisation.

Having deployed these assessments with its current staff, Silverlake then used them as part 
of the recruitment process as it brought new people onboard. This was 10 years ago, and 
the business has been using these assessments ever since.   
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Simon Bastin-Mitchell comments: “We simply would not be where we are today without 
the PPA and GIA from Smart Assess. The feedback that these assessments provide is 
invaluable.  It allows the senior team to facilitate employee development, we have a 
better understanding of what motivates each worker, and the assessments remove all 
assumptions from the recruiting and redeployment processes; our decisions are rooted in 
science rather than being based on hunches and suppositions.”

In fact, Silverlake are so committed to the assessments that six members of its senior 
management team have become officially accredited to feed back on the results to 
staff, on a one-to-one basis.

Simon explains how his accreditation has given him a deeper understanding of what the 
assessments can do for the organisation: “By providing the feedback ourselves, we get a 
greater insight into each person’s motivations and behaviours. We understand how each 
individual should be managed, and we identify where their attributes and skills can best 
be utilised. 

“As a result, we are able to attract and hire top quality talent and ensure everyone within 
the organisation is happy and satisfied within their role. The assessments have had a major 
impact on how we, as a business, operate, and will continue to do so as we grow further.”

THE RESULTS

“Introducing Smart Assess assessments into the business has delivered huge benefits. We 
have hired great staff and the working environment is more harmonious. We have less 
frustrated workers who feel ‘stuck’ in the wrong roles. Plus, we have achieved a greater 
level of people awareness - employees understand themselves better and the leadership 
team has a much better appreciation of the team,” continues Simon.

In terms of more tangible results, Silverlake has successfully expanded its employees base – 
it has 115 members of staff, which is up from just 60 in 2008. This is more than a 90 percent 
increase in just 10 years. During the same period productivity has increased by 110 
percent per employee. 

Not only are staff numbers and productivity up significantly, but people are also staying at 
Silverlake long-term. Fifty per cent of employees have been at the company between 
5-10 years, with 25 per cent coming on board within the last five. This longevity of 
employment is no mean feat, Simon explains: “Introducing a host of new services brought 
with it a lot of change within the business. Other companies in similar circumstances have 
seen their established employees become alienated and leave, but that hasn’t 
happened with us. That’s down to the fantastic working environment we have created 
and by having people in roles that suit them. In an era where employees are more than 
happy to vote with their feet, we are seeing phenomenal retention rates from both old 
and recent hires, which is something we credit to the data and information produced by 
the PPA and GIA. It is clear that the recruitment strategy is succeeding.”

Silverlake reports that since the implementation of the PPA and GIA, it has also been able 
to attract a younger workforce, with the average age of its staff dropping from 30 to 25 in 
the last five years. This has opened the business up a new talent pool and introduced a 
younger generation into a notoriously ‘old school’ industry – which is good for the business’ 
future.

Simon concludes: “Psychometric assessments have revolutionised our recruitment process.  
We now know what the ideal candidate is like – and have the tools to spot them. We’re 
no longer falling for stereotypes, instead we have a systematic approach. This has also 
helped us identify, attract and retain younger staff – something everyone in the industry is 
trying to do, but we’ve cracked it!”  
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Conclusion

Talent is the fuel that drives the business engine and it’s on the top of the C-level agenda. 
To get the best results, HR needs to create a talent pipeline that serves your organisation’s 
needs, both today and in the future.

Assessing individuals for cognitive potential and fit is a powerful tool that can have a 
tremendous impact on talent selection and management strategies. It allows you to fill 
your talent pipeline with people who represent the right mix of potential and fit for you 
organisation’s needs both today and in the future. You can identify people – from top to 
bottom – whose cognitive abilities match the needs of the job, as well as some whose 
cognitive potential makes them good candidates for promotions when the right 
opportunities inevitably arrive.

Once you get this mix right, your talent pipeline will help your organisation thrive for years 
to come.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

1. CEOs rely on their HR partners to develop a talent acquisition strategy to find agile
thinkers who can adapt quickly and thrive in an environment of rapid change and can 
also quickly learn new skills that may be required for effective performance or 
advancement – and identify those who require more time and provide them with the right 
amount of support. 

2. It’s not about hiring the best of the best because there won’t be promotional
opportunities for everyone. Identifying those ‘backbone’ employees who provide critical 
stability in roles where there are no opportunities for rapid advancement will improve 
retention and employee engagement. 

3. It is proven that using psychometric assessments, such GIA, can help
organisations measure mental agility, understand how to develop people through training, 
identify potential leaders who have the skills to drive change and ensure a person is 
sufficiently challenged in their role.
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