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Thank you also to my editorial guide (you know who you are!).
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Introduction



WHAT IS THIS BOOK ABOUT?



This book has been written with one very specific objective in mind. It aims to give you, the reader, an in-depth appreciation of the skills and abilities required to pass the police national recruitment tests, including the process for applying to be a Police Community Support Officer (PCSO). As you read through this book, you will see the approach is to explain in detail the reasoning and rationale behind each exercise, the mechanics of how each exercise works, and the various limitations that exist within the exercise itself – from the perspective of those who designed it. It is not about making you a better person, although if you follow the principles contained throughout, you may just end up that way!


In essence, this book is a ‘how to’ guide to passing the police recruitment system. It aims to give you the best chance of passing through the process successfully. It cannot guarantee a pass, but I believe that it is fair to say that it will give you a huge advantage over an unprepared candidate.



WHY IS THIS BOOK DIFFERENT?



There are a number of books in existence aiming to explain assessment centres. These are invariably written from a ‘developmental’ perspective. The authors tend to have come through the police assessment centre hierarchy themselves. They therefore tend to argue that the assessment centre itself is a model of good practice and integrity, and that candidates should not be told the ‘inner workings’ of assessment processes. Such books therefore adhere to the official police line that the centres are completely objective, and that the whole system is fair and transparent.



Taking a pragmatic approach



Whilst this approach is entirely praiseworthy, this book takes a much more pragmatic approach. I have no interest in commenting on whether the system is fair or not. I have no interest in keeping on the right side of the police establishment. Instead, the whole purpose of this book is to get you, the reader and the candidate, through the police recruitment system. Clearly, I do not wish the police service I love to recruit racist, sexist or homophobic people. However, whilst there are undoubtedly those in the establishment who would accuse me of aiding this very thing, they would do well to remember that if reading a book, or indeed attending a privately run recruitment training course, can completely subvert their recruitment process, they ought to thank individuals such as myself! If it is so easy to subvert the national recruitment process, this should be a huge wake-up call to those responsible for assessment-centre design that they need to do something positive to come up with a more robust system.


This book is written to get you through the assessment centre. If the police are unhappy at this, then regrettably they will need to come up with a better system. That is their problem, not the candidate’s, nor indeed mine.



WHAT DO THE POLICE THINK OF THIS APPROACH?



Equality of all candidates


As far as the police are concerned, they would much prefer every candidate to turn up at the assessment centre with an equal level of prior knowledge of the assessment process and the exercises it contains. Ideally, this knowledge would be zero. Their argument is that this gives each candidate an equal chance of passing. Consequently, it would be fair to say that the police have no interest whatsoever in assisting privately run preparation training courses. Indeed, at one stage the Home Office complained about statements made by my company’s advertising when we stated that the course provided an advantage to candidates at assessment centres. The Home Office felt that providing this ‘advantage’ went against the whole ethos of the recruitment system. As a training provider I regard this as a compliment! Why else would students come on a course?


The official police line, therefore, is that the assessment centre is merely testing your potential to be a police officer. There is a definite suggestion from the service that the best way to prepare for this process is simply to be yourself.


The reality of life: how this book can help you


As with many things to do with police policies and aims, the reality of life is completely ignored in the assessment process. Assume there are two candidates attending the assessment centre on the same day. One is a taxi driver, who spends his or her working day driving around a large city in a black cab, having numerous short conversations with people they are unlikely to meet again. They have never found themselves in a situation where they have had to take part in a role play which has been marked and assessed. The second candidate is a salesperson for a photocopying company. Any professional sales company will subject its employees to numerous training courses, a fundamental part of which will almost invariably involve role-playing. They will have been taught how to ask questions, they will know about the principles of time management, they will be aware of the principles of finding solutions. It is clearly foolish to suggest that both candidates go into the assessment centre on an equal footing. Consequently, to suggest that every candidate would go to the assessment centre with an equal level of knowledge is simply naïve. Special constables, for example, are a group of volunteer police officers who are not paid, but clearly have exposure to the police organisation and culture that non-police staff will not have. Therefore, they must have an advantage over, say, a taxi driver. Having said that, many special constables and members of support staff actually fail the assessments they treat the role-play scenarios as they know they would be dealt with in reality (i.e. poorly), and subsequently get low marks.



USING THE SKILLS YOU HAVE AND PREPARING EFFECTIVELY



The assessment-centre process is supposed to assess a candidate’s ability to be a police officer or PCSO. It basically requires candidates to perform a certain number of tasks. If they display the skills and abilities desired, to the required standard, they will pass. On the face of it from the police perspective, every candidate should enter the assessment with an identical level of knowledge. As illustrated above, though, there is a huge flaw in this argument. If your life experiences – your background, education, employment or any of the dozens of factors that make you an individual – have made you particularly good at some of the skills being assessed, then clearly you will have an advantage over somebody who has not been so fortunate. The notion therefore that all candidates walk through the door at the assessment centre with the same opportunity to pass is clearly flawed. No matter how much the police recruitment system may wish otherwise, preparation is a huge factor in passing.


Gaining an advantage through books and training courses


Of course, it is obvious that any book or training course that seeks to provide information about the assessment-centre process will state that preparation is the key. However, I truly do believe this – and this is why. The police assessment system is based on the national police promotion examinations to the rank of sergeant and inspector. These began in 1991. For the next ten years, the national police training organisation actively promoted two national companies who provided training and development courses in preparation for the examinations. The reason the police service stepped away from these training providers was due to concerns that candidates using those companies might be perceived to have an advantage over those who did not use them. It was not because they were ineffective in preparing people. The vast majority of candidates for the police promotion examinations, which include role plays, still undertake preparation courses, most at their own expense. Many forces actually pay companies to run courses for their officers. It is nonsensical for the police to then argue that training courses for recruits are worthless, when forces are actively providing (and funding) courses covering the same principles for promotion examinations.


Taking the opportunity to prepare


Another factor to be considered is that when the police say they are against preparation training courses, what they really mean is that they do not like the average candidate being given preparation and coaching advice for the assessment. Yet the police service is in favour of providing the same support to people who are under-represented in the service. If you are from certain minority groups, the chances are you will be offered the opportunity as a candidate to go on some form of assessment-centre preparation course run by the police themselves. My view therefore is this: if one group of people is to be allowed the opportunity to prepare in advance, so should any other. It makes a mockery of any police claims that there is no need for preparation. If preparation is of no value, then why do the police themselves run preparation courses for minority candidates?



SUMMARY OF THIS APPROACH



To summarise, and to answer the question posed earlier in this introduction, the police are ambivalent about privately provided assessment-centre training. You, as the candidate, need to ask why this is the case. The police argument is that preparation training serves no purpose and will not help you to pass. Whilst they will not admit this, the real view is that they want to see you, the candidate, as you really are. They want to see you in the assessment centre, warts and all.


If you fail, it doesn’t really matter to the police, because they have another 60,000 people to assess. It’s the candidate who misses out. Aside from this, it is not in the police service’s interest to have even more successful candidates. It just makes it harder for the police to select people if everyone is good. Also, from a political perspective, if the standard of candidate goes up, it makes it even harder for the police to recruit from disadvantaged communities or groups.


None of this, of course, should really be the candidate’s problem. If you have the ability to prepare, and the determination, then there is no reason why you should not be allowed to do so.


A final thought on effective preparation


One final thought on the value of preparation. Candidates have the choice of preparing by using a book or attending a training course, such as the one provided by Talking Blues. So if the candidate pays to attend a course, or buys a book, and that preparation will do them no good whatsoever, why should the police be bothered? If reading this book is a complete waste of time, why would the police care? If the ideas contained within it, along with the information and techniques, were of no value, why would this trouble the police? Are they that concerned about you wasting your money? I suspect not.


Even if you’re a cynic, and to be honest I like cynicism in a police officer, the only logical conclusion is that the police service will try to play down the value of such preparation because they do not want you, the candidate, to do it. Ask yourself this final thing. Are they really concerned about you wasting your money on a course or a book? Or is it more likely they are concerned that having prepared thoroughly you will fly through your assessment centre? Think about it!



UNDERSTANDING THE BACKGROUND OF THE ASSESSMENT PROCESS



Why was a police assessment framework developed?


Before examining the assessment-centre process in detail, it is worthwhile gaining a brief understanding of how the current system developed. There are forty-three police forces in England and Wales. Over time each of these forces developed their own selection process. Whilst there were often common elements in these, there was no consistency nationally. For example, some forces just had an interview. Some had an interview and a letter-writing exercise. Others ran formal assessment days, consisting of role plays, group discussions and written exercises. In some forces, candidates attended an assessment centre and were then called back for a final interview. There was no structure in place to provide national standards. It was entirely possible to apply to one force that had a full assessment-centre process, fail and be told to come back in a year. Having just failed, you could then apply to a neighbouring force whose recruitment process consisted of different assessment criteria, and pass. This was clearly nonsensical. The skills required of a police officer in Weymouth are no different from those required of a police officer in Warrington. There are numerous examples of potential police officers who, upon being rejected from one force, immediately applied to a neighbouring force and were successful. Just to make things even more farcical, a candidate rejected by their first choice force might be accepted by another force, successfully complete their two-year probation, and then transfer over to their first choice force having completely bypassed that force’s recruitment system!


A system lacking credibility


So, the situation was that there were widely varying standards and the system lacked credibility. Candidates rejected from one force could become highly successful recruits in another. There was no doubt that potentially great candidates were being turned away for reasons that were not readily explainable or justifiable, and conversely some candidates were getting in who should never have been able to do so.


The development of a national system


It made sense, therefore, to develop a national system whereby the same standards applied to all forces. If a candidate does not have the skills to be accepted by one force, they should not be able to get into another one. The responsibility for the development of a new national system was undertaken through the Home Office who developed a national package which has now been implemented by all forty-three forces. Odd forces may step away every now and then.



WHAT IF THEY CHANGE THE FORMAT OF THE ASSESSMENT CENTRE FROM THAT DESCRIBED IN THIS BOOK?



Since the national system was introduced, the service has made only a few minor changes to the format of the examination. For example, the written exercises were originally in the form of letters. This format only lasted a year, though, before the exercises were redesigned in the form of proposals.


However, there are limitations on what can be changed. The basic setup of the role plays, for example, is a building block of the whole police assessment process. It is unlikely that a replacement can be found for this. The principles of a role play remain the same, irrespective of the content. It is feasible, for example, that they may do away with the five-minute planning phase. If they do, it just means that all of the factors described in the relevant chapter will need to be kept in mind in the first few moments of the new format.


It is possible that written exercises in the form of letters could make a reappearance. However, again the fact remains that the basic principles involved are the same.


Remember that for ease of explanation, I have simplified many of the concepts discussed in this book. This will have no impact, however, on the relevance of the advice or techniques provided for each exercise.


Interview questions and format can be changed easily. However, as the assessors are looking for certain key qualities, there are always going to be key issues that the candidate will be asked about.


The skills or competencies could change slightly but again this is irrelevant. The description of the desired qualities may change, but the qualities themselves remain the same. It is therefore certainly possible that the format of the assessment centre may change slightly; however, the underlying principles and techniques will always remain the same.



SHOULD I COMPLETE A POLICE PREPARATION COURSE AS WELL?



The simple answer to this question is ‘it depends’. People have been getting into the police service for a very long time with no book like this nor any preparation courses to attend. On the other hand, for every one person who gets into the service, seven others fail.


It is the amount of preparation you prefer to undertake which is really the issue. Some people will always fly through any assessment with no preparation. Others will have to work their hearts out. Whether through natural ability or luck, this is just a fact of life. This book tries to explain the concepts involved in as simple a manner as possible. The advantage of a classroom-based course is that such concepts are more easily explained face to face, and on the day you’ll be able to complete a number of role plays in real-life circumstances, in front of an expert, and gain immediate honest feedback.


Ultimately, whether you attend a course or not will be for you to decide, based upon how confident you feel about the process, how fully you wish to prepare, the cost and your determination to avoid failing.


You can find out more about my own course at www.talkingblues.co.uk. The final choice about attending or not depends entirely upon your circumstances.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



In the following pages, you will find explanations of the thinking behind and the mechanics of each of the stages of the recruitment process. Approach the explanation aspects with an open mind. Understanding the background to the process and gaining an insight into the assessors’ thinking will give you a definite advantage. You can then attempt the specimen exercises. These are representative in every way of the type of exercise you will get on the day.


You will find that key points are repeated. This repetition is deliberate and reinforces the learning points. Remember, if some of the concepts used seem a little hard to understand, your chances of success are directly related to the amount of preparation you undertake!
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A brief outline of the application process



THE APPLICATION PROCESS



The assessment-centre process will be identical irrespective of what part of the country you apply to. However, the elements of the PCSO system will be slightly different to the police system due to the role requirements. This next section describes the overall system. The national system consists of three main elements.


Completing an application form


Firstly, applicants are required to complete an in-depth application form. Obviously, this contains the normal basic information you’d expect. However, as police officers need to be security vetted, there are also a number of security questions involved. For example, candidates have to provide names and addresses of close family members, because they too will be security vetted. If your father was an international drug smuggler, clearly the service will want to examine your motivation for joining more thoroughly than the average candidate! All this is fairly straightforward, however, although many applicants underestimate the thinking behind asking for such information. This is why many candidates fall at the first hurdle. A more common source of failure can be found in the ‘life examples’ questions. This section consists of a number of questions asking for specific examples from your own background of when you have displayed certain key qualities. The remaining parts of the form normally consist of such things as medical declarations and a few other pieces of administration.



Attending an assessment centre



When you have passed the application phase, you will be invited to attend an assessment centre. This assessment centre consists of the same exercises for every single force. If you are taking the assessment next Saturday in Milton Keynes, you’ll be doing exactly the same assessment as someone taking it the same day in Wales – and I mean word for word. The North Wales candidate will undertake exactly the same role plays, the same interview questions and the same written exercises. This has to be done in the interests of fairness, otherwise there could be allegations that candidates in one region had an easier assessment than those in another region.


Taking a medical and physical fitness assessment


If you pass the assessment centre, you will then be invited for medical and physical fitness assessment. Once passed, your references will be taken up and you will then be offered a starting date. The whole process can take anything between six and eighteen months.


Regional differences


The procedure described so far is the theoretical national system; however, individual police forces have started to tinker with it. The centralised training agency for the police is very unhappy with this. After all, they have designed a national system and are not keen to see individual forces tampering with it. However, some forces continue to do their own thing. A minority of forces put candidates through a further interview once they have passed the national system. A few forces have ‘screening interviews’ prior to candidates attending the national assessment day. Forces may alter the positioning of the medical and physical tests to before or after the national assessment day, mainly in order to suit themselves and their own administrative procedures.


Additional interviews


The actual order of events is irrelevant to a large extent. It really doesn’t matter if you do your physical assessment before or after your assessment day.


One thing that can catch people out, however, is the additional interview – that is if you happen to apply to one of the small number of forces that hold them. The easiest way to check this out is to simply ring the police recruiting department of your force and ask if you will be called to an interview other than the assessment day. If they will not tell you, and some forces (for no apparent reason) will not, there are ways to find out. One of the easiest is to use one of the police forums that can be found on Google. As far as this book is concerned, whilst many will not need it, a separate section has been included on this ‘local’ interview. Even if you do not need it, then it is there for interest. If you do require it, then it will form a further basis for your preparation. With regard to PCSO applicants, the assessment will simply be a ‘cut-down’ version of the standard one.


Whilst there may be slight differences in what happens either side of the assessment day, it should be stressed that the actual assessment day itself is the same nationally.



DO ASSESSMENT CENTRES WORK?



To be fair to the police service, there is no foolproof way in the world today to guarantee that a person selected using any available criteria will be able to perform in the role required of them. The best an organisation can do is to utilise a method of selection that offers the highest chance of successful candidates being able to do the job. Assessment centres in general have been proved time and time again to provide the highest probability of a successful candidate being able to do the job. In general, assessment centres are currently the best way to assess a candidate’s potential.


Flaws in the assessment system


Having said that, the police have inadvertently built several flaws into the assessment system which can impact very heavily on whether or not the right candidates are selected. The qualities required of a police officer are many and varied. The person who makes a good detective may make a terrible public order officer. A great traffic officer may be a dreadful custody officer. That is one of the interesting things about the service. However, the new national system tests people in a comfortable (relatively speaking!) environment, where, for example, the people they meet in role plays may be rude, but never obnoxious, verbally but never physically threatening, and the situations themselves have a huge dollop of ‘ideal’ as opposed to ‘real’ world about them.


The reality of the role of the police officer


Although it would be denied by the police service, the system can be said to not sufficiently test strength of character. Anyone can act ‘assertive’ in a role play lasting five minutes, or challenge an inappropriate comment. Whether they can do so to an aggressive drunk on the street outside a nightclub at 3am is a different matter. Conversely, any trace of ‘political incorrectness’ will result in an automatic fail. Whilst that is all well and good, sometimes in the real world of policing, you need people whose idea of political correctness is less important than their ability to act decisively in the face of danger. One of the best police officers I know is an ex-army man and totally politically incorrect. He does not believe in force strategy, or the wider implications of issues such as sanction detections or corporate development (if you are not sure what these are, have a look at your local force’s website). All he is interested in is arresting the bad guys. He is also extremely capable of defending himself in a physical encounter (or to put it the old-fashioned way, he is a ‘hard man’!). This officer is the one that I as a supervisor and operational officer was always glad to turn to when either a prisoner became violent, or we were dealing with a nasty public order situation. By way of example, at one incident, the officer responded alone one night to an assault in progress in a pub car park. On arrival, he found two offenders hiding, who upon realising the officer was on his own, attempted to assault him. By the time other colleagues arrived to assist the officer, suffice it to say he had already put both offenders on the floor, and they were begging him to let them surrender. Whilst I am not suggesting that every officer should be like this one (as that would be a supervisory nightmare!), some officers like him are needed in the police. The new system would never have allowed such a character to get in.


So, do assessment centres work? Maybe. Ultimately though, for you the candidate, it does not matter. They are a fact of life, and if you want to join the police, you need to accept their rules and play by them.



Are they fair and objective?



This is another interesting question. Assessment centres are designed to be fair and objective, and it is intended that every single candidate will be marked in exactly the same way. This is easy to achieve in the likes of a multiple-choice examination. For example, the sergeant and inspector promotion examination is currently in two sections. The first part is a three-hour multiple-choice examination. Candidates mark the answers on to a printed marking sheet. They tick one box out of five options, selecting the answer they believe is right. The sheets are then inserted into a computer, which marks questions either right or wrong. There is no human marking element. For each question, there is only one box out of the five which will indicate to the computer that the answer is correct. Simply put, if the candidate ticks the correct box they get a mark. If they tick the wrong box they don’t. The computer does not care. The computer does not make mistakes, and is not biased in the way people are. The computer does not find you attractive, and give you more marks, nor does it ever feel ill, or get into a bad mood. The marking of that exam is, therefore, completely fair and objective.


Marking the assessment


With regard to the actual assessment itself, things are slightly different. It can be argued that it is fair and objective in that every single person taking it takes the same exam. Therefore, everyone has the same theoretical opportunity to pass it. There are, of course, arguments about whether or not people from different backgrounds will fully understand the questions or ideology, but that is beyond the scope of this book. I am only interested in how such things are marked as I cannot influence how they are written. The police service would have candidates believe that this system is completely fair and objective. Having said that, of course, wherever there is any human element whatsoever, there will always be an element of subjectivity. This is unavoidable. Consider the type of exercises involved in the assessment process. There are four main elements to be considered. These are the IQ tests, the written exercises, the role plays and the interview.



The IQ test



The IQ test, of which there are two, one verbal and one numerical, involves a tick-box marking system similar to the one described above. The answer therefore is either right or wrong. There is no debate and can be no argument about this. You ticked the correct box or you didn’t. Therefore, the marking for this is clearly fair and objective.


The interview, role play and written exercises


Now consider the interview, role play and written exercises. For any interview answer that the candidate provides, how can anyone be sure that the answer will be marked in the same way by different assessors? Imagine a candidate is asked a question in relation to when they have experienced inappropriate behaviour. One assessor may listen to the answer, and think what a fantastic example of assertive behaviour the candidate has provided. Conversely, another assessor could be thinking the candidate did not go far enough in their actions, and should have taken the matter further. The police service would argue that these variations are all but eliminated by an intensive training course which explains to assessors how they should evaluate answers. The reality of this is that the actual training course for assessors consists of ten working days, during which they cover the principles of the entire assessment process. It is therefore foolish to suggest that every assessor marks every single answer in the same way. In short, the personality and personal outlook of your assessor will directly affect your mark. People have always liked people that fit in with their own ideas, and always will do.


Attaining consistency in markers


Of course, to attain consistency is very, very difficult. The police service doesn’t help itself by the fact that many of the people involved in the assessment centre process are not human resource professionals. The likely background of the assessors is described in the separate section on page 170, but their work and life experiences will be completely different. Even if the entire ten-day assessor training course was devoted to eliminating these differences, it would still be an impossible task. The reality of the situation is that only a few hours of that ten-day course will be devoted to marking students equally. To try to ensure consistency of marking, individual assessment centres, along with individual assessors, are compared in some cases. Realistically, however, this will not show up individual assessors making value judgements based on their own perceptions, which may be to the candidate’s detriment.


Several years ago, for example, there was a noticeable trend in the national sergeant and inspector promotion examinations which indicated that some male assessors were marking attractive female candidates more highly than would be expected. It was also noted that where male role actors (more on them later) were supposed to be playing an ‘aggressive’ part, they tended to be less confrontational with attractive female candidates than with male candidates taking the examination.


Objectivity in the recruitment process


Objectivity is not as easily obtainable as the service would suggest. If the service were completely confident that the marking of candidates for examinations and assessment, both internally and externally, was as fair as it could be, they would allow candidates to be filmed during their performance. Therefore, if anyone felt they had been discriminated against, the matter could be easily resolved by having an independent panel of assessors view their performance. There would not be a huge cost implication either – all that would be needed would be a video camera in each room and for each candidate to bring a videotape. The service will not do this. I suggest this is because if a tribunal somewhere started comparing the videotapes of successful candidates in one location with videos from disputed performances by other candidates, huge discrepancies would be shown. In the absence of such videotape evidence, it is very hard for candidates to prove that their performance was in fact to the required standard.


However, as stated previously, the candidate cannot influence the make-up or design of the assessment centre. All you can do is fully understand the rules and limitations which exist at the centre and play by them.



Observing political correctness



The system is now extremely politically correct, and some would argue, too much so. Clearly, nobody wants to recruit racists, sexists or homophobes, and it is only right that any system seeks to filter such individuals out of the process. However, on assessment you’ll be marked down if, for example, during a role play, you are talking about a senior manager who has written a letter, and you accidentally keep referring to the writer as male, when in fact no gender has been specified. Whether this makes you sexist or not is I believe debatable, but it can result in a candidate failing for not respecting diversity. I have had examples of people allegedly failing to consider diversity under the following circumstances. In a role play where the discussion centred on an issue concerning a group of immigrants living in a certain area, the candidate tried to defend the actions of the group over something, and used the phrase ‘these people’, which I would argue is simply an impassioned way of referring to a group. It is used most days in the media. In the eyes of some police assessors, however (and more on them later), such a phrase is ‘exclusionary’, as it is singling out a certain group. The candidate therefore failed the assessment for failing to consider diversity.



WHY DO PEOPLE FAIL ASSESSMENT CENTRES?



There are two main types of candidates who fail assessments. The first of these are those who for one reason or another are in fact completely unsuited to a career as a police officer. Hopefully, anyone who is racist, sexist or homophobic will fall immediately into this category. Nobody wants these types of people to join the police service, and a police assessment system should be able to screen them out. Less harmful, but equally undesirable in other ways, are those who are simply not suited in terms of character to be police officers or PCSOs. This may be either in terms of their mental capacity, personal standards, or simply the natural make-up of their character. For example, on my candidate training course, the first half-hour consists of an outline of the techniques involved in role plays. On one particular course in Newcastle, we told the students that after a short break we intended to give them a role play to do. We then had a coffee break, and upon resuming class found one student had just left without saying a word to anyone. They had been unable mentally to face the prospect of being involved in a role play with the rest of the class. The student would no doubt consider that they were just highly nervous on the day of the course, and that it was no big deal. However, looking at their inability to face a role play provides a bigger insight into their character. Whilst no doubt putting the candidate under some pressure, a role play is a controlled environment. From an assessor’s perspective, if somebody cannot face the prospect of doing a role play how on earth can the assessor then consider that such an individual would be able to deal with a fight outside a nightclub on a Saturday night as a police officer? Whilst assessment centres have their flaws, it is very difficult to fault this particular piece of logic.


People unsuited to being police officers


The first type of people who fail assessments are those completely unsuited to being a police officer or PCSO. This book, along with its associated training courses, is not designed or intended to help these people get into the police. Not having the kind of personality required to be a police officer does not make you a bad person, of course, but if somebody is of a nervous disposition or not very decisive or self-confident, and managed somehow to get through the recruitment system, they would discover that being a police officer can be a very miserable occupation. Not everyone can deal with physical confrontation for example. I’m not suggesting that everyone needs to be able to go five rounds with some knife-wielding assailant (that is what radios, batons, CS incapacitant, your colleagues and police dogs are for) but inevitably, a part of the job is facing situations which at their best involve you having to assert yourself, and at the highest level involve you in activity which represents real physical risk to yourself. Not everyone has the character traits to do this – thankfully, or what a world we would live in.


People failing to display the correct skills for being a police officer


This brings us neatly on to the second group of people who fail. This is by far the bigger group. This band of people would probably make excellent police officers. However, they have failed to display the skills required to the correct level. This in itself can be for a number of reasons. Some candidates simply do not understand the mechanics or rules of the assessment centre.


Consider this analogy. Imagine a good rugby union player attempting to play rugby league without being told there was a difference in the rules. Without taking anything away from their playing abilities, they would still lose because they did not understand the differences in what the rules allowed them to do.


Those candidates whose background or education have simply not allowed them to develop the sort of skills that are tested at assessment centres are at a real disadvantage. Additionally, those who perhaps doubt their own ability, either in terms of them being able to do the job or in terms of confidence levels, will also struggle.


With the right kind of coaching and preparation, these people are able to perform much better throughout the assessment. Again, that is the purpose of this book.


Why some fantastic applicants fail assessment centres


Having helped thousands of people join the police service, it never ceases to amaze and disappoint me that some candidates, who would have made excellent police officers and should have flown through the assessment process, somehow fail. There are a number of reasons for this. Firstly, it has to be accepted that anyone can have an off-day. Any one of us can get up in the morning and simply not be on top form, and if that day happens to be your assessment centre, you are at a disadvantage from the start. On the day of the assessment centre – for whatever reason, whether it be because of stress, nervousness or something else – some people do not perform to their full potential and therefore do not pass.


Then again, internal factors within the assessment centre can also come into play. Although the police service would deny it, sometimes the role actors in a particular exercise will not be particularly good on the day, and will adversely affect someone’s performance. Sometimes an interviewer will be having a bad day, and not be inclined to give somebody the marks they really deserve. Sometimes the assessor misinterprets or forgets what has been said, or not said, by the candidate, and marks accordingly.



Being unprepared



However, the most common reason why excellent candidates fail is simply lack of preparation. You will find throughout this book that great emphasis is placed on dealing with inappropriate behaviour. Many readers will struggle with the concept of inappropriate behaviour as defined in this book. However, I assure you that the emphasis placed on dealing with inappropriate conduct could not be higher in the assessment-centre environment. On every training session I have ever run, I advise people about the need to confront any form of potentially racist, sexist or homophobic comment immediately, firmly and fairly. On occasion some of these students will contact me saying they have failed. When we speak, it will emerge that they were given a comment in a role play for example, which they realised contained some form of unacceptable view. Nonetheless, under the pressure of the exercise, their inbuilt reluctance to challenge a ‘mild’ inappropriate comment, for want of a better expression, has meant they did not take positive action and therefore failed. This is one of the most common reasons why good candidates who should succeed do not.


Being aware of development needs


Conversely, one of the best candidates I ever saw on a course was an army captain. This man had worked his way up to officer level from the ranks, which is a great achievement in itself. However, on the police recruitment training course with me, he constantly reverted back to his army background when dealing with situations. For example, when being briefed on an issue, he would ask a few basic questions, and then immediately move on to solving the problem. This, of course, is what army officers are trained to do, and was the reason why he had risen so high. In the police context what he failed to do was to ask enough questions to be able to fully ascertain the situation before acting. This is a great example of someone’s background and experience actively damaging their potential performance at assessment centre. A few weeks after the course, this student contacted me and told me he had failed his assessment. Before I could say anything, he stated that he knew why this had happened and explained that he had reverted back to military methods when dealing with the role plays – which I had specifically warned him about. He therefore failed. This is what I mean when I refer to a fantastic candidate failing. To his credit, however, this student recognised his own development need and successfully reapplied.


Attitude to failure


There is one further thing to be said about a failure. There is no shame whatsoever in failing this type of assessment. Candidates often feel that they have been unfairly marked, and in quite a few cases this is probably true. The bottom line, however, is that if someone does fail, they need to decide what they are going to do about it. I have spoken to people who have said to me that they intended to have one more try to pass the police assessment process and if they failed it, they had no intention of trying again. We will speak about required skills shortly; however, such an attitude clearly shows that the candidate has no real desire to be a police officer. If someone is willing to give up after one attempt, whether they deserved to pass or not, do they really possess the self-determination and motivation to patrol alone at night on a difficult housing estate? I would suggest the answer is no, and this attitude probably contributed to their failure. In any event, such an attitude meant they did not deserve to pass.


Why do some fantastically inept applicants pass?


Another interesting point that often arises is when a number of people who know one another apply to join the service together. Again, I have had numerous conversations with people who simply cannot understand how somebody else has managed to get into the service when they themselves have failed. One classic example of this occurred when I was speaking to a man who was in his forties, with a large amount of life experience behind him and a responsible job as a manager. This particular individual was certain that he possessed the right kind of skills to be a police officer. He was astounded when he failed the assessment centre. He was enraged, however, when a twenty-one-year-old from the same company then took the same assessment centre and passed. The older man simply did not understand how his life experience could be considered unsuitable when somebody who was twenty-one could be taken on. The simple truth behind this is as follows. Your actual life experience is of no use if you do not articulate this properly throughout the assessment centre. In the particular case described, it was the interview that the older male had failed and the younger one had passed. The twenty-one-year-old had probably fully researched what was expected of him on the day and had fully prepared examples of the types of questions that would be asked of him. The older candidate was so confident that he could handle anything put to him, he failed to prepare. As with most things in life, failing to prepare for something equates to preparing to fail. If there is a moral to this story, it is never to assume anything, and prepare accordingly.



SUMMARY



To summarise, there are several points to consider about failure. Firstly, one must be honest. The assessment centre certainly has its faults, but if someone were to fail it simply because they were unable to contain their nerves on the day, to the extent perhaps that they started to cry or were physically ill, then in all truthfulness I would have to question their suitability to be a police officer. However, if someone realises that they have failed because they did not fully ‘play the game’ as per the assessment-centre rules, that in itself is an achievement. Frustrating as it seems, it gives the candidate the opportunity to improve and learn to avoid that issue next time around. It is only human to be angry upon getting a rejection letter, and tempting to decide not to reapply. However, once the anger and disappointment have faded, a good candidate will recover and the determination to join will drive them to apply again.


Playing the game


In answer to the question as to why some people pass the assessment who will never make effective police officers in a million years, it is because they play the game. No matter how much the police service may argue against it, if you know how to play the game, you can pass the assessment. Superficially at least, every candidate takes the same assessment centre, and is examined against the same set of skills criteria. In general the reason one candidate fails and another passes is that the successful candidate has prepared and practised, and implicitly understood the theory and practices of the assessment-centre process. Practice, as with most things in life, is the key to success.



THE POLICE AND INAPPROPRIATE BEHAVIOUR



Throughout the book, as each exercise within the assessment centre is explained, I have added an accompanying explanation of the issues surrounding diversity specific to that particular exercise. However, it is appropriate at this stage to stress the importance at assessment centre of demonstrating your ‘respect for diversity’. Any candidate for the police service must be aware of the emphasis placed by the service on weeding out any behaviour whatsoever that can be termed as racist, sexist or homophobic. No right-thinking person would disagree with this. It is certainly not the purpose of this book to allow such people to bypass the system. Having said that of course, if the reading of a book enabled any inbuilt safeguards at assessment centre to be bypassed, it shows there was a huge fault with the centre and that it needs to be addressed!


Defining inappropriate behaviour


What most people find difficult to believe is the very wide-ranging definition of ‘inappropriate behaviour’ and ‘respect for diversity’ that the police service professes to believe in. Clearly, any candidate who uses insulting words, phrases or behaviour at assessment centre should be failed. Difficulties arise for many candidates because they do not realise what the police define as inappropriate conduct. For example, the use of a phrase such as ‘these foreigners’ when dealing with an issue in a role play could well be considered as displaying a racist attitude and therefore result in an automatic fail.


Jumping to conclusions


Candidates may find, for example, that in some of the documents they are given to read before a role play, a senior manager is referred to by the name ‘Sam’. If the candidate then enters the role play, meets someone other than ‘Sam’ and constantly refers to this manager’s gender as being male, they will be marked down. This is, of course, because the name can also be used by a female. It will be argued, therefore, that by assuming that the manager is male, the candidate is biased towards sexist behaviour. It is not the purpose of this book to debate whether this is going too far or not, but such issues need to be borne in mind by candidates.
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