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1
introduction


Psychometric testing is a common way for employers to assess prospective employees but for most people the prospect of being tested is not a pleasant one. But it is certainly something that you can prepare for and by doing so improve your performance. This is the purpose of this book.


If you have been out of the education system for some years or you have been studying for a degree that has not demanded much use of the numerical skills you learned at school, you may have a dislike – or even a fear – of numbers. However, with the right preparation you can certainly improve your performance in numerical reasoning tests. Examples of the types of test you will encounter are the focus of this book and testing yourself in this way is vital. Then, and only then, can you assess where your efforts to improve need to be focused.



How to improve your score


The numerical knowledge that you will need to perform well in these tests is the maths you learned at school. It might be that you need a quick refresher course, but just as useful will be the sort of practice contained in this book and the explanations that accompany the answers to the questions. It is perfectly possible to improve your score by your own efforts. The aims of this book are therefore twofold – to improve your performance in numerical tests by providing you with the practice you need and also to help you to lessen the impact of the factors that will affect your chances of success.


Before we go on to the main body of this book – the practice and explanations of mathematical problems – let’s look at the factors that may affect your chances of success:


Belief in your ability


This is about self-confidence. Research shows that a high expectation of success can be an important factor in getting a higher score. If you can get to the point where you know that you are well prepared and competent then you will improve your chances of success. This is because feeling confident increases the quantity of the type of hormones in your bloodstream that help you to focus. If, on the other hand, you’re convinced that you will fail, then different hormones will make you anxious and less able to focus.


Familiarity


Extensive evidence of the impact of coaching and practice on performance in a variety of examinations shows that it improves performance dramatically. It may be that you have been sent some practice material by the people who will be administering your test. Inevitably, this will not involve many questions but it will show you what sort of questions you will have to deal with and you will be able to concentrate on the timed tests in this book that equate to the material received. Whatever the focus of the particular test that you are taking, the large quantity of practice questions in this book will certainly give you the advantage of familiarity.



Speed


Speed rather than accuracy is what is most important in most of the psychometric tests that you will take – although it’s worth saying here that wild guesses are very rarely useful. Speed is significant because tests are almost always based simply on the number you get right in a fixed amount of time and then your score is compared with a similar group of test-takers. Because of the way scores are evaluated and compared with others, only a slight improvement in your performance will dramatically improve your final evaluation. So, the more questions you answer the more chance you have of getting that vital extra point or two.


Understanding


It is vital that you understand completely what is required of you in the test. You will not get a good score if you do not follow instructions and understand precisely what you are meant to do. For this reason it is worth practising the various types of test and, of course, reading the instructions carefully.


Environment


This is an element of the tests over which you have little control. Ideally, tests should be conducted in a quiet, comfortable area but it is not unknown for tests to be given in office corridors, open plan offices or ‘spare’ offices where the heating has been turned off or the phone keeps ringing. Practising at home may be good preparation for this eventuality as life will still go on around you while you are practising.


What is numerical reasoning?


Numerical reasoning is the ability to deal with numbers and to get useful information from them. When your aptitude in this area is being tested you will have to show that you can add, subtract, divide and multiply as well as work with fractions, percentages and ratios and probably also show your understanding of data in charts, tables and graphs. Sometimes, particularly in the UK Civil Service Fast Stream Qualifying Tests, you will also need an understanding of basic algebra. These are all skills that you will have been taught at school. Practice will help you to remember them.


Why test numerical reasoning?


There is a common belief that, unless you are an accountant or working in a bank, then you do not need to have an aptitude for numbers. This is absolutely not the case. Just think for a moment about the real business world – here are just a few examples:




	Volume discounts


	Minimum order values


	Pension calculations


	Engineering projects


	Technical specifications


	Budgets and targets.





The examples of situations in which you need to be able to work with numbers are endless. And do not fall into the trap of thinking that, in this world where calculators are commonplace or where we have computers to help, you do not need to be able to work things out in your head. What about that sales manager who needs to get an idea of what price she will accept in the middle of complex negotiations? Or the businessman receiving a batch of invoices – he could save a lot of time by knowing at a glance that the invoices are added up correctly. In the real world numbers are everywhere so we need to be able to use them quickly and accurately and our prospective employers will be looking for this ability.


From an employer’s point of view, interviewing and taking on staff is an expensive and risky business. There are a number of ways in which aptitude testing can help an employer:




	Where a company has received a large number of applicants, tests can whittle down the number to a more manageable and cost effective level for interviewing.


	Tests can be combined with other selection procedures to enable the employer to make better recruitment decisions.


	
Tests are much less subjective than interviews alone – this is better for the employer and for the interviewees.


	Better decisions at this stage will result in a lower staff turnover.


	Selecting the right employees will reduce employee induction costs or wasted training.


	Employing the right people will lead to a reduction in the possibility of damage being done to a business by an incompetent member of staff.


	CVs are notoriously unreliable. Anyone can declare that they are numerate – tests will show whether or not this is actually true.





With these reasons in mind, we can see that an employer would be well advised to find a more efficient way of selecting staff than interviews alone. Mistakes in recruitment are expensive. Employers frequently use aptitude tests as an additional tool to help with their decision making – especially if they have a large number of applicants.


What sorts of tests will you be given?


The sets of aptitude tests given by employers may include ones to assess a variety of things such as your verbal reasoning or diagrammatic reasoning. However, our aim in this book is to concentrate on numerical reasoning.


Numerical reasoning tests will be timed and you will have to work quickly – but accurately. You will be told whether or not the use of calculators is permissible and whether or not you are allowed to write on the question papers. The questions quite often have multiple-choice answers and you will be told how to indicate your answers. This may be by ticking or putting a cross in a space or sometimes by shading in a square or circle on the answer paper. This latter method is to facilitate either computer marking or marking using a template in the case of large numbers of people taking the test.


There are a number of different types of question at this level that can be used to assess your aptitude for numbers:




	General mathematical – including word problems, number sequences and basic arithmetic


	Tests based on tabulated data, graphs and charts


	Quantitative relations – i.e. useful practice for the UK Civil Service Fast Stream Qualifying Tests.





Each of these test types is intended to discover a different aspect of your ability to use numbers.


At this point, it will be helpful to explain the layout of the questions, answers and explanations included in this book. As you will see, there will be a chapter of timed tests giving you plenty of practice and so that you can simulate test conditions. After this there will be a chapter devoted to explanations of the answers. This will include plenty of advice as to how you can tackle the questions and specific problems to look out for. You should note the correct answers and, even if you have got that one right, read the accompanying explanation. This is where the common pitfalls will be demonstrated and tips given on how to avoid them. Do not worry if you find at this point that you have made an elementary mistake – almost everyone does. It is highly unlikely that you will get every single answer correct. Reading explanations will highlight the possible stumbling blocks.


How to use this book


As an introduction, we will now look in a little more detail at the different types of questions:



1 General mathematical


The first two timed tests will contain a variety of questions, including simple arithmetical tests, aimed at evaluating your ability to use the four basic operations of addition, subtraction, division and multiplication, alongside your understanding of numbers used in different formats. These formats include percentages, fractions and decimals and will take a variety of forms – straightforward calculations, number sequences and word problems.
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