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The Promotional Assessment System

ÁThe Promotional Assessment System

Á1997ïImmigration and Naturalization Service

Á1999 ïU.S. Customs Service

Á2003 ïU.S. Customs and Border Protection

ÁComponents

ÁReasoningðLogic-Based Assessment

ÁJob ExperienceðAutomated Questionnaire

ÁManagerial SkillsðIn-Basket Exercise

ÁWriting SkillsðMultiple Choice Assessment
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The In-Basket

ÁThe In-Basket measures competencies important to 

the performance of managerial duties

ÁManaging & Organizing Information

ÁDecision Making & Problem Solving

ÁSelf-Management

ÁPlanning & Resource Management

ÁPerformance & Results Management
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2006:  PROM Goes Online!

ÁOnline Computerized Testing System

ÁNationwide testing and Overseas

ÁProctored testing provided at established online vendor 

sites

ÁCandidates schedule themselves and are required to notify 

and coordinate with their supervisor

ÁSelf-paced administration

ÁAbility to go on the the next assessment when ready

ÁCompletely paperless process

ÁScores provided through candidatesô online testing account
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Changes in In-Basket Format:  1957 ï1995

Types of Documents ï1957

ÁLetters

ÁMemoranda

ÁPersonal Notes

ÁPhone Messages (Taken by 

Secretary)

ÁMagazine and Newspaper 

clippings 

Types of Documents ï1995

ÁFax Transmissions

ÁLetters

ÁMemoranda

ÁPersonal Notes

ÁPhone Messages (Taken by 
Secretary)

ÁE-mail Messages

ÁXerox Copies of Magazine 
and Newspaper clippings
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Changes in In-Basket Format: 1997 ï2001

Types of Documents ï1997

ÁMemoranda

ÁPhone messages
(from Secretary)

ÁHandwritten Notes

ÁLetters

ÁFax Transmissions

ÁReports (Standard Form)

ÁTyped Notes

ÁDuty Rosters

ÁRouting and Transmittal Slips

ÁE-Mail Messages

Types of Documents ï2001

ÁE-mail Messages

ÁPhone Messages 
(from Administrative Assistant) 

ÁPersonal Notes 

ÁLetters

ÁMemoranda

ÁNews clippings

ÁFax Transmissions
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Changes in In-Basket Format:  2005 ï2008

The End of an Era ï2005

Types of Documents 

ÁE-mail Messages

ÁMemoranda

ÁSimulated Voice Mail 

ÁLetters

ÁFax Transmissions 

ÁForms

ÁNews clippings from Internet

On-Line In-Basket ï2008

Types of Documents

ÁE-mail Messages

ÁTranscribed Phone Messages
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Just the Tip of the Iceberg!
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Some ñConstantsò

ÁThe same basic issues and decisions continue to 

confront supervisors and managers

ÁSupervisory/Managerial performance requires the 

same basic competencies for effective performance
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Work Problems are the Same 

Perennial themes from job analyses 

ÁBudget Constraints

ÁStaffing

ÁEmployee Morale

ÁPerformance Management

ÁAdministrative Requirements

ÁOperational Concerns

ÁConflicting Priorities

ÁCustomer Service 

ÁScheduling Conflicts
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Work Processes are Different

ÁTechnology 

ÁWireless laptops

ÁBlackberries

ÁCell Phones

ÁVirtual Work Sites

ÁTeleconferencing

ÁTelecommuting

ÁWebcasts

ÁRemote access to work files
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Work Processes are Different

Communication is 24/7

Á E-Mail

ÁInstant delivery

ÁSimultaneous contact

ÁMultiple individuals receive the message

ÁAnything can be attached

ÁPaper memos, forms

Á Voice Mail 

ÁNo filtering of calls

ÁRemote access to messages

ÁListening takes longer than reading
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Our Challenge

ÁAdhere to an e-mail only format

ÁMinimize scrolling

ÁMinimize complex tables or attachments 

ÁNo logos, graphics

ÁIncorporate technological changes 

ÁInstant communication

ÁImmediate, direct access to others

Á24/7 availability
AND

ÁRetain sufficient complexity to assess competencies

ÁRetain sufficient realism to make simulation believable
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Einstein on In-Basket Design

Everything should be made 

as simple as possible, 

but not simpler. 

Albert Einstein

http://www.gwidgets.com/


OHRM/PRAD          June 9, 2008          17

Introduction and Overview Materials

Traditional story lines no longer work . . .

ÁñYour in-basket contains correspondence and messages that your 
predecessor was unable to handleò

ÁYour e-mail account has been set up in advance and important 
messages were redirected to you

ÁRelevant phone messages have been forwarded to your voice mail box

ÁYour administrative assistant has been handling your calls and has 
transcribed important messages

ÁñYou will be out of the officeò

ÁYou will be able to work en-route to the meeting

ÁYou have been asked to turn off your cell phone/blackberry

ÁCell phone/Blackberry reception is known to be poor at this meeting site
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Document Navigation and Manipulation

On-line platform limits manipulation of documents

ÁViewing multiple pages without a ñsplit screenò

ÁProvide critical reference materials in paper format

ÁOrganizational Chart 

ÁCalendars 

ÁGlossary

ÁGrouping and ordering documents

ÁProvide easy access to documents

ÁList the documents on a tab; documents can be accessed 
by clicking.

ÁMarking and annotating documents

ÁProvide ample scratch paper
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In-Basket Documents:  Content

Can you turn this document into an e-mail message?

ÁContent typically transmitted by other means

ÁLetters

ÁComments from a customer website 

ÁComments transcribe from customer hotline

ÁVoice Mail

ÁTranscribed by administrative assistant as e-mail

ÁFormal Memoranda

ÁConvert to e-mail, if appropriate

ÁSummarize and discuss memo content 

ÁWeb content/links

ÁPaste text of newspaper article or web page into e-mail 
message
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In-Basket Documents:  Content

Would you put this information in an e-mail message?

ÁConsider what would be conveyed in an e-mail message

ÁE-mail messages are like postcardsðopen to the world

ÁAvoid content that would not be ñmemorializedò in an e-mail 
message

ÁOption 1: Refer to the situation without providing specific details

ÁSecure information

ÁWe received intelligence about possible terrorist activity

ÁSensitive information

ÁWe have a sensitive situation at the airport

ÁOption 2: Find another document that will elicit 
the same skills set 
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In-Basket Documents:  Format

Can your system/platform handle the document?

ÁLimited screen size

ÁNo graphics or pictures

ÁBasic formatting only

ÁNo live attachments

ÁNo live internet links 
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In-Basket Documents:  Format

Some Guidelines for Adapting Documents

ÁMinimize scrolling

ÁPeople tend not to scroll or read to the bottom of e-mail 
messages

ÁKeep it short

ÁAverage lengthðabout 220 words, 

Áless than one typed page

ÁAverage reading time just under one minute

ÁPeople read about 250 words a minute

ÁKeep it simple

ÁLimit graphics and special formatting

ÁAvoid links and attachments when possible
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Multiple-Choice Questions

Our basic competency-based probes still work

ÁManaging & Organizing Information

ÁWho else needs the information contained in this document?

ÁDecision Making & Problem Solving

ÁWhat decision would you make?

ÁWhat action would you take?

ÁSelf-Management

ÁHow would you handle this engagement?

ÁPlanning & Resource Management

ÁWhat would be your first step in accomplishing this task?

ÁPerformance & Results Management

ÁWhat is the best indication that you have been effective?
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Multiple Choice Questions:  Stems

But, question stems require some modification

ÁMonitor subtle changes

ÁñDocument 7 is a letter from . . .ò

ÁñIn her memorandum (Document 11), . . .ò

ÁTake new technology into account

ÁThen:  Who else should receive a copy of this document?

ÁNow: Who else should have been copied on this message?

or Who would you forward this message to?
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Multiple-Choice Questions:  
Response Options

Changes in work processes may alter the keyed response

ÁReturning phone calls

ÁThen:  Call Mr. Smith when he returns to the office

ÁNow: Leave a voice mail message for Mr. Smith

ÁHandling documents

ÁThen:  Discard the document vs. File the document

ÁNow: Delete the document vs. Archive the document or Save as 

a text file

ÁHandling back to back meetings in 2 locations

ÁThen:  Delegate one meeting to . . .

ÁNow: Ask to arrange a teleconference
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Multiple-Choice Questions:  
Response Options

Changes in work processes may alter the keyed response

ÁIt takes less time it takes to execute certain actions

ÁMore can be accomplished before ñyou leave the officeò

ÁThen:  Delegate to a subordinate to handle before you leave today

ÁNow: Acknowledge with a quick e-mail before you leave today

ÁDelegation of authority may no longer be necessary

ÁSmart phones (e.g., Blackberries) and wireless laptops enable 
managers to remain in control from remote locations

ÁThen:  Appoint Chief LaMont to act for you before you leave today

ÁNow: Monitor your e-mail messages and phone calls while you
are away
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Questions?
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Contact Information

Ilene Gast

Senior Research Psychologist

Personnel Research and Assessment Division

US Customs and Border Protection

1400 L Street, NW, Rm. 714

Washington, DC 20005

ilene.gast@dhs.gov

202-863-6291

mailto:ilene.gast@dhs.gov
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An article by newspaper columnist Dave Barry noted that Kellogg's Strawberry Pop Tarts

(SPTs) could be made to emit flames "like a blow torch" if left in a toaster too long. 

Donôt Try This at Home
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Background

WHERE?

ÁThe Organization

ÁLarge service provider

ÁNationwide call center

ÁNationwide hiring teams
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Background

WHY?
ÁOrganization

ÁMove towards internet/sophisticated technology

ÁImprove efficiency

- Lean Six Sigma

ÁRegional Management

ÁUpdate assessment process

- Computerized job simulation 

ÁMinimize need for training on PC skills

ÁSelection Group

ÁIncrease fidelity

ÁImprove efficiency

ÁImprove candidate perceptions
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Background

WHAT?

ÁJob Simulation ïSeries of role-plays

ÁCandidates took calls from ócustomersô while toggling between 

datbase screens

ÁCandidates looked up and entered customer information into 

the system

ÁAssessment Administration

ÁNationwide implementation

ÁAdministered to ~20,000 candidates per year
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Background

HOW?

ÁIn-house development mandated

ÁNo funds allocated

ÁMaybe headsets (with STRONG justification)

ÁIn-house IT developer provided
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Challenges

ÁTimeline

ÁAggressive -- 6 months

- Not sufficient for beta-testing, implementation, & evaluation

ÁTechnical Expertise

ÁIn-house Microsoft Access expert

- No experience with assessment design

ÁIn-house assessment expertise

- One staff person ïother responsibilities

ÁSoftware

ÁMicrosoft Access
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Challenges
ÁHardware

ÁWide variation in desktop PC configuration

ÁDedicated desktop PCs unavailable

ÁData Management

ÁMultiple servers

ÁLimited storage and archiving capabilities

ÁSecurity -- System access and permissions

ÁApplicant, candidate, HR

ÁTechnical Support

ÁLimited support from regional LAN teams 

ÁNo staff allocated for future maintenance (e.g., updates)
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Lessons Learned

ÁConduct thorough analysis of needs and resources, 

including:

ÁOrganizational requirements

ÁFunctional requirements

ÁStaff resources
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Lessons Learned:  

Organizational Requirements

Management Expectations

ÁScope

- Timeline

- Development

- Testing 

- Implementation

ÁProject management latitude

- Is this an offer you canôt refuse?
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Lessons Learned:  

Functional Requirements

ÁComplexity

ÁNumber of components

ÁType of material required for administration

ÁNavigation between components 

ÁHardware Specifications 

ÁMonitor size and resolution

ÁOperating system

ÁProcessing speed/memory

ÁSoftware Specifications

ÁStandard office package vs.

Specialized dedicated software
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Lessons Learned:  

Functional Requirements

ÁAdministration Mode

ÁPC based vs. web-based

ÁPercent of automation

ÁStorage and Transmission of Data

ÁWhere will the data be stored?

ÁHow will the data be accessed?

ÁAdministration: Location & Frequency

ÁOverall number of examinees

ÁNumber testing at once

ÁComputer/proctor availability



OHRM/PRAD          June 9, 2008          41

Lessons Learned:  

Functional Requirements

ÁSecurity Measures

ÁUnique IDs

ÁPasswords

ÁAdministrative Access

ÁFirewalls

ÁDesired Output 

ÁAutomated Reporting

ÁFeedback Reports

ÁEntry of data into applicant tracking system
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Lessons Learned:  Staff Resources

Can we accomplish this in-house?

ÁExpertise

ÁIT

- Familiarity with HR systems and processes

ÁHR

- Assessment development 

- Assessment administration 

ÁAvailability

ÁInitial Development

ÁModifications

ÁSystem Support

ÁAdministration
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Questions?
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Contact Information

Sarah Phillips-Agarwal 

Research Psychologist

Personnel Research and Assessment Division

US Customs and Border Protection

1400 L Street, NW, Rm. 714

Washington, DC 20005

SARAH.E.PHILLIPS@cbp.dhs.gov

202-863-6294
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CBP Takes the Plunge!

BEFORE  2006 . . .

ÁApplicants apply for testing through CBPôs automated 
applications processing system

ÁCBP HRM schedules eligible applicants

ÁOPM administers paper-and-pencil assessments 

AFTER 2006 . . .

ÁApplicants apply for testing through OPMôs USAJobs 
automated website

ÁCBP HRM e-mails eligible applicants

ÁEligible applicants follow web-links to the contractor 
developed CBP Web-based testing system, self-schedule, 
and self-select assessments
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Participating Occupations

ÁBorder Patrol Agents

ÁCBP Officers

ÁCBP Agriculture Specialists

ÁICE Special Agents



OHRM/PRAD          June 9, 2008          48

In-Basket Conversion Considerations

ÁMode Effects on Applicant Performance

ÁPaper Pencil vs. Computer-Based

ÁFormat Conversion

ÁSystem limitations on assessment fidelity

ÁEase of navigation



OHRM/PRAD          June 9, 2008          49

Old Test Formats

Before:  Handwritten Note Before:  Phone Message
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Old Test Formats

Before:  Typed Note Before: Letter


