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MULTIPLE CUTOFF MODEL OF SELECTION

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Industrial-Organizational Psychology, Human Resource

Management, Personnel Selection

1. Core Definition and Principles

The Multiple Cutoff Model of Selection is a critical methodology employed within personnel

selection used to filter job candidates based on multiple predictor variables simultaneously. Unlike

compensatory selection systems, which allow a candidate to offset a poor score on one predictor

with an exceptionally high score on another, the Multiple Cutoff Model operates under a strict, non-

compensatory rule. This rule dictates that a candidate must achieve or surpass a pre-established

minimum standard, known as the "cutoff score," on every single assessment dimension to remain

viable for the position. If a candidate fails to meet the cutoff on even one required measure--be it a

cognitive ability test, a personality inventory, or an assessment center exercise--they are

immediately disqualified, regardless of their performance on the remaining predictors.

This model fundamentally assumes that there are certain minimum levels of competence or

aptitude that are absolutely essential for successful job performance. If a specific skill, such as

spatial reasoning or communication ability, is deemed mission-critical, the organization cannot

afford to hire an individual who lacks that foundational capability, even if they excel in other, less

critical areas. Therefore, the implementation of the Multiple Cutoff Model ensures that candidates

possess a baseline competency across all defined requirements. It is an efficient screening

mechanism designed to maintain quality control across the spectrum of necessary job dimensions,

prioritizing breadth of essential skills over depth in a single area.

For instance, in the selection of an air traffic controller, candidates might be assessed on attention

to detail, quick decision-making under stress, and spatial orientation. If the cutoff for spatial

orientation is missed, a superior score in attention to detail cannot compensate because the

deficiency in spatial reasoning poses a direct and unacceptable safety risk. The selection decision

is thus based on a profile of minimum required scores rather than an aggregated composite score.

The immediate rejection of candidates who fail to meet any single threshold streamlines the hiring

process by removing unqualified applicants early, although setting these cutoff scores accurately

remains one of the greatest technical challenges associated with the model's implementation.

2. Comparison with the Multiple Hurdle Model

While often confused with the Multiple Hurdle Model of Selection, the Multiple Cutoff Model is

conceptually distinct, representing its "polar opposite" in terms of procedural flow, as highlighted by

the source material. The Multiple Hurdle approach, sometimes called a sequential strategy,

requires candidates to pass minimum requirements at a series of distinct, sequential stages
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(hurdles) before proceeding to the next level of assessment. This approach is highly useful for

managing costs, as expensive, time-consuming assessments are reserved only for those

candidates who successfully navigate the initial, cheaper screening tools. A candidate who fails an

early hurdle is eliminated immediately, preventing the organization from investing further resources

into their evaluation.

In sharp contrast, the Multiple Cutoff Model typically involves the simultaneous administration and

evaluation of all selection measures. Candidates undergo all tests first, and then their results

across all dimensions are compared against the required cutoffs at the same time. The decision to

accept or reject is made based on the complete profile, rather than a step-by-step process. This

simultaneous evaluation provides a complete picture of the candidate's capabilities across all

essential factors before a final decision is made. Furthermore, if a firm uses the Multiple Cutoff

Model, a candidate might technically pass a high-cost assessment but still be disqualified due to

failing a low-cost assessment administered concurrently.

The key functional difference lies in resource allocation and timing. Hurdle models prioritize cost

efficiency through sequential elimination, sacrificing the full picture until the final stage. Cutoff

models prioritize comprehensive assessment validity by using all data points before elimination,

potentially incurring higher initial assessment costs but ensuring a more holistic evaluation based

on simultaneous measurement of critical attributes. A slight variation often employed is to use the

Multiple Cutoff approach internally within a specific phase of a larger sequential (hurdle) process,

blending efficiency with comprehensive evaluation at key decision points.

3. Statistical Basis and Setting Cutoff Scores

The effectiveness and defensibility of the Multiple Cutoff Model hinge entirely upon the technical

rigor and legal soundness of the established cutoff scores. Determining where to set these

minimum acceptable scores is a critical statistical and judgmental process. Ideally, cutoffs should

be empirically derived through criterion-related validity studies, demonstrating a strong statistical

link between achieving the cutoff score and successful job performance (the criterion). If the cutoff

score is too low, the organization risks hiring individuals incapable of adequate performance; if the

cutoff score is too high, the applicant pool is unnecessarily narrowed, potentially excluding qualified

candidates and exacerbating issues related to adverse impact.

Several established psychometric methods are utilized to determine appropriate cutoffs. The

Angoff Method is a common judgmental procedure where subject matter experts (SMEs) estimate

the probability that a minimally competent candidate will answer each test item correctly. These

estimates are aggregated to determine the score that separates the competent from the

incompetent. Another approach is the Contrasting Groups Method, which involves administering

the selection measures to existing employees classified into successful and unsuccessful groups,
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identifying the score range that best differentiates between the two groups. Other methods include

the Bookmark Method or using utility analysis to balance the costs of false positives (hiring a poor

performer) against false negatives (rejecting a good performer).

The statistical validation of the cutoff model is paramount for legal defensibility. Organizations must

provide evidence, often through correlation analysis and regression techniques, that the selection

procedure is job-related and necessary for business operations. Because the Multiple Cutoff Model

is non-compensatory, it is essential to demonstrate that the failure on any single dimension

genuinely predicts failure on the job criterion. This technical requirement demands high-quality job

analysis to ensure that all required predictors accurately reflect critical work behaviors and

outcomes.

4. Advantages of the Multiple Cutoff Approach

One significant advantage of the Multiple Cutoff Model is its ability to ensure that all selected

candidates possess a fundamental level of competence across all required dimensions. In roles

where deficiencies in any single area cannot be tolerated--such as safety-sensitive positions like

nursing, law enforcement, or specialized engineering--this model provides a powerful mechanism

for quality assurance. It prevents the hiring of specialists who might possess exceptional talent in

one area but critical weaknesses in others necessary for the holistic performance of the job. This

directly addresses the organizational need for employees who are well-rounded in the essential

competencies defined by the job analysis.

Furthermore, the transparency and clarity of the rules governing the Multiple Cutoff Model can be

beneficial for both the organization and the candidates. The requirements are clearly stated: meet

all minimums. This simplicity in the decision rule aids in organizational communication and reduces

ambiguity in the selection process. From a managerial perspective, the model is straightforward to

administer once the cutoff scores are established, requiring minimal interpretation or subjective

judgment during the scoring phase, thereby enhancing the procedural fairness and reliability of the

selection outcome.

The model also offers a high degree of predictive validity when the job requires true mastery

across distinct skill sets that do not logically compensate for each other. For example, a job

requiring both complex mathematical ability and excellent communication skills cannot tolerate a

candidate who is mathematically brilliant but unable to communicate findings effectively. The

Multiple Cutoff Model accurately reflects this reality by mandating minimum performance standards

for both variables. This structured approach helps maximize the likelihood that the hired individual

meets the multifaceted demands of the role, contributing positively to organizational utility and

performance metrics.
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5. Disadvantages and Practical Limitations

Despite its advantages, the Multiple Cutoff Model faces several practical and theoretical limitations.

The primary statistical drawback is the non-compensatory nature of the model, which results in the

automatic rejection of candidates who might have otherwise been excellent performers if their high

scores in other areas had been allowed to compensate for a minor deficiency. This inflexibility can

lead to an increase in false negatives--rejecting highly qualified individuals who just slightly

missed one arbitrary cutoff point. This loss of talent can be costly, particularly in highly specialized

labor markets.

The technical difficulty and potential legal vulnerability associated with setting justifiable cutoff

scores represent another major limitation. If cutoffs are set too high without sufficient validation, the

organization may face legal challenges alleging discriminatory practices if the selection process

results in adverse impact against protected groups. Moreover, determining the true "minimum

competence" statistically is challenging, often relying on subjective judgment processes (like the

Angoff method) which, while standardized, are not entirely free from human error or bias.

Establishing separate, empirically validated cutoffs for five or six different predictors is often more

resource-intensive than creating a single, validated composite score for a compensatory model.

Finally, the Multiple Cutoff Model requires the organization to administer all selection instruments

to all candidates who reach the decision point, which can be inefficient compared to the sequential

elimination process of the Multiple Hurdle Model. If one of the predictors is an expensive, full-day

assessment center, using the Multiple Cutoff Model means that candidates who would have been

eliminated by a much cheaper paper-and-pencil test must still participate in the expensive

assessment. This upfront investment of time and capital makes the purely simultaneous Multiple

Cutoff Model less attractive for entry-level positions or high-volume hiring processes where cost-

efficiency is a primary concern.

6. Legal Context and Fair Employment Practices

In jurisdictions governed by equal employment opportunity laws, such as those in the United

States, the use of the Multiple Cutoff Model must be rigorously defended against claims of

discrimination or adverse impact. If the selection method results in a significantly lower selection

rate for one protected group compared to another (typically defined by the Four-fifths Rule), the

burden of proof shifts to the employer to demonstrate that the selection procedure is a matter of

"business necessity." This defense requires conclusive evidence of criterion validity--that is,

documentation proving that the cutoff scores are essential predictors of successful job

performance.

Specifically, employers must be able to prove that a candidate who scored just below the cutoff

score would genuinely be unable to perform the job adequately, thereby distinguishing the
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organization's needs from arbitrary screening criteria. This is particularly challenging for the

Multiple Cutoff Model because it treats all predictors as equally important in terms of minimum

passing requirements, even if the predictors have widely varying predictive validities for the overall

job criterion. Regulators scrutinize whether the selection process unnecessarily excludes qualified

individuals based on non-compensable requirements that are not strictly necessary for the job's

basic performance.

Organizations using this model are advised to perform regular audits of their selection data,

examining differences in means, standard deviations, and selection ratios across various

demographic groups. If adverse impact is detected, the organization may need to adjust the cutoff

scores, validate the scores using methods acceptable under legal scrutiny (such as the Uniform

Guidelines on Employee Selection Procedures), or explore alternative selection models (such as

the partial compensatory model) that might achieve similar predictive accuracy while reducing

disparate impact. Legal defensibility remains the single greatest operational constraint on setting

stringent cutoff scores.
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