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Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Personnel Selection, Military Intelligence, Assessment

Centers

1. Core Definition

The OSS Assessment Tests represent a highly innovative and intensive methodology developed

during World War II by the Office of Strategic Services (OSS)--the organizational precursor to the

modern Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)--to select candidates for uniquely demanding strategic

missions. These missions required individuals capable of extraordinary resilience, including

organizing and training resistance groups behind enemy lines, conducting special operations

aimed at undermining enemy morale, and gathering crucial military intelligence in hostile

environments. Recognizing that conventional aptitude or standardized personality tests were

insufficient for predicting success in such complex and high-stakes assignments, the OSS

assessment program introduced a revolutionary emphasis on situational testing, often referred to

as "work sample" tests, designed to expose and evaluate the candidate's behavior under extreme

duress, conflict, and ambiguity.

The program was fundamentally a comprehensive, three-day assessment ordeal, meticulously

designed to evaluate not merely isolated traits but the candidate's integrated personality structure.

The core philosophy driving the program was the belief, adopted partially from German military

psychology, that the observation of behavior during complex tasks involving simultaneous

intellectual, emotional, and physical demands provides a far more indicative measure of future

performance than traditional metrics like educational background or employment history. This

assessment method marked a significant contribution to the field of personality testing by

pioneering techniques that directly simulated the stresses and challenges candidates would later

confront in actual operational settings, thus moving beyond self-report measures and theoretical

projections.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The imperative for developing the OSS Assessment Tests arose directly from the organizational

needs of the Office of Strategic Services, which was tasked with executing clandestine operations

that required agents of exceptional psychological robustness. The magnitude of the selection

problem necessitated a novel approach, leading to the appointment of psychologist Henry A.

Murray, renowned for his development of the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) at Harvard

University, to lead the research and development of the assessment program. Murray and his staff

were charged with devising a reliable method for identifying individuals best suited for assignments

characterized by secrecy, danger, and the need for independent judgment under pressure, a task
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deemed crucial to the Allied war effort.

The methodology devised by the OSS team consciously departed from prevailing psychometric

practices of the time, aligning instead with the holistic viewpoint championed by certain German

military psychologists. This viewpoint posited that true operational potential could only be gauged

through the comprehensive observation of an individual's total response to demanding and

multifaceted challenges. Consequently, the assessment program was not developed through

incremental changes to existing tests; rather, it was constructed de novo as an immersive,

continuous observational process. This innovative framework, detailed posthumously in the

seminal work Assessment of Men (OSS Assessment Staff, 1948), established the foundation for

modern assessment centers used globally today.

3. Key Characteristics: The Holistic Approach

One of the most defining and successful characteristics of the OSS Assessment Tests was the

adoption of an over-all, or holistic approach, which sought to evaluate the candidate's personality

as an integrated whole rather than as a collection of scores on disparate scales. This perspective

mandated that the assessment process extend over three days, allowing assessors to observe

behavior across diverse circumstances, both formal and informal, and to consolidate a massive

amount of cross-referenced data. To ensure impartial assessment and eliminate preconceived

biases related to military rank or social standing, the procedure began immediately by assigning

each candidate a fictitious name, effectively preventing the identification of their service status or

civilian origin by their peers, thereby fostering natural interaction dynamics.

During the entire three-day duration, virtually every aspect of the candidate's conduct was

meticulously recorded and analyzed by trained observers. This included subtle, informal behaviors

such as the manner in which a candidate greeted the staff, whether they naturally assumed

leadership roles or followed others during downtime activities, and the content of their casual

conversations, which often revealed deeply held attitudes, prejudices, religious faith, and core

purposes. This continuous, pervasive recording of both test performance and spontaneous

interpersonal behavior provided the depth of information necessary for the holistic evaluation,

allowing the staff to build a complex, three-dimensional picture of the candidate's operational

suitability.

4. Methodology: Written Tests and Clinical Interviews

The initial phase of the three-day assessment integrated traditional psychological tools with the

program's unique observational mandates. Candidates were required to complete a variety of

written examinations, including both aptitude tests and projective instruments, alongside extensive

questionnaires designed to elicit detailed information regarding their life history and personality
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dynamics. This material served a dual purpose: providing objective data points and, critically,

forming the foundation for the subsequent, highly revealing clinical interview process.

The clinical interview proved to be one of the most insightful components of the entire procedure.

Examiners meticulously analyzed the biographical and test material beforehand, allowing them to

guide the line of questioning precisely toward areas of perceived conflict, strength, or vulnerability

identified in the written records. By employing this targeted approach, the interviewer could delve

beyond superficial responses, exploring the depths of the candidate's motivations, history, and

psychological structure, thereby making this structured, yet flexible, interview process highly

diagnostic of underlying personality organization and resourcefulness.

5. Situational Stress Testing

To further gauge essential characteristics such as intellectual resourcefulness, emotional stability,

and security consciousness, candidates were subjected to a series of escalating situational stress

tests designed to simulate the pressures inherent in clandestine operations. These procedures

represent the most iconic and frequently cited elements of the OSS assessment methodology,

pushing candidates to their intellectual and emotional limits under controlled observational

conditions.

Stress Interviews: The candidate was placed under extreme duress, often tasked with fabricating

a cover story or narrative and then defending it against relentless cross-examination. To maximize

tension and physiological strain, the subject was required to sit in a rigid, ramrod posture while a

bright light shone directly into their eyes. Examiners employed aggressive tactics, firing questions

and accusations with increasing speed and severity to induce continual psychological harassment.

During this ordeal, observers documented measurable signs of stress, including flushing,

stuttering, difficulty swallowing, and uncontrolled emotional outbursts such as swearing.

Immediately following this intense period, the candidate was transitioned to a relaxed environment

and questioned again, an attempt designed to lower their guard and potentially lead to

inconsistencies or the breakdown of their fabricated story.

The Wall Test: This task was designed specifically to observe group dynamics and emergent

leadership. A small group of candidates was presented with a logistical problem: moving a heavy,

eight-foot log and themselves over two ten-foot walls separated by a deep, imaginary eight-foot

canyon. Crucially, no official leader was designated. Assessors closely monitored which individuals

naturally took charge, whether leadership roles shifted among group members, and how

individuals interacted. This allowed for the identification of "natural" leaders and provided deep

insight into each man's initiative, energy level, quality of ideas, and, significantly, their behavioral

response when their suggestions were rejected by peers.

The Construction Task: Perhaps the most psychologically frustrating of the situational tests, this

required a candidate to construct a five-foot cube using large, oversized Tinker Toys within a
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specified time limit. The inherent difficulty of the task was magnified by the provision of two

"assistants"--who were, in reality, trained psychologists secretly instructed to actively needle the

candidate, interfere with the assembly process, and generally sabotage the completion of the

project. This procedure was engineered to test the candidate's frustration tolerance, resilience,

patience, and ability to maintain control and direct subordinates under conditions of deliberate

obstruction and psychological interference.

6. Outcomes and Legacy

Upon the conclusion of the three-day assessment, examiners pooled all accumulated data--

observations from situational tests, results from written examinations, and notes from clinical and

stress interviews--to formulate a final, comprehensive assessment of each candidate. This

intensive, multivariate, and holistic approach produced an exceptionally large volume of

information per candidate, which the staff believed significantly increased the probability of

selecting highly capable personnel suitable for the unique demands of wartime intelligence

operations. While the distinct and scattered nature of the agents' eventual assignments precluded

the execution of a systematic, large-scale validity study of the program's long-term predictive

accuracy, the staff members were confident in its fundamental success and its utility as a novel

selection mechanism.

Beyond the immediate wartime objectives, the OSS staff members recognized they had developed

an assessment methodology that held profound implications for future psychological practices.

They articulated three principal positive uses for their approach: first, as a sophisticated method for

selecting personnel for other unique or critically important jobs; second, as a powerful tool for

gaining further insight into personality dynamics and human behavior under stress; and third, as an

intensive training curriculum for clinical psychologists and psychiatrists seeking to sharpen their

observational and diagnostic skills. These principles laid the groundwork for the modern industrial

and organizational psychology practice of the Assessment Center method.

7. Modern Applications

While the full, time-consuming complexity of the original OSS situational tests--such as the Wall

Test or the Construction Task--is rarely administered today due to the intensive requirements for

time, specialized equipment, and a large number of trained personnel, the conceptual principles

and certain derivative techniques have had a lasting impact on executive selection and

organizational assessment. The practice of intensive interviewing for high-level corporate and

governmental positions often incorporates characteristics of the stress test, albeit generally less

severe and intrusive than those employed by the OSS.

The most enduring and widely applied derivative of the OSS assessment program is a specific
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variant of the observed group technique known as the Leaderless Group Discussion (LGD). In this

procedure, a small group is assigned a discussion topic to address within a fixed timeframe, during

which examiners observe and rate each individual's performance metrics, including contributions,

assertiveness, and leadership emergence. The LGD technique has proven highly effective in

contemporary selection processes, finding extensive application in the selection of industrial

executives, management trainees, military officers, educators, and social workers, primarily

because examiners' ratings within the LGD context have been found to correlate significantly with

documented performance in actual job situations.
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