
Personal statement versus psychological test as admission to the
nursing degree: an evaluation

Traynor, M., Neill, C. M., & Roulston, A. (2022). Personal statement versus psychological test as admission to
the nursing degree: an evaluation. BMC Nursing, 21(1), Article 157. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-022-00919-w

Published in:
BMC Nursing

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal

Publisher rights
© 2022 The Authors.
This is an open access article published under a Creative Commons Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the author and source are cited.

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.

Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.

Open Access
This research has been made openly available by Queen's academics and its Open Research team.  We would love to hear how access to
this research benefits you. – Share your feedback with us: http://go.qub.ac.uk/oa-feedback

Download date:03. Jun. 2024

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-022-00919-w
https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/publications/431e0ee2-45f2-4556-9ee6-5b82bfc62fc0


Traynor et al. BMC Nursing          (2022) 21:157  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-022-00919-w

RESEARCH

Personal statement versus psychological 
test as admission to the nursing degree: 
an evaluation
Marian Traynor1*, Colin Mc Neill2 and Audrey Roulston3 

Abstract 

Background:  A review of admissions to nursing in Northern Ireland was prompted by the growing number of 
applications and a desire to ensure that the applicants had the right values for a career in nursing. Concerns regarding 
authorship, plagiarism and reliability of personal statements used to select applicants to interview was the focus of 
this research. This study evaluates the psychometric properties of a Personal Statement (PS) as a method for admis-
sion to a nursing programme and a values-based psychological screening tool, Nurse Match (NM).

Methods:  A self-selecting, purposive sample (n = 228; 9.7%) was drawn from applicants to Schools of Nursing in the 
United Kingdom (n = 2350). Participants all of whom had completed a Personal Statement were asked to complete a 
psychological tool and the scoring outcomes and psychometric properties of both tests were investigated. Statistical 
analysis was conducted using Minitab 17.

Results:  Applicants from 18 schools and five colleges responded. The majority (72.4%) were aged 18–19. Findings 
provide practical, theoretical, statistical, and qualitative reasons for concluding that the Personal Statement has sub-
stantial limitations as a measure of suitability. It does not compare well with international test standards for psycho-
metric tests. In contrast, NM is a valid and reliable measure with good discriminatory power, standardised administra-
tion and consistent marking.

Conclusion:  NM is a viable alternative to the PS for shortlisting applicants for nursing interviews.

Keywords:  Personal statement, Psychometric test, Psychological test, Pre-registration nursing, Admissions, Nursing 
student, Values-based recruitment
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Introduction
The application of robust quality assurance procedures to 
the selection methods used for entry to university is good 
practice and there is always the need to forward plan 
and develop new approaches to selection in response 
to national and regional requirements and evidence-
based practice [4, 16, 17, 20]. A further consideration is 

that within professional courses such as nursing there is 
a requirement to select individuals that will ultimately 
become competent and caring practitioners capable 
of delivering safe and effective patient care. Selection 
methodologies therefore need to be consistent with this 
desired outcome.

The recently published Universities and College Admis-
sions Service (UCAS) & Health Education England (HEE) 
report into nurses of the future, [23] highlights that the 
nursing profession is becoming a more desirable career 
pathway for many and consequently application to study 
nursing is increasing. This is not only within the United 

Open Access

*Correspondence:  m.traynor@qub.ac.uk

1 School of Nursing & Midwifery, Queen’s University Belfast, 97 Lisburn Road, 
Belfast BT9 7BL, N. Ireland
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12912-022-00919-w&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 11Traynor et al. BMC Nursing          (2022) 21:157 

Kingdom as internationally, Schools of Nursing have also 
seen a surge in applications [1]. With this increased inter-
est in nursing as a career choice, comes a parallel increase 
in responsibility for HEIs to ensure that their selection 
methodologies are robust. It is important therefore that 
methods used to select into nursing will withstand inter-
nal and external scrutiny and furthermore be able to deal 
with the challenges from applicants who fail to gain a 
place. The tests are generally a gate keeping mechanism 
used to decide who progresses through to interview and 
the Personal Statement is one test generally used within 
the UK and more widely [5, 19, 26].

The personal statement is a test or an assessment used 
for making judgements and therefore there is a need to 
ensure that the assessment is fair, transparent and as 
objective as possible. Validity and reliability are therefore 
fundamental to the rigour of the personal statement as a 
selection tool especially when decisions based on them, 
similar to any assessment, are final and have lasting con-
sequences [7, 10–12].

Like all forms of assessment, the personal statement 
can be problematic, prone to subjectivity by the assessor 
and open to claims of plagiarism [7, 19]. Despite this it is 
widely used by many nursing schools, and crucially it is 
a high stakes assessment which the candidate must pass 
in order to progress to interview. It is concerning there-
fore that there appears to have been very little research to 
address the quality assurance issues so adequately iden-
tified by Patterson et  al. in the 2018 Ottawa consensus 
statement [16].

Research nationally and internationally has explored 
whether personal statements are fit for purpose and the 
general consensus is that they are not. However, personal 
statements continue to be used. The main aim of this 
study was to evaluate the personal statement as a tool for 
shortlisting applicants to nursing in conjunction with a 
psychological test as a potential alternative. This quan-
titative research study was funded by the Burdett Trust 
for nursing and the development of the psychological test 
instrument used in the study was previously reported by 
McNeill et al. [9].

Background
The health service in the UK is facing many challenges, 
including deficits that are damaging its reputation for 
providing professional care and treatment of patients, 
as well as workforce planning. However, applications 
to nursing for 2021 saw a 32% increase on 2020 figures. 
Nursing leaders have attributed the ‘extraordinary leap’ 
to be partly attributed to inspirational nurses during 
the Coronavirus pandemic [13]. This increase offers an 
opportunity to review the assessment of personal val-
ues and natural attributes underpinning professional 

practice, identity, leadership, and teamwork. Selecting 
applicants, most likely to complete nursing programmes, 
enhances the quality of patient care, and produces grad-
uates to fill vacancies in the workforce [18]. Selection 
methods should reliably identify whether candidates are 
likely to be successful in their training and ultimately 
become competent clinicians. Evidence shows clearly 
that academic records are more effective selection meth-
ods than traditional interviews, references, and per-
sonal statements [14, 15]. Conclusions from a systematic 
review of nursing programmes [5] support this view and 
comment that there is insufficient evidence regarding 
interviews and personal statements. Furthermore, evi-
dence suggests that selecting individuals with personal 
values mirroring those of the organisation in which they 
will work, enhances organisational effectiveness [8].

Personal statements
Currently the Universities and College Admissions Ser-
vice (UCAS) Personal Statement (PS) submitted by appli-
cants to outline their motivation and commitment to 
nursing or midwifery, is marked and used by universities 
to screen and short list for suitability for interview. The 
information on the UCAS portal [22] describes the PS as 
open and unstructured and as a line of text limited to 47 
lines. According to the UCAS site it is designed to give 
candidates an opportunity to write about their achieve-
ments and their interest in the subject they are applying 
for, as well as their suitability for, interest in, and commit-
ment to higher education. It is not therefore presented as 
a test or questionnaire but simply as an opportunity to 
promote self as an applicant in competition with others.

The UCAS request for a personal statement to accom-
pany an application to an HEI can be regarded as a psy-
chometric personality “test”. It is customary to speak of 
psychological measurement as a test when it is used pri-
marily to assess some characteristics of an individual. It 
should therefore conform to the American Psychological 
Association (APA) test standards. The standards cover 
essential elements in testing including validity, reliabil-
ity, errors of measurements, and fairness in testing. They 
also establish standards in relation to testing operations 
including test design and development, scales and norms, 
test administration and documentation including score 
interpretation [2].

However, the derivation of the PS concept and screen-
ing criteria being assessed is not well published [3]. The 
reliability of the PS for shortlisting has been debated 
nationally and internationally, with consensus that it is 
not fit for purpose. The 2018 Ottawa consensus state-
ment ‘Selection and recruitment to the healthcare 
professions’ [16] recommended more evidence-based 
approaches to selection. Although the PS has high 
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candidate acceptability, it is highly susceptible to pla-
giarism, coaching or bias, is unreliable and squanders 
resources [4, 16]. Furthermore, there is a need to estab-
lish best practice regarding admission criteria [25].

This study was part of a larger Burdett funded research 
study that sought to identify applicants to nursing who 
have the personal values required to build a skilled and 
competent workforce [21]. This paper reports on the 
collection of empirical evidence about the psychologi-
cal characteristics and general effectiveness of the PS 
to better understand limitations and suggest a viable 
alternative.

The study
Aim
The aim of this study was to collect and evaluate valid-
ity evidence for a psychological test (Nurse Match) as a 
potential selection method and as an alternative to the 
Personal Statement (PS). This paper will focus on the 
evaluation of the Personal Statement, validity and reli-
ability and how the scores for the PS compared with the 
scores from the psychological test.

Design
The research design was a self-selecting, purposive sam-
ple of regional applicants to nursing. A within-subjects 
repeated measures design was used the dependent vari-
able being suitability for nursing. The volunteers had 
completed a UCAS PS during their HEI applications. The 
volunteers were provided with background information 
to the study and were required to offer their informed 
consent. The main research activity required them to 
complete the Nurse Match (NM) instrument online, 
under formal supervisory conditions. The research used 
quantitative measurements i.e. two measures of the 
dependent variable were used, score on the PS and score 
on NM. A self-selecting sub-sample of personal state-
ments (n = 132) were ‘blind’ marked at two regional HEIs.

Participants
A convenience sample was used by inviting all regional 
school and colleges, who historically provided applicants 
to nursing degree programmes (via the UK-wide UCAS 
system), to participate in the research study. Career’s 
teachers who responded were briefed on the study. The 
career teachers then advertised the study to their stu-
dents who then volunteered to take part and arrange-
ments were made for supervised data collection at the 
school or college. This resulted in a self-selecting, purpo-
sive sample of regional applicants.

Recruitment took place over a 3-month period. 
The volunteers sat the NM test via an online link in 
groups supervised by staff in a classroom or computer 

laboratory. They received a scripted briefing from the 
supervisor about the process, logging on, use of the soft-
ware and completion of feedback. The process included 
reading a Participant Information Sheet (PIS), comple-
tion of a Consent Form and reading Instructions for 
Completing the Test. On completion the test scores, were 
calculated and stored securely.

Two hundred and twenty-eight (n = 228) regional 
applicants volunteered (N = 2350; 9.7%) to take part in 
the study.

Data collection
The following sources were used to evaluate the PS and 
the NM psychological test:

•	 Participants scores from the PS
•	 Participants scores from the online NM

The validity, reliability, fairness, and consistency of the 
tests were assessed together with psychometric probity 
for compliance with international test standards [2].

The personal statement
The PS is an integral part of an application for entry 
to UK Universities. The content of the composition is 
entirely up to the applicant but is limited to 47 lines of 
text [22].

The PS is scored by course tutors at the UCAS par-
ticipant university to which an application is made [22]. 
The PS Scoring Form used by both HEIs in this study 
cites four criteria: Personal desire for a career in nurs-
ing, Motivation for nursing, Expectations of the course 
and nursing as a profession, Decision making affecting 
self and others. The PS is marked out of four in respect to 
each criterion: maximum score 16. Applicant UCAS ID 
numbers were used to locate the applicant’s PS scores at 
regional HEIs.

Participants (n = 228) had completed the PS in their 
own time and were free if they wished to obtain advice 
and assistance. Academic staff marked the PS (HEI 1 
n = 196: HEI 2 n = 137). A sub-group who had applied to 
both HEIs (n = 132) were ‘double marked’.

The NM psychological test
NM is custom built from ethnographic nursing data 
using Ipseus software for test construction and scor-
ing that operationalises well-established identity theory 
[6, 24]. It measures the extent to which personal values 
match professional values. Applicants appraise 13 entities 
from personal, home, and work domains (Table 1) on 20 
bi-polar constructs.

Each bi-polar construct is a value dimension presented 
on a nine-point semantic differential scale connecting 
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two contrasting perspectives one of which is a preferred 
professional attitude (Fig.  1). A response scored from 1 
to 4 on the point of view it represented. Respondents 
indicated their preferred (personal) perspective when 
appraising ‘aspirational self ’. The centre zero was used by 
the respondent if they could not decide between polar 
values.

Responses are used to calculate a score on each value 
dimension, each value theme, and an overall score. A 
quality check is performed on test use.

Ethical considerations
A research ethics application was submitted to the 
School of Nursing and Midwifery Research Ethics Com-
mittee in December 2017. All ethical issues were prop-
erly addressed including information statements and 
informed consent. Considering the proposed data anal-
ysis, participants were asked permission to share their 
data between the university and the collaborating exter-
nal company responsible for the NM tool. The anonymi-
sation of the data, the data processing agreement and the 
confidentiality agreement were also addressed.

Although there was no anticipated risk to the partici-
pants they could be perceived as vulnerable as they were 
all applying for a nursing place and that refusal to partici-
pate might impact negatively on their application. There-
fore, all communications with potential participants was 
made via the career teachers and it was made clear that 
students were under no obligation to volunteer and that 
involvement in the research would have no effect on their 
application to nursing. Furthermore, it was made clear 
that the focus of the study was the evaluation of the NM 
tool and not individual participants’ performance.

Data analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to establish and compare 
group norms for scores. Correlation coefficient r and 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient were used to investigate the 
relationship between the scores (Minitab 17).

Results
Two hundred and twenty-eight (n = 228) regional appli-
cants volunteered (N = 2350; 9.7%). Eleven of the sam-
ple did not provide age data. The 217 who did were aged 
16–17 (11); 18–19 (157); 20–24 (26); 25–30 (8); 30+ 
(15). The majority were female (95.6%: n = 218) and aged 
18–19 (~ 72.4%).

One early finding was that marking the PS appears to 
assume that the information provided is valid and reliable 
whereas the extent of an applicant’s involvement in the 
composition is uncertain and markers are aware of this. 
UCAS offers guidance on how to write a personal state-
ment. Applicants are reminded “You’re telling admissions 
staff why you are suitable to study at their university or 
college” [22]. During the research, stakeholders shared, 
uninvited, anecdotal evidence about parents and schools 
searching for further guidance, the quality and extent of 
which was wealth dependent. If true, and there was no 
evidence to suggest otherwise, it is difficult to be sure 
how much reliable knowledge about an applicant’s poten-
tial is being gleaned from their PS. Furthermore, it was 

Table 1  Entities used in the replication study

Entities (incl. aspects of self)

01 Ideal self
02 Self at school or work
03 Self at home
04 Self under pressure
05 Me 2 years ago
06 Me in 5 years’ time
07 A disliked person
08 A model nurse
09 A ward sister
10 Patients
11 A bad nurse
12 My best friend
13 My parents

Fig. 1  An example of a value construct as presented to applicants
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unclear which overall concept was being addressed. 
Nowhere is this stated clearly so we assumed it to be 
‘Suitability for Nursing’.

Results from this study suggest that the four criteria 
used to mark the PS (Desire, Motivation, Expectations, 
Decision Making) are appropriate and there is statistical 
evidence to suggest, via correlation and factor analysis, 
that a quite coherent (unidimensional) overall concept 
exists (Table  8 below for details). However, while these 
criteria are described they are not clearly defined, to the 
detriment of the marking task.

Does the PS test measure what it purports to meas-
ure? The results indicate that there are many questions to 
answer about the use of the PS in screening for interview 
or selection of candidates: that is regarding content and 

construct validity, credibility, fitness, robustness, reliabil-
ity, integrity, representativeness, coherence, and trans-
parency. These concerns are expressed in greater detail in 
Table 2.

PS procedure and calculations are systematic but scor-
ing and differentiation of candidates lacks credibility and 
consistency due to the ordinal nature of the scoring, sub-
jectivity in marking, and doubts around authorship.

PS: reliability and errors of measurement
The internal reliability of the PS was estimated using 
Cronbach’s Alpha and item reliability was found to be 
acceptable. (See Table  3 in which HEI results are com-
pared with the NM results).

Table 2  Summary of evidence about validity of the Personal Statement as a test

Validity What is the evidence about validity of the Personal Statement (PS)?

Classic Concepts
  Face validity A close examination of the test criteria reveals some concern about evidence for validity in terms of the three 

classic concepts of validity. On content validity there is no evidence of judgement by ‘experts’ on the content or 
relevance of the criteria used. No case is made for their use as against other important criteria. The criteria used 
appear appropriate on their face but are not well defined.
On construct validity, the four criteria do seem necessary, appropriate, but no case has been made that they are 
sufficient, that taken together, they capture the (unspecified) quality of ‘suitability for a nursing career’? They 
are also broadly conceived and poorly defined making consistent data analysis (marking the criteria) difficult. 
On the face of it the criteria have been useful. They address some important attributes and there is statistical 
evidence to suggest, via correlation and factor analysis, that the overall concept assessed is coherent (unidi-
mensional). However, the validity of the concept of using an essay about self in ‘assessment at a distance’ is 
open to questions about authorship, collaboration, integrity, support, powers of expression in writing etcetera 
and of subjectivity and unfairness in marking it making it unsatisfactory. The evidence is that the PS can be an 
unfair test and may simply assess the capacity to write a decent essay in praise of self and not capture anything 
real about potential as a nurse.

  Content validity
  Construct validity

Unitary Concept of Validity
  Credibility The PS given its uncertain derivation is not a reliable source of information and this is compounded by loosely 

defined criteria and subjective interpretation by the marker.
  Fitness Intuitively the criteria appear relevant, but they are broad and general concepts without clear definition, devel-

opmental history, or other justification.
  Robustness Procedure and calculations are systematic, but it is difficult to be sure of a valid estimate of a candidate’s ability 

since no attempt can be made when marking the PS to deal with breaches of the assumption of genuine self-
report made evident here.

  Reliability Item reliability: the coefficient of reliability (internal consistency) is acceptable, alpha = 0.77 (HEI 1) 0.78 (HEI 2). 
Invigilation is not a requirement and there is otherwise no attempt to ensure external consistency of PS comple-
tion under similar conditions so undermining dependability. There are several variables confounding use: the 
UCAS PS may be written for several Providers, sources of guidance and support are many and varied and access 
to it uneven, the concepts being tested are not well defined and subjective interpretation of the concepts and 
evaluation of the personal statement make for less reliable standards of marking.

  Integrity The PS is a free text open response so potentially genuine honest and moral: but advice and assistance are read-
ily available with expert advice, if it can be afforded, so uncertainty exists about the true voice of the applicant 
while marking appears to assume an applicant to be sole author.

  Representativeness Standardisation of process and representativeness of the PS is undermined by modest validity and reliability; 
scores are ordinal not interval or ratio scale, so distributions of scores are layered creating multiple ties when 
rank ordering candidates.

  Coherence The broad and general concepts used as criteria for marking the PS are interpreted subjectively and scored dif-
ferently by tutors: coherence is undermined.

  Transparency Information about the candidate comes to an unknown extent from co-authorship and guidance of variable 
quality from other people on how to make a good impression.
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A sub-group of applicants (n = 132) were ‘double 
marked’ blind and despite the internal reliability of the 
test, considerable variance in marking between HEI tutor 
teams became evident (Table 4).

There was a low correlation coefficient (r = 0.27) sta-
tistically significant at p = 0.002 (alpha = 0.05). ‘Agree-
ment’ was low (only 5 < 10% variance between scores was 
explained). The histograms, and individual value plots in 
Figs. 1 and 2, show there is a greater negative skew in HEI 
1 scoring suggesting easier marking. The higher mean 
and median of HEI 1 data also indicates easier marking.

The PS criteria marks are ordinal numbers (‘categories’ 
0 to 4). The overall score on the PS is the sum of the num-
bers on the four criteria. Ordinal numbers do not repre-
sent quantities or counts they represent rank positions 
in a group. They tell us nothing about distances between 
ranking positions. The effect of this on selection can be 
seen in Figs. 2 and 3 below where many ties can emerge.

These findings indicate that while the internal reliabil-
ity of PS and its criteria (item) scores is acceptable con-
siderable ‘error’ in the sense of bias or inconsistency can 
arise in the scoring of the scripts between tutor markers 
and teams of tutor markers.

PS: Fairness
According to APA test standards, the testing or assess-
ment process should be standardised to ensure that 
test-takers receive fair and equitable treatment during 
all phases of the testing or assessment process [2]. This 
is true of the PS only in the sense that all applicants to 
an HEI are set the same task and the outcome is marked 
according to a common scheme.

Table 3  Coefficient of reliability of PS and NM test items

a Some applicants applied to both HEI 1 and HEI 2 see Table 4 below

NM 2018 
(n = 228)

NM 2015 
(n = 63)

HEI 1 
PSa 2018 
(n = 196)

HEI 2 
PSa 2018 
(n = 137)

Cronbach’s 
alpha

0.9449 0.9437 0.7769 0.7655

Table 4  PS texts double marked blind at two HEIs: descriptive statistics

PS-HEI 1 PS-HEI 2 Comment

N 132 132 132 applicants applied to both HEIs
Mean 76.09 68.99 PS HEI 1 > mean: substantial difference and effect 

size [Cohen’s d = 0.44]
SD 14.38 17.4 PS HEI 1 Tighter spread
Median 75.00 68.75 PS HEI 1 Higher mid score
Mode (no. at mode) 75.00 (30) 75.00 (18) PS HEI 1 Flatter mode (more scores tied at mode)
Minimum 18.75 25.00
Maximum 100 100
Skewness −0.76 −0.44 PS HEI 1 easier to score on; > − ve. skew (see Fig. 2)
Kurtosis 1.45 −0.35 PS HEI 1 peaked: HEI 2 flatter (see Fig. 2)

Fig. 2  Histograms (with normal distributions): the same PS scripts marked at HEI 1 and HEI 2
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The research found that fairness was undermined by 
uneven marking standards and that levels and stand-
ards of advice and assistance in writing up the PS 
varied greatly between schools of origin and between 
pupils.

Evaluation and comparison of PS and NM as psychological 
tests
Test standards and psychometric properties
The psychometric limitations of the PS are sum-
marised in Table  5 as weak discriminatory power, 
questionable reliability in marking, inconsistency in 
administration, and concern about what is measured. 
A comparison is made with the acceptable standards 
of NM.

When the quality of assessment was considered 
using basic psychometric principles, it was found that 
the PS had limitations concerning validity, consistency, 
standardisation, and scoring including a non-normal 
distribution of scores (Table  6). In summary, it was 
found that the PS does not meet international psycho-
metric standards for psychological tests [2].

Descriptive statistics and test characteristics
Test norms are set out in Table  7 and show that appli-
cants found it easier to score on the PS than NM (PS 
mean scores all ~ 70.00 against NM mean 47.82 and all 
PS skews are negative against the NM positive skew). PS 
scores clustered around the mode (clusters of between 
18 and 38 applicants) while NM scores did not, and clus-
tering created PS distributions of scores that were non-
normal while NM created a quite symmetrical normal 
distribution. Internal consistency was acceptable for PS 
but much more desirable for NM in terms of confidence 
about discriminations between applicants (PS; α = ~ 0.75: 
NM; α = 0.945).

The PS scoring process compared with NM
A key finding was that both validity and reliability of 
the PS were undermined by lack of rigour in the mark-
ing process. See Table  4 for differences in the statistics 
describing marking of the same scripts by two HEIs. 
Scoring in NM is automatic and internal reliability is high 
(α = 0.945).

Considerable ‘error’ in the sense of subjective or sys-
temic sources of difference arose in the marking of the 

Fig. 3  Individual value plots: the same PS scripts (n = 132) marked at HEI 1 and HEI 2

Table 5  Comparison of basic psychometric characteristics of the NM and PS scales

Criteria Nurse Match Personal Statement

Discriminatory power Continuous measure (no ties) Ordinal ranking (into a few categories)
Reliability /Consistency of use and marking High item reliability / High consistency Acceptable / Questionable
Validity /Does it measure suitability for nursing? Yes / Measures suitability in a consistent 

manner using professional nursing values
Yes /Text marking is a subjective pro-
cess and suitability is assessed using 
broad and general characteristics

Standardised on a population / invigilated, with con-
sistent admin and immediate scoring?

Yes / Yes, invigilated, with consistent admin 
and objective automated scoring.

Yes / Completion unsupervised, 
support unconstrained, scoring is 
subjective, not automated, and so 
inconsistent
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PS and is most clearly seen in and Figs. 1 and 2. It seems 
reasonable to infer that the problem may be a general one 
for the PS. This potential source of error is not present in 
the NM scoring process.

‘Suitability for nursing’: meaning of the concept
Factor analysis was used to help explicate how PS and 
NM assess the concept ‘suitability for a career in nursing’. 
Both appear to be unidimensional tests – there is one sta-
ble eigenvector, ‘Factor 1’, that explains most variance on 
each PS and NM data item. This factor has been called 
‘suitability for nursing’ – but the meaning of the concept 
is distinctly different for the PS and NM as indicated by 
the data items columns in Table 8.

In short PS assesses an applicant’s ‘Suitability’ in terms 
of attitude to nursing as a career while NM measures 
their inherent nursing values against professional values.

Table 6  Research findings for psychometric properties of PS and NM

Psychometric Principle Personal Statement (PS) Nurse Match (NM)

Validity Validity is questionable: face validity is fine, but 
concerns exist about content, construct, and other 
elements of validity.

Evidence supports acceptability of content, construct, 
and unitary concepts of validity

Reliability Acceptable internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha 
0.77 HEI 1: 0.78 HEI 2)

Excellent internal reliability: (Cronbach’s alpha 0.94)

Consistency Responses indirect and unsupervised, criteria are 
not well defined, and scoring is subjective, and 
inconsistent inter-marker

Responses are direct, value criteria clear and scoring 
is automated.

Standardisation Administration is standardised and systematic but 
there are issues with test completion and marking

Administration is invigilated standardised and sys-
tematic and includes test completion and immediate 
scoring

Scaling, norming, and scoring No direct response scales. Text scored subjectively. 
5 category (0–4) ordinal scores on criteria. Scores 
cluster, many tied scores occur, distribution non- 
normal.

SDS scale. Direct response, automated score calcula-
tions. Interval score distributions typically approxi-
mate normality, tied scores highly unlikely.

Table 7  PS scores marked at HEI 1 and HEI 2 and NM 
comparison: descriptive statistics

Applicants (n = 196) (n = 137) Same PS (n = 132) (n = 228)

PS HEI 1 PS HEI 2 PS HEI 1 PS HEI 2 NM

Mean 74.62 68.8 76.09 68.99 47.82
SD 16.22 17.56 14.38 17.40 13.98
Median 75.00 68.75 75.00 68.75 46.86
SE Mean 1.16 1.50 1.25 1.51 0.926
Mode 75 (38) 75 (19) 75 (30) 75(18) *
Skewness −0.77 −0.43 −0.76 −0.44 0.24
Kurtosis 1.42 −0.42 1.45 −0.35 −0.16
AD statistic 3.650 1.45 1.894 1.402 0.55
Pvalue < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 0.159
Normal Distri-
bution

No No No No Yes

Cronbach’s 
alpha

0.7769 0.7655 0.7514 0.7563 0.9449

Table 8  Factor loadings on item variables (eigenvalues)

Data Items NM NM
Factor 1

Data items PS (HEI 1 and HEI 2) PS HEI 1
Factor 1

PS HEI 2
Factor 1

Person Centredness 0.844 Desire for career 0.82 0.81
Accountability 0.984 Motivation 0.823 0.853
Trustworthiness 0.924 Professional Expectations 0.667 0.742
Integrity 0.860 Decision making 0.726 0.708
Commitment to personal develop-
ment

0.749

Teamworking 0.865
VARIANCE 4.5833 2.32 2.43
% common variance 0.764 0.58 0.61
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Demand on resources
Having considered both tests, in the light of the experi-
ence of using the PS, the finding was that the PS would 
make greater demands on staff resources and be less cost-
effective than NM: Table 9.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to evaluate the PS as a short-
listing tool for admission to Nursing within two HEIs in 
the UK and in the process compare it with NM, a psy-
chological test with established standards. Interestingly 
the study found that both the PS and NM are useful tests 
of suitability for shortlisting to interview for nursing pro-
grammes. However, they attribute potential suitability to 
different characteristics and there are concerns about the 
psychometric probity of PS that were not present with 
NM. Although there have been many studies that have 
examined the reliability and validity of admissions tools 
used to select students there is a paucity of research on 
the use of the Personal Statement. This study provides 
evidence to show that the PS has poor reliability both 
for the statement itself and also poor inter-rater reliabil-
ity amongst the assessors. Similar studies examining the 
reliability of the PS have been previously reported most 
notably by Patterson and Roberts et  al. [16] however 
studies citing the issues around internal marker reliability 
are less prevalent in the literature. The psychological tool 
used in this study is a bespoke values-based tool which 
measures personal nursing values against professional 
values whose provenance is clear. The PS assesses mind-
set in sensible, practical but general terms whose defi-
nition and derivation are not clear. Psychological tools 
such as NM are used within some institutions however 
their application to nursing is less evident with limited 
research in this area.

The PS assesses mindset in sensible, practical but gen-
eral terms whose definition and derivation are not clear. 
The writing of a PS creates knowledge of unknown reli-
ability, with anticipated plagiarism or coaching and 
subjective scoring. Subjectivity in marking the PS was 
evident from the disconcerting difference found between 
sets of tutor markers scoring the same tests. The subjec-
tive or systemic bias is made possible by the form of the 
PS ‘test’ as an essay; NM data responses are direct and 
spontaneous, and scored automatically.

Given the difference in what is being assessed and 
how effectively this is being done, it is not surprising 
that there is almost no correlation statistically speaking 
between scores by the same individuals on PS and NM 
(r = 0.111 P-Value = 0.199: alpha = 0.05). This implies a 
decision about what potential characteristics are to be 
tested for and how this might be done most effectively.

In summary, the findings provide practical, theoreti-
cal, statistical, and qualitative reasons for concluding 
that the PS has unacceptable limitations as a measure of 
suitability, does not compare well with international test 
standards, and would be hard to defend. It is hoped that 
the results reported in this paper will contribute to the 
literature on the use of Personal Statements in selection 
and additionally will encourage further empirical stud-
ies on the use of psychological tests that provide a cut 
score which institutions can confidently use to make 
decisions for access to nursing programmes. It is incum-
bent on those charged with selection to provide a fair 
and equitable admissions process, not only to maintain 
quality assurance standards, but also to ensure that the 
best people with the right values are admitted to nursing 
programmes.

There is also the issue of appeals to be considered and 
the merit of having reliable tests to support the decision-
making process is something that is likely to be welcomed 
by university governing bodies. An additional and equally 
important point is the economic and indeed moral impli-
cations of employing a system that has been proven to be 
unreliable and upon which life changing decisions for the 
applicant are made, particularly in the current climate 
where the efficient use of both academic and administra-
tive resources is paramount.

Limitations
The fact that the sample was self-selecting and non-prob-
ability-based imposes limitations on what we can infer 
about the annual cohort of applicants, but the number of 
participants (n = 228) is sufficient to permit sound infer-
ences to be made about the practical application and psy-
chometric properties of the tests.

Conclusion
Identifying the best selection tool is a priority for all 
oversubscribed nursing programmes, who want to train 
high quality graduates to enter the workforce. These 

Table 9  PS and NM: demand on School of Nursing resources

PS NM

Demand on staff resources Quite high. Tutors marking hundreds of texts with 
due care plus internal admin is resource intensive.

Low demand. Admin and marking (with quality control) 
is external. There are options to defer costs.
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findings however illustrate that the PS does not meet 
international psychometric standards for psychological 
tests [2]. Other concerns on the effectiveness of per-
sonal statements for selection have been raised in the 
literature [5, 14, 15].

The results of this study can be used by nursing edu-
cation policy makers to inform on the continued use of 
the Personal Statement for admission to nursing. The evi-
dence in this study not only highlights the serious short-
falls of the Personal Statement but also demonstrates the 
credibility of an effective psychological test (NM) as a 
viable alternative to the Personal Statement. The psycho-
logical test reported in this study has been shown to meet 
the essential criteria of any selection methodology i.e. it 
is standardised, reliable, valid and fair. It can therefore 
be concluded that Nurse Match offers a robust and valid 
alternative to the nursing personal statement as a method 
for determining the suitability of applicants for a career 
in nursing and shortlisting for interviews.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to acknowledge the Burdett Trust for funding this 
study, and the students and staff who freely gave their time to participate.

Authors’ contributions
Made substantial contributions to conception and design, or acquisition of 
data, or analysis and interpretation of data; MT, CMcN. Involved in drafting the 
manuscript or revising it critically for important intellectual content; MT, AR, 
CMcN. Given final approval of the version to be published. Each author should 
have participated sufficiently in the work to take public responsibility for 
appropriate portions of the content; MT, CMcN, AR. Agreed to be accountable 
for all aspects of the work in ensuring that questions related to the accuracy or 
integrity of any part of the work are appropriately investigated and resolved; 
MT, CMcN, AR.

Funding
The funded was provided by Burdett Trust for Nursing.
Funding Code: SB\ZA\1o1o10662\311523

Availability of data and materials
The data sets to support this manuscript is available at the following link: 
https://​www.​qub.​ac.​uk/​schoo​ls/​Schoo​lofNu​rsing​andMi​dwife​ry/​FileS​tore/​Filet​
ouplo​ad,94510​0,en.​pdf.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
I can confirm that all methods were carried out in accordance with relevant 
guidelines and regulations.
I confirm that all experimental protocols were approved by the School of 
Nursing & Midwifery Research Ethics Committee, Queen’s University Belfast.
I confirm that informed consent was obtained from all subjects who took part 
in this research.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors have no competing interests.

Author details
1 School of Nursing & Midwifery, Queen’s University Belfast, 97 Lisburn Road, 
Belfast BT9 7BL, N. Ireland. 2 Identity Exploration Ltd, 50 Stranmillis Embank-
ment, Belfast, Co Antrim, N. Ireland. 3 School of Social Sciences, Education 

and Social Work, Queen’s University Belfast, 6 College Park, Belfast BT7 1NN, N. 
Ireland. 

Received: 22 January 2022   Accepted: 25 May 2022

References
	1.	 American Association of Colleges of Nursing. 2021. https://​www.​aacnn​

ursing.​org. Accessed 28 May 2021.
	2.	 American Educational Research Association (AERA), American Psycho-

logical Association, National Council on Measurement in Education, 
Joint Committee on Standards for Educational, & Psychological Testing 
(US). Standards for educational and psychological testing. Washington: 
American Educational Research Association; 1999.

	3.	 Capponi N, Barber LA. Undergraduate nursing programme admission 
criteria: a scoping review of the literature. Nurse Educ Today. 2020;92. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​nedt.​2020.​104519.

	4.	 Cleland JA, Dowell J, McLachlan J, Nicholson S, Patterson F. Identifying 
best practice in the selection of medical students: literature review and 
interview survey: General Medical Council; 2012. https://​www.​gmc-​uk.​
org/-/​media/​gmc-​site-​images/​about/​ident​ifyin​gbest​pract​icein​these​lecti​
onofm​edica​lstud​entsp​df511​19804.​pdf?​la=​en&​hash=​D06B6​2AD51​4BE4C​
3454D​EECA2​8A7B7​0FDA8​28715

	5.	 Crawford C, Black P, Melby V, Fitzpatrick B. An exploration of the predictive 
validity of selection criteria on progress outcomes for pre-registration 
nursing programmes—a systematic review. J Clin Nurs. 2021;00:1–25. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​jocn.​15730.

	6.	 Ellis R, Griffiths L, Hogard E. Constructing the nurse match instrument 
to measure professional identity and values in nursing. J Nurs Care. 
2015;4:245. https://​doi.​org/​10.​4172/​2167-​1168.​10002​45.

	7.	 Linn R, Gronlund NE. Measurement and assessment in teaching. 1st ed. 
New Jersey: Merill; 2000.

	8.	 McGraw C, Abbott S, Brook J. Innovation in values-based public 
health nursing student selection: a qualitative evaluation of candi-
date and selection panel member perspectives. Public Health Nurs. 
2018;35(4):ISSN: 0737-1209 Online ISSN: 1525-1446.

	9.	 McNeill C, Erskine A, Ellis R, Traynor M. Developing nurse match: a 
selection tool for evoking and scoring an applicant’s nursing values and 
attributes. Nurs Open. 2018;00:1–13. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​nop2.​183.

	10.	 Messick S. Validity. In: Linn RL, editor. Educational measurement. 3rd ed. 
New York: MacMillan; 1989. p. 13–104.

	11.	 Messick S. Validity of psychological assessment: validation of inferences 
from persons’ responses and performances as scientific inquiry into score 
meaning. Am Psychol. 1995;50:741–9. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​0003-​066X.​
50.9.​741.

	12.	 Murphy R. Grades of uncertainty: reviewing the uses and misuses of 
examination results. PR21. London: Association of Teachers and Lecturers 
(ATL); 2004.

	13.	 Nursing Times, 2021. Nursing courses see 32% rise in applications during 
Covid-19. https://​www.​nursi​ngtim​es.​net/​news/​educa​tion/​nursi​ng-​cours​
es-​see-​32-​rise-​in-​appli​catio​ns-​during-​covid-​19-​18-​02-​2021/. Accessed 28 
May 2021.

	14.	 Patterson F, Knight A, Dowell J, Nicholson S, Cousans F, Cleland J. How 
effective are selection methods in medical education? A systematic 
review. Med Educ. 2016a. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​medu.​12817.

	15.	 Patterson F, Prescott-Clements L, Zibarras L, Edwards H, Kerrin M, Cou-
sans F. Recruiting for values in healthcare: a preliminary review of the 
evidence. Adv Health Sci Educ. 2016b;21:859–91. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​
s10459-​014-​9579-4.

	16.	 Patterson F, Roberts C, Hanson MD, Hampe W, Eva K, Ponnamperuma G, 
et al. 2018 Ottawa consensus statement: selection and recruitment to the 
healthcare professions. Med Teach. 2018a;001. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​
01421​59X.​2018.​14985​89.

	17.	 Patterson F, Griffin B, Hanson MD. Opening editorial: selection and recruit-
ment in medical education. MedEdPublish. 2018b;2018:7. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​15694/​mep.​2018.​00002​22.1.

	18.	 Schmidt B, MacWilliams B. Admission criteria for undergraduate nursing 
programs: a systematic review. Nurse Educ. 2011;36(4):171–4. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1097/​NNE.​0b013​e3182​1fdb9d.

https://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofNursingandMidwifery/FileStore/Filetoupload,945100,en.pdf
https://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofNursingandMidwifery/FileStore/Filetoupload,945100,en.pdf
https://www.aacnnursing.org
https://www.aacnnursing.org
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2020.104519
https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/gmc-site-images/about/identifyingbestpracticeintheselectionofmedicalstudentspdf51119804.pdf?la=en&hash=D06B62AD514BE4C3454DEECA28A7B70FDA828715
https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/gmc-site-images/about/identifyingbestpracticeintheselectionofmedicalstudentspdf51119804.pdf?la=en&hash=D06B62AD514BE4C3454DEECA28A7B70FDA828715
https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/gmc-site-images/about/identifyingbestpracticeintheselectionofmedicalstudentspdf51119804.pdf?la=en&hash=D06B62AD514BE4C3454DEECA28A7B70FDA828715
https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/gmc-site-images/about/identifyingbestpracticeintheselectionofmedicalstudentspdf51119804.pdf?la=en&hash=D06B62AD514BE4C3454DEECA28A7B70FDA828715
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.15730
https://doi.org/10.4172/2167-1168.1000245
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.183
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.50.9.741
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.50.9.741
https://www.nursingtimes.net/news/education/nursing-courses-see-32-rise-in-applications-during-covid-19-18-02-2021/
https://www.nursingtimes.net/news/education/nursing-courses-see-32-rise-in-applications-during-covid-19-18-02-2021/
https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.12817
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10459-014-9579-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10459-014-9579-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2018.1498589
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2018.1498589
https://doi.org/10.15694/mep.2018.0000222.1
https://doi.org/10.15694/mep.2018.0000222.1
https://doi.org/10.1097/NNE.0b013e31821fdb9d
https://doi.org/10.1097/NNE.0b013e31821fdb9d


Page 11 of 11Traynor et al. BMC Nursing          (2022) 21:157 	

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

	19.	 Timer JE, Clauson MI. The use of selective admissions tools to predict stu-
dents’ success in an advanced standing baccalaureate nursing program. 
Nurse Educ Today. 2011;31(6):601–6. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​nedt.​2010.​
10.​015 ISSN 0260-6917. https://​www.​scien​cedir​ect.​com/​scien​ce/​artic​le/​
pii/​S0260​69171​00019​8X.

	20.	 Taylor R, Macduff C, Stephen A. A national study of selection processes 
for student nurses and midwives. Nurse Educ Today. 2014;34(8):1155–60. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​nedt.​2014.​04.​024 ISSN 0260-6917. https://​www.​
scien​cedir​ect.​com/​scien​ce/​artic​le/​pii/​S0260​69171​40015​79.

	21.	 Traynor, M., Barr, O., McNeill, C., Erskine, A., Ellis, R. 2018. “What matters to 
patients”: identifying applicants o nursing who have the personal values 
required to build a skilled and competent workforce and lead the nursing 
profession in Northern Ireland. Burdett Trust for Nursing Final Report. 
Available at: https://​www.​qub.​ac.​uk/​schoo​ls/​Schoo​lofNu​rsing​andMi​dwife​
ry/​FileS​tore/​Filet​ouplo​ad,94510​0,en.​pdf.

	22.	 UCAS, 2020. How to write a UCAS undergraduate personal statement. 
https://​www.​ucas.​com/​under​gradu​ate/​apply​ing-​unive​rsity/​writi​ng-​perso​
nal-​state​ment/​how-​write-​perso​nal-​state​ment. Accessed 28 May 2021.

	23.	 UCAS & NHS Health Education England, 2022. Next Steps. Who are the 
“future nurses”? https://​www.​ucas.​com/​file/​563001/​downl​oad?​token=​
XP5Ik​5yI. Accessed 28 May 2021.

	24.	 Weinreich P, Saunderson W. Analysing identity: cross-cultural, societal and 
clinical contexts. London: Routledge; 2003.

	25.	 Williams MG. Attrition and retention in the nursing major: understand-
ing persistence in beginning nursing students. Nurs Educ Perspect. 
2010;31(6):362–7. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1043/​1536-​5026-​31.6.​362.

	26.	 Zamanzadeh V, Ghahramanian A, Valizadeh L, et al. A scoping review 
of admission criteria and selection methods in nursing education. BMC 
Nurs. 2020;19:121. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s12912-​020-​00510-1.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2010.10.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2010.10.015
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S026069171000198X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S026069171000198X
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2014.04.024
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0260691714001579
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0260691714001579
https://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofNursingandMidwifery/FileStore/Filetoupload,945100,en.pdf
https://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofNursingandMidwifery/FileStore/Filetoupload,945100,en.pdf
https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/writing-personal-statement/how-write-personal-statement
https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/writing-personal-statement/how-write-personal-statement
https://www.ucas.com/file/563001/download?token=XP5Ik5yI
https://www.ucas.com/file/563001/download?token=XP5Ik5yI
https://doi.org/10.1043/1536-5026-31.6.362
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-020-00510-1

	Personal statement versus psychological test as admission to the nursing degree: an evaluation
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusion: 

	Introduction
	Background
	Personal statements

	The study
	Aim
	Design
	Participants
	Data collection
	The personal statement
	The NM psychological test
	Ethical considerations
	Data analysis

	Results
	PS: reliability and errors of measurement
	PS: Fairness
	Evaluation and comparison of PS and NM as psychological tests
	Test standards and psychometric properties

	Descriptive statistics and test characteristics
	The PS scoring process compared with NM
	‘Suitability for nursing’: meaning of the concept
	Demand on resources

	Discussion
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


