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Evaluating selection methods for admission into the social work degree:     
The Social Work Match psychological test and Prerecorded Virtual Interview. 

Abstract 

Oversubscribed social work (SW) courses and a workforce review in Northern Ireland 

prompted a review of admissions, to ensure recruitment of applicants with strong core 

values. Calls for values-based recruitment underpinned this research. A values-based 

psychological screening tool (SWM) was designed and successfully tested using 

student social workers.  

 

Aims: This study evaluates this screening tool modified slightly for delivery to SW 

applicants, Social Work Match 2023 (SWM23) and contrasts it with the Prerecorded 

Video Interviews (PVI) introduced during COVID-19. This study evaluates the SWM23 

test as a selection method for admission to SW programmes in Northern Ireland by 

examining the following: 

(a) the quality of score data produced by the cohort,  

(b) its effectiveness in distinguishing between applicants  

(c) it’s psychometric characteristics and  

(d) comparing these SWM23 characteristics with those of the Prerecorded Virtual 

Interview (PVI).   

The study will also  

(f) Use Qualtrics survey software to obtain and analyse feedback on SWM23 by 

applicants to Ulster University, Queen’s University and Open University. 

 

Methods 

Applicants who applied for the 3-year undergraduate route (UGR) or the 2-year 

relevant graduate route (RGR) were invited to participate in the study after completing 

their admissions interview. Written consent was received from 174 participants, 49 of 

whom (6 male, 43 female) completed SWM23. The study used a repeated measure 

design in which the consenting group of applicants are assessed for suitability for the 

NI Degree in social work courses using two different measures, the virtual interview 

(PVI) and a psychological test of values (SWM23). A survey collected data on 

applicants’ views of the test.  
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Findings 

Analysis of data provides practical, theoretical, statistical, and qualitative reasons for 

concluding that SWM23 is a valid, reliable, and fair measure with good discriminatory 

power, standardized administration, and consistent marking.  Furthermore, the PVI is 

a valid, reliable, and fair virtual interview with good discriminatory power, sound 

evaluation, and effective technical support consistent with the methodology. However, 

there are potential issues with unconscious bias towards certain applicants, which are 

not evident in SWM23. Furthermore, although independent assessors attend annual 

training and standardization, evidence suggests that marks awarded for responses to 

questions differ according to the perspective of markers, which is subsequently 

disguised in the overall mark awarded.  

 

Conclusion 

Both measures are valid, reliable, fair, and effective. They complement one other but 

measure different aspects of suitability for social work training. One measures 

personal values and the other key SW competencies. Using the measures in tandem 

would increase the amount of reliable information available to inform the selection 

process and minimise uncertainty about fundamental suitability.    

 

Recommendations  

The findings should be presented at relevant regional committees to demonstrate the 

benefits of implementing SWM23 as a form of values-based recruitment, prior to any 

decisions regarding implementation.  

If there is a decision to implement SWM23 as a mandatory element of the selection 

process, universities and partnering agencies would need to agree how the additional 

data on applicants would be used to inform selection, alongside interview scores, 

academic qualifications, and any other relevant information determining suitability.  

Furthermore, formal agreements should be established between the universities and 

Identity Exploration Limited, as the latter owns Intellectual Property rights for the 

SWM23 psychometric test.  
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In t rod u ct ion  
Research over the past 20 years indicates that students are often motivated to study 

Social Work (SW) based on altruism, political ideals, or a desire to help people by 

challenging oppression and promoting a more socially just society (Hackett et al., 

2003; Ferguson et al., 2000; Tham and Lynch, 2014; McCartan et al., 2022). Other 

research indicates that life and family experiences, personal needs and beliefs may 

motivate people towards a career in SW (Wilson and McCrystal, 2007; Stevens et 

al., 2012). However, it is widely recognised that SW is a demanding and stressful 

career, and SW recruitment problems are difficult to resolve (Baginsky, 2013; 

McFadden, 2018; McFadden et al., 2019).  

According to Stratton (2000), the most common methods for selecting SW applicants 

are academic records, application form, references, interviews, and self-selection. 

Others report that Personal Statements (PS) are used to gather information about 

applicants to undergraduate and graduate programmes (Clinedinst, 2019; Klieger et 

al., 2017; Woo et al., 2020). The PS collects information about motivation to study a 

particular field and assesses written communication skills (Kuncel et al., 2020). 

When Cree et al. (2018) reviewed approaches used for admission into SW they 

indicated that there is little evidence that one method of selection is intrinsically 

better than another, due to issues around fairness, transparency, and diversity. 

According to Ryan et al. (2006) the goal for SW programmes is to recruit students 

who will graduate as competent, ethical, and effective practitioners. Research in 

Ireland found that SW students who were asked to permanently withdraw from 

professional training normally failed placements due to professional misconduct 

linked to SW values (Roulston et al., 2021). When Hayes (2018) formally reviewed 

complaints made about SWs to the Northern Ireland Social Care Council (NISCC), 

concerns were highlighted about the honesty and integrity of SWs, who allegedly lied 

to or deliberately withheld information from service users. Some failed to 

demonstrate respect or showed bias against service users/carers, or discriminated 

against them based on age, religion, disability, race, or nationality. 
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In Northern Ireland (NI) the PS embedded within the Universities and Colleges 

Admissions Service (UCAS) application was not used for selection. Until 2020, a SW 

specific PS was used to shortlist SW applicants for interview, which consisted of a 

600-word statement responding to regionally agreed questions. Most recently, 

questions explored their motivation to apply for social work degree training, their 

understanding of the social work role within a chosen area and the values they bring 

to social work training. However, concerns were raised about the reliability for 

shortlisting due to possible plagiarism, coaching or bias. It was concluded the PS 

was not fit for purpose and that marking did not make best use of resources (Cleland 

et al., 2012; McNeill et al., 2018; Patterson et al., 2018; Traynor et al., 2019; 

Roulston et al., 2022). 

It has been suggested that assessing the personal characteristics of applicants in a 

more rigorous manner, using values-based recruitment, may help to improve the 

selection process (Croisdale-Appleby, 2014; Patterson et al., 2018). However, 

Patterson et al. (2016) reported that the PS, references, and unstructured interviews 

were inappropriate for values-based recruitment. ‘Social Work Match’ (SWM) was 

developed and piloted with SW students enrolled on a degree programme at 

Queen’s University in 2022 (Roulston et al., 2022). It measured SW values and 

promoted values-based recruitment. However, an updated version SWM23 was 

developed for applicants to all SW degree programmes across NI, which was piloted 

alongside a pre-recorded virtual interview (PVI).  

 

Methods 

The study uses a repeated measure design in which the suitability of a consenting 

group of social work applicants is assessed using two different measures, the pre-

recorded virtual interview (PVI) and a psychological test of values (SWM23). PVIs 

were introduced during the COVID-19 pandemic, to replace face-to-face interviews. 

SWM23 uses a self-report case-study approach that shares characteristics with three 

overlapping methods, controlled observation, interview, and psychometric test, to 

assess the private meaning, relative importance, and emotional significance of an 

applicant’s personal values and provide an overall score on suitability for social work.   
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This study evaluates the SWM23 test as a selection method for admission to SW 

programmes in Northern Ireland by examining the following: 

(a) the quality of score data produced by the cohort,  

(b) its effectiveness in distinguishing between applicants  

(c) it’s psychometric characteristics and  

(d) comparing these SWM23 characteristics with those of the PVI.   

The study will also  

(f) Use Qualtrics survey software to obtain and analyse feedback on SWM23 by 

applicants to Ulster University, Queen’s University and Open University. 

 

Research questions:  

(1) Will the SWM23 instrument provide valid and reliable empirical evidence about the 

suitability for professional training of an applicant in terms of their SW values?  

(2) Do both the SWM23 test and the PVI meet APA psychometric standards as 

different but complementary measures of suitability for social work practice? 

Descriptive and inferential statistical analysis will use Minitab 21.    

Research Setting 

Professional SW training in NI is taught at Bachelor’s degree level in the following: 

Queen’s University (QUB), Ulster University (UU) and Open University (OU). 

Applicants to Belfast Metropolitan College (BMC) and Southwest College (SWC) are 

awarded their SW degree through UU. The Department of Health (DoH) currently 

commissions 275 places per annum across academic institutions. For this study, we 

recruited a convenience sample of consenting participants who had applied to study 

at any of the above-named universities. 

Sampling and recruitment 

On receipt of formal ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committees in each 

participating university (Ref: 006_2021) and approval from the Regional Admissions 

Committee, it was agreed that an email would be sent to applicants who completed 

the PVI. The email included a research project specific URL containing copies of the 
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approved study documentation (i.e., invitation letter, Participation Information Sheet, 

and consent form) and a welcome video from the Principal Investigator. A data 

controller, who was not involved in assessing the PVIs for 2023 entry, obtained 

written consent from each participant, and sent an email containing a unique 

identifier and log in details, which allowed access to SWM23 and a short evaluation 

form. Incentives to participate were also offered (i.e., free entry into a draw to win a 

£100 and two £50 retail vouchers). 

Data collection 

With consent from participants, the following information was collected: 

(a) Demographic information (i.e., age, sex, degree programme, postcode). 

(b) PVI question scores (independently marked by two assessors). 

(c) Recorded virtual Interview grades (Global Score 1 - 5) by two assessors. 

(d) SWM23 psychometric scores. 

(e) Outcome of selection process (i.e. offered a place, not offered a place) 

(f)  Responses on the evaluation form, captured using Qualitrics.  

 
The Measures 

The SWM psychometric 

To develop the original version of SWM, Identity Exploration Limited (IEL) engaged 

with key stakeholders involved in SW admissions across NI, which included regular 

meetings with representatives from the DoH, the Northern Ireland Social Care 

Council (NISCC), the NI Degree in Social Work Partnership (NIDSWP), SW 

agencies in the statutory and voluntary sector, as well as staff, academics, and 

students involved in admissions to professional degree programmes. Published 

literature, professional SW standards, and transcripts from qualitative interviews with 

SW students, academics, and practitioners, were analysed to derive a core set of 

professional values. These were agreed in consultation with a research steering 

group. On completion of the original pilot study (Roulston et al., 2022) minor 

revisions were made to the SWM, in consultation with the research steering group. 

This improved the suitability of SWM23 for applicants to SW degree programmes. 
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Table 1: The 19 social work values and attributes assessed by SWM23 
Is supportive treats people 

with equity 
owes respect is honest  will promote 

social justice 

Is principled will negotiate Is accountable thinks clearly is a professional 
carer 

Is a listener Is empathetic Is empowering Is realistic Is committed to 
CPD 

thinks resources 
are no excuse 

will care for self uses power 
wisely 

Is resilient - 

 
SWM emerged from the design stage with a set of 19 values preferred by the 

profession (see Table 1) which come together as a value base (VB) and are 

reworked into five themes; ‘Professional standards’ (PS), ‘Relationship with service 

user’ (RSU), ‘Character’ (CH), ‘Resilience’ (RES) and ‘Self-care’ (SC). Each attribute 

or value is presented as a ‘dimension’ (e.g., is supportive … is controlling) 

connecting two contrasting points of view (a construct), presented as a discourse. 

Respondents use a nine-point, semantic differential scale with centre zero.  

 
Figure 1 Sample of the nine-point, semantic differential scale with centre zero 

 

One pole of each construct consists of a preferred professional attribute or value. 

Preferred polar values are presented in a randomized manner. Respondents ‘tag’ the 

attribute they prefer when they appraise ‘ideal’ or ‘aspirational’ self. Their personal 

preference may or may not be a professional preference. Respondents are invited to 

use the centre point scoring zero if they cannot decide between polar values or 

understand the question. 
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Ipseus software records the responses from applicants as they use the value 

constructs to appraise self and entities from the social work domain and reports the 

outcome as scores on theoretical concepts from ISA, three of which are used to 

calculate a suitability score for each professional value, an all-value based overall 

score (VBR) and a score on each theme (composed of relevant sets of values).  The 

cohort of applicants are rank ordered by their overall value based (VBR) score. 

 
The Pre-recorded Virtual Interview (PVI):  

Modern Hire provides an online platform to enable applicants to complete a PVI in 

response to regionally agreed questions, some of which involve the use of case 

scenarios. The five competencies used to assess candidates applying for the SW 

degree were chosen, articulated as open questions addressing the competencies 

and aligned with scoring guides. Broadly speaking, a suitable SW applicant presents 

as well motivated, with a natural feel for social work and professional values, as well 

as the ability to self-care and understand why social exclusion or oppression occurs 

(see Table 2).  

 

Table 2: The 5 competencies assessed by PVI with sample questions. 

Question  Competency Examples of the type of question asked.   

1 Motivation What motivated you to apply for the BSW degree? 

2 Case scenario How would you respond to a nominated case scenario? 

3 Social Work values How would SW values influence your response to the 
scenario? 

4 Self-care SW training can be stressful. Based on personal experience 
how will you manage self-care? 

5 Diversity and 
oppression 

A situation in which diversity was a factor and social 
exclusion occurred was outlined.  Why do you think it 
happened? 

 

Candidates are invited to complete the PVI on the Modern Hire platform within an 

agreed timescale, using their personal computer and video camera. The interview 

process and instructions are explained beforehand, and they can practice using the 
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platform. At the start of the PVI, applicants must provide proof of identity. After 

indicating readiness to start the PVI, questions are presented to applicants on the 

screen, and they have one minute to read each question and two minutes to provide 

their answer to each question, all of which are video recorded. In relation to the case 

scenario, they have five minutes thinking time, prior to answering the question.  

 
Two assessors (one academic and one agency representative), who have completed 

annual training, are allocated to independently mark a batch of interviews. All 

assessors use an online assessment form to score each applicant on their response 

to the five questions (Table 3) and provide a Global Score to represent their overall 

impression of the applicant’s responses (Table 4). Interview questions are marked 

out of 50 (maximum of 10 per question). Applicants meeting the threshold of 20 

(40%) or above are deemed ‘suitable’ to study social work but would not be 

guaranteed a place on the course, as the cut-off score for offering places on the 

UGR and RGR programmes varies each year across the academic institutions. 

Applicants scoring below the 40% threshold are informed by the Admissions and 

Access Team that they have been unsuccessful and can request written feedback 

from the interview panel.   

Table 3: Scoring rubric for assessing each interview question: indicative 
answers.  

Classification Absent Poor-Limited: Acceptable - 
Good: 

Very Good Excellent 

Score 0 1-3 4-6 7-8 9-10 

Performance Applicant 
was 
unable to 
answer 
the 
question.   

Applicant 
demonstrates 
poor or limited 
understanding 
of or 
explanation 
about the 
competency 

Applicant 
demonstrates 
an acceptable 
to good 
understanding 
of or 
explanation 
about the 
competency. 

Applicant 
evidences a 
very good level 
of 
understanding 
and insight 
about the 
competency 

Applicant 
shows 
excellent 
analytical 
skills and   
insight into  
challenges 
they may 
face 

 

 

 

 



15 

 

 

Table 4: Global Score Rating 
1 Failing, below standard 

2 Borderline, not sure 

3 Satisfactory performance 

4 Good performance 

5 Excellent performance 

 

 
Table 5: Statistician’s metrics: report on 2023 SW interviews 

Batch N Interviews 
Cut 

score 
R-

square Alpha Exam Var 

1 481 962 41.63 0.798 0.884 20.7% 

2 147 294 41.66 0.852 0.908 13.9% 

3 37 74 39.26 0.849 0.922 24.0% 

Total 658 1330   0.891  

With 2 
Interviews 7   SD 17.55  

    SEM 5.78  

 
On completion of the marking, PVI questions scores are forwarded to an 

independent statistician who assesses the reliability and validity of the question 

scores and generates a rank ordered list of applicants. Regression analysis is used 

by the statistician to calculate a cut-off score for the cohort, which represents the 

anticipated threshold for the admissions staff who make offers. Once the cut-score 

for each batch is established all candidates are rank ordered, this information is sent 

to staff in each university’s admissions team. The statistician also notes any aspects 

of concern about assessors or data for consideration.  

 

 

 

 

Findings 
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Of the total number of applicants who met the inclusion criteria (N = 658), and were 

invited to participate, 174 provided written consent (26.4% response rate). However, 

of those, only 49 (6 male; 43 female) completed the SWM23 data collection (28.16% 

response rate). Three factors may have contributed to the low uptake in the SWM23 

study. Firstly, applicants were not allowed to be invited to participate in the study 

until they had completed their PVI. Secondly, due to pressure on administrative staff, 

the invitation to participate in the study was emailed out after first round offers to 

study SW at UU or QUB had been made, meaning unsuccessful applicants may 

have been less inclined to participate. Finally, due to the need to allocate unique 

identifiers and generate login details after each person consented, there was a time 

delay between applicants consenting and being provided with access to the SWM23 

instrument and evaluation form. Despite limitations imposed by the small number of 

applicants who completed the test (n = 49) the primary research aims were 

achieved. What follows is the score data for both SWM23 and the PVI with basic and 

inferred characteristics described in some detail. 

  
Score outcomes for applicant group using SWM23 and PVI 

The data sets that follow have been extracted from the complete data sets for those 

who completed both the SWM23 test and the PVI interview to illustrate the data that 

admissions staff would receive to inform the selection process.    

 

Table 6 sets out the top ten test scores by rank. The overall ratings (OR) are 

excellent (5) or good (4). It is not surprising then to see a good standard maintained 

across the value themes although there are hints strengths and aspects for 

improvement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Table 6: Top 10 VBR scores (SWM) with value theme scores 
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PS  RSU CH RES SC VBR  Ra n k  OR* SUIR  

84.29  
83.50 83.24 82.06 82.67 83.42 01 5 10  Va lu e  Th e m e  

77.00  
78.30 84.80 90.56 82.50 80.67 02 5 37 

PS Pro fe ss ion a l St a n d a rd s 

78.03 

 
79.22 78.29 82.37 77.80 79.86 03 5 19 

RSU Re sp o n sive n e ss  t o  Se rvice  
Use r  

84.88  
77.60 73.05 84.96 68.19 78.08 04 5 04 

CH Ch a ra ct e r  

79.40  
78.00 78.44 78.00 75.63 77.96 05 5 25 

RES Re silie n ce  

78.99  
70.53 80.52 67.81 67.05 72.79 06 5 14 

SC Se lf-ca re  

74.63  
72.52 69.79 74.59 68.65 71.45 07 5 30 

VBR Va lu e  Ba se d   (Ove ra ll Sco re ) 

69.42  
69.35 74.08 71.89 65.39 69.83 08 4 29 

SUIR Re se a rch  SUI 

69.89  71.16 71.61 67.55 65.98 68.72 09 4 2  

74.25  62.38 67.61 65.29 61.59 67.01 10 4 33  

 
* OR means overall rating (1 – 5) based on the SD of a score from the cohort mean e.g., 1 is > 1 SD below the 
mean, 5 is > 1SD above the mean.   
 

By way of explanation, SUIR37 refers to the unique ID code for the participant who 

scores well on resilience (RES 90.56) but not as strongly on professional standards 

(PS 77.0). Whereas participant SUIR33 scores quite well on professional standards 

(PS 74.25) but lower on self-care (SC 61.58) or relations with service users (RSU 

62.38).     

 
When two assessors offer contrasting Global Score ratings in response to the PVI, or 

the overall ratings generate doubts regarding the suitability of some applicants, the 

SWM ratings offer additional information for admissions, enabling them to select the 

most appropriate applicant (Table 7).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 7: Marginal VBR scores (SWM) with value theme scores 
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PS RSU CH RES SC VBR OR SUIR 

61.16 60.21 60.37 55.39 50.46 56.63 3 21 

57.99 52.14 51.70 63.50 48.30 55.76 3 38 

53.61 52.45 54.11 55.41 57.81 54.72* 3 40 

57.24 56.12 45.71 59.82 55.04 53.14 3 26 

49.00 56.35 56.87 64.05 50.73 52.59 3 39 

53.08 49.15 55.45 58.48 45.32 52.45 3 3 

49.54 55.39 52.48 58.28 50.08 52.27 3 32 

54.60 48.95 39.97 51.08 46.01 48.17 3 36 

47.94 46.59 50.50 47.31 43.41 46.11 3 16 

48.42 45.03 51.30 51.81 43.92 46.01 3 31 
 

* Me a n  50.54: Me d ia n  54.72 
 
As illustrated in Table 7, all applicants have an overall rating (OR) of ‘satisfactory’ (3) 

but the VBR ranking distinguishes them. This is explained by their different scores on 

professional standards, relationships with service users, character, resilience, and 

self-care.  
 
In relation to the PVI scores, Table 8 outlines the double level of scores awarded by 

Assessor 1 (upper line) and Assessor 2 (lower/shaded line), based on their 

assessment of applicant responses to each PVI question. The table also 

demonstrates the Global Scores awarded by each assessor, which illustrate variation 

with regards to perceived performance. Differences between assessors can be seen 

in scores awarded for interview questions and Global Scores. For example, SUIR 38 

has an overall PVI score of 79, and is ranked 9th / 42 but the global score with one 

marker is 5 (excellent performance) and with the other is 3 (satisfactory 

performance). As the Global Score is not currently used by the university admissions 

staff, to inform selection, it’s value or purpose is unclear. Since the removal of the 

Personal Statement scoring from the selection process, admissions staff would 

benefit from additional sources of data on applicants, particularly when the PVI 

ranking and PVI overall scores are equal, as illustrated with SUIR 38 and SUIR 04, 

and they need to decide who to approach next on their waiting list.  
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Table 8: The top quartile of PVI scores with Q scores 

SUIR 

PVI 
Overall 
score  Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 

PVI 
Global 
score 

PVI 
rank  
/42  

15 88 6 6 8 8 9 5 1 

   10 10 9 10 10 5   

08 85 7 9 8 9 7 5 2 

   9 8 8 8 9 5   

07 85 8 9 6 9 9 5 2 

   7 9 7 9 9 5   

21 85 10 8 9 9 10 5 2 

   8 8 6 5 9 5   

27 84 8 8 7 7 7 4 5 

   10 10 8 8 8 5   

31 82 9 9 6 7 8 5 6 

   9 7 9 7 8 5   

17 81 9 7 9 7 8 4 7 

   9 8 6 7 8 4   

25 80 7 6 7 8 8 4 8 

   9 8 7 8 9 5   

38 79 8 9 8 7 9 5 9 

   9 8 6 6 5 3   

04 79 9 9 7 9 5 5 9 

    8 8 5 7 8 4   

top quartile Q3: 76.75 
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Table 9: Bottom (marginal) quartile of PVI scores with Q scores 

 

SUIR 

PVI 
Overall 
score  Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 

PVI 
Global 
score 

PVI 
rank  
/42  

41 65 8 5 8 6 5 4 29 

   6 5 7 5 4 3   

40 62 6 6 6 7 6 3 30 

   6 5 5 5 4 3   

28 61 6 7 6 6 7 4 31 

   6 5 3 4 5 2   

36 59 7 5 2 3 6 3 32 

   8 7 3 5 6 3   

39 59 7 5 5 4 6 4 32 

   5 7 3 6 4 3   

35 62 8 5 5 4 5 2 34 

   8 7 5 3 6 3   

37 56 10 8 8 0 0 4 37 

   7 6 4 3 3 3   

 
 
 
Basic characteristics: Score data on SWM and the PVI.  
 
Is there a difference? Are the two sets of scores significantly different? The answer 

is yes; see Figures 2 and 3 for a basic visual comparison. These 42 applicants as a 

group1 scored significantly better based on the PVI data (M = 68.07, SD 12.09) than 

they did on the SWM23 test (M = 51.10, SD = 20.43) resulting in a mean decrease 

per applicant in the score on the test (M= -16.98, SD = 19.03): see Table 10 for the 

set of descriptive statistics on SWM23 and PVI. This difference was statistically 

significant, t(82) = -5.78, p = 0.000 two tailed. So, the central tendency of the score 

 
1 Excluding the 6 OU applicants whose scores on the PVI were calculated in a different manner and one other 
with data issues. 
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data is different, and this is presented visually in Figures 1 and 2 where the near 

normal distribution of scores on both PVI (AD 0.373, p-value = 0.403) and SWM23 

test (AD 0.441, p-value 0.276) can be seen.  The mean and median are close and 

central in SWM23 (M = 51.0, Med = 53.14) and PVI (M = 68.07, Med = 69.0) so that 

both have a clearly established central tendency some distance apart.  

 

There is a slight negative skew in the test scores (Skew = -0.69) and the interview 

scores (Skew = -0.65) and slight positive kurtosis in both (Kurtosis = 0.37 and 0.59 

respectively). The effect of left skew is slight (-0.5 to + 0.5 is regarded as 

symmetrical) and we can consider our data to have zero skew for practical purposes.  

Test scores often follow a left-skewed distribution with most respondents performing 

relatively well and a few performing far below average (Turney, 2023). The light tail 

of low scoring applicants is indicated by the modest Kurtosis figures.  

 

 
Figure 2: Distribution of scores on both tests is normal but distinctly different. 
 

 
Figure 3: Individual value plot of distribution of overall scores.  
 
 
 
 
 



22 

 

 

 
Table 10. Descriptive Statistics Overall Scores on SWM and PVI 

 
 
 
There were no outliers, all scores fell within the normal distribution on both measures 

using a Grubb’s test, SWM23 (G = 2.61, p = 0.282), PVI (G = 2.98, p = 0.068).   

 

A wider range of values is captured by SWM23 (range 85.58) than the PVI (range 

56.00) indicating the greater power of SWM23 to discriminate between individuals. 

The greater variance, degree of variability or dispersion, of the test scores (SD = 

20.43) compared with the PVI scores (SD = 12.09) is another indication of the better 

sensitivity of the test to difference between applicants.   

 

The number of ties in the PVI results, the bunching of same scores, is also evident 

from looking at Figure 3 emphasised by a cluster of 4 scores at the mode (mode = 

67).  There is no mode on the SWM23 test scores and there are no ties. As 

explained elsewhere, the ties that occur using the PVI are managed by the 

statistician during regression analysis for the benefit of the internal selection process, 

whereas the results received by applicants show ties.  

 
Inferred characteristics of the score data 
Is there a relationship? Using inferential statistics, we confirmed that there is a 

difference between the results produced by the PVI and the SWM23 test on 
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suitability for SW but found that there is a moderate positive relationship between 

them as measures of suitability.  

A related t-test was performed on the data from the two measures. The null 

hypothesis that the measures will produce the same results about suitability for the 

SW degree and SW practice is rejected and the test is statistically significant: df = 82 

critical value at α = 0.05 is 1.980 (t = -5.78) p-value 0.000. A Pearson’s correlation 

was performed to investigate the relationship between scores for suitability using the 

PVI compared to the SWM23 test. Results of the SWM23 test showed that there was 

a moderately positive relationship between the two variables (r = 0.408, p = 0.007). 

As a rule of thumb about the strength of a relationship based on r, r = 0.40 - 0.59 is 

considered a moderate relationship (Evans, 1996). A regression analysis was 

performed on the data and established that there was a positive linear relationship 

(see Figure 4). One measure can, to some extent, predict the scores on the other.  

The regression equations are:  SWM score = 4.15 + 0.6897 PVI overall score, PVI 

overall score = 55.73 + 0.2416 SWM score. In linear regression a residual, (see 

Figure 4), is the difference between the actual value and the value predicted by the 

model (Y - Ŷ) for any given point.  

 

Figure 4: A positive linear relationship between scores on SWM23 and PVI 



24 

 

 

 

Figure 5: A normal distribution of residuals 

Table 11: Regression Model Summary        
  S R-

square 

SWM23 18.8843 16.66% 

PVI 11.1776 16.66% 

S = Standard  error of the  regression  line  

This is a positive relationship of moderate proportions as reflected in the regression 

model (Table 11). Conveniently S (S = 18.8843) tells us how wrong the regression 

model is on average using SWM units. S is the standard error of the regression and, 

as it is also the standard error of the estimate, represents the average distance that 

the observed values fall from the regression line.   

 

R-squared provides the relative measure of the percentage of the dependent 

variable variance (16.66%) that the model explains. R-squared tells us how well a 

linear model fits the data, a 'goodness of fit' statistic.  
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Summary of findings on data characteristics 
 

Both the SWM23 test and the PVI data have good psychometric characteristics even 

if they fall short of perfection. The scores have distributions that differ in their norms 

(mean, standard deviation) but are approximately normal, helping to interpret an 

individual’s score relative to the cohort of applicants.  

 

The data from both tests is internally reliable including (within the PVI) the inter-rater 

reliability. The tests are both valid on qualitative analysis, although some limitations 

are indicated with the PVI, and both are shown on statistical analysis to measure 

essentially one variable or factor called “suitability for the SW degree and SW 

practice”. They measure different overlapping sets of variables within this factor.  

 

In short, SWM23 and PVI are both effective measures of suitability for social work, 

complying with generally accepted standards for quality.  The score data have 

different distributions and norms for they measure aspects of suitability in different 

ways, but both distributions are normal. The scores on the measures have a 

moderate positive linear relationship probably because the SWM23 test only 

measures SW values and the PVI takes SW values into account. 

 
Quality of score data  

As outlined above, the research data was obtained using two distinctive 

methodologies: SWM23 and the PVI. Although the information sought and provided 

is different, both methods provided valuable information about suitability for social 

work (Table 12). The SWM23 assesses meaning and feeling about a 

comprehensive2 set of SW values, the PVI assesses five key competencies based 

on experience of the selection process. While APA standards (APA, 2014; 2020) may 

not be directly applicable to evaluating the PVI, it is still important to ensure their 

quality.  When investigating the quality of data generated by both our measures, 

three essential standards for psychological tests were applied: (a) validity (b) 

reliability and (c) fairness. 

 

 
2 Research based 
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Table 12. SWM23 and PVI measures compared using basic standards for data 
quality 

Criteria for quality Social Work Match (SWM) Prerecorded Virtual interview (PVI)  

Discriminatory 
power 

Good. Automated decimal 
place scoring by a software 
algorithm is used to rank order 
applicants and rate them 1 – 5 
based on SD of their score 
from the cohort Mean. 

Good, conditionally. A subjective global score rates 
applicants into categories 1 – 5 (whole numbers, 
integers).  A question based overall score (integer) 
is converted post hoc into a decimal score during 
regression analysis, which minimises ties in 
ranking. 

Reliability (is it 
consistent) 

Yes. Records in real time the 
use of nineteen key SW values 
to appraise multiple entities 
from home, work, and social 
domains. Responses are 
stored immediately, and based 
on those responses, SW values 
are scored automatically and 
so reliably, for stability and 
affect in an algorithmic process.   

Yes, conditionally. An assessor scores a two-minute 
recorded response to each of five SW 
competencies and then rates the overall 
performance in one separate ‘global score’.  Two 
independent assessors appraise applicants in three 
batches (N = 658 in 2023).  
Reliability is founded on the quality and consistency 
of the assessors judgement and is evaluated 
statistically.   

Validity (does it 
measure what it 
claims to measure – 
suitability for BSW 
degree) 

Yes, the software records the 
use of established professional 
SW values to appraise self and 
people or entities known to the 
applicant by way of responses 
on a scale indicating the extent 
to which the value is believed 
to be true of self, person or 
entity.  

Yes, conditionally. Suitability is assessed by open 
questions to an applicant addressing five 
competencies chosen by the NIDSWP, permitting 
open and honest replies if the applicant is willing to 
provide them - and not simply use knowledge 
gained about social work during preparation  for 
interview to promote self-interest in an 
inappropriate manner.    

Standardised (the 
responses are put on 
the same scale for 
comparison 
purposes) 

Yes: work is done in the 
algorithms to adjust for different 
styles of use of the SDS scale 
and standardise outcomes, 
making individual scores 
directly comparable. The 
question of subjective bias in 
scoring does not arise.  

Yes. Conditionally. There is no scale. An impression 
is left in the assessor’s mind. The assessor ‘meets’ 
the applicant virtually and may respond differentially 
to different ‘persons in action’. Any shift in weighting 
of scores due to unconscious bias, favourable or 
otherwise, is not easily identified or quantified.  
There is no exchange of views as in a face-to-face 
interview that might change this. The assessor can 
only do their best to be consistently objective in the 
application of the marking rubrics and the global 
rating.  

Standardised 
(administration) 

Yes: administration and scoring 
are systematic and consistently 
the same for all. 

Yes: conditionally. The same, systematic, and 
consistent, process of administration and scoring of 
questions is used by assessors for all applicants.  
Overall performance (the global score) is rated 
(scored) subjectively by two independent assessors 
and both ratings used.  
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PVI is a distinct form of assessment, which relies on assessors independently 

watching and scoring each applicant’s 10-minute video in which applicants have 

responded to five interview questions. The assessor also tries to determine each 

applicant’s overall suitability for SW training (failure, borderline, satisfactory, good, or 

excellent) without meeting or speaking to them. 

 
Initially, if we consider some basic criteria, we can see that both selection methods 

generate useful information that can be scored (Table 12). However, there are 

differences in the nature and the quality of that information. Broadly speaking the 

quality of the data and efficacy of the PVI is conditional, being dependent on the 

competence and objectivity of the assessors and the openness and communication 

skills of the applicants. The SWM23 psychological test is clinical and objective since 

interpretation of the raw data (the applicant’s responses) and scoring is done using 

algorithms.      

1a. Validity 
 
Validity refers to the extent to which a test measures what it claims to measure. Both 

classic concepts of validity and the evidence based ‘unitary’ concept are used in this 

analysis (Tables 14 and 15). Unitary concept of validity: appraising validity as a 

unitary concept means considering evidence based on a network of interrelated 

factors (nomological net): origin Cronbach and Meehl (1955) and Messick (1995). 
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Table 13: Evidence of the validity of SWM23 scores  

Evidence about validity of SW value scores using SWM23  

CLASSIC VALIDITY 
CONCEPTS 

Test content and construct validity (of values 
characterising ‘Suitability for SW’) is based on a literature 
search, content analysis, codification, frequency of use 
count, trialing by SWs, advice and guidance from 
experienced SWs and a steering committee, re-affirmed 
by feedback on its use from student social workers and 
statistically via item and factor analysis (unidimensional - 
‘Suitability for SW’). The focus on core personal values 
means that the assessment is valid ‘bottom-up’, the 
applicants view of self, social work and the social world.  

Content validity 

Construct Validity 

Face Validity 

UNITARY CONCEPT  

Credibility A direct measure of stability and emotional significance of 
values 

Fitness Values and entities are fit for purpose by design (classic 
concepts) 

Robustness Procedure and calculations are systematic and inherently 
robust 

Reliability The test provides a reliable snapshot of values at time of 
response 

Integrity Easy to complete and understand, genuine response = 
integrity 

Representativeness Standardised to make individual scores comparable with 
others 

Coherence Concepts defined by algorithms for coherent and holistic 
analysis 

Transparency Data is direct from respondent via interface, analysis is 
automatic 

 

SWM23: The evidence on this analysis (Table 13), is that scores on personal SW 

values and the overall suitability score (VBR) were valid because credible, fit for 

purpose, robust, reliable, had integrity, were representative, coherent, and 

transparent.  However, broadly speaking, this method is a ‘bottom-up’ perspective, 

the applicant’s (self-report) view of self and social work. 
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PVI: The PVI measure was also found to be credible, fit for purpose, robust, reliable, 

and coherent, a valid characterisation of suitability for social work (Table 14). 

Although there is no face-to-face interaction applicants, interpersonal communication 

skills and critical thinking can be demonstrated through the applicant’s response to 

each question, and the assessor’s overall impression using the Global Score. 

Conscious or subconscious bias is a potential source of variance which is monitored 

and assessed post hoc (see Reliability).   

 
Table 14. Evidence of validity of PVI questions and global scores 

Evidence about validity of SW question and global scores using PVI 

CLASSIC 
CONCEPTS 

Face and content validity of the PVI competency questions 
characterising suitability for SW are based on the professional 
judgement of the experienced professionals who created them. The 
SW competency questions are open questions written to address the 
specific, relevant, aspects of suitability indicated in the marking guides 
for each question and have construct validity. For example, a marking 
guide might say, “Very good. Evidences a very good level of 
understanding of the professional roles and responsibilities of a social 
worker”.  Certainly, “understanding SW roles” is a valid attribute 
theoretically but measuring its achievement empirically, as the 
assessor must do, is valid only if the assessor is a sound judge of this 
attribute.  We found evidence suggesting sound judgement by the PVI. 
The assessment is valid top-down, that is from the university’s 
perspective.  

Content validity 

Construct 
validity 

Face validity 

UNITARY 
CONCEPT 

 

Credibility Five questions give applicants the opportunity to freely express 
themselves about their key SW competencies and reviewing their 
overall performance permitted broader indications of suitability to 
emerge.  Time constraints, the artificial (online) context in which 
questions are posed, answered and the recorded, ‘distant’, format 
impose limits on understanding an applicant’s suitability that are not 
there in a face-to-face interview. 

Fitness The online platform and administration for data collection and delivery 
to the assessors for marking is fit for purpose although reading the 
questions from a screen and recording a reply to an anonymous 
assessor while being video recorded under time pressure is not a fully 
effective substitute for a face-to-face interview.  Marking of questions 
and the global rating was fine.   

Robustness The PVI procedure is robust, well structured, and systematic, 
underpinned by a high level of internal reliability of marking by both 
assessors.  
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Reliability Inter-rater agreement is good (it is monitored statistically; internal 
reliability of scores on questions is high, alpha = 0.89 for cohort) Table 
5.   

Integrity The integrity of the PVI process is fine if the applicant’s responses are 
genuine. The assessor does not have the opportunity to clarify, test, or 
challenge suspected lack of integrity which is a limitation of the PVI. In 
person face-to-face interviews assessors could only prompt applicants 
using “anything further to add?” Lack of a face-to-face element 
imposes a limitation to the credibility of the PVI. 

Representative Suitability for SW is effectively represented by 5 personal 
characteristics, motivation, self-care, and attitude to diversity, natural 
affinity for social work and insight into values. Natural affinity for SW 
and insight into personal values are too broad to be explored in a 10-
minute interview but the impression gained by the applicant’s 
performance offers a ‘first impressions’ representation of suitability for 
a place on the SW course.   

Coherence The criteria employed were chosen from a much larger set of relevant 
competencies but are coherent and interconnected providing a holistic 
‘picture’ of the applicant enabling a decision about suitability to be 
made. 

Transparency The open-ended, free response questions facilitate transparency and 
the disclosure of relevant information so that informed decisions can 
be made. But see above on integrity.    

 

Presenting only five SW competencies as representative of suitability narrows the 

scope of the interview and there is no opportunity to explore any one of these in 

depth given the nature of the interview process. As is indicated in Table 14, this can 

affect assessment of integrity of response and interacting with any transparency 

limitations can reduce clarity of judgement and effectiveness of the interview. 

Coherence was good but was coherence of a limited range of competencies. 

  

Factor analysis  
A principal component factor analysis of the SWM23 theme score and the PVI 

question score correlation matrices indicated a single major factor present in both 

measures with that factor accounting for more of the variance in the SWM23 scores 

(97%) than the PVI scores (Tabel 15). That is a single factor which we name as 

“suitability for the SW degree and SW practice”.  
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Table 15. Unrotated Factor Loadings and Communalities 

Theme F1 F2 F3 Communality 

PS 0.984 0.106 0.112 0.992 

RSU 0.994 -0.007 0.006 0.988 

CH 0.982 0.138 0.106 0.994 

RES 0.984 -0.112 0.086 0.988 

SC 0.983 -0.125 0.099 0.992 

Variance 4.8549 0.0586 0.041 4.9544 

%Var 0.971 0.012 0.008 0.991 
 

 

 
Figure 6: Scree Plot for SWM Factors 
 

A factor analysis was conducted on the scoring of the five PVI questions by 

assessors, which indicated one principal factor in both cases, but a clear difference 

in the amount of variance accounted for by that factor (Assessor 1: 57% of variance, 

See Table 16: Assessor 2: 73.9% of variance, Table 17). Using the established 

Kaiser guidance on the eigenvalue (amount of variance accounted for) which would 

justify factor status, that is an eigenvalue of > 1, we concluded that one major factor 

was indicated.  Factor 2 had an eigenvalue of less than 1, although there is a hint of 

a second factor being involved in the judgement of assessor 1 (see Figure 7). 
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Table 16: Unrotated Factor Loadings and Communalities PVI Assessor 1 

Theme F1 F2 F3 Communality 

Q1 A 0.786 -0.344 -0.4 0.897 

Q2 A 0.829 -0.281 -0.196 0.804 

Q3 A 0.676 -0.419 0.568 0.955 

Q4 A 0.755 0.492 0.267 0.884 

Q5 A 0.72 0.576 -0.15 0.873 

Variance 2.8515 0.9459 0.6146 4.412 

% Var 0.57 0.189 0.123 0.882 
 

 
It seems reasonable to suggest that the prime factor, the major source of variance in 

both measures, be labelled as suitability for social work. This evidence, based on 

observation and measurement, argues for the validity of both SWM23 and the PVI as 

measures of suitability for social work.  

 
Figure 7: Scree Plot for PVI Assessor 1 Factors 
 
Table 17: Unrotated Factor Loadings and Communalities PVI Assessor 2 

Theme F1 F2 F3 Communality 

Q1 B 0.888 0.029 -0.237 0.846 

Q2 B 0.862 -0.251 -0.277 0.883 

Q3 B 0.81 0.565 0.07 0.98 

Q4 B 0.832 -0.211 0.497 0.984 

Q5 B 0.902 -0.101 -0.024 0.824 

Variance 3.6932 0.4375 0.3853 4.516 

% Var 0.739 0.087 0.077 0.903 
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Figure 8: Scree Plot for PVI Assessor 2 Factors 
 
In conclusion, the focus of SWM23 on measurement of nineteen core personal 

values means that the assessment if valid, is valid ‘bottom-up’. It is the applicant’s 

appraisal of self and SW and their suitability for SW, ingrained in the values they use 

to make sense of the world.  The PVI assessment of five key personal characteristics 

if valid, is valid top-down, based on what is observed in a ten-minute PVI, 

independently appraised by two assessors, from different perspectives (the 

academic and the practitioner), who are well informed about SW training and 

practice. That is an assessment from the university or employer perspective.  

While the perspectives on suitability provided by the test and the virtual interview 

differ, they overlap in content, and both are valid and complementary. 

1b. Reliability 

An essential notion here is consistency of measurement. Ideally, all applicants 

should be assessed against the same standardised measure with valid basic units, 

such as a test scale. However, such consistency is difficult to achieve in a full day of 

face-to-face interviews (n=10-12 applicants), as assessors may become fatigued as 

the day progresses or may be influenced by their co-assessor. In relation to PVIs, 

each recording is viewed privately and independently, and the assessor can pace 

their marking and take regular breaks to minimise the risk of fatigue. Furthermore, 

although all assessors are qualified SWs, they come from different perspectives. 

One assessor will be employed as an academic in a university and will be 

accustomed to teaching and assessing students over the course of their two- or 

three-year degree course. The other assessor will be employed by a SW agency (i.e. 

statutory or voluntary sector, youth/criminal justice, education authority), and may 

only encounter students when they go on practice placements or graduate, which is 
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much further into their professional training.  Although all assessors complete 

mandatory training, which includes a short standardization exercise, the different 

perspectives or expectations of applicants may influence scoring of the responses to 

questions and the overall Global Score of the applicant. This may help to explain the 

differences in internal and inter-rater reliability that emerge below. Reliability also 

implies the production of stable results over time but has not been evaluated in this 

one-off use of the measures.  

 

Determining the reliability of SWM23 and the PVI as selection methods is about 

consistency of measurement. SWM23 uses a scale, simple direct questions and 

calculations using algorithms to score the responses. The PVI attempts to be 

consistent with the provision of mandatory standardisation training and a marking 

guide for assessors to use when scoring the applicant’s response to each question 

(Table 3). As outlined above, markers score responses to five open questions, which 

are carefully worded to evoke insightful answers and evidence of broad 

competencies. Two assessors independently consider the ten-minute PVI and award 

a Global Score Rating to classify performance (Table 4). 

 

The nomination and training of competent assessors is one key to the reliability of 

results and the reliability of their judgement is carefully monitored. Post hoc the 

reliability of the results is analysed and formally tested by a statistician for internal 

and inter-rater reliability with feedback to admissions staff (Table 5). The PVI 

questions and the scoring rubric are reviewed annually, with a different set of PVI 

questions used for each round of interviews.   

 

One can assess the degree to which a measurement tool is reliable in several ways. 

The most relevant in this context being internal consistency (item or scale reliability) 

and interrater reliability. There is secondary evidence of test-retest reliability for the 

SWM test (Roulston et al., 2022) but no such evidence on which to evaluate test-

retest reliability of the PVI.  

 
Internal consistency (item or scale reliability)   

SWM23: Internal consistency of the SWM23 test was investigated using a Pearson 

Product-Moment Correlation Coefficient and Cronbach’s alpha. The high, positive 
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values in the Correlation Matrix (Table 18) indicate that all items are highly correlated 

with each other. The matrix plots (available upon request) indicate that all the items 

have a linear and positive relationship. The overall Cronbach's alpha is 0.9925, 

which is greater than the common benchmark of 0.7. Therefore, we conclude that all 

the SWM value themes are measuring the same characteristic (suitability for SW). 

 
Table 18: Correlation Matrix SWM 

 PS RSU CH RES 

RSU 0.975    

CH 0.963 0.972   

RES 0.958 0.976 0.950  

SC 0.951 0.975 0.953 0.965 

Cell contents Pearson correlation 

PVI: A Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficient and Cronbach’s alpha was 

used to investigate and compare the internal consistency of the scores on answers 

to the five PVI questions as marked by assessors 1 and 23.  Internal consistency of 

the PVI changed when the assessor changed. 

 

Assessor one’s marking of responses to questions had a relatively high level of 

internal consistency (α = 0.8009) indicating that the question items are interrelated 

and provide consistent measurements of suitability for social work (Table 19). A 

Pearson correlation was used to investigate the correlation between scores on 

individual question items which were all positive but varied from weakly positive (r = 

0.233) to strongly positive (0.694) see the Matrix in Table 19.  

 
Table 19: Correlation Matrix PVI Assessor 1 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

Q2 0.694    

Q3 0.473 0.503   

Q4 0.327 0.478 0.391  

 
3 It is  assum ed tha t the  sam e  two asse ssors we re  used  for each  of  the  th ree  ba tches, bu t th is has no t been  confirm ed.   
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Q5 0.436 0.398 0.233 0.667 

Cell Contents Pearson correlation 

Cronbach’s Alpha 

0.8009 

 

On assessor two’s marking of responses to the five PVI questions the virtual 

interview had a high level of internal consistency (α = 0.9111) indicating that the 

question items are interrelated and provide consistent measurements of suitability for 

SW (Table 20). A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the correlation 

between scores on question items.  These were all positive but varied from moderate 

positive (r = 0.585) to strongly positive correlation (r = 0.758), see the Matrix in Table 

20.  

Table 20: Correlation Matrix PVI Assessor 2 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

Q2 0.731    

Q3 0.671 0.585   

Q4 0.642 0.644 0.590  

Q5 0.758 0.737 0.654 0.709 

Cell Contents Pearson correlation 

Cronbach’s Alpha 

0.9111 

                                

An independent statistician, employed by QUB and UU provided metrics on the 

results for the cohort of 2023 applicants (Table 5) (N = 658) which encompasses all 

the PVIs broken down into three batches of interviews. A central aim of the metrics is 

to test the reliability of the assessment process and provide feedback if concerns 

arise. Item reliability (internal consistency) for each batch of applicants interviewed, 

including results from both assessors was good or excellent (α = 0.884, 0.908, 

0.922) and for the entire cohort of 1330 PVIs was good (α = 0.891, > 0.90 being 

excellent). These coefficients are of the same order of magnitude we found with our 
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small sample (α = 0.8009 and 0.9111) and complement the above findings for 

reliability. 

 
Statistician’s metrics: report on 2023 SW interviews (Table 5 from page 15) 

Batch N 

Presenting 
only five 

Interviews* 
Cut 

score 
R-

square Alpha 
Exam 
Var 

1 481 962 41.63 0.798 0.884 20.7% 

2 147 294 41.66 0.852 0.908 13.9% 

3 37 74 39.26 0.849 0.922 24.0% 

Total 658 1330   0.891  

With 2 
Interviews 7   SD 17.55  

    SEM 5.78  

* There  were  two se ts of score s for each  in te rview. 

 

The metrics outlined in Table 5, also determine the cut-off point,4 for each batch 

(Batch 1 – 3 respectively, 41.63, 41.66, 39.26). 

 

Inter-rater reliability   
SWM23: With SWM there is no inter-rater issue since there is only one ‘rater’.  The 

software uses the same algorithms and equations to calculate a suitability score for 

each respondent. 

 

PVI: Inter-rater reliability is important for the PVI since the assessors are nominated 

by their respective employers, and offer two different perspectives on suitability for 

SW. The difference in perspective has the potential for an applicant being 

considered suitable based on insight into the course requirements, or insight into the 

challenges in SW practice, or vice versa. This puts a premium on inter-rater 

agreement since what one seeks is suitability for both the SW degree and practice.   

By summing the five scores5 on PVI questions from assessors one and two, for each 

 
4 Pass mark regulations “No applicant should be awarded a place who scores below the pass mark”. 
5 The Overall Score used to rank order applicants is the sum of the 10 scores provided (5 x 2) by A and B modified post hoc by the 
statistician for ‘technical reasons’ before forwarding to Admissions to allocate offers.  
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applicant and investigating using a Pearson Correlation we found that there was 

modest agreement on the suitability of applicants. More specifically inter-rater 

correlation showed a statistically significant linear relationship that was moderately 

positive (r = 0.541, p = 0.000).  

 

 
Figure 9: A positive linear relationship between A’s and B’s scoring of 
applicants  
 
Using regression analysis we established a regression line as a visual indication of 

this linear relationship and the amount of variance in assessor two’s scores that is 

explained by assessor one’s scores (S = 6.98, R-square = 29.2%) – a measure of 

the goodness of fit of the regression model and somewhat similar to the statistician’s 

finding of variance for the three batches (exam var: 20.7%, 13.9%, 24.0%).  

 

Spearman’s rank correlation was computed to assess the relationship between the 

influential Global Scores (categories 1 - 5) provided by assessor one and those 

provided by assessor two. There was a positive correlation between the two 

variables, rs (39) = 0.508, p = 0.001. There exists a moderate positive monotonic 

relationship between the global categories provided independently by the two 

assessors, that is as assessor one’s ratings increased, assessor two’s ratings 

tended to increase but not necessarily in a linear fashion.  This was like the 

moderate positive relationship (except for the linearity) found to exist with the scoring 

of the five questions by assessors one and two.  

  
In conclusion, since there is no subjective judgement involved in scoring, which is 

done automatically, and there is evidence of research underpinning the creation of 
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the SWM23 test, which was designed to measure and score the construct ‘suitability 

for SW’ the SWM23 test provides results with excellent test-retest, internal and inter-

rater reliability and consistently reflects the reality of SW values held by applicants.  

 

The PVI was not intended to be reused on the same individual (have test-retest 

reliability) but was designed to be a reliable assessment in the sense of being a 

dependable measure, and, while we have no direct evidence of test-retest reliability 

the quality of the assessment data does suggest dependability. We do have 

evidence of differences in inter-rater reliability and internal consistency, but these are 

differences in levels of high reliability and consistency. For both the SWM23 test and 

the PVI, reliability is high enough to ensure that the outcomes are dependable and 

can be used to make valid conclusions or decisions. 

 
1c. Fairness 

SWM23: We found SWM23 to meet APA standards for fairness (APA, 2014; 2020). 

In accordance with international standards, all participants receive comparable and 

equitable treatment during each phase of the testing or assessment process. Each 

participant receives standard instructions for use of the same user interface. Scoring 

is automated according to the applicant’s response and not subjective.  

PVI: We found the PVI is a fair method but with some conditional concerns.  

Although participants are given the same instructions, are asked similar questions 

with the same time to read and answer them, there was evidence of subjectivity in 

how assessor one and assessor two scored the responses to questions and in their 

Global Scores. It is anticipated that this variation was due to a balanced appraisal 

with differences of opinion and perspective. Given that there is a bank of trained 

assessors across academic institutions and SW agencies, who are each allocated 

15-45 PVIs to mark, and they can independently assess their batch within a three-

week window, an assessor may change their mode of working, possible unfair bias 

due to personal preferences must be mitigated using structural evaluation and 

multiple assessors. As we have seen this is done with the PVI and seems to be 

effective.  
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In addition to the definitions of each Global Score, the admissions committee may 

wish to provide more detailed guidance in the training to assist assessors with how 

the Global Score is used in decision-making. Furthermore, all applicants are not 

asked the same questions, as they are changed between batches to avoid the risk of 

them being shared6. Assessors, who are allocated a unique ID number, normally 

mark across several batches of interviews. This enables the statistician to look for 

trends by marker (i.e. hawks or doves). 

 

The concern about fairness being mitigated arises from the number of ways personal 

preferences can emerge and their effect on fairness. For example, some applicants 

may be judged more on the assessor’s subjective preferences or expectations, 

rather than the requirements of the degree or perceived competence required for SW 

practice. In addition, there may be unconscious bias towards certain groups in 

society, a drive to recruit more males, or people with more relevant experience, or 

favour shown to applicants they perceive as being like themselves. Such unfairness 

can only be mitigated if detected. Whereas using PVIs in tandem with a SWM23 test 

that is not affected by these preferences would help to counteract any concerns 

about subjective bias and unfairness in the selection process.   

 

In conclusion, the empirical evidence supports the assertion that these two different 

measures of suitability for the SW degree and practice are valid, reliable, fair, and 

standardised. The data produced by the PVIs and SWM23 meet psychometric 

standards such as normal distributions means and standard deviations that help 

interpret an applicant’s scores against the cohort of applicants. The distribution of 

score data may be normal, but there are distinct differences between the means and 

standard deviations indicating that they are not measuring the same variable. 

Despite this, analysis was able to establish and graph a moderate positive linear 

correlation between them. Factor analysis established that both the SWM23 test and 

the PVI were assessing a single factor. Since the test is designed to measure 

competence in one domain, private personal values and take on self and SW, and 

the interview to have experienced SWs assess an applicant’s response to questions 

about SW, seeking outward and visible signs of potential competence, this is not a 

 
6 In 2022 there was a choice of three questions addressing ‘self-care’ and four addressing ‘diversity’.  
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surprise. We can with some confidence label the single factor as ‘personal value 

based’ in the SWM23 test and ‘social work competency based’ in the case of the 

PVI.  

 

Both the SWM23 test and PVI measures are good, but differ in scoring and rating, 

yet they correlate moderately well and in a linear manner, leaving room for new 

knowledge about each applicant, if used in tandem. Combining the two perspectives 

offers a more rounded view, which is beneficial to universities and SW agencies 

when assessing suitability. Using both will promote fairness and equity of 

assessment of all applicants and facilitate effective evaluation.  

 

Findings from Qualtrics survey complete by applicants. 
 
As outlined earlier, the original sample consisted of 174 (26.44%) consenting 

participants from 658 applicants for the SW degree courses. Although 49 applicants 

completed the SWM test, only 46 of these could be analysed due to gross errors in 

how three participants completed the test, which suggested a lack of engagement.  

 

In terms of the demographic characteristics of the 46 participants who completed 

both the test and the survey 39 (84.8%) were female, 6 (13%) were male and 1 

(2.2%) preferred not to say. The age of participants ranged from 18-64 years, with 

32.6% aged 18-24 years, 15% aged 25-34 years, 32.6% aged 35-44 years, 19.6% 

aged 45-64, and one respondent aged 55-64 years. In relation to the course applied 

for, 35 participants (76%) applied for the 3-year undergraduate route (UGR), two 

(4.3%) applied for the 2-year relevant graduate route (RGR) and the remaining 9 

(19.6%) applied for both courses. In terms of which university assessed the PVI, 

over half of respondents (n=26; 56.5%) were assessed by UU, with the remainder 

assessed by QUB (n=14; 30.4%) or OU (n=6; 13%).  

 
When asked Was it easy to complete?  Participants responded as follows:  

‘Yes’ (n=11; 24%), ‘Mostly’ (n=29; 63%) or ‘No’ (n=6; 13%).  

 

When asked Was it interesting to complete? Participants responded as follows:  
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‘Yes’ (n=22; 48%); ‘Mostly’ (n=19; 41%) or ‘No’ (n=5; 11%). Based on Fisher’s exact 

test (p = .042, two-tailed), there was a significant association between gender and 

whether respondents found the test interesting to complete, suggesting that a higher 

number of female respondents found SWM more interesting to complete than males. 

 

When asked Was it easy to understand the questions?  Participants responded as 

follows: ‘Yes’ (n=12; 26%); ‘Mostly’ (n=30; 65%) or ‘No’ (n=4; 9%).  Based on 

Fisher’s exact test (p = .003, two-tailed), there was a significant association between 

the course respondents applied for (UGR, RGR, both) and whether or not they found 

the questions easy to understand (Table 20).  

 
Table 21. Was it easy to understand the questions on SWM23? 

Course applied for Yes No Mostly 

Undergraduate route 7 (20.0%) 1 (2.9%) 27 (77.1%) 

Relevant graduate 
route 

2 (100%) 0 (0%)       0 (0%) 

Both routes 3 (33.3%) 3 (33.3%) 3 (33.3%) 

 
Note. Presented are within-course applied for percentages 

 

When asked Were you able to make quick intuitive response?  Results were as 

follows: ‘Yes’ (n=16; 35%); ‘Usually’ (n=21; 46%); ‘Sometimes’ (n=7; 15%) or ‘No’ 

(n=2; 4.3%). There was no significant association with any of the other variables.  

 

When asked Did you find it hard work to know how to respond?  Results were as 

follows: ‘Yes’ (n= 5; 11%); ‘No’ (n= 12; 26%); ‘Usually’ (n=2; 4.3%) or ‘Sometimes’ 

(n=27; 59%).    

 
When asked Did you think any of the values were not important? All participants 

responded ‘No’. when asked Do you think any ‘questions’ made no sense? The 

majority said ‘No’ (80.4%), with the remainder stating ‘Yes’ (19.6%).   
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Four respondents who answered ‘Yes’ elaborated as follows: One noted difficulty 

remembering what their favourite teacher thought as they attended school a long 

time ago. One could not understand how social workers could promote social justice, 

given the injustice in the real world. Another said they could have scored themselves 

at either end of the same scale for some questions, and the fourth did not know how 

a person s/he disliked would think.  

 

When asked Did you think any key social work values were missing?  The majority 

(n=40; 87%) said ‘No’ and the remainder stated ‘Yes’ (n=6; 13%). When prompted to 

state which values were missing, respondents indicated: confidentiality, autonomy, 

honesty, privacy, social justice, and safe/effective and high-quality care.   

 

When asked Did you feel you needed more time to complete it properly?  The 

majority stated ‘No’ (n=43; 93.5%) with the remaining 3 participants stating ‘Yes’. 

When prompted, one indicated that they needed an additional 15 minutes, one 

completed it over two sittings (days) to enable them to read and fully understand the 

questions, and the other was unable to say, but stated it involved too much reading.  

 

When asked Did you find the test challenging to complete? Responses were as 

follows: ‘Yes’ (n=6; 13%); ‘No’ (n=7; 15%) and ‘A bit here and there’ (n=33; 72%).  

 

When asked Overall, how did you find this experience compared to other selection 

processes you have experienced? Responses are outlined in Table 21 as follows:  

 

Table 21. Comparing this SWM23 experience to other selection processes. 

Response n (%) 
Better 17 (37.0) 
Worse 2 (4.3) 
Easier 1 (2.2) 
Harder 5 (10.9) 
Different 15 (32.6) 
Much the same 6 (13.0) 
Total 46 (100) 
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When prompted for other comments, nine provided feedback as positive and 

negative experiences. Positive experiences were as follows: 

“I enjoyed answering the questions mainly because it required some self-

reflection on my part. It also may be highlighted some of my prejudice towards 

family and friends” …  

“I enjoyed participating in this kind of research” …  

“The test overall was very interesting in its use of different perspectives and 

getting into the minds of others” …  

“It would be very interested to receive the results of this study, including any 

identified limitations and a summary of the conclusions” …  

“I think this questionnaire is good to coincide with an applicant's interview 

score as I believe that someone's personal values, opinions and aspirations 

cannot always be gauged in an interview.” 

 

In contrast, four participants were critical of the SWM test experience: 

“I do prefer face to face interviews so I can really be myself. I am a people 

person, and I would like to show that side of me.” 

“I think for some people it may be too repetitive and frustrating to complete”.  

“It was very long, and I was struggling to understand some questions. I feel it 

would be good to add a ‘why’ onto them too and give the option to explain if 

you wanted to.” 

“There are too many questions asking the same thing.” 

 

In summary, most applicants found the test easy to use, easy to understand and 

interesting to complete.  Over half stated that it was ‘sometimes’ hard work to know 

how to respond to questions, yet most were ‘usually’ or able to make quick intuitive 

responses.  

 

For the minority of respondents who thought some questions made no sense, 

qualitative comments suggested this was linked to uncertainty about how to respond. 

In the instructions, applicants were advised to use the centre (zero) to deal with such 

uncertainty. Only six respondents thought a key social work value was missing from 

the SWM test, most of which were included. Most participants were able to complete 

the test within the recommended time of 45-60 minutes.  
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Interestingly, a large percentage of participants (37%) thought SWM23 was a better 

way for assessing the suitability of applicants to SW training, with one suggesting it 

would be good to use SWM alongside the PVI and another recognising the 

importance of self-reflection in SWM.  
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Conclusion and Recommendations  
Fitness for purpose of SWM23 and PVI as selection tools   
When two different measures of the same variable correlate to a moderate degree, 

as they do here, it suggests that they share some common information about the 

variable, but each measure also provides a significant amount of unique information. 

The fitness for purpose of both measures could be improved by using them in 

tandem, as it would give a better overall understanding of a person’s suitability for 

SW than either test alone, because they capture different aspects or manifestations 

of the suitability construct (personal values and key competencies).  

Ten years ago, Croisdale-Appleby (2014) recommended the introduction of values-

based recruitment methods to improve the selection process. Furthermore, findings 

from the review of complaints to the NISSC (Hayes, 2018) highlighted evidence of 

SWs being dishonest, disrespectful and discriminatory towards service users. 

Research into reasons why SW students fail practice placements across Ireland 

(Roulston et al., 2021) indicated that several students failed due to values related 

issues such as being unable or unwilling to follow guidance, professional 

misconduct, poor time management, breaching data protection, or being oppressive 

towards service users. Using SWM23 to assess the personal and professional 

values of applicants would add another element to identifying those who may be 

unsuitable for professional training, prevent them entering the social work profession 

and minimise the risk of bringing the SW profession into disrepute. 

Practical usefulness of SWM and PVI 
Empirical results indicate that both SWM23 and PVI are valid, reliable, and fair 

measures of different aspects of suitability, which can effectively rank order and 

classify applicants. Any uncertainty about the fairness of how applicants are 

assessed at PVI can be reduced by using the measures in tandem. Feedback from 

participants indicated that the SWM23 test was easy to understand and interesting to 

complete, which mirrors previous feedback on SWM (Roulston et al., 2022). 

Admissions staff have indicated difficulties in selecting the next suitable applicant, 

when several have been awarded the same score, and they do not have sufficient 

places to offer all applicants the same score a place. Having applicants rank ordered 

does assist with this, unless more than one student is awarded the same PVI score. 

Having rank ordered SWM23 scores to use for decision-making would enhance the 
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rigour of the selection process, and ensure places on the course are allocated to 

applicants with the strongest core values.  

 

Strengths and limitations of SWM23 and the PVI 
SWM23 is concerned with identifying the applicant’s core values and the strength of 

feeling underpinning them, how they make sense of themselves, other people, and 

society in general in the context of social work. The main limitation is that it is self-

report, self’s perspective on, and appraisal of, self and the world, although it is 

important for a university or prospective employer to have a sense of what that is.  

The PVI is concerned with understanding the applicant as a person and having a 

trained assessor balance what they hear and see with what they perceive is required 

of a social work student at university and in practice. Although the interview does 

touch on core values and beliefs, it does not focus on exploring them or trying to 

identify the private, often subconscious unspoken, values, attitudes and feelings that 

will constrain and shape the applicant’s behaviour in the real world of social work 

practice. Furthermore, as the independent assessors come from different 

perspectives and have different levels of experience working with students at the 

outset of their professional training, they can award different scores for an applicant 

in relation to the same question or competency, as illustrated above. This difference 

of opinion regarding scores for individual questions is then disguised by the 

calculation of the overall (ranking) score. Therefore, the differences between the 

SWM23 and the PVI, the overlap and positive correlation in the measures suggests 

they are best used in tandem.  
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