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If you have reached this stage in the 
application process, well done!  

The assessment centre is often the last stage in a company’s recruitment process.  
Companies only invite candidates to assessment centres if they are seriously 
interested in them so use this knowledge to help you feel confident and positive.  

An assessment centre is part of the application process. It is very popular with 
employers because they can assess many candidates at the same time and see 
how candidates react to real tasks.

Assessment centres may include a combination of the following: 

• Psychometric tests 
• Group exercises 
• In-tray exercises 
• Interviews 
• Presentations 
• Role Plays 
• Case Studies 
• Networking / Social Engagements 

High Fliers research (2014) with graduate recruiters, found that certain activities were 
more likely to be assessed than others:

• 79% used group exercises
• 72% used presentations
• 46% used written exercises
• 45% used case studies
• 35% used role plays
• 15% used in-box exercises
• 7% assessed behaviour at a dinner or drinks reception as part of the 

assessment centre
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Assessment centres may last from a few hours to two days, 
but you should be told in advance the types of activities that 
will be involved. 

Let the organisation know before the assessment centre if you have any special 
requirements e.g. if you have dyslexia etc., so that they can make any necessary 
adjustments to their selection centre.

It is also a good idea to read your invitation carefully to see if there is anything that 
you are expected to prepare in advance e.g. a presentation.

What are the assessors looking for?
The assessors are looking for people who match certain key skills and competencies, 
who understand their business and their values and who will fit into their culture. They 
also want candidates who understand what the job is.  

Key skills that employers usually look for include:

• Adaptability
• Analytical thinking
• Commercial awareness
• Communication
• Creativity
• Decision-making
• Leadership

Unlike other selection methods, you are not necessarily in competition with the other 
candidates at your assessment centre. The organisation may hire all, some or none of 
the candidates.

• Negotiation
• Organisation
• Persuasion
• Planning
• Teamwork
• Time management
• Innovation
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Benefits of assessment centres

Remember:-

They are a better way of predicting your potential than a single interview as they give 
assessors a chance to see you over a longer period of time and in different situations.  
An assessment centre is more representative of the actual work environment in which 
you will be working. 

You will also get to demonstrate your strengths in a variety of exercises, which means 
that if you perform less well in one exercise, you have the opportunity to compensate 
in another. Quite often they are held on company premises, so you will get a feel for 
the atmosphere and work culture of the organisations.

First Impressions
These are very important – evidence shows that many employers make up their 
mind about a candidate within the first 30 seconds! Dress smartly. Things which 
employers notice are a good haircut, polished shoes, clean nails and avoid wearing 
any overpowering fragrances. Also avoid jewellery that you could be tempted to 
fiddle with.

Wear a watch so you can keep track of time  
Don’t check the time on your phone, as people may think you are distracted and 
using your phone for something else!

On the day
Try to arrive approximately ten minutes early as it will show your enthusiasm and 
should give you time to collect your thoughts.

Interpersonal skills
Be pleasant to everyone – the day starts as soon as you reach the company. Maintain 
confident positive body language: a firm handshake, direct and regular eye contact, 
smiling and leaning forward when listening and replying.

Feedback
Most employers will provide individual feedback after assessment centres which 
is a great way to improve your technique so always ask. Many employers will let 
candidates know if they are successful the day after the assessment centre, but this 
can vary, particularly if they have several assessment days and may wait until all are 
completed to make a decision.
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Example assessment day
Assessment centres vary dramatically in length, style and content, but an 
example assessment day might be:

• 09.00 - Arrival and introduction

• 09.15 - Employer presentation and group ice-breaker exercise

• 10.00 - Psychometric tests

• 11.30 - Individual task: In-tray exercise

• 12.45 - Lunch

• 13.45 - Group exercise: Case study

• 14.45 - Assessment interviews

• 16.15 - Individual presentations

• 17.15 - Evaluation

• 17.30 - Finish
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Psychometric and personality tests
Psychometric – or aptitude – tests are a way of assessing your skills in certain areas, 
typically, numerical, verbal reasoning and diagrammatic reasoning, data interpretation 
and situational judgement. They are taken under exam conditions, are normally 
designed for graduates and are meant to be difficult. It is more important to get the 
answers right than to finish.

Personality questionnaires – seek to define the type of person you are underneath 
e.g. how you relate to people, or how you might react in a certain situation.  Unlike 
aptitude tests, there are no right or wrong answers. The best policy is to answer 
the questions as honestly as possible and don’t try to second guess what you 
think an organisation is looking for.  Additionally, don’t over-think the answer. Such 
questionnaires may not be timed, but you should not take too long.

Practice is well worth the effort because you will become more familiar with the types 
of questions, more confident and be able to work faster.  Whatever your experience, 
make sure you:

• Pay careful attention to the instructions
• Ask for clarification if you don’t understand the examples
• Work as quickly and accurately as you can
• Skip over the questions you get stuck on

If you haven’t had recent practice in basic numerical operations such as finding 
percentages, now is the time to do some revision.  Many employers suggest looking 
at GCSE Maths booklets to help you. Also make sure you’re confident and familiar 
with using a calculator.

Use psychometric success – practice tests for free: 
http://www.psychometric-success.com/

SHL are the largest UK test producer – the website contains practice tests and more 
advice on how to prepare for them http://www.shldirect.com/

It is worth applying for some graduate jobs that you may not want (e.g. the big 4 
banks and accountancy firms) as it is a good way to get practice at completing ‘real’ 
psychometric tests.  Also, some employers use the same tests or very similar tests.

6



Group exercises
As most graduate jobs involve working with others, the majority of assessment 
centres include an element of group work.

Group exercises can take different forms. The task you may be asked to complete 
could be a leaderless task, a leadership exercise, a group discussion or a scenario 
related to the job.  In this part of the process, the assessors are looking for 
participation and contribution, the ability to present reasoned arguments, effective 
communication, listening skills, negotiation and co-operation.

You don’t have to be the person who shouts loudest to perform well in a group 
exercise. In fact, often the candidate who takes time to reflect on the problem and 
involve others comes out on top. You need to express your opinions and views on the 
issue in hand and at the same time, listen to others and take on board the good ideas 
they contribute.

Assessors are looking for the ability to analyse a problem, develop creative solutions, 
make decisions and work well with other people.

There is often quite a lot of time pressure so keep an eye on the time even if it isn’t 
your ‘job’ in the group.

There is often a group presentation aspect to group exercises.
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In-tray exercises

Interviews

Also known as e-tray exercises (if completed digitally), these synthesised business 
situations require you to organise your workload. They’re a popular interview test with 
large graduate recruiters as they’re very reliable predictors of job performance, and 
assess key competencies such as analysis, decision-making, dealing with stress, time 
management, accuracy, organisation and communication.

You’ll have around 30-60 minutes to work through 10-30 items of paperwork such as 
emails, faxes, letters, memos, minutes, reports, organisation charts, policy documents 
and telephone messages. Your primary goal is to prioritise your items, explaining what 
action is required for each. This could involve responding to queries, drafting replies, 
making decisions or delegating tasks. You may also be given new material during the 
exercise. Ensure that you:

• Check how you’ll be assessed, and whether you can write on the documents;
• Note actions in bullet form, paying attention to detail and referring to the 

material provided;
• Prepare to justify your decisions;
• Read all instructions and materials carefully before starting, making a rough 

plan based on any identifiable key issues;
• Work quickly, accurately, systematically and logically.

Online examples of in-tray exercises can be found at: 
https://www.assessmentday.co.uk/

Prepare for assessment centre interviews as you would for any other, then you will feel 
confident to perform at your best on the day.  Think about your motivation for joining 
the company, follow their tweets and check out the profiles of your assessors on 
Linkedin.

Try to think of questions you might be asked and draft possible answers to them.  
Read a good quality newspaper and keep informed about the industry you want 
to enter.  Do your homework on the company (beyond the graduate recruitment 
brochure) and pay attention to any presentation that company representatives make.

Pay attention to the questions that you have previously been asked in video/telephone 
interviews as similar questions could arise again.

Prepare at least one question to ask at the end of the interview.
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Presentations
These assess your ability to communicate clearly and formally, testing your skills in 
timing, persuasion, analysis, public speaking and creativity. Interview presentations 
usually last 10-20 minutes, and are prepared in advance using Microsoft PowerPoint.
Employers using assessment centres may set impromptu presentation tasks based on 
an exercise you’ve already completed. You’ll be given around 30 minutes to prepare, 
which tests your response to pressure. Regardless of the scenario, ensure that you:

• Discover how you’ll be assessed;
• Focus on your primary aims and desired outcomes, tailoring your presentation 

accordingly;
• Include an introduction, main section and conclusion;
• Minimise visual prompts, highlighting key messages using figures, bullet points 

and short sentences;
• Prepare for questions by familiarising yourself with background information.

When giving your interview presentation, ensure that you:

• Maintain eye contact with your audience;
• Remain calm;
• Speak loudly enough to grab everyone’s attention;
• Stay within the allotted time, leaving room for questions;
• Use pauses to allow the audience to absorb your words.
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Case studies
The recruiter will describe a situation to which you’re asked to respond with advice, in 
the form of a report or verbal explanation. Your conclusion is reached by collating and 
analysing provided information. Case studies test your skills in analysis, creativity and 
problem solving. Anticipate the type of case study you could receive by researching 
the organisation and sector; they’re particularly common for management consulting 
and accountancy firms. Also ensure that you: 

• Can justify and defend your decisions
• Identify the real issue by looking for patterns, inconsistencies and 

contradictions
• Manage your time carefully, but pay attention to detail
• Read all instructions and materials before you start, to understand what’s 

expected of you
• Treat the task like a course assignment, arranging your material and drawing 

conclusions.

Role-play
Candidates are provided with a particular role, background information and a brief. 
One common example is a mock meeting, where each candidate assumes a specific 
function and is expected to fulfil individual and group objectives.  If you are applying 
for a role as a retail manager you could have a role play dealing with a difficult 
customer or delivering a staff appraisal.

Assessors are watching the way you analyse the situation in order to get to the heart 
of the issue.  They also assess the way you express your ideas, how you deal with 
stress, how you listen to and understand the other person, whether you develop a 
relationship with the other person and the extent to which you are able to influence 
them and come to a mutually agreed outcome to the situation.
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In summary

Useful links:

Stay alert!  You are always being assessed, not just in the tests but also during breaks 
between tests.  Negative behaviour may be noticed and could undermine your overall 
performance.  In particular, don’t fiddle with your phone or cut yourself off from the 
others.  Make sure that you talk to the other candidates, share your experiences and 
find out about them.  This will make you look good in the eyes of the assessors, it 
shows a degree of confidence and it will help when you come to work together in later 
group exercises.

The main preparation you can do in advance will be your in-depth research into the 
company, their competitors, their values and the sector they operate in.  The feedback 
that students have given, almost unanimously is:

Just be yourself, don’t try to be someone you’re not.

Research the company and sector back to front, inside out.

Be positive, keep your energy levels high and make sure you have a good 
breakfast beforehand!

It is fun. You’ll walk away feeling tired but hopefully also feeling that you’ve had a 
really interesting and fulfilling experience.

http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/selection.htm

https://www.prospects.ac.uk/careers-advice/interview-tips/assessment-centres

http://targetjobs.co.uk/careers-advice/assessment-centres

https://www.assessmentcentrehq.com/numerical-reasoning-practice-test/

https://www.assessmentday.co.uk/
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