
 
 

 

 

Biodata Measures 
 A Summary of Workforce Research Evidence Relevant to the Child Welfare Field 

 
What are biodata measures? 
Biodata measures are hiring tools that assess a variety of biographical or background data 

about job candidates. When they were first developed, biodata measures included objective 

and verifiable questions about a person’s background and history (e.g., education level, number 

of siblings, job history), but over time they have come to include more subjective questions 

similar to those found on personality tests (e.g., attitudes, interests, recreational activities, 

education, and work experiences and preferences) (Schmitt & Golubovich, 2013). They are 

typically administered using a paper-and-pencil or online-survey format (Breaugh, 2009), and 

the response options can be yes-no, multiple choice, multiple response (i.e., more than one 

answer selected), or rating scales (e.g., how often, how much, how likely) (Owens, 1976). 

Example items include “When reading for pleasure, what type of literature do you read?” 

(Schmitt & Golubovich, 2013), “In the past year, how many hours of volunteer work did you 

perform?” (Schmitt & Golubovich, 2013), or “How often has making lists been a part of your 

regular routine?” (Mumford, Costanza, Connelly, & Johnson, 1996). 

How are biodata measures developed and scored? 
The first step for developing a biodata measure is to generate a pool of items that assess past 

behaviors or underlying constructs believed to be associated with job success for a given role. 

For example, if the job requires learning a lot of information and demonstrating critical 

thinking, questions about school performance may be relevant. If the goal is to predict tenure 

or turnover, questions about previous work history or perseverance may be relevant. The item 

pool is typically vetted by a group of experts familiar with the job within the organization. Using 

one of a variety of validation methods to establish the appropriateness and value of each item, 

weights are then assigned to certain responses to develop a scoring key (Schmitt & Golubovich, 

2013; van Rijn, 1992). The development and validation process is fairly laborious and rigorous 

(e.g., Mumford et al., 1996) and generally requires data from a large number of either 

employees or applicants (Hunter & Hunter, 1984). 

Why are biodata measures valuable? 
Biodata measures are valuable because they are relatively strong predictors of job performance 

across a wide range of jobs and industries (Bliesener, 1996; Hunter & Hunter, 1984; Rothstein 

Schmidt, Owens, & Sparks, 1990). They are also relatively strong predictors of promotion status, 
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training success, and job tenure (Hunter & Hunter, 1984). Biodata measures are most effective 

when tailor-made for the organization and outcome measure at hand (Bliesener, 1996). 

Relative to other hiring assessments, job applicants tend to perceive biodata measures as 

moderately favorable (Anderson, Salgado, & Hülsheger, 2010; Hausknecht, Day, & Thomas, 

2004). Though no meta-analyses have compared applicant reactions to different types of 

biodata questions, researchers advise that applicant reactions will likely be more positive when 

overly personal questions are avoided and when questions are verifiable and closely aligned 

with job-relevant knowledge and skills (Schmitt & Golubovich, 2013; van Rijn, 1992). 

What are the critiques of biodata measures? 
It should be noted that biodata measures have been subject to criticism over the decades. One 

objection is that they encompass a wide range of underlying psychological constructs, thus 

making it difficult to compare one biodata scale to another and to understand why a given 

biodata measure is predictive of an outcome (Bliesener, 1996; van Rijn, 1992). In addition, the 

most common method of developing biodata measures capitalizes on chance, which can result 

in users making decisions based on irrelevant factors (Bliesener, 1996; Hunter & Hunter, 1984). 

There is also evidence to suggest that some biodata items may be prone to applicant faking, 

particularly when the desirable answer is apparent (see Schmitt & Golubovich, 2013 for a 

review). Perhaps most importantly, there are legal implications to consider, as some biodata 

questions may constitute an invasion of privacy or be indicators of membership in a protected 

class (Hunter & Hunter, 1984; Schmitt & Golubovich, 2013). Despite the criticism, there are 

advocates who argue that the deficiencies can be avoided or minimized, particularly relative to 

other hiring tools, resulting in measures that are among the best predictors of job performance 

(Mumford, Barrett, & Hester, 2012). 

QIC-WD Takeaways 
► Biodata measures can be useful hiring tools that lead to higher job or training 

performance among new hires. 

► There are no meta-analyses assessing the relationship between biodata and turnover. 

Because biodata has been predictive of performance, it is possible that the use of 

biodata measures in a hiring process may reduce involuntary turnover caused by poor 

performance, but research is needed to test that question. There is also reason to 

believe that they can be predictive of voluntary turnover. 

► The development and validation process for biodata measures is extensive. 

► Because biodata measures can assess many different constructs, it is unclear which 

specific biodata questions are the best predictors of job performance and why. 

► Biodata measures tend to be relatively well received by job applicants. 

► More research is needed to determine the value of biodata specifically for child 

welfare professionals. 



► As with all strategies used to make hiring decisions, biodata measures are considered 

tests and are therefore subject to certain professional and legal guidelines. Due to the 

technical requirements involved in developing and validating biodata measures, it is 

recommended that agencies consult with an expert for assistance. 

References 
Anderson, N., Salgado, J. F., & Hülsheger, U. R. (2010). Applicant reactions in selection: 

Comprehensive meta-analysis into reaction generalization versus situational specificity. 

International Journal of Selection and Assessment, 18, 291–304. 

Bliesener, T. (1996). Methodological moderators in validating biographical data in personnel 

selection. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 69, 107–120.  

Breaugh, J. A. (2009). The use of biodata for employee selection: Past research and future 

directions. Human Resource Management Review, 19, 219–231. 

Hausknecht, J. P., Day, D. V., & Thomas, S. C. (2004). Applicant reactions to selection 

procedures: An updated model and meta-analysis. Personnel Psychology, 57, 639–683. 

Hunter, J. E., & Hunter, R. F. (1984). Validity and utility of alternative predictors of job 

performance. Psychological Bulletin, 96, 72–98. 

Mumford, M. D., Barrett, J. D., & Hester, K. S. (2012). Background data: Use of experiential 

knowledge in personnel selection. In N. Schmitt (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of personnel 

assessment and selection. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Mumford, M. D., Costanza, D. P., Connelly, M. S., & Johnson, J. F. (1996). Item-generation 

procedures and background data scales: Implications for construct and criterion-related 

validity. Personnel Psychology, 49, 361–398. 

Owens, W. A. (1976). Background data. In M. D. Dunette (Ed.), Handbook of industrial and 

organizational psychology (pp. 609-644). Chicago, IL: Rand-McNally. 

Rothstein, H. R., Schmidt, F. L., Erwin, F. W., Owens, W. A., & Sparks, C. P. (1990). Biographical 

data in employment selection: Can validities be made generalizable? Journal of Applied 

Psychology, 75, 175–184.  

Schmitt, N. & Golubovich, J. (2013). Biographical Information. In K. F. Geisinger (Ed.), APA 

handbook of testing and assessment in psychology: Test theory and testing and assessment in 

industrial and organizational psychology (pp. 437-455). Washington, DC: American 

Psychological Association.  

van Rijn, P. (1992). Biodata: Potentials and challenges in public sector employee selection. 

Alexandria, VA: Assessment Council of the International Personnel Management Association. 



Author(s) 
Stephanie Weddington, MA, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

Megan Paul, PhD, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

Suggested Citation 
Weddington, S., and Paul, M. (2020, March 18). Umbrella summary: Biodata measures. Quality 

Improvement Center for Workforce Development. https://www.qic-wd.org/umbrella/biodata-

measures  

 

For general information about Umbrella Summaries, visit  https://www.qic-wd.org/umbrella-

summaries-faq 

For more information about the QIC-WD, visit qic-wd.org or contact: Michelle Graef, Project Director, at mgraef1@unl.edu. 
 
This Summary was developed with funding from the Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and 
Families, Children’s Bureau, Grant #HHS-2016- ACF-ACYF-CT-1178. The content of this publication does not necessarily reflect 
the view or policies of the funder, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products or organizations imply endorsement 
by the US Department of Health and Human Services. 

https://www.qic-wd.org/umbrella/biodata-measures
https://www.qic-wd.org/umbrella/biodata-measures
https://www.qic-wd.org/umbrella-summaries-faq
https://www.qic-wd.org/umbrella-summaries-faq
http://qic-wd.org/
mailto:mgraef1@unl.edu

	How are biodata measures developed and scored?
	Why are biodata measures valuable?
	What are the critiques of biodata measures?
	QIC-WD Takeaways
	References
	Author(s)
	Suggested Citation

