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The study of individual differences concerns how people differ in their abilities, attitudes, 
personalities, interests, and other ways.  Psychologists study the psychological dimensions on 
which people differ, the relationships between different dimensions, and the relationships 
between these dimensions and other characteristics.  Industrial-organizational (I-O) 
psychologists apply the study of individual differences to the workplace.   
 
Employers are interested in identifying applicants that possess the knowledge, skills, and abilities 
that will make them a good fit for the job to which they are applying.  Thus, many I-O 
psychologists help employers identify and hire applicants using tests and other measures of 
individual differences, such as multiple-choice tests cognitive abilities, personality inventories, 
interviews, and biographical information.  General mental ability has been found to predict job 
performance in nearly all jobs, especially complex jobs (Schmidt & Hunter, 2004); however, it 
cannot explain all of the individual differences in job performance.  I-O psychologists have also 
found that conscientious (e.g., hard-working, reliable, and organized) individuals tend to be 
better performers on the job and in training (Barrick, Mount, & Judge, 2001).  Using measures of 
individual differences in the hiring process benefits employers (by choosing the most qualified 
applicants), applicants (by selecting them based on merit and reducing the chance they are hired 
for jobs they cannot perform successfully), and customers (by improving goods and services).   
 
Hiring is not the only area in which individual differences help I-O psychologists make 
scientifically-based recommendations to employers. Individuals differ in their learning styles, 
what motivates them to perform, and what values and preferences attract them to an occupation 
or employer.  I-O psychologists develop hypotheses and gather empirical evidence to shed light 
on personality, ability, learning, and motivation, to inform practices such as performance 
appraisals, training, leadership development, and employee well-being (Hough & Oswald, 2008).  
For example, a group of I-O psychologists developed, tested, and found support for a hypothesis 
that meaningful memory (the ability to remember an integrated body of information like a story) 
uniquely predicts training performance (Cucina, Su, Busciglio, & Thompson Peyton, 2015). 
 
I-O psychologists also measure individual differences in employees’ attitudes, such as their job 
satisfaction and employee engagement, using employee surveys.  I-O psychologists have found a 
medium-sized relationship between individual differences in job satisfaction and performance 
(Judge, Thorensen, Bono, & Patton, 2001).  Thus, many employers are interested in measuring 
individual differences in job satisfaction.  The study of individual differences is also relevant to 
employers’ efforts to improve work-life balance, employee well-being, and other outcomes.  
Knowledge about individual differences helps employers develop more customized and inclusive 
human resource practices (e.g., telework) so that employees are happy, healthy, and productive.  
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Nearly all individual differences in psychology cannot be observed directly.  Instead, these are 
measured using tests, surveys, or ratings.  To develop these measures properly, I-O psychologists 
must know psychometrics (i.e., the statistical analyses and theories underlying standardized test 
development).  When these measures are used to make employment decisions (e.g., selecting 
applicants, promoting employees), legal guidelines (e.g., U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission regulations) must be followed.  Some tests (e.g., general mental ability tests) may 
have adverse impact against protected groups.  Thus employers may need to balance the ability 
to predict future performance with diversity goals.  As a result, I-O psychologists are concerned 
with ensuring that their measures are used in a legally defensible, ethical, and fair manner. 
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