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Guidelines for the Use of a Public Safety Psychological Examination 

 

 There are two approaches to psychological evaluations that are in common use in New 

York State for evaluation of law enforcement personnel.  One approach is to establish the 

psychological evaluation as one component of the civil service examination process.  The 

second approach is for the law enforcement agency to use the psychological evaluation as a 

screening tool in determining selection.   

 The Office of Commission Operations & Municipal Assistance within the New York 

State Department of Civil Service reported there are seventeen (17) local municipal civil service 

agencies who have instituted psychological testing of police officer candidates as a component 

of the civil service testing process. The local municipal civil service agencies are responsible for 

referencing the psychological exam on the examination announcement and establishing 

standards for the psychological evaluation.  Section 58 of the Civil Service Law establishes the 

statutory requirements for the appointment of competitive class police officers.  There is no 

requirement in section 58 or the Municipal Police Training Council (MPTC) standards that 

requires civil service agencies to use a psychological screening as part of the civil service 

examination for police officers and deputy sheriffs.  Since there is no statutory requirement, the 

use of psychological screening is discretionary on the part of the local municipal civil service 

agency.   
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Police and sheriffs in New York State have expressed an interest in using psychological 

screening to select candidates who are emotionally stable and psychologically fit to serve as law 

enforcement officers.  Law enforcement agencies may use a psychological evaluation as a 

screening tool in determining selection of appropriate candidates. The appointing authority (law 

enforcement agency) uses the psychological evaluation to provide them with additional 

information for determining selection or non-selection from among otherwise reachable 

candidates. The responsibility to defend the use of a psychological evaluation rests with the 

appointing authority.      

   When the psychological evaluation is administered by the appointing authority rather 

than during testing by civil service, it is always possible the evaluating psychologist might return 

with a report that the candidate may not be suitable in their opinion.  Since this is just one part of 

a background evaluation, candidates are not typically restricted or removed from the eligible list 

as a result of a “not recommended for hire.”  In this scenario, the candidate would be included 

amongst other reachable candidates.  Therefore, the appointing authority must treat the candidate 

as a non-select, eliminating the candidate from consideration and appointing another equally 

reachable candidate.  This process does not allow the appointing authority to reach a new band of 

candidates who were among those candidates who were not previously reachable.   

 If the law enforcement agency wishes to “remove” the candidate “from the list” they are 

now required to follow the standard procedures of the local civil service agency.  In technical 

terms, this means the appointing authority wants to pursue disqualification of the candidate 

under the criteria in section 50(4) of the Civil Service Law, which must be met and applied.  
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Municipal civil service agencies have a legal obligation to carefully consider the facts before 

making a decision to disqualify candidates. 

 The decision to employ the use of psychological examinations in the selection of public 

safety personnel is an important one.  Considerations should be made to the specific needs and 

resources necessary and having realistic expectations of the anticipated outcome and results 

from the use of psychological examinations.  Proactive and mutual involvement between local 

civil service agencies and law enforcement agencies helps define each office’s responsibilities in 

the process.  For additional information on the appointment process for police officers, please 

refer to New York State Civil Service guide, Understanding the Appointment Process for Police 

Officers (2006).  In addition, the Office of Public Safety also has guidance documents for 

conducting background investigations. 

  This guideline can serve as a resource regarding the considerations involved with 

psychological screening of police officer candidates.  Although this guideline contains 

discussion of laws and their impact on pre-employment psychological screening and civil 

service, the information should not be treated as legal advice.  We encourage the careful reading 

of Civil Service Law, Municipal Civil Service Rules and related laws, case law, and seeking 

advice from legal counsel related to the specific fact patterns as necessary.     

Example Procedure 

Purpose:  It is vital to Law Enforcement Agencies to select from candidates who are emotionally 

stable and psychologically fit to serve as law enforcement officers.  To meet that goal, a 

psychological assessment should be conducted on law enforcement officer candidates to screen out 
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those who may not be able to carry out the responsibilities or endure the uniquely stressful working 

conditions, or to screen out those who are not emotionally stable.  The psychological assessment 

should include written tests that assess psychological stability and suitability as well as an individual 

interview with a New York State licensed psychologist.  The psychological assessment will screen 

for psychopathological disorders, personality characteristics, and substance abuse problems that are 

not compatible with those of effective law enforcement officers.   

 Psychological assessments should be used as part of the overall selection of law enforcement 

officers.  Psychological pre-employment screening of law enforcement officers cannot be a 

substitute for other phases of the hiring process used by law enforcement agencies such as medical 

screening, background investigation, polygraph testing, or other methods.      

 The psychological testing process must conform to the Americans with Disabilities Act of 

1990 (ADA).  A psychological evaluation should be done after a conditional offer of employment 

(COE).   It is a recommendation to consult with an attorney prior to conducting psychological testing 

to ensure compliance with local, state, and federal laws.  This example procedure complies with 

standard 12.4 (Psychological Screening) of the New York State Law Enforcement Accreditation 

Standards and Verification Manual.  

Procedure: 

1. Selection of a Psychologist to conduct proper assessments and interviews on law 

enforcement officers. 

a. Psychological screening of candidates shall be completed by a doctoral level New 

York State licensed psychologist.  A New York State Board certified psychiatrist may 
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be substituted for a psychologist in the psychological screening process if they 

possess the experience and qualifications necessary to administer psychological tests 

and interpret test results for the selection of public safety candidates. 

b. Verify the psychologist is licensed to practice psychology in New York State.  The 

search may be completed using http://www.op.nysed.gov/opsearches.htm.  

c.  Determine if the psychologist has any public discipline notices on file with New 

York State Education Department Office of the Professions.  The search may be 

completed using http://www.op.nysed.gov/rasearch.htm.  A notice of discipline may 

not be disqualifying for the psychologist.  The law enforcement agency needs to be 

aware of the underlying cause and content of the discipline. 

d. Determine psychologist’s experience in conducting pre-employment assessments and 

interviews for law enforcement officers.   

e. Determine if the psychologist has an understanding of the duties of a law 

enforcement officer. The following methods are suggested, but are not all inclusive. 

i. Prior experience working as a law enforcement officer. 

ii. Knowledge of Law Enforcement Officer Job Task Analysis reports 

iii. Interviews of law enforcement officers 

iv. Surveys of law enforcement officers  

v. “Ride-alongs” or job shadowing of law enforcement officers  

vi.   Familiarity with police psychology literature regarding pre-employment 

assessments and interviews of law enforcement officer candidates. 

f. Determine the psychologist’s experience in relevant areas of pre-employment testing 

of law enforcement officers 
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i. Americans with Disability Act of 1990 

ii. Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act  of 1996 

iii. Applicable New York State case law concerning the pre-employment 

screening of law enforcement officers. 

g. Obtain the following information from the psychologist. 

i. Curriculum Vitae 

ii. References from past clients (ie. law enforcement agencies) 

iii. Continuing education in police officer candidate assessment and selection. 

h. Memberships in professional organizations.  The following organizations are 

examples of professional organizations which assist psychologists with assessments, 

interviews and selection of law enforcement officers. 

i. American Psychological Association Public Service Psychology Division 18 

ii. Society of Police and Criminal Psychology 

iii. International Association of Chiefs of Police; Police Psychology Services 

Section 

i. The psychologist should be prepared to consult with police agency administrators on 

the overall benefits and limitations of psychological screening in the law enforcement 

officer screening process.  The psychologist understands the job-related criteria the 

agency is interested in measuring, and how these criteria relate to psychological 

assessment procedures.     

j. The procedures and goals developed between the police administrator and the 

selected psychologist should be reviewed annually and periodically revised to reflect 

new developments in case law, psychometrics, professional practices, and research. 
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k. The selected psychologist should assist the law enforcement agency in maintaining 

adverse impact analysis to detect any discriminatory patterns of the psychological 

testing program.  

2. Conditional Offer of Employment- Psychological evaluation is conducted after a conditional 

offer of employment is made to the candidate.  

3. Informed Consent 

a. Prior to any psychological testing or psychological interviews, the candidate is 

advised of and signs an informed consent to the conditions of the evaluation.  The 

agency administering the test is the client and the sole recipient of the evaluation 

results.  The candidate will not be able to review the test, interview or evaluation 

results.   

4. Candidate Completes a Written Psychological Exam 

a. Test battery should contain at least two objective and validated psychological tests.   

i. One test should measure psychopathology 

ii. The second test should measure normal personality characteristics   

b. The instruments shall be norm referenced for use with law enforcement officers.   

c. The California Commission on Peace Officer Standards and Training (POST) uses 

the following Patrol Officer Psychological Screening Dimensions (2004) to 

determine the candidate’s suitability for a law enforcement position.  It is 

recommended that the tests selected should contain equivalent competencies for 

candidate selection if the following competencies are not used.      
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i. Social Competence: This involves communicating with others in a tactful 

and respectful manner, and showing sensitivity and concern in one’s daily 

interactions. It includes several facets, including:  

1. The ability to “read” people and be aware of the impact of their own 

words and behavior on others 

2. Sensitivity and concern towards the feelings of others 

3. Tact and impartiality in treating all members of society.   

ii. Teamwork: This involves working effectively with others to accomplish 

goals, as well as subordinating personal interests for the good of the working 

group and agency.  It involves establishing and maintaining effective, 

cooperative working relationships with fellow officers, supervisors, 

community partners, representatives of other agencies, and others tasked with 

serving and protecting the community.  It consists of sharing information and 

providing assistance and support to fellow officers and other working 

partners; balancing personal ambitions with organizational/team goals; 

performing one’s fair share in a group effort; collaborating effectively with 

others to accomplish work goals, as necessary; and not allowing personal 

differences to affect working relationships. 

iii. Adaptability-Flexibility: This involves the ability to change gears and easily 

adjust to the many different, sudden, and sometimes competing demands 

inherent in law enforcement work.  It consists of appropriately shifting 

between the role of law enforcer and public servant; adjusting to planned and 

unplanned work changes, including different types of incidents that must be 



Page 9 

 

handled one right after another; prioritizing and working effectively on 

several very different tasks/projects at the same time; appropriately applying 

laws and regulations; understanding the difference between the letter and the 

spirit of the law; performing duties without constant supervision or 

instructions; working in unstructured situations with minimal supervision; 

adjusting to differing supervisory styles; physically and mentally adjusting to 

shift work; and making sudden adjustments in use of force as appropriate. 

iv. Conscientiousness-Dependability: This involves diligent, reliable, 

conscientious work patterns, performing in a timely, logical manner in 

accordance with rules and regulations and agency policies.   It includes 

carrying assigned tasks through to successful and timely completion; 

maintaining a punctual, reliable attendance record; persevering in the face of 

obstacles, difficulties, long hours and other adverse working conditions; 

staying organized; carefully attending to details (e.g., typos, missing/incorrect 

information); staying current on new rules, procedures, etc.; maintaining 

accountability for one’s work, and analyzing prior mistakes or problems to 

improve performance; performing effectively under difficult and 

uncomfortable conditions; and continually working to achieve or restore trust 

with peers, supervisors and citizens. 

v. Impulse Control-Attention to Safety: This involves taking proper 

precautions and avoiding impulsive and/or unnecessarily risky behavior to 

ensure both public and officer safety.  It includes the ability and inclination to 

think before acting – to keep one’s impetuous, knee-jerk reactions in check, 
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and instead behave in conscious regard for the larger situation at hand.  It 

includes driving and otherwise behaving within one’s own limits (not 

excessively speeding, taking on too many individuals without backup, etc.); 

taking proper precautions during and after vehicle pursuits, traffic stops, 

administering emergency assistance/first aid, etc.; thinking things through 

before acting (including considering consequences), rather than doing the first 

thing that comes to mind, yet maintaining a training edge to respond optimally 

to deadly force situations;  careful use and maintenance of firearms, less lethal 

weapons, pepper spray, edged weapons, vehicle, flashlight, baton, tactical 

vest, radio, cell phone, etc.; consistently possessing all issued equipment; 

using safe driving practices during routine and high arousal activities; and 

attention to and awareness of hazards. 

vi. Integrity-Ethics: This involves maintaining high standards of personal 

conduct.  It consists of attributes such as honesty, impartiality, 

trustworthiness, and abiding laws, regulations and procedures.  It includes not 

abusing the system nor using the position of authority for personal gain; not 

bending rules or otherwise trying to beat the system by tampering with 

evidence, slanting reports, providing inaccurate testimony, etc.; and not 

engaging in illegal or immoral activities – either on or off duty. 

vii. Emotional Regulation & Stress Tolerance: This involves the ability to 

maintain composure and stay in control, particularly during life-threatening, 

time-critical events and other stressful situations.  It includes taking the 

negative aspects of the job in stride and maintaining an even temperament, as 
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well as accepting criticism rather than becoming overly defensive or allowing 

it to hamper job performance.  It includes acceptance/ownership of personal 

limitations and mistakes; ability to perform under difficult, threatening 

situations; maintaining positive self image under adverse circumstances; 

maintaining even-tempered composure and demeanor; and proper use of 

force. 

viii. Decision-Making & Judgment: This involves common sense, "street 

smarts," and the ability to make sound decisions, demonstrated by the ability 

to size up situations quickly and take the appropriate action.  It also involves 

the ability to sift through information to glean that which is important, and, 

once identified, to use that information effectively.  It involves thinking on 

one’s feet, using practical judgment and efficient problem solving; prioritizing 

competing demands; developing creative and innovative solutions to 

problems; basing decisions on the collection and consideration of important 

information; applying deductive and inductive reasoning, as necessary. 

ix. Assertiveness-Persuasiveness: This involves unhesitatingly taking control of 

situations in a calm and appropriately assertive manner, even under dangerous 

or adverse conditions.  It includes the ability to confront suspects; act 

assertively and without hesitation; not be easily intimidated; use force, 

including deadly force, when necessary; assert ideas and persuade others to 

adopt desired course of action; command respect; and emanate professional 

pride and demeanor. 
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x. Avoiding Substance Abuse & Other Risk-Taking Behavior: This involves 

avoiding participation in behavior that is inappropriate, self-damaging, and 

can adversely impact organizational functioning, such as alcohol and drug 

abuse, domestic violence, sale of drugs, and harmful gambling. 

d. Written tests should be validated for use with public safety candidates.  Validation is 

an ongoing process. The following guidelines should considered during the validation 

of psychological screening instruments:  

i. Written assessment instruments utilized should have strong validation 

evidence for use with public safety applicants. 

ii. Tests should have a substantial research base for interpretation with 

normal range populations in general, and public safety applicants in 

particular.  Tests should have clear, established interpretive strategies for 

use with applicants.   

iii. Tests should have demonstrated validity in predicting personality and 

mental health problems that are considered detrimental to job 

performance, including but not limited to impulsive and irresponsible 

behavior, difficulties in social and interpersonal relationships, and 

antisocial attitudes and behavior.  

iv. Validation evidence should be consistent with Principles for the 

Validation and Use of Personnel Selection Procedures established by 

Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology Inc. and Division 14 

of the American Psychological Association (SIOP/APA).  The validation 
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evidence should be made available to agencies for review upon request.  

See: http://siop.org/_Principles/principlesdefault.aspx. 

v. New or emerging psychological instruments with no established law 

enforcement norms that are included in a test battery should have available 

validation evidence for the testing instrument consistent with Principles 

for the Validation and Use of Personnel Selection Procedures 

(SIOP/APA). 

e. If specific cut-off scores are used, there needs to be clear statistical evidence that the 

scores are valid and have been cross validated in research studies by the test 

developer or the agency where the test will be used.  The specific cut-off scores and 

the rationale for using the specific cut-off scores shall be documented.  

f. Mail order, internet, or computer-based psychological instruments should be 

reviewed by a New York State licensed psychologist prior to use.  The psychologist 

will determine if the selected instruments are appropriate for the use of selecting 

police officer candidates.  

5. Exam is interpreted by a New York State Licensed Psychologist 

a. The licensed psychologist should always retain responsibility to verify and interpret 

all psychological test results. 

b. Tests should be administered, scored, and interpreted according to the publisher’s 

recommendations and consistent with established test administration standards. 

c. Test scales, profiles and reports used for the selection purposes should be produced 

using appropriate, current software or scoring keys licensed by the publisher of the 

test. 
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6. New York State Licensed Psychologist Interviews the Candidate 

a. The results of the written test must be available to the evaluator prior to the interview. 

b. A semi-structured, job-related interview format should be employed with all 

candidates.  The psychologist maintains a general framework of questions to the 

candidate, but the interview is flexible.  This allows the psychologist to develop 

additional questions based on what the candidate reports during the interview.   

c. Interviews should be scheduled to allow sufficient time to cover appropriate 

background and test result verification. 

7. New York State Licensed Psychologist Prepares a Written Report on the Candidate 

a. The report needs to evaluate the suitability of the candidate for the position of law 

enforcement officer. 

b. Pre-employment reports should not be used for positions or departments not 

expressly considered by the psychologist at the time of the evaluation. 

c. The report shall be based on all psychological information relating to the candidate 

including test material and the personal interview results. 

d. The psychologist’s report must contain a final designation of “recommended for hire” 

or “not recommended for hire.”  This section may contain any reservations the 

psychologist may have regarding the validity or reliability of the test results.  Please 

be aware that psychologists may offer subcategories of “recommended for hire” or 

subcategories for “not recommended for hire.”  This is appropriate and may provide 

more information about the candidate to the hiring authority.      
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e. The report shall include a justification for any rating and/or recommendation made by 

the psychologist.  The psychologist’s reasoning in arriving at the recommendation 

should be transparent, based on the data included in the report and understandable by 

the lay reader.   

f. The psychologist should be prepared to defend their procedures, conclusions, 

recommendations, and ratings. 

g. The report and any ratings or recommendations are valid for a period of one year.  

After one year, the applicant shall be retested.  

h. All written testing instruments will be maintained by the psychologist and kept for a 

minimum of six years in accordance with New York State Law.  The final written 

psychological report shall be included in the candidate’s medical file due to the 

possibility of the report containing sensitive medical information.  An executive 

summary, devoid of any medical information, shall be placed in the candidate’s 

personnel file.        

8. The appointing authority, after careful consideration of the available facts, makes a 

determination whether or not to select the candidate for employment.  If the appointing law 

enforcement agency does not select the candidate, then the candidate and the municipal civil 

service agency are notified that the conditional offer of employment is withdrawn. 
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Definitions: 

Conditional Offer of Employment:  An offer of employment that is contingent upon the 

candidate meeting/passing certain additional requirements, such as a medical examination. 

Curriculum Vitae (CV, Vitae, or Vita): A curriculum vitae is a detailed listing of your 

educational achievements, publications, presentations, professional activities and honors. Usually 

the vitae do not include an objective statement, and formatting for the vitae varies by career. The 

curriculum vitae are longer than the resume; it is generally two pages or more. They are most 

often necessary only if you are seeking a faculty, research, clinical or scientific position. 

Informed Consent:  An agreement to do something or to allow something to happen made with 

complete knowledge of all relevant facts, such as the risks involved or any available alternatives. 

Job Task Analysis: Systematic identification of the fundamental elements of a job, and 

examination of knowledge and skills required for the job’s performance. 

Municipal Civil Service Agency: Positions in local government fall under the jurisdiction of a 

Municipal Civil Service Commission or a qualified Personnel Officer, who are responsible for 

administering the merit system in local government. Each county is responsible for administering 

civil service for the county and its civil divisions within the county including: towns, villages, 

school districts, BOCES, special districts and cities, except in certain cities or suburban towns, 

which have elected to administer civil service. 

 

Public Safety Psychological Evaluation:  Assessment of an individual by a licensed 

psychologist.  The psychologist’s evaluation consists of the administration of a battery of 
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psychological tests and an individual “face to face” interview of public safety candidates.  The 

psychological evaluation will screen for psychopathological disorders, personality 

characteristics, and substance abuse problems that are not compatible with those of effective law 

enforcement officers.   

Psychiatrist: Licensed physicians (M.D. or D.O.) who specialize in the evaluation, diagnosis, 

and treatment of mental disorders. Their medical and psychiatric training prepares them to treat 

adults and children either individually, as part of and involving the family unit, and/or in a group 

setting. Psychiatrists can prescribe medications, if needed. 

Psychologist: A specialist in the study of the structure and function of the brain and related 

behaviors or mental processes. A psychologist may provide psychological evaluation, 

assessment, testing, and treatment, but may not prescribe medications. 

Psychometrics:  The branch of psychology that deals with the design, administration, and 

interpretation of the quantitative tests for the measurement of psychological variables such as 

intelligence, aptitude, and personality traits.  

Psychopathology: A term which refers to either the study of mental illness or mental distress, or 

the manifestation of behaviors and experiences which may be indicative of mental illness or 

psychological impairment, such as abnormal, maladaptive behavior or mental activity. 

Semi-Structured Interview: Semi-structured interviews are conducted with an initial set of pre-

determined questions asked by the psychologist to the candidate being interviewed.  Additional 

questions are created during the interview, allowing the psychologist the flexibility to probe for 

details or discuss issues with the candidate. The psychologist maintains the flexibility to pursue 
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other areas of inquiry.  Public safety psychologists prefer this method of interviewing candidates 

to determine their suitability for law enforcement employment.    

Structured Interview: Fixed format interview in which all questions are prepared beforehand 

and are put in the same order to each candidate.  This method of interviewing is typically utilized 

by psychologists to answer a diagnostic question.  This type of interview may limit questions 

raised by candidates claiming different forms of bias.  However, a structured interview may not 

allow the psychologist to obtain additional information which may be useful in determining a 

candidates’ overall suitability for a career in law enforcement.      

 


