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Orientation: From a pragmatic approach, a novel method called ‘the town hall focus group’ was 
utilised to provide insight into discourse regarding ethical issues in psychological assessments. 
This article contributes to the understanding of the practice of ethics in assessments and 
suggests the use of this particular method to facilitate discourse regarding ethical issues. 

Research purpose: To illustrate a forum where ethical discourse can occur in a practical fashion 
in order to deal with the diversity of situations, questions, demands and responsibilities 
experienced by psychologists. 

Motivation for the study: Although codes and guidelines on assessment exist, many 
psychologists feel that despite the existence of ethical beacons, they are often faced with 
challenges for which no obvious solution is evident. A need exists for ethical discourse by 
which psychologists grapple with unique situations through an active dialectical process.

Research design, approach and method: A qualitative research approach was employed 
using the town hall focus group. The study was conducted with a convenience sample of 108 
psychologists and practitioners.

Main findings: The town hall focus group method provided an opportunity and platform for 
ethical discourse regarding the ethical challenges experienced by psychologists. 

Practical/managerial implications: This article contributes to the understanding of the practice 
of ethics in assessments by illustrating a platform for ethical discourse regarding ethical issues 
experienced in assessments. The town hall method appears to be valuable as it provides a 
forum to discuss ethical challenges where members are allowed to share their experiences and 
thus gain access to peer support, insight and shared resources.

Contribution/value-add: Although the focus group results are not transferable, this article 
proposes it as a useful method contributing to the understanding of the ethical issues and 
challenges experienced in assessments. The novel method applied and described facilitates peer 
discourse regarding ethical challenges. This method could be replicated and applied in other 
contexts as a means of contending with ethical challenges within a supportive environment.

© 2011. The Authors.
Licensee: AOSIS 
OpenJournals. This work
is licensed under the
Creative Commons
Attribution License.

Introduction 

Psychologists and practitioners are often confronted with unique situations and may struggle 
with ethical challenges (Barnett, Behnke, Rosenthal & Koocher, 2007). Within this context, 
there exists a need for discourse around ethical challenges in order to deal with the diversity of 
situations, questions, demands and responsibilities. Although ethical beacons, codes, guidelines 
and conventions exist, they cannot do our questioning and responding for us since ethics is 
frequently perceived as a grey area where there is little certainty about what is right or wrong, and 
as such can never be a substitute for the active process by which a psychologist struggles with 
unique contexts and competing demands (Pope & Vasquez, 1998). 

The ethical challenges discussed were derived from a review of literature and presented to 
participants in a town hall focus group set-up (Zuckerman-Parker & Shank, 2008). Participants 
were asked to discuss the challenges and reflect on the value of the discussion. Although the 
ethical challenges recorded were not evaluated against the various codes of practice, this article 
contributes to the understanding of the practice of ethics in assessments through continuous 
discourse by illustrating a platform for discussion regarding ethical issues and the value gained 
from the experience of such a discussion as well as the discussion itself. One may argue that 
the experience of perceived challenges may be as a result of ignorance of the various codes or 
due to the complexity of the situation and further research involving critical evaluation of the 
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findings may be valuable to gain insights into the challenges 
experienced by psychologists and practitioners.

This article proposes that the method described is a novel 
platform, which facilitates peer discourse regarding ethical 
challenges and demonstrates the usefulness of this method 
to acquire rich data whereby an understanding of ethical 
challenges in assessment can be enhanced. This article 
contributes to the understanding of the practice of ethics in 
assessments by illustrating a platform for discourse regarding 
ethical issues experienced in assessments. The town hall focus 
group method appears to be valuable, as it provides a forum 
to discuss ethical challenges where members are allowed to 
share their experiences and thus gain access to peer support, 
insight and shared resources. 

A review of literature 
Ethics is frequently perceived as a grey area where there is 
little certainty about what is right or wrong. Barnett et al. (2007, 
p. 7) observe that psychologists are often faced with a variety 
of ethical challenges for which no obvious solution is evident. 
Although ethical beacons such as Annexure 12 of Regulation 
717 of the Health Professions Act (South Africa, 56/1974), 
the Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct 
(American Psychological Association, 2002), the Code of 
Practice for Psychological and Other Similar Assessment in 
the Workplace (Society for Industrial and Organisational 
Psychology of South Africa, 2006), the Guidelines and 
Ethical Considerations for Assessment Centre Operations 
(International Task Force on Assessment Centre Guidelines, 
2009) and the Guidelines for Assessment and Development 
Centres in South Africa (Assessment Centre Study Group, 
2007) serve as guides showing the path, these do not provide 
clear-cut answers for addressing ethically challenging 
situations. Pope and Vasquez (1998, pp. 17–18) state that 
ethics codes cannot do our questioning and responding for 
us and as such can never be a substitute for the active process 
by which a psychologist struggles with unique contexts and 
competing demands. Within this context, there exists a need 
for discourse around ethical challenges. Ethics and ethical 
discourse must be practical in order to deal with the diversity 
of situations, questions, demands and responsibilities. 

Industrial and organisational psychologists apply the 
principles of psychology to issues related to the work 
situation in order to optimise individual, group and 
organisational well-being and effectiveness and as such 
aim to understand, predict and influence human behaviour 
within the context of the work environment (Dworkin, Van 
Vuuren & Eiselen, 2010; Health Professions Council of South 
Africa, 2011). It is this application of psychological services 
that sets industrial psychologists apart from other categories 
of psychologists. Industrial and organisational psychologists 
may face ethical challenges in the business and organisational 
environment where conflicting interests have to be juggled, 
such as the rights of an incumbent being assessed and the 
rights of the organisation considering employing him or 
her. Unethical behaviour is often individualised but the 

organisation for which an individual works can often have 
a constructive or corruptive influence on moral character, 
and although there are guidelines for managing third-party 
relationships regarding psychological services, psychologists 
may be challenged by unethical behaviour in organisations 
(Rossouw & van Vuuren, 2010).

Psychologists often find themselves engaged in supplying 
assessment and consulting services where the client may 
be an organisation, but the effects of the psychologist’s 
work may have rippling consequences that affect many 
individuals’ lives profoundly (Koocher, 2009, p. 99). The 
psychologist often has little control over the management of 
results after the assessment had taken place and feedback had 
been given (Koocher, 2009). Practicing psychology is built on 
perceived competence, professionalism and trust. Whenever 
a member of the profession makes him- or herself guilty of 
or is involved by association with unethical, irresponsible or 
unprofessional conduct, perceptions are changed regarding 
the inviolability of the profession. All other members are 
affected and their ability to function in a professional manner 
is impeded (Swanepoel, 2010). 

Ethics is ‘concerned with that which is deemed acceptable in 
human behaviour, with what is good or bad, right or wrong in 
human conduct in pursuit of goals and aims’ (Reber & Reber, 
2001, p. 251). Applied ethics is a discipline of philosophy 
that attempts to apply ethical theory to real-life situations. 
Within this context, business ethics is defined by the King II 
report (Institute of Directors in Southern Africa, 2002) as the 
principles, norms and standards that guide the conduct of 
an organisation’s (or individual’s) activities and interactions 
with internal and outside stakeholders. Professional ethics 
concerns the moral issues that arise because of the specialist 
knowledge that professionals attain, and how the use of this 
knowledge should be governed when providing a service 
to the public (Chadwick, 1998). The issue many industrial 
and organisational psychologists experience as specialists 
applying their knowledge in a business environment is that 
moral prescriptions cannot always be applied mechanically 
to resolve ethical issues (Cascio & Aguinis, 2005). A need 
exists for ethical discourse by which psychologists grapple 
with unique situations through an active dialectical process. 
Watson, Buchanan, Campbell and Briggs (2003) comment 
that unfortunately, ethical behaviour is often reduced during 
discussions as if it were charity rather than necessity. 

Previously published ethical challenges include the 
misapplication of assessment results by an organisation after 
such an assessment had been conducted by the psychologist 
and the management of how the assessment results are being 
used by clients. Issues related to confidentiality, such as 
discussing candidates ‘in the corridors’, may well affect how 
assessors rate the candidates in subsequent assessments. 
Effective and proper training with regard to both conducting 
assessments as well as ethical practice is another issue, 
which may include how to deal with untrained managers 
who believe they are competent to conduct assessments. In 
addition, technology, language and culture have long since 
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been contentious issues in assessments (Caldwell, Thornton 
& Gruys, 2003; Dworkin et al., 2010; Foxcroft, 2002; Howard, 
1997; Knapp, Gottlieb, Berman & Handelsman, 2007; 
Koocher, 2009; Lievens & Thornton, 2005).

The core research problem of this article relates to the fact that 
psychologists are expected to act ethically and to preserve the 
welfare and rights of those affected by their actions especially 
when conducting assessments (Koocher, 2009, p. 98). When 
inconsistency is confronted, psychologists may proactively 
seek to resolve these problems while trying to avoid causing 
injury. However, sometimes psychologists must reactively 
attempt to mitigate harm resulting from their work, whether 
as a result of immoral conduct or certain ethical moderators. 

The objective of this article is to focus on five such challenges, 
namely, (1) the (mis)application of assessment centre results, 
(2) confidentiality, (3) using people who are not properly 
trained, (4) issues related to technology, language and 
culture as well as (5) research regarding assessments. From a 
pragmatic approach, this article attempts to provide insight 
into the identified ethical challenges faced by psychologists 
by utilising a novel method to facilitate ethical discourse 
called ‘the town hall focus group’ (Zuckerman-Parker & 
Shank, 2008). A gathering of industrial and organisational 
psychologists was asked to debate these ethical issues and 
challenges in assessments. Not only did the study provide 
insight in terms of their reaction to the ethical challenges 
experienced, but it also illustrated the complexity of both the 
challenges as well as the interaction experienced between the 
various systems during the different stages of the assessment 
process. 

This article contributes to the understanding of the practice of 
ethics in assessments by illustrating a platform for discourse 
regarding ethical issues experienced in assessments. The 
town hall focus group method (Zuckerman-Parker & Shank, 
2008) appears to be valuable as it provides a forum to discuss 
ethical challenges where members are allowed to share their 
experiences and thus gain access to peer support, insight and 
shared resources. This method is a novel platform, which 
facilitates peer discourse regarding ethical challenges and 
demonstrates its usefulness to gather rich data whereby an 
understanding of ethical challenges in assessment can be 
enhanced. 

The following section discusses the research design and 
methodology followed, which includes a description of the 
research participants and a discussion of the data collection 
method, comprising focus group discussions, to examine 
the ethical challenges experienced by psychologists when 
conducting assessments. The findings are presented, followed 
by a discussion of the results. These results are presented as 
broad thematic categories, and relevant literature is used as 
an interpretive framework. The consequences of decisions 
taken as well as suggestions for actions to oppose and mitigate 
the effects of the ethical problems that were encountered are 
explored. The article concludes with an evaluation of the 
impact of the dynamics of the research method as a forum to 

explore the experienced ethical issues and challenges and to 
deal effectively with these.

Research design
In order to set the stage for the research framework, 
it is necessary to explain the research approach, the 
epistemological and ontological position of this research 
as well as the paradigm, all of which have determined the 
research design and methodology followed.

Research approach 
As this research is of a qualitative nature where a varied 
set of contexts and meanings are important and included, 
the interpretivist paradigm is appropriate (Banks, 2007). 
This allows for methodology where data is interpreted and 
the subjectivity of the investigator is taken into account. 
Indeed an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon 
being studied is possible only through the interpretations 
of those experiencing it (Shah & Corley, 2006). According 
to the interpretivist paradigm, this is especially appropriate 
where data is collected by means of open ended questioning 
techniques. These techniques allow for the fact that 
participants’ interpretations of their reality mean that people 
may differ in the way that they respond to similar situations 
and allow participants control over which aspects they may 
consider more important (Gale, 1989; Shah & Corley, 2006). 

A pragmatic interactionist perspective was followed in this 
research endeavour focusing on the belief that the reality 
or ontology to be studied consists of subjective experiences 
that, from an epistemological viewpoint, are intersubjective 
and interactional. Pragmatic philosophy focuses on the 
development of the self and the objectivity of the world within 
the social realm and that the individual exist in relation to 
others with shared meanings. This philosophy is intended 
to address the needs of living human beings (Miller, 1982; 
Webb, 2007). This is supported by interactionist philosophy 
that studies individuals and the way they act within society 
and derives social processes from human interaction (Athens, 
2010; Iovino, 1991). A pragmatic interactionist perspective 
emphasises the uncovering of being from the perspective of 
the shared practical experiences of humans and the way the 
world is revealed to this experiencing entity within a realm 
of things. The pragmatic perspective focuses principally on 
the research question or problem and applies all approaches 
to understanding the problem. As such, data collection and 
analysis methods are chosen as those most likely to provide 
insight into the question (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). The 
research, on which this article is based, was exploratory in 
order to investigate the ethical challenges experienced by 
psychologists conducting assessments. Additionally, the 
consequences of decisions taken, as well as suggestions 
for actions to oppose and mitigate the effects of the ethical 
problems encountered, were explored. 

Research strategy 
The qualitative research approach adopted required the use 
of a method, in this case the town hall focus group, which 
relies on the subjective relationship between researcher and 
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subjects, as well as between subjects, in order to obtain the 
rich and descriptive data necessary to explain the subjective 
reasons and meanings behind the reality (TerreBlanche & 
Durrheim, 1999, p. 6).

Focus groups have played a critical role in qualitative 
research since first mentioned as a market research technique 
in the 1920s (Kitzinger, 1994; Morgan, 2010). The grouping is 
purposeful in that it debates particular questions in order to 
explore the specific issue. In the case of the current research, 
the grouping consisted of industrial and organisational 
psychologists and practitioners who have a specific interest 
to purposively discuss and explore the issue of ethical 
challenges experienced during psychological assessments. 

The town hall focus group method holds many benefits, 
such as being an economical, fast and efficient method for 
obtaining data from multiple participants (Krueger & Casey, 
2000). The feature that distinguishes focus groups most is the 
use of group interaction to generate rich descriptive research 
data (Kitzinger, 1994). Another advantage is the socially 
orientated environment, where the sense of belonging to 
a group can increase the participants’ sense of safety and 
cohesiveness and help them to share information (Krueger & 
Casey, 2000; Peters, 1993; Vaughn, Schumm & Sinagub, 1996). 
Additionally, the interaction that occurs can yield important 
data and provide a setting where the participants can discuss 
problems and provide possible solutions (Duggleby, 2005).
Traditional best practice for the conduct and procedural 
aspects of focus group research advocates, for example, that 
the ideal size is between six to eight participants (Freeman, 
2006). However, Morgan and Bottorff (2010) argue that there 
are many different options when conducting focus groups 
and for each research project investigators need to select 
a way of using focus groups that match the goals of the 
project. According to Zuckerman-Parker and Shank (2008), 
research practices may sometimes be extended by virtue of 
circumstance. They describe the inception and development 
of the town hall focus group, a focus group consisting of 
large numbers of participants divided into natural groupings 
with intragroup and intergroup interaction. Historically, the 
term ‘town hall’ was used in reference to its place in history 
for a regular gathering of people who met for the purpose of 
discussing matters of importance (Bryan, 2003). Participants 
sat together in natural groups. Instead of having a focus 
group with six to eight individuals, the town hall focus 
group consisted of six to eight groups of between four and 
eight individuals each. Each member was encouraged to first 
contribute within the team and then each team would put 
forward their ideas or position.

This grouping of individuals is advantageous as it makes the 
focus group more manageable since the teams replace the 
role of the individuals in a traditional focus group. The fact 
that there were groups did not; however, inhibit individuals 
to speak out of team context if they felt they wanted to add 
something to the discussion. The process involved intergroup 
and intragroup interaction whereby participants discussed 
a topic of interest within the same group and it was then  

debated between groups. In terms of intragroup functioning, 
participants were comfortable in their ad hoc teams making 
the process less stressful for them, while the intergroup 
functioning allowed for the identification of salient points 
that cut across all teams (Zuckerman-Parker & Shank, 2008).

Research method 
Town hall focus group discussions were conducted in 
order to explore selected ethical challenges experienced 
by psychologists conducting assessments, to look at the 
consequences of decisions made as well as suggestions 
for actions to oppose and mitigate the effects of the ethical 
problems encountered. 

Research setting 
The study was conducted at two branch events of the Society 
for Industrial and Organisational Psychology of South Africa 
(SIOPSA). Increasingly, psychologists are faced with ethical 
challenges when conducting assessments or when providing 
assessment results. Continuous professional development 
emphasises regular sessions focusing on topics addressing 
ethical issues. 

Entrée and establishing researcher roles 
SIOPSA regional branch management requested two sessions 
focussing on ethical issues in assessment. Participation 
by attendees was voluntary and the participants were 
informed of the overall process, and it was implemented 
with due consideration of the impact on the participants. 
The study was evaluated in terms of research-related ethical 
considerations and the potential impact on participants 
was mitigated by ensuring that all information was treated 
as confidential, and participants remained anonymous. 
Ethical considerations included, amongst others, the respect 
accorded to participants and the rights of the participants, 
such as the right to confidentiality and anonymity (Mayer, 
2008).

It is ideal for this type of focus group to have a moderator 
team (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The authors were involved 
throughout as facilitators and moderators. The authors are 
registered industrial and organisational psychologists, one 
with a Masters degree and one with a PhD in industrial 
and organisational psychology. In this case, the moderators 
were responsible for facilitating the discussion, encouraging 
the members to participate and requesting overly talkative 
members to let others speak. The moderators presented 
the focus group participants with stimulus material (a 
presentation on ethical definitions, concepts and issues) as 
well as a series of ethical challenges and asked the participants 
to respond. 

Sampling 
Mintzberg (1979, p. 113) observed that qualitative research 
methods provide the richness of knowledge necessary to 
explore a phenomenon or experience. For a qualitative 
research study, sample composition and size is important 
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in order to capture and explore, not measure, a range of 
attitudes and perceptions. Qualitative research samples 
are purposive and as such deliberately skewed. Interested 
members of SIOPSA were invited to attend a discussion on 
ethical challenges in assessments. The context provided an 
opportunity to explore the ethical challenges experienced by 
psychologists and practitioners and the way these issues can 
be addressed from a pragmatic perspective. Everyone who 
attended and participated related personal perceptions and 
experiences of perceived challenges. The focus was not to 
verify the validity of these perceptions but rather to facilitate 
discussion of experienced ethical challenges. It was indicated 
that this would be for research purposes and it resulted in a 
convenience sample which included 60 registered industrial 
and organisational psychologists, 7 psychometrists, 3 
psychometrists in training, 5 intern psychologists, 4 students 
and 29 interested practitioners. 

Recording of data 
The focus group discussions lasted approximately one and 
a half hours. It was tape-recorded and detailed notes were 
kept to capture responses. The subgroups were not taped 
individually as the focus was on the issues presented by the 
intergroup and discussed intragroup. The reasoning was 
that the town hall focus group process involved intergroup 
and intragroup interaction whereby participants discussed 
a topic of interest within the same group, which was then 
debated amongst groups. To ensure confidentiality, the 
details of the primary tasks and biographical data on 
individual participants will not be provided. 

Data collection and analysis
The intragroup discussions, which was presented by 
intergroup members to the collective, served as the raw 
data. Potter (2002, p. 149) refers to the researcher as ‘the 
most sophisticated analytical device around’ and as such 
the researcher as instrument in qualitative research directs 
the data gathering and interpretation of findings. Because 
of the inseparable relationship between data collection and 
data analysis in qualitative research, interpretation begins to 
take place during the collection of the data (De Vos, Strydom, 
Fouché & Delport, 2002). However, using various sources 
and techniques to obtain information enabled the researcher 
to verify the explanations, thus contributing to the validity 
of the qualitative process (De Vos et al., 2002; Krueger 
& Casey, 2000). These sources and techniques included 
audiotapes of the discussions, notes taken by the moderators 
and items recalled by the moderators. A data saturation 
point was reached in terms of the information obtained 
and the conclusions drawn which made the collection of 
more data appear to have no additional interpretive worth 
(Sandelowski, 2008; Saumure & Given, 2008). Because of its 
contextual nature, there are limits to the transferability of the 
findings but some generalisation based on these conclusions 
is possible.
 
As a first phase, the data was analysed using tape-based 
analysis, described by Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech and 

Zoran (2009, p. 4) as a process wherein the researcher listens 
to the recordings of the group discussion and then creates 
an abridged transcript. This type of analysis is helpful 
because the researcher can focus on the research question 
and only transcribe the portions that would assist in better 
understanding of the phenomenon of interest. In addition, 
note-based analysis was utilised where the focus group 
notes and summary comments from the moderators were 
analysed. Secondly, conversation analysis is utilised to look 
at how participants communicate with each other. Morgan 
(2010) explains that the goals of the research should guide 
the collection and analysis of the data yet often a great 
deal of focus group research is conducted for substantive 
and practical purposes, where little attention is given to 
the analysis of the dynamics of interaction in those groups. 
However, the importance of interaction in focus groups 
should not be overlooked as it can provide significant 
insights. Thus, interaction in focus groups produces the data, 
and the interaction itself can also be the data. Examining 
how participants interact versus only looking at what 
is said will yield richer data and enhance meaning. We 
contend, as did Myers and Macnaghten (1999) who used 
conversation analysis with focus groups, that conversation 
analysis is a useful method to employ with focus group data 
(Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). 

Strategies employed to ensure quality data
Qualitative researchers are challenged to verify the rigour, 
quality and trustworthiness of their research. The value of 
qualitative research needs to be appraised against a range 
of evaluative criteria available. All evaluative criteria 
require research to be coherent, as well as show evidence of 
systematic work and integrity with emphasis on relevance 
and contribution. Terms such as validity and reliability are 
commonplace as quality criteria in quantitative research 
approaches but their definitions become inadequate when 
applied within a qualitative paradigm, where the efforts of 
the researcher are an intricate part of the qualitative research 
process (Shah & Corley, 2006). A number of techniques have 
been employed including purposive sampling, protecting 
confidentiality, transcribing focus group sessions, including 
process and observation notes, iteratively analysing data, and 
member reflections with participants to allow for discussion, 
feedback and confirmation of the study’s findings (Shah & 
Corley, 2006; Tracy, 2010). These strategies have been used to 
ensure the quality, credibility, transferability, dependability, 
confirmability and trustworthiness of data. Because of the 
variability of qualitative research perspectives, Ballinger 
(2006) points out the need to link our choice of evaluation 
criteria to epistemology and suggests four considerations 
to reflect upon depending on the qualitative research 
perspectives: 

•	 coherence 
•	 systematic and careful research conduct 
•	 relevant interpretation 
•	 the role played by the researcher. 

In this research, a relativist ontological position values more 
reflexive modes that demonstrate the possibility of multiple 
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understandings and interpretations. Whilst still emphasising 
reflexivity and the way the research account is co-
constructed, coherence was achieved by including member 
checks (participant validation) and triangulation in order 
to emphasise the trustworthiness of the account. Systematic 
and careful research conduct is supported by a detailed 
description of the method and evidence from the literature. 
Relevant interpretation was achieved by offering an account 
of the ethical challenges experienced, which included some 
verbatim quotes as well as offering interpretations backed by 
relevant theoretical references to strengthen the argument. 
Participants were involved collaboratively by reading and 
discussing the analysis. Whilst it is not claimed that this 
validates the study, this involvement does strengthen the 
argument and supports the ethical requirements. Finally, 
in the realist tradition, objectivity and a transparent 
methodological account is key when considering the role of 
the researcher. In contrast, when focussing reflexively on how 
the researchers’ presence and positioning have influenced 
the research process and its outcomes, different perspectives 
have been highlighted. While researchers inclined to 
relativism (Ballinger, 2006; Bochner, 2001; Richardson, 1992) 
also argue for rigour and systematic work, they appreciate 
and highlight the value of using creative presentations to 
demonstrate the impact of social discourses. 

Reporting 
According to Cameron (2005), focus groups do not produce 
findings that can be generalised to a wider population, 
although it can be expressed in impressionistic rather than 
numerical terms. In place of precise numbers or percentages, 
the general trends and feelings are typically provided. The 
findings are presented in the next section, followed by a 
discussion of both the substantive as well as methodological 
process conclusions. These findings are discussed with 
reference to relevant literature and telling examples from 
the data are used to strengthen the arguments. The findings 
are reported in terms of the discussion that was structured 
around the ethical challenges presented. The discussion of 
the findings is presented according to themes that emerged 
as a result of a higher level of conceptualisation. 

Findings 

The literature review identified many ethical challenges 
faced by psychologists. The researchers chose to present 
five of these to participants for discussion. Due to time 
constraints not all ethical challenges were discussed in 
equal depth (illustrating perhaps the need for more events 
liked these where such issues could be discussed at length). 
The challenges are presented in this section, illustrated 
by quotes from the transcripts. As advised by Wilkinson 
(2004), individuals’ quotes or conversational quotes between 
participants are included. Statements represent the views of 
participants and not necessarily that of the authors. 

It was difficult for participants to agree on the importance of 
one ethical challenge over another. Participants were asked to 
rank the five identified issues in order of importance from 1 to 

5, with 1 being most important. However, no consensus was 
found. In fact, one participant ranked several of the challenges 
all as number one, perhaps showing how important all of 
those were to that participant, so much so, that they could not 
choose. Therefore the findings are presented in no particular 
order of importance. The discussion in the next section is 
presented in the sequence of the themes that manifested as 
a result of debating the identified ethical challenges and the 
meaning created through the research and conceptualisation.

Ethical challenge 1: [Mis]application of 
assessment centre results
Participants were presented with the first ethical challenge 
and asked to contemplate how assessment results are used 
and applied in organisations and the management thereof. 
The majority of participants agreed that the misapplication 
of assessment results is a completely unacceptable practice 
and against the law. This sparked a heated debate regarding 
whether it is at all possible to manage the way assessment 
results are applied. One participant suggested that a 
needs analysis should be conducted to establish what the 
assessment results would be used for. Another suggested 
that a disclaimer be written in the report stating the purpose 
and the limitations of the results. This was supported by 
several other participants with one participant verbalising it 
as ‘mak[ing] the purpose clear ... [there should be] agreement 
and understanding with the client before commencement’ (Focus 
Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010).

Regarding the follow-up questions on contracting and 
feedback, this participant stated that a contract should be 
signed, which should also regulate the feedback sessions. 
One participant suggested that the purpose of the contract 
is to safeguard the psychologist (from practices outside of 
his or her control). One group suggested ‘alerting the client 
to the law’ (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010) and the 
legal implications of misusing assessment results. It was 
agreed that informed consent from the applicants should 
be obtained (preferably in writing). Another participant 
stated that one should have ‘clarification from the onset’ (Focus 
Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010) regarding any expectations 
from both the psychologist and the client’s side. It was 
suggested that a disclaimer could be included which would 
‘contextualise your position, responsibilities and power’ (Focus 
Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010). 

In terms of feedback, it should be made clear that ethically, 
some form of feedback is required. One participant pointed 
out that there are financial implications for the client and as 
such feedback should ideally be contracted from the start. 
Several participants discussed the fact that it would be ideal 
to be able to see the process through from start to finish. 
However, consultants are often contracted to assist with a 
particular part and can only advise on other related parts. A 
participant promoted ‘soft feedback for clients’ (Focus Group 2, 
Johannesburg, 05 May 2010) explaining that it should be face-
to-face, honest, as detailed as possible but gentle and focusing 
on the competencies specific to the assessment. One group 
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stated that the results a client (in this case an organisation) 
gets should be managed. Thus, a client should get an 
interpreted report and never the raw scores. One participant 
called for a ‘filtered written report’ explaining that this implied 
an interpreted ‘report specific to the purpose ... a subtle version’ 
(Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). If possible, the 
managers should not be privy to more information than the 
individuals who were tested. 

A debate ensued regarding who the client may be: is it the 
person being assessed or is it the organisation requesting the 
results? Consensus could not be reached, however most felt 
that contractually it could be the organisation (‘they pay our 
salary’) (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010); however, 
as psychologists we have an ethical obligation to both the 
organisation and those being tested. A group of participants 
suggested defining who the client is in terms of a primary and 
secondary client. The main priority would be the primary 
client (organisation) but not neglecting the secondary client 
(candidate). 

A heavily discussed topic concerned the education of clients 
with regard to assessments. A participant felt it necessary to: 

‘inform our clients of the purpose and what it can and doesn’t do ... 
educate clients about why you are using the assessment and that it is... 
only part of a whole process’.

 (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010)

It was felt that there should be some basic training on the shelf 
life of a report’s results and of the way to read the reports 
(even if narrative interpreted reports are used). A participant 
added that one could perhaps ask for proof of training 
from whoever would be using the results to ascertain their 
competence with regard to interpreting assessment results. 
In terms of the previously mentioned secondary client, the 
assessed candidate should also be educated and know what 
rights he or she has. A participant commented that ‘it is our 
responsibility to educate clients’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 
05 May 2010). 

Ideally, the assessment results should be used in conjunction 
with other information such as performance and interview 
data in order to form a holistic view. Another participant 
commented that reports should not be emailed to clients. It 
was debated that these days it is common practice to email 
reports, particularly where psychologists have built trusted 
relationships with clients educated on assessment practices. 
However, ideally no report should be provided to any client 
without discussion regarding the content.

Ethical challenge 2: Confidentiality
With regard to confidentiality, most participants felt strongly 
that it is a very important ethical obligation. It was discussed 
that labour law and the policies and procedures of the 
relevant organisations should inform this aspect. In terms of 
what to do when results are being discussed out of context, 
it was suggested that documents should be password 
protected and that we ‘need to protect info’ (Focus Group 1, 
Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). Another participant suggested that a 

confidentiality clause should be added to the documents and 
managers should be educated with regard to the implications 
of their actions. 

When should assessment results be discussed? One 
participant suggested that the results of assessment should 
only be discussed after it has been integrated and finalised 
and it should only be ‘discussed in an evaluation context’ 
(Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). Several affirmed 
this and, according to one adamant participant: ‘Don’t discuss 
results or candidates prior to final decision and outside the proper 
forum’ (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). Assessment 
practitioners should not discuss results during assessment 
sessions or ‘in the corridors’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 
05 May 2010) but one participant speculated whether this 
is not possibly as a result of the culture of the organisation 
where assessments are taking place. A participant stated that 
it should be contracted beforehand who will see the results. 
Another participant said that this should ideally include the 
candidate and the sponsoring organisation’s management 
members.

‘Training and standardisation’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 
05 May 2010) was suggested to manage assessment practices 
and the dissemination of sensitive assessment results. One 
participant said to ‘pull managers back in and remind of best 
practice’ was necessary (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 
2010). Another participant mentioned that ‘professionalism 
and sensitivity should be emphasised at all levels’ and suggested 
that when results are shared illegally or irresponsibly a step 
would be to ‘discuss it with the person, if no reaction you have 
to escalate the matter to a more senior level’ (Focus Group 1, 
Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010).

Ethical challenge 3: Using people who are not 
properly trained or only partially trained
The issue of training is one that came up in many of the other 
identified topics and as such it was discussed in the different 
contexts where it was seen as appropriate. It was suggested 
that more learnerships could be introduced to advance 
training with regard to ethical assessment practices as it was 
felt that ‘competence is critical’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 
05 May 2010). 

Regarding the role that training could play, it was suggested 
that proper training ‘maintains standards, quality, control and 
best practice’ and that ideally ‘training should be ongoing’ (Focus 
Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010). One respondent 
reminded the groups that test publishers prescribe 
minimum training for their tests but suggested that as part 
of continuous professional development training should be 
‘life-long’ (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). Another 
participant emphasised the importance of ‘experience in 
relation to a [specific] test’(Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 
2010). It was suggested that recapping the purpose and 
procedures of assessment before each session and through 
regular discussion of assessment, could enhance the quality 
of the assessors and inter-rater reliability. It was suggested 
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that this could be accomplished through ‘peer review and 
feedback from expert practitioners’ (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 
Sept. 2010).
 
With regard to who should receive training it was agreed that 
all parties involved should receive some form of training. 
Several of the participants discussed that proper training 
of managers should minimise inappropriate discussion of 
results – ‘they are informed of the importance of confidentiality 
and of ethical issues’ and ‘inform manager of the severity of his 
actions’ and of ‘what legal implications are’ (Focus Group 
2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010). With proper training, the 
implications of results being taken out of context or the 
fact that it may influence subsequent assessment of the 
candidates may be eliminated. It was also felt that ‘continuous 
evaluation, quality assurance and re-registration’ should be used 
to manage the quality of assessment practitioners (Focus 
Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010). Another participant 
stated that the candidate should also be educated regarding 
confidentiality and informed of his consent to the assessment. 

Dealing with managers who feel competent to conduct 
assessments on their own proved to be a sensitive issue as 
it was acknowledged that companies devise their own tests 
for assessments. These tests and assessments may be entirely 
appropriate where, for example, specific technical skills are 
required. It was suggested that, as psychologists, we need 
to interpret the results within a behavioural context but that 
we should be ‘assertive’ and explain the ‘Health Professions 
Council of South Africa’s (HPCSA) regulations and labour law’ 
to clients (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). If unethical 
practices are taking place these should be reported to the 
labour court or HPCSA and, as consultants, one participant 
felt that ‘we should refuse to work with them’ (Focus Group 1, 
Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010).

Ethical challenge 4: Technology, language and 
culture
It was felt by participants that this is a topic warranting 
a lengthy discussion on its own merit. Technology in 
assessment provides mobility and is increasingly playing 
a role because ‘companies want to cut costs’ (Focus Group 2, 
Johannesburg, 05 May 2010). However, ‘authenticity is still 
questioned’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010) and 
there is some concern regarding whether we can be sure in 
cases where tests are taken remotely whether the intended 
candidate is indeed the one completing the assessment. One 
group of participants mentioned that assessments utilising 
technology should not be used in isolation and that the issue 
of confidentiality within this context is also very important. 
Measures should be taken to ensure confidentiality as 
there exists a ‘higher risk of breaking confidentiality’ and that 
any implementation of technological assessment should be 
‘hacker-resistant’ and password protected (Focus Group 1, 
Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010).

One participant felt that the assessment process should still 
be supervised even if technology is used. Several suggestions 

were made with regard to managing the integrity of the 
assessment process when using technology such as ‘controlling 
access to assessments’ and having a ‘verification process’ such 
as by means of individual usernames and passwords (Focus 
Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). One participant said that this 
is why she feels an assessment centre is ideal as issues can be 
contained, although this is not always a cost-efficient option 
for companies (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). It was 
mentioned that in South Africa additional issues may exist 
regarding ‘sound internet technology and band-width’ which 
could limit access to technology and the use of assessments 
in this context (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010).

One participant suggested that the ‘instructions should be clear’ 
and very thorough since the use of technology in assessments 
may imply that there is not an assessor nearby to ask if one 
does not understand (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). 
It was mentioned that ‘technical literacy’ could be an issue 
with regard to ‘lower levels’ in an organisation and could 
impact the results of an assessment (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 
16 Sept. 2010). One participant emphasised that technology 
has indeed increased efficiency but that we must ensure 
‘that candidates being assessed are not compromised because of 
unfamiliarity with technology’ (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 
Sept. 2010). He further warned that ‘over-reliance on technology 
is not enough’ and ‘without the skill and time actually using real 
observation’, the quality is reduced. ‘We are professionals who 
must enhance the interpretation of results with our professional 
skills of observing.’ (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010)

A debate ensued regarding the use of tests across different 
language groups and whether the argument that English is 
the language of business is sufficient in warranting testing 
in English. It was suggested that tests should be ‘specifically 
suited to appropriate norms’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 
05 May 2010). One participant suggested that as long as 
‘tests focus on the inherent job requirements’ and not on the 
person, testing is appropriate for any culture (Focus Group 
1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). It was suggested that a translator 
should be provided and in cases of confusion, a translator 
could help. This; however, sparked protestations regarding 
the accuracy of the translation and the control that you as 
a supervising psychologist may have over the meaning 
that a translator imparts. A participant said that it is very 
important to ‘determine the language and culture and choose the 
most suitable test and have alternatives’ when testing candidates 
from different cultural groups and languages (Focus Group 
1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). 

Ethical challenge 5: Research
One group of participants stated that research into 
assessments is important ‘to maintain science and fair and 
ethical use’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 2010). A 
participant stated that test development is an important part 
of research into assessment, as it should also ‘ensure quality’ 
(Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). Another participant 
supported this claim suggesting a responsibility on the part 
of test publishers to help with research. 
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A suggestion was made that research should be done into 
assessment practices in general in order to ‘get rid of or put 
pressure on practitioners who give industrial and organisational 
psychology a bad name’ (Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 
2010). In order to conduct ethical research, all practitioners 
should get clients to sign documentation containing ‘ethical 
guidelines summaries, purpose of assessment, [and] that they have 
the right to contact the HPCSA’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 
05 May 2010) and that this documentation must mention that 
the results can be used for research purposes. One participant 
suggested that particular areas in need of more research were 
issues related to ‘diversity [and] tests that aren’t standardised’ 
(Focus Group 1, Pretoria, 16 Sept. 2010). The conducting of 
research and capturing of data must be done in a ‘standardised, 
consistent and objective manner’ and should ‘follow well-reputed 
research methodology’ (Focus Group 2, Johannesburg, 05 May 
2010).

Discussion 

The main objective of this article was to provide insight into 
several identified ethical challenges faced by psychologists 
by utilising a novel method called ‘the town hall focus group’. 
Ethics codes cannot do our questioning and responding 
for us and do not provide easy and clear answers (Pope 
& Vasquez, 1998), and as such ethical discourse should be 
practical in order to address ethical issues and challenges in 
assessments. The discussion by the participants provided 
constructive information and in line with this, several themes 
crystallised relating to the challenges experienced, suggested 
actions to manage the challenges as well as the usefulness of a 
discussion forum. The following discussion and conclusions 
are presented based on these identified themes supported by 
the literature that contributed to the validity of the findings. 

The town hall focus group method 
The first contribution relates to the method of the research. 
After the discussion was concluded, the researchers were 
approached by several of the attendees who indicated their 
appreciation and enjoyment of the discussion. One person 
related that she had had to resign from a previous company 
where she had been repeatedly requested to commit 
unethical acts, such as to manipulate assessment results and 
other practices. Another participant stated that he felt a need 
for a forum, which meets regularly, dealing with these issues.

The purpose was to illustrate a forum where discourse 
regarding ethics could be had in a practical fashion in order 
to deal with the diversity of challenges, questions, demands 
and responsibilities experienced by psychologists. The focus 
group succeeded in this purpose and therefore makes a 
contribution to science and also had social value as a result 
of the peer support that was experienced. Traditionally, 
the objective of focus groups is to give the researcher an 
understanding of the participants’ perspective on the topic 
being discussed (Wong, 2008). It is an important finding that 
the contribution made by the study is not just to be found in 
the results but in the actual town hall focus group method 

followed. The aim of the research was to gain insight into 
several identified ethical challenges faced by psychologists as 
well as to illustrate a method that provides psychologists with 
an opportunity for ethical discourse. This forum afforded 
psychologists the opportunity to gain an understanding of 
each other’s perspective on the topic of addressing ethical 
issues and challenges in assessments.

Halcomb, Gholizadeh, Digiacomo, Phillips and Davidson 
(2007) report that the less sensitive the topic, the larger the 
group could be. Arguably the issue of ethics and ethical 
conduct is sensitive but participants commented that they 
experienced the focus group as beneficial and supportive. 
This may be due to the fact that participants were surrounded 
by fellow psychologists and practitioners, who are also 
confronted with similar ethical challenges and allowed 
for the discussion of practical experiences, which could 
contribute positively to the struggles with unique ethical 
contexts (Pope & Vasquez, 1998). The benefit lies in both the 
opportunity for, and experience of the dialogue as well as 
the actual discussions had. Having groups within groups 
allowed participants to share their insights despite the size 
of the larger group. 

The common interest of the groups resulted in like-minded 
individuals who provided a supportive environment in which 
to air ideas. According to Kitzinger (1994) the feature that 
distinguishes the focus group method is that rich descriptive 
data is generated through the group interaction and the 
town hall focus group provoked much interaction. Although 
ethical codes and guidelines exist, many psychologists felt 
that they are often still faced with challenges and feel the 
need for ethical discourse. Several participants indicated 
their appreciation and enjoyment of the forum and stated 
the need for a regular opportunity to deal with these issues. 
Their appreciation was for the opportunity for members to 
share their experiences and thus gain access to peer support, 
insight and shared resources. Safety in numbers makes some 
people more likely to consent to participate. In addition 
being with others who share similar experiences encourages 
participants to express and clarify their views. 

When group dynamics work well participants engage in 
interaction which is both complementary (such as sharing 
common experiences) and argumentative (questioning, 
challenging and disagreeing with each other) (Kitzinger, 
1994). Kitzinger describes this interaction as follows: 

[p]articipants do not just agree with each other. They also 
misunderstand one another, question one another, try to 
persuade each other of the justice of their own point of view and 
sometimes they vehemently disagree. 

(Kitzinger, 1994, p. 113)

Group members supported and/or questioned each other’s 
statements and viewpoints, both intergroup and intragroup. 
There were lively discussions and a diversity of opinions 
arose. The value gleaned from the interaction between 
members was invaluable in terms of exploring the issues 
through the experiences of the participants. Participants 
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provided an audience for each other and encouraged a 
variety of exchanges. As an example the anecdotes of 
actual experiences told much more than what people know 
theoretically. During the focus groups individual participants 
illustrated their concerns by relaying experiences in order to 
illustrate what they meant. In this sense focus groups reveal 
a dimension of understanding that often remains untouched 
by other methodologies (Kitzinger, 1994). 

There are situations such as the one described here, where the 
town hall focus group might be a very useful data collection 
strategy. It is however critical for the researcher to be aware of 
the additional burden and responsibility by virtue of the size 
of the group. A characteristic of any focus group is the pivotal 
role of the researcher in promoting group interaction and 
focusing the discussion on the topic at hand (Cameron, 2005). 
The researcher acts as moderator, drawing out the range of 
views and understandings within the group, and facilitating 
interaction and disagreement between participants. It is also 
the researcher’s role to scrutinise the data and disseminate 
the information to a larger audience. 

The importance of one ethical challenge over 
another
The individuals and groups within the town hall focus 
groups were unable to agree on the importance of one 
ethical challenge over another. This is perhaps indicative of 
the subjectivity from whence ethical challenges are viewed. 
Different ethical approaches may influence how important 
one considers an ethical challenge to be and how one balances 
law and practice to address and solve the challenge. The 
utilitarian approach states that the best ethical action is one 
that does the least harm and produces the greatest balance 
of good over harm. The rights approach proclaims that the 
best ethical action is the one that best protects and respects 
the moral rights of those affected. There is also the fairness 
or justice approach, which advocates treating all human 
beings equally or, if unequally, then fairly, based on some 
defensible standard or the common good approach where 
the preferred action is one that contributes to the general 
welfare of everyone. Lastly, the virtue approach argues for 
ethical decisions and actions that are consistent with certain 
ideals that provide for the full development of our humanity 
(Holbrook, 1994; Hursthouse, 2003; Lind, 1992; Rallapalli, 
Vitell & Barnes, 1998).

Misapplication of assessment results
Regarding the application of assessment results in 
organisations, most participants agreed that the misapplication 
of assessment results is a completely unacceptable practice 
and against the law. Regarding contracting consent and 
confidentiality, participants discussed that a contract is 
valuable in order to regulate the feedback sessions, safeguard 
the psychologist and to obtain informed consent. 

Consent and acknowledgement
In terms of consent, it is not enough to simply get an 
acknowledgement from clients. Fisher (2008a) agrees that 
it would be misleading to call an ‘acknowledgement’ a 

‘consent’. Psychologists need clients to not only acknowledge 
but also accept what the assessment will involve, as it will 
have consequences regarding confidentiality. Fisher (2008a) 
argues that it is especially important for clients to understand 
the limits that consent puts on confidentiality. The American 
Psychological Association Ethics Code (APA, 2002), for 
example, uses the term ‘confidentiality’ in two contexts 
whereby psychologists have to begin by obtaining the client’s 
informed consent (explaining the limits of confidentiality), 
and psychologists may disclose information at any time by 
obtaining the client’s appropriate consent.

Defining who the client is
The aforementioned information has implications regarding 
the weighing of the interests of the organisation against that 
of the assessment candidate. Consensus could not be reached 
in the focus group regarding who the client may be: is it the 
person being assessed or is it the organisation requesting the 
results? Shealy, Cramer and Pirelli (2008) argue that legal, 
professional, ethical and practical issues may impact the 
answer. Contractually it may be the organisation; however, 
ethically, there is an obligation to both the organisation and 
those being tested. Fisher (2009a) concludes the speculation 
regarding who the client is by stating that it is a distraction 
from more important ethical questions. By requiring 
a singular answer, the question obscures the fact that 
psychologists have ethical obligations toward every party 
in a case. Identifying the client(s) simply clarifies the nature 
of the relationships and understanding of the accompanying 
ethical obligations. Fisher (2009a) suggests that psychologists 
adopt an alternative ethical question by rather asking what 
the ethical responsibilities are to each of the parties.

Educating clients regarding assessment practice
A greatly discussed topic during the focus groups concerned 
the education of clients with regard to assessments. 
Limitations exist on psychological assessment practices 
that can affect the welfare of the client. These are problems 
that reflect the expectations of clients concerning what 
they should or could get from a psychological assessment, 
its cost and what information they should receive (Lezak, 
2002). During the focus group, it was found that participants 
feel that clients should be educated as to the purpose of 
the assessment and what it can and cannot do. Ideally the 
assessment results should be used in conjunction with other 
information, such as performance and interview data, in 
order to form a holistic view. 

Feedback
In terms of feedback, one participant suggested that the 
results of assessment should only be discussed after it has 
been integrated and finalised. According to Michaels (2006), 
the final report is often the only communication about an 
evaluation and it is powerful since it will form the basis on 
which employment decisions are made, which may have a 
life-changing impact. He further cautions that, because the 
psychological report is often given immense weight, care 
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must be taken to ensure such report is completed with due 
respect to the ethical obligations involved. Some ethical 
decisions such as the wording of reports or what data to 
include are less straightforward.

Confidentiality
Most participants felt strongly that confidentiality is a very 
important ethical obligation. Pipes, Blevins and Kluck (2008) 
illustrate the complications that can arise in discussing 
confidentiality because the term ‘consent’ is used as a catch-
all by psychologists to mean two quite different things about 
confidentiality. Firstly, consent is an acknowledgement 
of confidentiality’s limits and secondly that it means that 
the candidate being assessed consents to the disclosure of 
specific information. Pipes et al., (2008) suggested that only 
the latter should be called consent. Fisher (2008b) states 
that clients should be advised regarding the laws that limit 
confidentiality and then limit disclosure to the extent legally 
possible.

Professional training and competence
The issue of training is one that came up several times 
during the focus group discussion. The context of discussion 
varied between professional training and registration, 
competence and knowledge regarding ethical conduct. 
Several of the participants discussed that proper training 
should eliminate unethical practices such as inappropriate 
discussions of results. With proper training, the implications 
of results being taken out of context or the fact that it may 
influence subsequent assessment of the candidates may be 
eliminated. For the purposes of this discussion, the focus is 
on professional competence as well as ethical conduct, since 
both are considered to have a significant impact on clients. 

The evaluation of competence is important and in an 
evolving state eagerness to complete assessments and 
deliver results, can present a situation that hampers effective 
screening and intervention (Kaslow et al., 2007; Lichtenberg 
et al., 2007). Johnson, Elman, Forrest, Robiner, Rodolfa and 
Schaffer (2008) recommend the consideration of both formal 
(legislation) and informal (routine professional association 
gatherings) mechanisms for enhancing communication 
regarding competence. Ethics codes encourage collegiality, 
communication and cooperation among psychologists 
to facilitate a comprehensive approach to addressing 
competence problems. They further advocate increased 
cooperation with professional organisations and accrediting 
bodies to develop standardised, valid and reliable measures 
of competence. 

Fisher (2009b) argues that psychologists are responsible 
for ensuring that tasks (delegated or not) are performed 
competently. For staff members who interact with clients or 
who have access to confidential client information, technical 
competence may not suffice. Psychologists who want to 
provide the best protection for clients can offer staff training 
that encourages ethical conduct and promotes technical 
competence. It may thus be advisable to provide ethics 
training even for the client. 

Challenges regarding technology, language and 
culture
Participants felt that the topics of technology, language and 
culture, warranted a lengthy discussion on their own merit. 
Leung and Barnett (2008) state that there is a great need for 
culturally sensitive and appropriate psychological assessment 
where relevant issues include competence of administrators, 
test selection, adaptation and translation, administration, 
application and assessment result interpretation. As 
professionals it is our duty to carefully consider which 
assessments are appropriate, given the differences in clients’ 
technical ability, culture and language. Paterson and Uys 
(2005) highlight that in some cases instruments are selected 
because they offer the latest technology even though they 
may not yet be classified. Koocher (2007) discusses increasing 
patterns of delivering services over substantial distances by 
electronic means, which forces the re-evaluation of thinking 
about ethically appropriate ways to fulfil our mission of 
using psychology to advance human health and welfare. 

Conclusions
The aim of this article was to provide insight, by means 
of a town hall focus group, into several identified ethical 
challenges faced by psychologists. Insight regarding the 
complexity of the ethical issues in assessments was provided. 
More broadly, this article contributes to the understanding of 
the practice of ethics in assessments and it suggests the use of 
a particular method. 

A major contribution of this article relates to the method of 
the research. After the discussions had been concluded, the 
researchers were approached by participants who expressed 
a need for a forum that meets regularly and which deals with 
these issues. The town hall method appears to be valuable 
by providing a forum to discuss ethical challenges as 
experienced by psychologists, where members are allowed 
to share their insights and thus gain access to valuable peer 
support, insight and shared resources.

Participants mentioned additional ethical challenges for 
possible debate, and these are supported by the literature. 
Issues include using assessments that are not classified and 
thus have questionable credibility, ways to deal with undue 
influence from management and related to that, whether we 
as industrial and organisational psychologists are assertive 
enough regarding ethical assessment practices. A review 
of literature also identified insisting on job analysis before 
conducting assessments (Eurich, Krause, Cigularov & 
Thornton, 2009), the way results are communicated (Lezak, 
2002), and the format of feedback, as well as making ethical 
decisions (Reynolds, Leavitt & DeCelles, 2010; Rossouw 
& van Vuuren, 2010). The implication for practice is the 
identification of the need for more events like this town 
hall focus group where such issues could be explored and 
debated. These challenges are also identified as issues for 
future research.
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In conclusion, despite the limitations of focus group results, 
the town hall focus group method is suggested as a useful 
method to be used in research of this kind and contributes 
to the understanding of the ethical issues and challenges 
experienced in assessments. The novel method applied 
and described facilitates peer discourse regarding ethical 
challenges. This method could be replicated and applied 
in other contexts as a means of contending with ethical 
challenges within a supportive environment.
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