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Nonverbal Communication Tests
as Predictors of Success
in Psychology and Counseling
Samuel A. Livingston
Educational Testing Service

Six tests of nonverbal communication skills were

investigated in an attempt to improve prediction of
success for psychologists and counselors. The sub-
jects were graduate students at two different
schools; the criterion variables were faculty mem-
bers’ judgments of the students’ academic work, in-
terpersonal relations, personal characteristics, and
"predicted effectiveness" in the profession. Faculty
ratings were collected several months after students
were tested. One of the six nonverbal communication
tests predicted faculty ratings of several characteris-
tics at both schools. This test was uncorrelated with
the Graduate Record Examinations and only weak-
ly correlated with the Group Embedded Figures
Test, as were most of the other nonverbal com-
munication tests.

This project grew out of an attempt to improve
the prediction of professional success by mea-
suring skills that are not measured by tradi-
tional aptitude tests. Most traditional aptitude
tests focus on verbal and mathematical skills,
but there is another group of skills that are also
of great importance in many professions: inter-
personal skills. The first phase of this project
consisted of the selection and development of
tests that seemed promising as predictors of suc-
cess in occupations involving interpersonal
skills. The second phase consisted of a research
study to investigate the usefulness of these tests.
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Most, if not all, interpersonal activities involve
some form of communication. Communication

usually involves the use of words, but it often in-
cludes many nonverbal behaviors as well. There
are at least four important ways in which people
transmit nonverbal messages: tone of voice,
facial expression, body position, and the use of
interpersonal space. The tests investigated as
part of this project involved all of these four
channels of communication.
Communication skills can be divided into two

types: sending and receiving. In the case of non-
verbal communication, the receiving skills are
much easier to measure than the sending skills.
The encoded messages can be standardized in
the form of pictures and recordings, and the ex-
aminee’s responses can be obtained in a multi-

ple-choice format. For this reason, most existing
tests of nonverbal communication skills are tests
of receiving skills rather than of sending skills.

Method

Instruments

Four of the tests investigated in this project
had been developed previously by other re-

searchers. The Inter-Person Perception Test

(Heussenstamm & Hoepfner, 1969) is a purely
nonverbal test that focuses entirely on the face.
Each item consists of a photo of a person’s face,
followed by four photos of a second person’s
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face. The test-taker is instructed to &dquo;mark the

letter for one of the four faces on the right that is
thinking or feeling the same as the first person.&dquo;
The Test of Implied Meanings (Sundberg,

n.d.) is administered by tape recording. Each
item consists of a short sentence or portion of a
sentence, spoken in such a way as to imply more
than the words themselves indicate. The test-
taker must choose the one of four written

phrases that expresses the additional meaning
implied by the way the sentence is spoken. The
original version of this test consisted of 40 items,
all read by narrators. The version used in this
study consisted of 20 items from the original
test, plus 10 items created from tape recordings
of &dquo;natural&dquo; speech in meetings and discussion
groups.
The Profile of Nonverbal Sensitivity (PONS;

Rosenthal, Archer, DiMatteo, Koivumaki, &

Rogers, 1974; Rosenthal, Hall, DiMatteo,
Rogers, & Archer, 1979) consists of items

formed from a videotape recording of a young
woman, simply and neatly dressed, role-playing
a common situation. Each item consists of a 2-
second excerpt from the videotape and two brief
written descriptive phrases. The test-taker must
choose the phrase that correctly describes what
the woman is doing (e.g., &dquo;expressing grati-
tude&dquo;). The original PONS consists of 220 items
presented in movie form. Some of the items use
only the picture; some use only the soundtrack;
some use both. The version used in this study
consisted of two 40-item tests. One test (PONS-
audio) is administered by audiotape recording.
Each audio item is based on a 2-second frag-
ment of the audio recording, with the words
made unintelligible. The second test (PONS-
visual) is based on still photographs made from
the PONS videotape.
Two additional tests were developed for this

project. Both these tests are based on photo-
graphs, but the photos in these tests all show

situations involving two or more persons. The
Photo Sequence Comprehension Test is similar
to a reading comprehension test in format. How-
ever, instead of reading a paragraph, the test-

taker looks at a sequence of 10 or 12 photo-
graphs. Each sequence of photos is followed by
four multiple-choice questions about the ac-

tions, thoughts, and feelings of the people pic-
tured.

The Photo Classification Test is an entirely
nonverbal test made up of five problems. Each
problem consists of nine photos showing the
same two or three people in the same setting. On
the left page are six photos, classified into two
criterion groups labeled A and B. On the right
page are three more photos. The test-taker’s
task is to classify each of these three additional
photos as belonging with Group A or Group B.
The test-taker is not told the basis for the classi-
fication but must infer it by looking at the

photos in Groups A and B. In fact, the classifi-
cation is based on the feelings expressed by the
people in the pictures. Other aspects of the
situation are varied in ways that do not con-

sistently distinguish between Group A and

Group B.
In addition to the nonverbal communication

tests, the students participating in the study
took the Group Embedded Figures Test (Olt-
man, Raskin, & Witkin, 1971). This test is made
up of problems that require the test-taker
to locate a simple geometric figure that is em-
bedded in a complex geometric pattern. The test
consists of a practice set of seven problems, fol-
lowed by two separately timed sets of nine prob-
lems each.

Subjects and Data Collection

The subjects for the study were students in
graduate programs in psychology and counsel-
ing at two different institutions. School 1 is a

graduate school located at a major state univer-
sity, with doctoral programs in clinical psy-

chology and in school psychology. School 2 is a
small college that has a master’s degree program
in academic counseling. Participation at both
schools was voluntary, and the students were not
paid.
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The tests were administered to groups ranging
in size from 7 to approximately 30 students. The
investigator began by asking the students to
read a description of the research study and to
sign a statement of informed consent. The de-
scription of the research study described the
tests as being &dquo;based on pictures and sound re-
cordings&dquo; and &dquo;intended to measure skiils that
are not measured by conventional academic ap-
titude tests.&dquo; The first test administered was the

Group Embedded Figures Test. It was followed
by the Photo Classification Test, the Test of Im-
plied Meanings, the Photo Sequence Compre-
hension Test, the PONS-audio, the PONS-

visual, and the Inter-Person Perception Test, in
that order.

Criterion

The criterion measure for the study was a
faculty rating form. The form called for the
faculty member to rate the student in each of
several categories: academic work; interper-

, sonal relations with peers, faculty, and clients;
, several personal qualities (clarity, discretion, en-
r thusiasm, initiative, organization, poise, respon-

sibility, sensitivity, tact, warmth); and &dquo;pre-
dicted effectiveness&dquo; as a psychologist or coun-
selor. Faculty members were asked to rate only
those students that they felt they knew well
enough to rate meaningfully. Faculty ratings
were obtained for 66 students at School 1 and 40
students at School 2. The number of faculty
members rating each student at School 1 varied
from 1 to 12. At School 2 each student was rated

by two faculty members. The time interval be-
tween a student’s testing session and the collec-
tion of faculty ratings for that student varied
from 9 to 21 months. None of the faculty mem-
bers at either school had access to any informa-
tion about the students’ performance on the
tests.

Because the students were not all rated by the
same faculty members, the effects of the raters’
differing standards had to be removed from the
criterion data. This step was accomplished by a

statistical regression procedure that assumes
that each individual rating of a student by a
teacher can be expressed as the sum of a stu-
dent-quality parameter, a teacher-leniency pa-
rameter, and a random variable. In mathemati-
cal notation, let x,, represent the rating of stu-
dent i by teacher j. Then

where

a, is the student-quality parameter for
student i ;

b, is the teacher-leniency parameter for
teacher j ;

and e,, is the remainder, assumed to be the
result of random variation.

The a, parameter is the average of the ratings
that student i would have received if all students
had been rated by all teachers. The regression
procedure estimates this parameter for each stu-
dent. The procedure was performed separately
for the two schools and separately for each vari-
able on the rating form. The estimated student-
quality parameters (the a, in the model) were
then used as criterion measures. Wherever the
term &dquo;faculty ratings&dquo; appears in this report, it
refers to these estimated student-quality pa-
rameters.

Results

The interrater reliability of the faculty ratings
was higher at School 2, where it ranged from .47
to .78. At School 1, it ranged from .25 to .52
(though it was over .40 for most of the variables
rated). The differences in reliability were re- .

flected in the correlations between the tests and
the faculty ratings, which were also higher at
School 2 than at School 1.
Table 1 presents the correlations between the

test scores and the faculty ratings. Of the six
nonverbal communication tests, the best predic-
tor of the faculty ratings was the Photo Classi-
fication Test. Its correlation with &dquo;predicted ef-
fectiveness&dquo; was .24 at School 1 and .26 at
School 2. It was also the best predictor of most
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of the other variables rated. The PONS-visual

and, to a lesser extent, the Test of Implied
Meanings predicted several of the ratings effec-
tively at School 2 but not at School 1. The other
tests were generally ineffective as predictors of
the faculty ratings.
One important practical question about these

tests is whether they provide information that is
not provided by commonly used academic apti-
tude and achievement tests such as the Gradu-
ate Record Examinations (GRE). The lower the
correlation between these tests and the GRE, the
more useful the tests will be at schools that now
use the GRE or other academic ability measures
to select students. At School 1, scores were avail-
able for 42 students on the GRE verbal and

quantitative tests and for 48 students on the
GRE advanced test in psychology. The Photo
Classification Test, which was the best predictor
of the faculty ratings, correlated essentially zero
with all three GRE scores (.05, -.05, and .06).
The PONS-visual correlated negatively with the
GRE scores (-.05, -.22, and -.15). Only the
Test of Implied Meanings showed substantial
positive correlations with GRE scores (.33 with
verbal, .37 with quantitative). No correlations
were computed for School 2, where only 8 stu-
dents had taken the GRE.

Discussion

Why was the Photo Classification Test the
only one of the nonverbal communication tests
to predict faculty ratings at both schools? At
least two important features distinguish this test
from the other tests used in the study. First, the
test-taker’s task is considerably more complex.
Instead of simply choosing one picture or de-
scriptive phrase from two or four options pre-
sented, the test-taker must look at six highly
similar photos that have been classified into two
groups and determine the basis for the classifi-
cation. Only then can the test-taker correctly
classify the remaining three photos. Second,
several features of the photos that had nothing
to do with nonverbal communication were

varied, but not in ways that would permit the

test-taker to distinguish the Group A photos
from the Group B photos on that basis.
An analysis of subscores from the Photo Clas-

sification Test provides some evidence for the
importance of these irrelevant features in the
photos. Two of the five problems were especially
good predictors of the faculty ratings. In each of
these problems (and not in the other three), one
of the irrelevant features that was deliberately
varied occupies a prominent and conspicuous
place in the photos. This fact suggests that the
effectiveness of the test may be in identifying
persons who can perceive and interpret non-
verbal messages in the presence of distracting
stimuli.

Although the Photo Classification Test
showed positive correlations with most of the
faculty ratings at one or both of the two schools,
it predicted some of the ratings much better
than others. Despite its very low correlations
with GRE scores, it seems to have been most ef-
fective at predicting &dquo;academic work,&dquo; &dquo;clar-

ity,&dquo; &dquo;initiative,&dquo; &dquo;organization,&dquo; and &dquo;pre-
dicted effectiveness.&dquo; It seems to have been least
effective at predicting &dquo;tact,&dquo; &dquo;warmth,&dquo; and
interpersonal relations with persons other than
faculty. This pattern of results suggests that the
test may function as an indicator of the extent to
which the test-taker is inclined and able to view

interpersonal situations analytically. (The test
does not seem to be simply a test of general
analytic ability; its correlations with the Group
Embedded Figures Test and the GRE were quite
low.)
The pattern of correlations between the Group

Embedded Figures Test and the faculty ratings
at School 2 reflects the pattern that would be ex-
pected on the basis of the theory of field-de-
pendence (Witkin, Moore, Goodenough, & Cox,
1977). High scorers on this test tended to be rat-
ed higher in academic work, &dquo;clarity,&dquo; and &dquo;or-

ganization&dquo; than low scorers but lower in &dquo;sensi-
tivity,&dquo; &dquo;warmth,&dquo; and interpersonal relations
with peers. Witkin et al. (1977) stated that
&dquo;there has not been a real check on the expected
relation between field dependence and better
performance in educational domains where a so-
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cial orientation is emphasized.&dquo; The results of
this study suggest that the nature of this rela-
tionship will depend heavily on how &dquo;better per-
formance&dquo; is defined. If it is defined in terms of
academic work, the field-independent students,
who score high on Embedded Figures, are likely
to do better than the field-dependent students.
If it is defined in terms of such personal char-
acteristics as &dquo;enthusiasm,&dquo; &dquo;sensitivity,&dquo; and
&dquo;warmth,&dquo; however, the field-dependent stu-

dents are likely to do better.
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