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UNDERSTANDING
THE FLANAGAN
INDUSTRIAL TEST:
A COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE

In the complex world of
i n d u s t r i a l  a n d
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
p s y c h o l o g y ,  f e w
assessment tools have
garnered  as  much
attention  over  the
d e c a d e s  a s  t h e
Flanagan  Industrial
Test. Whether you are
an  HR  professional
s e e k i n g  r e l i a b l e
methods for personnel
selection,  a  career
counselor  guiding
clients toward suitable

occupations,  or  simply
someone interested in
the  science  behind
workplace  evaluations,
the Flanagan Industrial
Test  offers  a
fascinating window into
how  aptitude  testing
has  evo lved.  Th is
art ic le  prov ides  a
thorough exploration of
the  test,  its  origins,
structure,  applications,
a n d  e n d u r i n g
relevance  in  modern
human  resources.

THE ORIGINS AND
HISTORY OF THE
FLANAGAN
INDUSTRIAL TEST

The Flanagan Industrial
Test, often abbreviated
as FIT, was developed

https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/


2

2 Flanagan Industrial Test 2022-08-17

b y  t h e  r e n o w n e d
American  psychologist
John  C .  F lanagan.
Flanagan  is  perhaps
best  known  for  his
pioneering  work  in
aviation  psychology
during  World  War  II
and  for  creating  the
c r i t i c a l  i n c i d e n t
technique,  a  method
still widely used in job
a n a l y s i s  a n d
p e r f o r m a n c e
evaluation  today.  His
d e e p  i n t e r e s t  i n
measur ing  human
abilities  in  practical,
real-world contexts led
him to develop a series
o f  a p t i t u d e
assessments that could
predict performance in
specific  occupational
roles.
Flanagan's  work  was
rooted  in  the  belief
t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l
intelligence tests were
too  genera l  t o  be
useful  for  predicting
success  in  particular

jobs.  He  argued  that
different  roles
demanded  different
c o m b i n a t i o n s  o f
c o g n i t i v e  a n d
perceptual  abilities.
This insight drove him
to create a battery of
tests that could isolate
specific aptitudes, such
a s  m e c h a n i c a l
comprehension, spatial
v isual izat ion,  and
clerical  speed.  The
Flanagan  Industrial
Test emerged from this
philosophy,  designed
to  provide  employers
w i t h  g r a n u l a r ,
actionable  data  about
a candidate's strengths
and weaknesses.
T h e  t e s t  g a i n e d
significant  traction  in
the  mid-20th  century,
a  period  when  large-
scale  manufacturing
a n d  i n d u s t r i a l
en te rp r i ses  were
expanding  rapidly.
Companies  needed
efficient,  standardized
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ways  to  sort  through
l a r g e  p o o l s  o f
a p p l i c a n t s  f o r
assembly  line  work,
technical positions, and
supervisory  roles.  The
Flanagan  Industrial
Test  fit  this  need
perfectly,  offering  a
structured approach to
matching  people  with
j o b s  b a s e d  o n
measurable aptitudes.

KEY COMPONENTS
AND STRUCTURE
OF THE FLANAGAN
INDUSTRIAL TEST

The Flanagan Industrial
Test  is  not  a  single,
monolithic  assessment
b u t  r a t h e r  a
comprehensive battery
o f  subtes ts .  Each
subtest is  designed to
evaluate  a  distinct
aptitude area relevant
to  i ndus t r i a l  and
technical  occupations.
Understanding  these
c o m p o n e n t s  i s
essential  for  anyone

who  administers  or
interprets  the  test.

1. Verbal
Compreh
ension
This subtest assesses a
candidate's  ability  to
understand  and  use
written language.  It  is
n o t  s i m p l y  a
vocabulary  test;  it
measures how well an
individual  can  grasp
t h e  m e a n i n g  o f
passages ,  f o l l ow
written  instructions,
and  communicate
ideas  clearly.  This
c o m p o n e n t  i s
particularly relevant for
ro les  that  require
read ing  manua ls ,
writ ing  reports,  or
interpreting  complex
documents.
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2.
Numerica

l Ability
M a t h e m a t i c a l
r e a s o n i n g  i s  a
cornerstone  of  many
t e c h n i c a l  a n d
supervisory  positions.
The  numerical  ability
portion of the Flanagan
I n d u s t r i a l  T e s t
evaluates a candidate's
capacity  to  perform
b a s i c  a r i t h m e t i c
operations, understand
n u m e r i c a l
relationships, and solve
quantitative  problems.
Th i s  goes  beyond
simple  calculation  to
include the application
of  numerical  concepts
in practical scenarios.

3.
Mechanic
al
Compreh
ension
This is arguably one of
the  most  distinctive
components  of  the
Flanagan  Industrial
Test.  It  measures  a
c a n d i d a t e ' s
understanding of basic
mechanical  principles,
such as levers, pulleys,
gears ,  and  s imple
machines.  The  test
presents diagrams and
real-world  mechanical
situations,  asking  the
test-taker  to  predict
outcomes  or  identify
f u n c t i o n a l
relationships.  This
subtest  is  invaluable
f o r  s e l e c t i n g
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c a n d i d a t e s  f o r
maintenance  roles,
technician  positions,
and  manufacturing
jobs.

4. Spatial
Visualizat
ion
The ability to mentally
m a n i p u l a t e  t w o -
dimensional and three-
dimensional  objects  is
critical in fields such as
drafting,  design,  and
eng ineer ing .  The
spatial  visualization
subtest of the Flanagan
Industrial Test presents
items that require the
test-taker  to  imagine
how shapes look when
rotated,  folded,  or
a s s e m b l e d .  T h i s
cognit ive  ski l l  is  a
strong  predictor  of
success  in  technical
and  creative  trades.

5. Clerical
Speed
and
Accuracy
For roles involving data
entry,  record  keeping,
or  admin is t rat ive
support,  speed  and
p r e c i s i o n  a r e
p a r a m o u n t .  T h i s
subtest measures how
quickly and accurately
a  c a n d i d a t e  c a n
compare  numbers,
names, or codes. It is a
straightforward  yet
powerful indicator of a
person's  abi l i ty  to
handle  repet i t ive
detail-oriented  tasks
without  making  errors.

6.
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Reasonin
g and
Problem

Solving
Higher-order thinking is
assessed  through  a
s e r i e s  o f  l o g i c a l
reasoning items. These
questions  require  the
test-taker  to  identify
p a t t e r n s ,  d r a w
inferences,  and  solve
abstract problems. This
c o m p o n e n t  i s
especially  relevant  for
s u p e r v i s o r y  a n d
management  positions
where  ana l y t i ca l
th inking  is  a  dai ly
requirement.

HOW THE
FLANAGAN
INDUSTRIAL TEST
IS ADMINISTERED

AND SCORED

Tradi t ional ly ,  the
Flanagan  Industrial
Test was administered
in  a  paper-and-pencil
format, often in group
se t t i ngs  w i th in  a
company's  training
facility  or  a  testing
center.  Today,  many
organizations  have
transitioned  to  digital
versions  of  the  test,
which  offer  greater
flexibility  and  faster
scoring.  Regardless  of
the format, the test is
typically  time-limited,
wi th  each  subtest
having  a  specific  time
allowance  to  ensure
that  both  speed  and
power are measured.
Scoring  the  Flanagan
Industrial Test involves
c o m p a r i n g  t h e
candidate's raw scores
o n  e a c h  s u b t e s t
against  established
norms.  These  norms
are derived from large
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samples of  workers  in
various  industries  and
provide  percenti le
rankings. For example,
a candidate scoring in
the 80th percentile on
m e c h a n i c a l
comprehension  would
be  considered  highly
proficient  in  that  area
relative to the general
working population or a
specific  occupational
group.
It is important to note
that the test does not
yield  a  single  overall
score .  Ins tead ,  i t
produces  a  profile  of
scores  across  the
different  aptitudes.
This  profile  is  what
makes  the  Flanagan
Industr ia l  Test  so
v a l u a b l e  f o r  j o b
matching. A candidate
m a y  h a v e  s t r o n g
spatial and mechanical
abilities  but  weaker
c l e r i c a l  s k i l l s ,
suggesting  suitability
for  a  technical  role

r a t h e r  t h a n  a n
administrative  one.

APPLICATIONS IN
PERSONNEL
SELECTION AND
CAREER
DEVELOPMENT

T h e  p r i m a r y
appl icat ion  of  the
Flanagan  Industrial
Test  has  always  been
in personnel selection.
Employers use the test
to  identify  candidates
w h o  p o s s e s s  t h e
specific  aptitudes
r e q u i r e d  f o r  a
particular  role.  For
i n s t a n c e ,  a
m a n u f a c t u r i n g
company  hiring  for  a
machine  operator
p o s i t i o n  m i g h t
prioritize  candidates
with high scores on the
m e c h a n i c a l
comprehension  and
spatial  visualization
subtests.  A  logistics
firm  looking  for  a
warehouse  supervisor
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m i g h t  w e i g h t
numerical  ability  and
r e a s o n i n g  m o r e
heavily.
Beyond  initial  hiring,
the Flanagan Industrial
Test  is  also  used  for
internal  promotions
a n d  c a r e e r
development.  Existing
employees  can  take
the  test  to  identify
areas of  strength that
may be underutilized in
their current roles. This
informat ion  helps
organizations  plan
career  paths,  create
targeted  t ra in ing
programs,  and  ensure
that talent is deployed
effectively.  For
example,  a  clerical
worker  who  scores
exceptionally  high  on
m e c h a n i c a l
comprehension  might
be  encouraged  to
pursue  a  technical
apprenticeship  or  a
supervisory  role  in
production.

Career  counselors  and
v o c a t i o n a l
psychologists  also  find
the Flanagan Industrial
Test  usefu l .  When
w o r k i n g  w i t h
individuals  who  are
undecided  about  their
career  paths,  the  test
provides objective data
about  their  natural
aptitudes. This can be
a powerful complement
to  interest  inventories
a n d  p e r s o n a l i t y
assessments.  A  client
who discovers through
the test that they have
strong  spatial  and
numerical  aptitudes
m i g h t  b e  g u i d e d
toward  fields  like
a r c h i t e c t u r e ,
engineering,  or  trades
such as electrical work
or carpentry.

STRENGTHS AND
LIMITATIONS OF
THE FLANAGAN
INDUSTRIAL TEST

Like  any  assessment
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tool ,  the  Flanagan
Industrial Test has both
s t r e n g t h s  a n d
limitations  that  users
must  consider.

Strengths
Focused on
specific
aptitudes:
Unlike broad
intelligence
tests, the
Flanagan
Industrial Test
provides
detailed,
granular
information
about multiple
distinct abilities.
This makes it
highly tailored
for job matching.
Strong
predictive
validity for
technical roles:
Decades of
research have
shown that the

test is a reliable
predictor of
performance in
many industrial,
mechanical, and
technical
occupations.
Standardized
norms: The test
is well-
researched and
normed on large,
diverse
populations,
ensuring that
scores are
interpretable in a
meaningful
context.
Practical and
time-efficient:
The battery can
be completed in
a reasonable
amount of time,
making it
feasible for use
in busy hiring
environments.
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Limitation
s

Limited scope:
The test
measures
cognitive and
perceptual
aptitudes but
does not assess
personality traits,
motivation, or
interpersonal
skills. It should
be used as part
of a
comprehensive
assessment
process, not as
the sole basis for
hiring decisions.
Potential for
cultural bias:
Like many
standardized
tests, the
Flanagan
Industrial Test
may be
influenced by

cultural and
educational
background.
Employers must
be careful to
apply the test
equitably and
consider
potential adverse
impact.
Declining
relevance in
some sectors:
As the economy
shifts toward
knowledge-based
and service-
oriented roles,
the test's
emphasis on
mechanical and
clerical aptitudes
may be less
relevant for
some modern
positions.
Requires
trained
interpretation:
The test must be
administered and
interpreted by
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qualified
professionals to
ensure accurate
and ethical use.

MODERN
RELEVANCE AND
ADAPTATION

In  today 's  rap id ly
evolving  workplace,
the Flanagan Industrial
Test  remains relevant,
though  its  role  has
s h i f t e d .  M a n y
organizations  now use
it as one component of
a  broader  assessment
strategy  that  includes
behavioral  interviews,
personality inventories,
and  job  simulations.
T h e  r i s e  o f  p r e -
employment  testing
platforms has made it
easier to integrate the
Flanagan  Industrial
Test  into  a  d ig i ta l
hiring  workflow,
allowing  for  seamless
administration, scoring,
and data analysis.

M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
underlying principles of
the  test  continue  to
i n f o r m  m o d e r n
aptitude  assessments.
The  idea  that  different
jobs  require  different
c o m b i n a t i o n s  o f
abilities  is  now widely
accepted  in  industrial
psychology.  Many
contemporary  test
batter ies,  such  as
those  offered  by  major
assessment  providers,
have  been  influenced
by  Flanagan's  work.
The Flanagan Industrial
Test  itself  has  been
updated over the years
to  reflect  changes  in
the  nature  of  work,
t h o u g h  i t s  c o r e
structure  remains
largely  intact.
It  is also worth noting
that the test has found
a  niche  in  vocational
rehabi l i tat ion  and
career  counseling  for
individuals  who  are
exploring  non-college
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career paths. In an era
that  often  emphasizes
four-year  degrees,  the
Flanagan  Industrial
T e s t  p r o v i d e s  a
v a l u a b l e  t o o l  f o r
identifying  aptitude-
based  careers  in  the
skilled  trades,  which
are increasingly in high
demand.

BEST PRACTICES
FOR USING THE
FLANAGAN
INDUSTRIAL TEST

For  organizations  and
professionals  who
choose  to  use  the
Flanagan  Industrial
Test,  following  best
practices is essential to
maximize its value and
e n s u r e  e t h i c a l
application.
First,  always  use  the
test in conjunction with
other  assessment
methods.  No  single
test  can  capture  the
full  complexity  of  a

candidate's  potential.
C o m b i n i n g  t h e
Flanagan  Industrial
Test  with  structured
in te rv i ews ,  wo rk
samples, and reference
checks  provides  a
more  holistic  view.
Second,  ensure  that
t h e  t e s t  i s
administered  under
s t a n d a r d i z e d
conditions.  Whether in
person  or  online,  all
candidates  should
experience  the  same
testing  environment
and  t ime  l imi ts  to
maintain  fairness.
Third,  conduct  regular
val idity  studies  to
confirm that the test is
p r e d i c t i n g  j o b
p e r f o r m a n c e
accurately  within  your
specific  organizational
context.  Norms  from
the  test  manual  may
not  perfectly  reflect
your  workforce,  so
local  val idat ion  is
recommended.  Finally,
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c o m m u n i c a t e
transparently  with
candidates  about  the
purpose of the test and
how the results will be
used. This builds trust
and reduces anxiety.

CONCLUSION

The Flanagan Industrial
T e s t  s t a n d s  a s  a
significant  milestone in
the history of industrial
and  organizational
psychology. Developed
by the visionary John C.
Flanagan, it introduced
a nuanced approach to
aptitude  testing  that
focused  on  specific,
job-relevant  abilities
rather  than  a  single
m e a s u r e  o f
i n t e l l i g e n c e .  I t s
structured  battery  of
subtests,  covering
a r e a s  s u c h  a s
m e c h a n i c a l
comprehension, spatial
visualization, numerical
ability,  and  clerical

speed,  prov ides  a
detailed  profile  of  a
candidate's  strengths
and weaknesses. While
the test is not without
i t s  l im i ta t ions ,  i t
remains a valuable tool
for personnel selection,
career  development,
a n d  v o c a t i o n a l
guidance.  When  used
responsibly  and  in
combination with other
assessment  methods,
the Flanagan Industrial
T e s t  c a n  h e l p
organizations  make
s m a r t e r  h i r i n g
decisions  and  help
individuals  find  career
paths  that  align  with
their natural aptitudes.
In a world of work that
continues  to  change,
the  f ounda t i ona l
principles  behind  this
test  remind  us  of  the
enduring importance of
matching  people  to
roles  where  they  can
truly thrive.


