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Executive Summary
This whitepaper presents the scientific foundation underlying Behavioral Essentials’ E3 
Behavioral Assessment methodology. The assessment is grounded in Henry Murray’s 
needs press theory (1938) and operationalized from the Adjective Check List (ACL), an 
instrument with over six decades of published psychometric research. Together, these 
foundations provide a theoretically rigorous and empirically supported framework for 
understanding human behavior in organizational contexts.  

The central argument of this paper is that assessments grounded in needs-press theory 
offer a fundamentally different and more actionable lens than personality-only models. 
Where trait based instruments describe who someone is across contexts, a needs-press 
framework captures how someone is likely to behave within a specific environment. This 
distinction is not merely theoretical. It has direct implications for hiring accuracy, team 
composition, leadership development, and organizational culture alignment.  

The paper establishes four categories of evidence: (1) the theoretical foundation in 
interactionist psychology, (2) the psychometric properties of the ACL as documented 
in peer-reviewed research, (3) the applied methodology by which Behavioral Essentials 
translates these foundations into organizational practice, and (4) the growing body of 
applied evidence from over 300,000 completed E3 assessments and 100 organizational 
benchmarks. We articulate what can be confidently claimed, where the evidentiary record 
is still developing, and what distinguishes this approach from competing instruments in 
the market.  
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The Problem with 
Personality-Only 
Models
The dominant paradigm in organizational 
assessment over the past three decades has been 
traitbased personality measurement. Instruments 
built on the Five Factor Model (FFM)—
commonly known as the Big Five: Openness, 
Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, 
and Neuroticism—have become the default 
framework for hiring, development, 
and team-building in enterprise organizations. 
These instruments benefit from substantial 
research support and broad familiarity among 
HR professionals.  

However, trait models carry a fundamental 
limitation that is often under-appreciated in 
applied settings: they describe stable individual 
dispositions abstracted from context. A trait 
score tells you that a person is, for example, high 
in conscientiousness. What it does not tell you 
is how that conscientiousness will manifest in a 
specific organizational culture, team dynamic, or 
role structure. The same high-conscientiousness 
individual may be a meticulous, high-performing 
contributor in a process-oriented environment 
and a frustrated, inflexible bottleneck in a 
fastmoving startup that rewards improvisation. 

THE LIMITATIONS OF PERSONALITY MODELS

This limitation was identified as early as the 1960s by Walter 
Mischel, whose situationist critique challenged the predictive 
utility of broad trait constructs (Mischel, 1968). Mischel’s research 
demonstrated that cross-situational consistency in behavior 
was far lower than trait theorists assumed. In many studies, trait 
measures accounted for less than 10% of behavioral variance, 
a finding that became known as the “personality coefficient” of 
approximately .30.  

The subsequent decades produced what personality 
psychologists now call the interactionist synthesis: behavior is 
best understood as the product of the interaction between person 
characteristics and situational demands (Endler & Magnusson, 
1976; Pervin, 1989). Neither the person nor the situation alone 
is sufficient to predict behavior. The interaction between what 
the individual brings and what the environment demands is the 
explanatory unit that captures the most variance.  

This interactionist position is now the mainstream view in 
personality and organizational psychology. Yet the instruments 
most widely used in enterprise hiring and development remain 
predominantly trait-based. They measure the person, not the 
person-in-context. This creates a practical gap: organizations 
receive assessment outputs that describe stable dispositions but 
lack the theoretical architecture to predict how those dispositions 
will express themselves in the specific behavioral environments 
where work actually happens.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICE

The consequences of this gap are observable in common 
organizational outcomes. Individuals who appear well-matched 
on personality dimensions may nevertheless struggle in 
environments that fail to activate or satisfy their core behavioral 
needs. High turnover in otherwise well screened hires, team 
conflicts between individuals who share similar trait profiles, and 
leadership derailment in new organizational contexts all reflect 
the same underlying problem: trait scores alone do not account 
for the behavioral dynamics of person-environment fit.  

What is needed is an assessment framework that is not merely 
dispositional but interactional; one that captures both what the 
individual brings and what the environment demands, and makes 
the fit between them the primary unit of analysis. This is precisely 
the framework that needs-press theory provides.



Needs-Press Theory: 
A Behavior-in-Context Framework  

Henry Murray’s needs-press theory, first 
articulated in Explorations in Personality 
(1938), represents one of the foundational 
contributions to modern personality 
and motivational psychology. Murray’s 
central innovation was the insistence that 
human behavior cannot be understood by 
examining the individual in isolation. 
 
Behavior, Murray argued, is always the 
product of the dynamic interaction 
between internal motivational states 
and environmental conditions. This 
interactionist premise, radical in the 
1930s, has since been validated by 
decades of empirical research and is now 
considered the mainstream position in 
personality psychology.

  BEHAVIORAL ESSENTIALS

  4



  BEHAVIORAL ESSENTIALS

  5

Needs-Press Theory: 
A Behavior-in-Context Framework  

THEMA 
 
Murray’s third construct, the thema, represents the combined unit 
of analysis: a recurring needpress pairing that characterizes an 
individual’s behavioral patterns across their life. A thema captures 
the pattern of “this type of person, in this type of environment, 
tends to behave in this way.” Themas are not static labels; they 
are dynamic, conditional predictions. They activate when the 
relevant environmental press is present and remain latent when 
it is not.  

The thema is the construct that gives needs-press theory its 
predictive power in organizational contexts. Rather than offering 
a flat description of who someone is, a thematic analysis predicts 
how someone will behave when specific environmental conditions 
are present. This conditionality—behavior as a function of person-
environment interaction, not person alone—is precisely what 
trait-only models lack.  

PRESS

Press refers to the environmental side of the behavioral equation: 
the demands, opportunities, and constraints that the external 
situation presents. Murray made a critical distinction between two 
types of environmental press:   

The alpha-beta distinction is particularly important for 
organizational applications. Two individuals in the same role, 
on the same team, reporting to the same manager, may 
experience fundamentally different environmental press 
depending on their respective need profiles. An individual with 
a high need for autonomy will perceive micromanagement as 
threatening and constraining. An individual with a high need for 
order may perceive the same management style as reassuring 
and structuring. The objective environment is identical; the 
experienced environment, and therefore the behavioral 
response, differs.  

•	 Alpha press: the objective characteristics of the environment 
as they actually exist. This includes structural features 
of a role, team composition, organizational hierarchy, 
performance expectations, and physical working conditions.  

•	 Beta press: the environment as perceived and interpreted by 
the individual. Beta press is filtered through the individual’s 
motivational lens. Their needs sensitize them to particular 
features of the environment while rendering others invisible.  

NEEDS 
 
In Murray’s framework, needs are internal motivational forces 
that orient the individual toward particular kinds of satisfaction. 
A need creates psychological tension, and behavior is the 
organism’s attempt to resolve that tension. Murray identified 
approximately 20 fundamental needs, including the need for 
achievement (n Ach), the need for dominance (n Dom), the need 
for affiliation (n Aff), the need for autonomy (n Aut), the need for 
order (n Ord), and others.  

Unlike traits, which describe what a person is, needs describe 
what a person requires from their environment in order to 
function effectively and experience satisfaction.  

This distinction has significant practical implications. A trait label 
such as “extraverted” describes a stable disposition. A need 
profile that identifies high needs for affiliation and exhibition 
but low need for dominance describes a specific motivational 
configuration that predicts the kinds of environments in which 
the individual will be energized, effective, and likely to remain—
and the kinds in which they will disengage, underperform, 
or leave.  

Core 
Constructs 

NEEDS PRESS

THEMA
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Needs-Press Theory: 
The Core Distinction Against 
Trait Models

This has direct implications for the kind of organizational 
questions each framework can answer. A trait-based assessment 
can answer: “Is this person generally conscientious, or generally 
dominant?” A needs-press grounded assessment can answer: 
“What does this person need from their environment to 
perform well, and what kinds of environments will suppress 
their performance?” The second question is both more specific 
and more actionable because in organizational contexts, the 
environment is the variable leaders can actually modify.  

The distinction between needs-press theory and 
trait-based models can be stated precisely.
Trait models treat behavior as a stable property 
of the person: present regardless of context, 
predictable from disposition alone.
Needs-press theory treats behavior as 
conditional: the product of what the individual 
brings and what the environment demands.
The person matters. So does the situation.  



The Adjective Check List: Instrument 
and Psychometric Foundation  

Behavioral Essentials’ E3 Behavioral 
Assessment is derived from the Adjective 
Check List (ACL). 
 
The ACL, developed by Harrison G. Gough 
and Alfred B. Heilbrun Jr. and published 
in its definitive form in the ACL Manual 
(1983), is one of the most extensively 
researched and widely used instruments 
in personality and behavioral assessment.  
 
The ACL consists of 300 adjectives; 
respondents indicate which adjectives 
they consider to be self-descriptive. This 
format produces a multi-scale behavioral 
profile that captures the complexity of 
self-presentation across multiple 
dimensions simultaneously.  
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The Adjective Check List: Instrument 
and Psychometric Foundation  

The ACL’s adjective-based, dichotomous response format 
(endorsed or not endorsed) offers several methodological 
advantages over Likert-scale personality inventories:  

•	 Reduced cognitive load. Respondents make simple yes/
no judgments about whether an adjective describes them, 
rather than parsing abstract statements and selecting from a 
multi-point scale. This produces faster administration times 
and reduces response fatigue.  

•	 Behavioral specificity. Adjectives describe observable 
behavioral tendencies rather than abstract psychological 
constructs. “Dominant,” “cooperative,” “organized,” and 
“impulsive” are behaviorally concrete in a way that items 
like “I am someone who tends to be organized” are not. 
This behavioral grounding aligns naturally with needs-press 
theory’s emphasis on behavioral expression in context.  

•	 Reduced self-report bias. The dichotomous format is 
less susceptible to central tendency bias, acquiescence 
bias, and social desirability distortion than Likert scales, 
where respondents frequently cluster around midpoints or 
endpoints.  

•	 Multi-scale profiling. Because the ACL generates scores 
across multiple scales simultaneously—including Murray’s 
need scales, topical scales, and validity scales—a single 
administration produces a rich, multi-dimensional 
behavioral profile rather than a score on a single continuum.  

The E3 Behavioral Assessment and its application in 
organizational contexts are consistent with the psychometric 
standards articulated by the following authoritative bodies:  

•	 American Psychological Association (APA) — Standards for 
Educational and Psychological Testing (2014). The E3 meets 
the APA’s standards for evidence of reliability, construct 
validity, and documentation of intended and unintended 
uses.  

•	 Society for Industrial-Organizational Psychology (SIOP) 
— Principles for the Validation and Use of Personnel 
Selection Procedures (2018). The E3’s multi-scale structure 
and available validity evidence are consistent with SIOP’s 
principles for the responsible use of assessments in 
employment contexts.  

•	 Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) — 
Uniform Guidelines on Employee Selection Procedures 
(1978). The E3’s behavioral item content, which does not 
reference demographic characteristics, protected class 
status, or culturally specific knowledge, is consistent with 
EEOC requirements for non-discriminatory selection 
instruments.  

•	 International Test Commission (ITC) — Guidelines for Test 
Use (2013). The E3’s administration and interpretation 
procedures meet the ITC’s standards for responsible test 
use in applied settings. 

Methodological Advantages 
of the Adjective Format

Alignment with 
Professional Standards
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The Adjective Check List: Instrument 
and Psychometric Foundation  

RELIABILITY

The ACL has demonstrated acceptable to strong 
reliability across multiple assessment paradigms:  

•	 Internal consistency. Coefficient alpha values for ACL 
need scales have been reported in the range of .56 to .88, 
with most scales exceeding .70 (Gough & Heilbrun, 1983). 
These values are consistent with expectations for 
multi-item personality scales and are comparable to 
or exceed those reported for widely used instruments 
such as the NEO-PIR and the CPI.  

•	 Test-retest reliability. Test-retest correlations over 
intervals of several weeks to several months have been 
reported in the range of .60 to .87 for the primary need 
scales (Gough & Heilbrun, 1983). These values indicate 
that the ACL captures stable individual differences that 
persist across measurement occasions, a prerequisite 
for any instrument used in personnel selection.  

Importantly, the ACL’s self-report format eliminates a category 
of measurement error that observer-rated instruments must 
contend with: inter-rater reliability. Because the respondent 
is the sole rater, there is no variance attributable to 
disagreement between raters. This is a meaningful practical 
advantage in organizational assessment where rater training 
and calibration are often inconsistent.

CONSTRUCT VALIDITY

Construct validity evidence for the ACL is extensive and spans 
multiple forms:  

•	 Convergent validity. ACL scales have demonstrated 
significant positive correlations with theoretically related 
constructs measured by independent instruments. 
For example, ACL dominance need scores correlate 
positively with CPI Dominance and with observer-rated 
assertiveness; ACL achievement need scores correlate with 
CPI Achievement via Independence and with objective 
performance measures (Gough & Heilbrun, 1983).  

•	 Discriminant validity. ACL scales have shown appropriately 
low or near-zero correlations with theoretically unrelated 
constructs, supporting the interpretation that each scale 
measures a distinct behavioral dimension rather than a 
single underlying factor.  

•	 Factor structure. Factor analytic studies of the ACL have 
consistently identified interpretable factor solutions that 
align with Murray’s theoretical need taxonomy, providing 
structural evidence that the instrument captures the 
constructs it purports to measure (Gough & Heilbrun, 1983; 
Piedmont, McCrae, & Costa, 1991).  

CRITERION-RELATED VALIDITY  

The ACL has accumulated criterion-related validity evidence 
across a range of applied contexts, including:  

•	 Prediction of leadership emergence and effectiveness, 
supported by the broader literature on adjective-based 
behavioral assessment instruments with overlapping 
theoretical foundations (Gough & Heilbrun, 1983)  

•	 Prediction of academic persistence and differentiation 
between college completers and dropouts based on ACL 
need profiles (Heilbrun, 1966)  

•	 Correlation with academic and professional performance 
outcomes (Gough & Heilbrun, 1983)  

•	 Correlation with clinical assessment outcomes and 
differentiation between diagnostic groups in therapeutic 
settings (Gough & Heilbrun, 1983)  

This body of evidence establishes that the ACL, and therefore the 
E3 Behavioral Assessment, is not merely a reliable instrument 
but one whose scores relate to meaningful external criteria in the 
manner predicted by the underlying theory.

Psychometric 
Properties



From Theory to Application: 
The E3 Behavioral Assessment  
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Behavioral Essentials’ methodology 
translates the theoretical framework of 
needs-press theory and the psychometric 
architecture of the ACL into a practical 
organizational tool. 
 
The E3 Behavioral Assessment does not 
modify the ACL’s core instrument; rather, 
it applies the ACL within a theoretically 
grounded interpretive framework that is 
specifically designed for organizational 
use cases including hiring, team 
composition, leadership development, 
and culture alignment.  
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From Theory to Application: 
The E3 Behavioral Assessment    

The E3 Behavioral Assessment produces a multi-scale behavioral 
profile based on the respondent’s self-selected adjectives. Rather 
than reducing an individual to a position on a small number of 
broad personality factors, the assessment captures a granular 
profile across Murray’s need dimensions. This means, for 
example, that two individuals who would both be categorized as 
“extraverted” on a Big Five instrument may produce meaningfully 
different profiles on the E3 Behavioral Assessment—one 
characterized by high needs for exhibition and affiliation (a 
natural networker and public presenter), and the other by high 
needs for dominance and autonomy (a competitive, independent 
operator who happens to be socially fluent).  

This level of behavioral specificity is a direct consequence of 
the ACL’s multi-scale architecture and needs-press theory’s 
emphasis on the pattern of needs rather than any single 
dimension. The E3 Behavioral Assessment does not ask “how 
extraverted is this person?” It asks “what specific behavioral 
needs does this person bring, and in what configurations?”  

A distinctive feature of the E3 Behavioral Assessment is its 
emphasis on within-person profiling. Rather than comparing 
an individual’s scores to a normative population (“this person 
is more dominant than 75% of the general population”), the 
assessment examines the relative configuration of need 
scores within the individual (“for this person, dominance and 
achievement needs are substantially higher than affiliation and 
deference needs”).  

This within-person approach is theoretically grounded in 
needs-press theory’s emphasis on the individual’s motivational 
configuration as the driver of behavior. It is the internal tension 
and alignment between needs, not their absolute magnitude 
relative to others, that predicts how the individual will respond 
to environmental press. An individual whose dominance and 
deference scores are both elevated is navigating a different 
motivational landscape than an individual with high dominance 
and low deference, even if both score identically on dominance 
in normative terms. 

The practical output of the E3 Behavioral Assessment 
assessment is designed to answer the question that 
organizational leaders actually need answered: How will this 
specific person behave in our specific environment? This is 
achieved through the combination of the individual’s need profile 
with the benchmarked behavioral demands of the role, team, 
or organizational culture they are entering. This process that 
operationalizes the needs-press fit concept is described in detail 
in the following section.  

The same E3 Behavioral Assessment also powers Behavioral 
Essentials’ Blindspotting Assessment. The Blindspotting 
Assessment was designed for leadership development 
application, mapping behavioral patterns to leadership 
blindspots. The instrument is identical, but the interpret lens and 
mapping is different.   

The Blindspotting framework is drawn from Marty Dubin’s 
Blindspotting book and SelfAwareness Sphere; built from 
decades of work with high perming leaders. It organizes six 
blindspot areas into concentric layers: behavior and identity at 
the surface (most visible, most changeable), traits, emotions, 
and intellect in the middle layer, and motives at the core (most 
hidden, hardest to shift). The power of the model is that the outer 
layers are the outward expression of the inner ones — so even 
when core motives are difficult to change, awareness of how they 
surface in behavior creates a pathway for adjustment.   

Because the Blindspotting assessment uses the same validated 
instrument as the E3 Behavioral Assessment, it inherits the full 
psychometric foundations described above. The difference is in 
the weights and combinations of each scale mapped to each 
Blindspot category. Thus, there is also a difference in application. 
As opposed to the E3 Behavioral Assessment where the goal is 
to assess person-environment fit, the Blindspotting Assessment 
surfaces behavioral patterns that leaders are least likely to see in 
themselves, giving them actionable targets for development.   

What the E3 Behavioral Assessment Measures  

Within-Person Profiling

From Assessment to Actionable Insight  

Adaptations to the Blindspotting Assessment  



Behavioral Benchmarking as 
Applied Criterion Validity: 
The Needs-Press Fit Argument  
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Behavioral Essentials’ benchmarking 
methodology represents the operational 
translation of needs-press theory into 
organizational practice. 
 
A benchmark defines the behavioral 
press profile of a specific role, team, 
or organizational environment: what 
behavioral needs does this context 
activate, satisfy, and demand? 
 
When a candidate’s or employee’s 
need profile is compared against the 
benchmark, the resulting analysis is a 
direct operationalization of Murray’s 
needs-press fit concept.  
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Behavioral Benchmarking as 
Applied Criterion Validity: 
The Needs-Press Fit Argument  

The benchmarking process begins with a structured analysis of 
the target environment—the role requirements, team dynamics, 
managerial style, and organizational culture. This analysis 
identifies the behavioral press of the environment: what kinds 
of behavioral expression are required, rewarded, tolerated, and 
suppressed. The resulting benchmark is not a personality wish 
list, but a theoretically grounded description of the environmental 
demands that successful incumbents must navigate.  

When an individual’s E3 assessment profile is compared against 
the benchmark, the analysis identifies areas of alignment (where 
the individual’s needs match the environmental press), areas of 
potential friction (where the individual’s needs are not satisfied 
or are actively frustrated by the environment), and areas of 
developmental opportunity (where the gap between needs and 
press is manageable but requires conscious adaptation).  

This fit analysis produces qualitatively different information than 
a trait-based assessment. Rather than telling an organization 
“this person is conscientious,” benchmarking tells them “this 
person’s behavioral needs align with the specific demands of this 
role in the following ways, and diverge in the following ways.” That 
specificity transforms the assessment output from a description 
into a prediction, and predictions are what drive organizational 
decision-making. 

The Logic of 
Behavioral 
Benchmarking  
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Behavioral Benchmarking as 
Applied Criterion Validity: 
The Needs-Press Fit Argument  

In psychometric terms, the relationship between benchmark 
fit and organizational outcomes constitutes criterion validity 
evidence. The benchmark represents the theoretical prediction: 
individuals whose need profiles match the environmental 
press should perform better, be more engaged, and be more 
likely to remain in the role. The organizational outcomes (e.g., 
performance ratings, retention data, engagement scores, 
promotion rates) are the criteria against which the prediction is 
tested.  

Behavioral Essentials has developed over 100 benchmarks across 
a diverse range of roles, industries, and organizational contexts, 
and has administered over 300,000 assessments over the 
past two decades. This body of applied experience provides a 
substantial foundation of applied evidence, though it is important 
to characterize this evidence precisely:  

•	 What can be claimed: The benchmarking methodology is 
grounded in a theoretically defensible framework (needs-
press theory), operationalized through a psychometrically 
validated instrument (the ACL), and has been applied at 
scale across a wide range of organizational contexts with 
consistent client-reported satisfaction and perceived 
accuracy.  

•	 What is being developed: Formal criterion validity studies 
linking benchmark fit scores to specific, measurable 
organizational outcomes such as retention rates, 
performance ratings, and promotion trajectories. Preliminary 
analyses of benchmark fit and employee retention have 
shown promising results and represent the next stage of the 
evidentiary development program.  

This distinction between established and developing evidence 
is important. The theoretical and psychometric foundations are 
well-established through decades of published research. The 
applied criterion validity evidence specific to the E3 Behavioral 
Assessment implementation is growing and promising, and the 
company is actively investing in the systematic collection and 
analysis of outcome data to strengthen this body of evidence.  

One approach to strengthening the criterion validity case is the 
examination of dose-response relationships between benchmark 
fit and outcomes. If individuals who match the benchmark on 
more dimensions show proportionally better outcomes than 
those who match on fewer dimensions, this gradient effect 
is substantially more difficult to explain through confounding 
variables alone (e.g., life circumstance, market circumstances, 
etc). Preliminary data from Behavioral Essentials’ client 
engagements is consistent with this pattern, and formalized 
analysis of this relationship is a priority in the company’s ongoing 
research agenda.  

Behavioral Benchmarking 
as Criterion Validity Evidence

Dose-Response Evidence
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The following core claims are defensible 
based on the current state of theoretical, 
psychometric, and applied evidence. 
 
They are stated precisely to distinguish 
between what has been established 
through published research, what is 
supported by applied experience, 
and what represents the direction of 
ongoing investigation.  

What We Can Confidently Claim



What We Can Confidently Claim
THEORETICAL FOUNDATION  

Claim 1 
The E3 Behavioral Assessment is grounded in Henry Murray’s 
needs-press theory (1938), a foundational framework in 
personality and motivational psychology that has been validated 
by over eight decades of subsequent research.  

Claim 2 
Needs-press theory provides a behavioral-in-context framework 
that captures the interaction between individual motivational 
states and environmental demands. This is a theoretically 
richer and more predictive model than personality-trait-only 
approaches.  

PSYCHOMETRIC FOUNDATION  

Claim 3 
The E3 Behavioral Assessment is operationalized through the 
Adjective Check List (ACL), an instrument with over 60 years 
of published psychometric research demonstrating acceptable 
to strong reliability (internal consistency and test-retest) and 
extensive construct validity evidence (convergent, discriminant, 
and factorial).  

Claim 4 
The ACL has accumulated criterion-related validity evidence 
across organizational, military, academic, and clinical domains, 
establishing that its scores predict meaningful real-world 
outcomes consistent with the underlying theory.  

APPLIED METHODOLOGY  

Claim 5 
Behavioral Essentials’ benchmarking methodology 
operationalizes the needspress fit concept, producing 
assessments of person-environment compatibility that are 
theoretically grounded, behaviorally specific, and actionable for 
organizational decisionmaking.  

Claim 6 
The E3 Behavioral Assessment multi-scale, within-person 
profiling provides greater behavioral specificity than broad-factor 
trait instruments, enabling differentiation between individuals 
who would appear similar on trait-based measures.  

APPLIED EVIDENCE  

Claim 7 
Over 300,000 assessments and 100 benchmarks have been 
completed across diverse organizational contexts over 20 years 
of applied practice, demonstrating the methodology’s scalability 
and real-world applicability.  

Claim 8 
Preliminary analysis of benchmark fit and employee retention 
is consistent with the theoretical prediction that needs-press 
alignment predicts organizational outcomes. Formal criterion 
validity studies are in development to systematize and strengthen 
this evidence base.  

COMPLIANCE AND STANDARDS  

Claim 9 
The assessment methodology is consistent with the 
psychometric and ethical standards articulated by the APA, 
SIOP, EEOC, and ITC for the responsible use of assessments 
in organizational contexts.
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Competitive Differentiation  

Trait-based instruments describe stable individual dispositions 
averaged across contexts. They answer the question “what is this 
person generally like?” and offer broad predictive utility. Their 
limitation is context-insensitivity: the same trait score is assumed 
to apply regardless of the environment. The E3 Behavioral 
Assessment needs-press grounding addresses this by making 
the person-environment interaction the unit of analysis, not the 
person alone.

The behavioral assessment market includes several well-
established instruments, each with strengths and limitations. 
Understanding how Behavioral Essentials’ approach differs from 
prominent competitors clarifies the unique value proposition for 
organizational clients.  

Instruments like the Predictive Index measure behavioral drives 
(dominance, extraversion, patience, formality) and produce 
within-person profiles. This is methodologically similar to the E3 
Behavioral Assessment. However, PI’s public-facing scientific 
documentation does not articulate an underlying theoretical 
framework explaining why those specific drives matter or how 
they interact with environmental demands. The four-factor model 
is empirically derived but theoretically underspecified. Behavioral 
Essentials’ advantage is the explicit theoretical grounding in 
needs-press theory, which provides a principled explanation for 
why behavioral fit predicts performance and what mechanisms 
drive the relationship.  

Strengths-based instruments focus on identifying what 
individuals do well and channeling development accordingly. 
This is a valuable developmental lens, but it is fundamentally 
a maineffect model as it identifies strengths abstracted from 
context. A strength in one environment may be a liability in 
another. Behavioral Essentials’ approach captures this context-
sensitivity by assessing not just what the person brings but how 
that configuration interacts with the demands of the specific 
environment.  

Trait-Based Instruments 
(e.g., Big Five Inventories, CPI)

Behavioral Drive Instruments 
(e.g., Predictive Index)  

Strengths-Based Instruments 
(e.g., CliftonStrengths)   



Conclusion and Future Directions 
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The E3 Behavioral Assessment rests on a scientific foundation 
that is both historically deep and practically relevant. 
 
Needs-press theory provides a theoretically rigorous framework 
for understanding behavior as a function of person-environment 
interaction. The ACL provides a psychometrically validated 
instrument with over six decades of reliability and validity 
evidence. And Behavioral Essentials’ benchmarking methodology 
provides the applied architecture that translates these 
foundations into actionable organizational insights.   

The evidence base for this approach spans three levels. At the 
theoretical level, the interactionist position is the mainstream 
consensus in personality psychology and the needs-press 
framework is its most fully articulated expression. At the 
instrument level, the ACL’s psychometric properties are well-
documented in published research. At the applied level, the 
company’s 20year track record of successful implementation 
provides a substantial body of practice-based evidence, and the 
formalization of criterion validity research is actively underway.  

Behavioral Essentials is committed to the continued development 
of its evidence base. Current and planned research initiatives 
include:  

•	 Formalized criterion validity studies linking benchmark fit 
to measurable organizational outcomes including retention, 
performance ratings, and promotion rates  

•	 Longitudinal analyses examining the stability of benchmark 
fit predictions over multiyear time horizons  

•	 Dose-response analyses examining whether the degree of 
benchmark fit predicts proportional differences in outcomes



Conclusion and Future Directions 
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The goal is not merely to demonstrate that 
the assessment works, but to demonstrate 
precisely how and why it works, building an 
evidence base that is transparent, rigorous, 
and worthy of the scientific foundation on 
which the methodology rests.  
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