
IntroductIon                                                                

Psychologists occasionally receive requests that observ-
ers be allowed to witness or record the administration 
of  a psychological evaluation. An evaluation is broadly 
defined as a standardized or non-standardized obser-
vation, interview, or test. An evaluation may occur in 
any number of  clinical, educational, employment, and 
forensic contexts. For example, attorneys may desire 
to obtain additional information about the processes 
contributing to the formation of  an expert psycho-
logical opinion. Examinees may attempt to condition 
their participation in an evaluation upon the presence 
of  a trusted friend or relative. Professors and supervi-
sors may seek to provide qualified students or trainees 
with an in vivo demonstration of  advanced evaluation 
techniques. Hence, the observer may be a psychologist 
or trainee and, in such cases, all the same issues and 
concerns apply. The styling of  and motivation behind 
requests to observe psychological assessment and test-

ing are as varied and multifaceted as the purposes, 
settings, and conduct of  the assessments themselves.

The primary purpose of  this Statement is to provide 
psychologists with information to assist them in (a) 
reaching a conclusion concerning the appropriateness 
of  observation of  psychological evaluations, (b) con-
veying the scientific and professional bases for such a 
conclusion, and (c) identifying options in light of  such 
a conclusion, with sensitivity to the particular source 
and substance of  a request for observation and the 
specific nature and circumstances of  the assessment in 
question. A secondary purpose is to inform and edu-
cate nonpsychologists regarding these issues and the 
consequences of  such observations.

Psychologists need to be aware of  relevant ethics code 
provisions regarding uses of  assessment to facilitate 
valid results (see Section 9 of  the APA Ethics Code). 
Psychologists enhance the validity of  evaluation results 
by adhering to standardized procedures (when the 
techniques they use outline standardized administra-
tion procedures) and by developing and sustaining 
rapport with the examinee. In most testing manuals, 
standardized procedures and recommended practices 
for developing and sustaining rapport specify that only 
the psychologist and the examinee are present in the 
assessment setting. However, in some cases, the pres-
ence of  a third party may help develop and sustain 
rapport in order to facilitate validity. Examples of  such 
cases include the use of  sign or voice language inter-
preters, an assistant or aide to support physical acces-
sibility, or the inclusion of  a caregiver for an examinee 
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whose ability to perform may be significantly impaired 
when the examinee is separated from the caregiver. 
Another example is the case of  an immigrant from a 
substantially different culture who may not feel com-
fortable with one-on-one testing. In addition, the ques-
tion of  an observer may be introduced by psychologists 
in an effort to address questions of  the validity of  the 
assessment process. Specifically, if  the validity of  the 
evaluation may be compromised without a third party 
observer, the psychologist may want to consider re-
questing that a third party observer be present (e.g., a 
parent). In all of  these situations, the psychologist may 
want to take steps (discussed later) to ensure that the 
presence of  the third party facilitates or affects mini-
mally the validity and fairness of  the assessment.

Assessment Issues                                                             

The use of  uniform, standardized evaluation proce-
dures is one of  the fundamental canons upon which 
psychological assessment and testing is founded 
(American Educational Research Association, Ameri-
can Psychological Association, & National Council on 
Measurement in Education [AERA, APA, NCME], 
1999). Failure to adhere to requisite data gathering 
procedures may compromise the validity of  inferences 
made from these observations (cf. Anastasi & Urbina, 
1997; Sattler, 2001, 2006). Research in social psychol-
ogy demonstrates that individuals’ behavior frequently 
changes in the presence of  a third party (e.g., Chek-
roun & Brauer, 2002). Therefore, there is substantial 
reason to suspect that the inclusion of  a third party in 
an assessment may influence the examinee’s behavior.

The effects of  observation upon an examinee’s test 
performance may vary as a function of  the identity of  
the observer, the purpose of  observation, the manner 
of  observation, the assessment instruments involved, 
the examinee’s sensitivity to observation, and many 
other factors. Because psychological assessment pro-
cedures and tests typically are not standardized using 
scores obtained in the presence of  third party observ-
ers, observation or surveillance may violate the condi-
tions of  standardization. Moreover, negative effects 
of  observation on test performance may impair the 
validity of  routine test interpretation strategies (e.g., 
Binder & Johnson-Greene, 1995; Isaacs & Chen, 1990; 

Kehrer, Sanchez, Habif, Rosenbaum, & Townes, 2000; 
Lynch, 2005; Lynch & McCaffrey, 2004; McCaffrey, 
Fisher, Gold, & Lynch, 1996; McSweeny et al., 1998; 
Masling, 1960; Sattler & Theye, 1967). Recent stud-
ies of  neuropsychological evaluations indicate that the 
presence of  observers increases performance errors 
and false positives on the measures used (Constanti-
nou, Ashendorf, & McCaffrey, 2006; Gavett, Lynch, 
& McCaffrey, 2006; Lynch, 2005). One neuropsycho-
logical study suggests that negative effects may occur 
even in cases where the psychologist requests, and the 
examinee consents to, observation—such as when a 
clinical supervisor observes a supervisee conducting an 
assessment (Yantz & McCaffrey, 2005).
 
Because some examinees may be less likely to share 
personal information if  they believe that others are 
observing or could observe their actual statements or 
behavior (e.g., Sattler, 1998), the validity of  nonstan-
dardized or non-test assessment procedures, such as 
interviews or observations, may also be affected by the 
perceived or actual presence of  a third party. For ex-
ample, one study suggests that interviews conducted in 
the presence of  a third party may elicit qualitatively or 
quantitatively different (though not necessarily invalid) 
responses than those conducted in the absence of  a 
third party (Podmore, Chaney, & Golder, 1975). 

Psychologists may also want to consider carefully the 
issues involved in recording evaluations for observation 
by third parties not present during the testing. Exam-
inees who are aware that their assessment is being re-
corded, either in audio only or in combined audio and 
video, may also alter their assessment behavior (Con-
stantinou, Ashendorf, & McCaffrey, 2005). Although 
surreptitious observation and recording (in which the 
examinee is unaware of  the observation) may mini-
mize the examinee’s reactivity to observation, surrep-
titious surveillance may also raise ethical (e.g., APA, 
2002; AERA, APA, NCME, 1999) and legal issues 
regarding the psychologist’s obligation to disclose to 
the examinee the fact that the session is being observed 
or recorded and the identity of  individuals who may 
have access to the observation or recording. 

With regard to test security and potential misuse of  
tests, the cautions that apply in allowing observation 
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or recording of  test administrations by unqualified 
individuals are essentially the same as those that have 
been presented in reference to the disclosure of  test 
data (cf. American Academy of  Clinical Neuropsy-
chology, 2001; Committee on Legal Issues, 2006; 
Committee on Psychological Tests and Assessment, 
1996a, 1996b; National Academy of  Neuropsychology, 
2000a, 2000b). These sources indicate that by creating 
a retrievable record of  test items and responses and 
by making this record available to nonpsychologists, 
the security of  test materials and the copyright may be 
compromised. Information contained in that record 
may also be subject to misuse. For example, observ-
ers who learn the specific item content of  psycho-
logical tests could potentially use this information to 
“coach” or otherwise prepare subsequent clients (Cato, 
Brewster, Ryan, & Giuliano, 2002; Rosen, 1995; Victor 
& Abeles, 2004; Youngjohn, 1995). 

Given that validity and test security may be compro-
mised when third parties are allowed to observe or 
otherwise survey the process of  test administration, 
some have proffered specific recommendations against 
allowing third party observation (e.g., American Acad-
emy of  Clinical Neuropsychology, 2001; Anastasi & 
Urbina, 1997, p. 13; Duff  & Fisher, in press; National 
Academy of  Neuropsychology Policy and Planning 
Committee, 2000a; Sattler, 1988, p. 109; Wechsler, 
1997a, p. 29; Wechsler, 1997b, p. 30). However, other 
research also indicates that in some situations failure 
to include a third party may undermine the validity of  
assessment results. These situations are guided by the 
principle of  ensuring access to the assessment setting 
for the examinee. There are important differences 
between access skills (i.e., skills and capabilities needed 
to comprehend and respond to the assessment) and 
target skills (i.e., the skills and capabilities that are the 
focus of  the assessment). Barriers posed when examin-
ees do not have prerequisite access skills (e.g., linguistic 
comprehension and expression, the physical ability to 
see or physically access materials, the emotional secu-
rity needed to engage in cognitive processes) should 
be either removed or controlled as best as possible, 
while concurrently retaining the target skills demanded 
in the assessment. In some cases, access is facilitated 
through physical changes to the assessment environ-
ment (e.g., wheelchair accessible furniture, use of  large 

print materials). In other cases, access is facilitated by 
a third party (e.g., voice or sign language interpreters, 
physical assistants, and caregivers to reduce anxiety). 
Psychologists may initiate a request to include a third 
party when, in their judgment, such inclusion would 
reduce barriers posed by access skills without altering 
the target skills demanded in the assessment. 

PotentIAl oPtIons                                                            

In those situations in which psychologists are faced 
with requests for observation or participation of  a 
third party, they may wish to consider one or more of  
the following options, when such options are both ethi-
cal and practical in the context of  the particular assess-
ment in question: 

1.  Conduct the Evaluation in the Presence of  a Third 
Party Observer 

In some instances, the psychologist may conclude 
that the assessment can be conducted with an 
observer in a way that would neither impair the 
validity or fairness of  the evaluation and findings, 
nor raise ethical or legal problems. When a request 
for such an assessment is accepted, it may be ap-
propriate to consider ways to minimize the impact 
of  observation on the validity and fairness of  the 
evaluation. Such steps include, but are not limited 
to, seating the observer behind the examinee and 
ensuring the observer consents to not speaking or 
otherwise influencing the examinee during the as-
sessment. In cases in which the psychologist decides 
that participation of  a third party in a role other 
than observing will facilitate the validity and fairness 
of  the assessment, the psychologist may work with 
that party to ensure that their participation facili-
tates and does not undermine or impair the assess-
ment. It may be useful for the psychologist to inform 
the examinee that the results of  the evaluation may 
be altered by the process when seeking the exam-
inee’s consent to be observed and to document this 
potential limitation in the report. 
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2. Minimize the Intrusion Afforded by Observation

If  third parties request to observe or record an 
evaluation session, the psychologist may request that 
the observation occur in the least intrusive fashion 
reasonably available (e.g., through a one-way mirror 
as opposed to the actual presence of  the observer 
in the testing room). For example, if  the assessment 
and/or test administration is to be recorded, an 
audio recording may be less intrusive than a video 
recording. When recordings are made, the psycholo-
gist may want to take steps to limit the availability 
of  such recordings to individuals not immediately 
involved with the evaluation. For example, for evalu-
ations that take place in the context of  litigation, a 
protective order from the judge may be obtained, 
obligating all parties to maintain test security and 
to destroy the recordings at the conclusion of  legal 
proceedings. In forensic or other legally indicated 
contexts, psychologists may wish to document and 
assist in clarifying the reasons for which observation 
was ultimately permitted. 

Provisions for the safekeeping, maintenance, and 
proper disposal of  such records may be addressed 
via consultation with existing sources of  scientific 
and professional guidance (e.g., COLI, 2006; Com-
mittee on Professional Practice & Standards, 1993; 
CPTA, 1996). Alternative approaches should take 
into account measures to avoid compromising the 
validity or fairness of  the assessment.

3.  Utilize Assessment Measures Less Affected  
by Observation 

If  observation is to occur, the employment of  assess-
ment measures less affected by observation may be 
appropriate. Observation of  these alternative assess-
ment approaches may be less intrusive to examinees. 
The purpose of  choosing alternative instruments 
and/or methods is to help decrease the potential 
reduction of  reliability and validity of  the evalua-
tion. However, there may be no psychometrically 
equivalent test instrument or procedure that pro-
vides the same quality of  data, which may obviate 
these alternatives.

4.  Recommend That the Request for Observation  
be Withdrawn

Psychologists may decide to inform the requesting 
party of  the potentially deleterious influence of  
third parties upon a particular evaluation situation. 
If  the request comes from an attorney or a court of  
law—perhaps even in the form of  a court order—
psychologists may file an affidavit with the court, 
or serve as a resource for an attorney seeking to file 
such an affidavit, to inform the court of  the reasons 
why observation may be inadvisable. Under some 
circumstances, the request for inserting a third party 
into the assessment may be withdrawn. In some 
cases, judges have ruled in favor of  following a strict 
evaluation and test administration protocol, specify-
ing the exclusion of  third parties (see McCaffrey et 
al., 1996). 

5.  Decline to Perform the Assessment Under 
Observation 

If  psychologists are unable to resolve observation 
issues to their satisfaction (e.g., a third party observer 
is requested to be present, but the psychologist has 
concluded that such presence could affect the valid-
ity and fairness of  the evaluation), the psychologist 
may decide to decline to conduct the assessment 
even if  such observations are required by law. They 
may choose to cite in this regard the possibility that 
the validity of  certain assessment procedures would 
be compromised by the presence of  the third party 
observer.

documentIng observAtIon  
And thIrd PArty PArtIcIPAtIon                                       

Psychological assessments where a psychologist permits 
observation by, or participation of, a third party, need 
to document the observation by the third party. The 
provisions of  Standard 9.06 of  the APA Ethical Principles 
and Code of  Conduct may be relevant. Standard 9.06 
provides as follows: 

When interpreting assessment results, including auto-
mated interpretations, psychologists take into account 
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the purpose of  the assessment as well as the various 
test factors, test-taking abilities, and other character-
istics of  the person being assessed such as situational, 
personal, linguistic, and cultural differences, that might 
affect psychologists’ judgments or reduce the accuracy 
of  their interpretations. They indicate any significant 
limitations of  their interpretations.

conclusIon                                                                        

This Statement on Third Party Observers in Psycho-
logical Testing and Assessment is intended to be infor-
mational, rather than prescriptive. The inclusion of  a 
third party in psychological evaluations raises complex 
and sometimes paradoxical issues. Inclusion of  a third 
party in the assessment and testing process may af-
fect validity of  an evaluation or threaten test security 
and copyright. However, a third party may facilitate 
validity and fairness of  the evaluation or be required 
by law. Options to address the request for external 
observation include, but are not limited to (1) conduct-
ing the evaluation in the presence of  an observer, (2) 
minimizing the intrusion afforded by observation, (3) 
utilizing assessment measures that are less affected by 
observation, (4) recommending that the request for a 
third party be withdrawn, and (5) declining to perform 
the assessment under observation. Psychologists will 
need to exercise their own professional judgment in 
choosing the appropriate course of  action. Regard-
less of  reasons for such a request (e.g., forensic case, 
supervision of  a trainee, etc.) and/or option(s) chosen, 
further empirical studies are needed to address the 
multifaceted situations that psychologists may face with 
third party participants. The overall goal of  any situa-
tion surrounding the formal psychological evaluation 
of  an individual is to maximize the assessment condi-
tions to complete the most valid and fair evaluation in 
order to obtain the best data possible.
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