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Criterion Data

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Industrial/Organizational Psychology, Human Resources

Management

1. Core Definition

Criterion data refers to the empirical information acquired from organizational sources, such as

superiors, peers, or HR documented records, which is utilized for gauging and evaluating the

behavior, performance, and effectiveness of workers in an occupation or the success of an

organizational intervention. This data serves as the dependent variable in validation studies, acting

as the standard or benchmark against which selection tools or other predictor variables are

assessed. It operationalizes the abstract concept of job success, making it essential for

scientifically grounded human resources decisions, including performance appraisal, termination

(as exemplified by the statement: "Jeffrey was fired based upon the poor evaluation his criterion

data received"), training effectiveness assessment, and personnel selection validity.

2. Theoretical Foundations and Context

The concept of criterion data is central to the field of Industrial/Organizational (I/O) Psychology,

particularly within the domains of personnel selection and performance management. Historically,

I/O psychologists recognized that job performance is complex and multifaceted, necessitating

standardized measures to ensure fairness and predictive accuracy in selection systems. The

theoretical foundation distinguishes between what success ideally entails and what can actually be

measured. Establishing high-quality criterion data helps bridge the gap between the conceptual

definition of success and its operational measurement, ensuring that organizational metrics

genuinely reflect valued work behaviors and outcomes.

3. The Tripartite Model of Criteria

In academic literature, criteria are often conceptualized using a tripartite model to ensure that

researchers and practitioners capture the full scope of job success while acknowledging

measurement limitations. Understanding these distinctions is crucial for designing effective

performance measurement systems.

Conceptual Criterion: This represents the abstract, theoretical ideal definition of successful job

performance. It encompasses all facets of competence, effectiveness, and behavior relevant to the

job role, such as initiative, technical knowledge, and organizational citizenship behavior. This ideal

definition cannot be directly measured.

Ultimate Criterion: While often used interchangeably with the Conceptual Criterion, the Ultimate
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Criterion is strictly defined as the full, complete set of criteria that would theoretically define

maximal organizational success. It is acknowledged as being largely unattainable due to

measurement constraints but serves as the theoretical target that all practical measurement

attempts strive to approximate.

Actual Criterion: This constitutes the tangible, operational criterion data collected. It consists of

the specific measures chosen to represent the conceptual criterion (e.g., supervisor ratings, sales

figures, documented absenteeisms). The goal is for the actual criterion to overlap highly with the

ultimate criterion while minimizing deficiency and contamination.

4. Characteristics of Valid Criterion Data

The utility and ethical defensibility of criterion data are highly dependent upon its psychometric

quality. For data to be considered valid and reliable for organizational use, it must satisfy several

critical characteristics, ensuring that the data truly reflects competence rather than measurement

error or irrelevant factors.

Relevance (Validity): The data must be directly related to the conceptual definition of job success.

If the actual criterion fails to capture important aspects of the job, it results in criterion deficiency.

Conversely, if the data measures things unrelated to success, it risks criterion contamination.

Reliability: The measurement must be stable and consistent. If a performance metric yields wildly

different results when measured by different raters or at different times, its reliability is low, and its

utility for personnel decisions is compromised.

Freedom from Contamination: Contamination occurs when the criterion data includes factors

that are not part of the job performance definition but influence the score (e.g., using productivity

rates when different units have access to vastly different resources). Avoiding contamination is

essential for fair evaluation.

Practicality: The method of data collection must be feasible in terms of cost, time, and

administrative complexity. Highly sophisticated but impractical measures are often abandoned in

favor of more practical, even if less ideal, alternatives like standard supervisory ratings.

5. Sources and Categorization of Criterion Data

Criterion data is typically categorized based on its source and inherent measurement structure.

Both objective and subjective measures are necessary to capture the breadth of modern job roles,

which require both measurable outputs and complex interpersonal behaviors.

Objective Criteria: This category includes hard, verifiable data typically extracted from

organizational records. Examples include productivity output (e.g., number of units sold,

processing speed), employee retention rates (turnover), safety metrics (accident frequency), and

metrics such as documented absenteeisms or tardiness. While seemingly direct, even objective
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data can suffer from contamination (e.g., equipment reliability affecting output).

Subjective Criteria: This category relies on human judgment and evaluation. It most often takes

the form of performance appraisal ratings provided by supervisors, peers, or subordinates.

Methods include graphic rating scales, Behavioral Observation Scales (BOS), and Behaviorally

Anchored Rating Scales (BARS). These are critical for assessing complex behavioral criteria such

as leadership, teamwork, and customer service quality, which are difficult to quantify objectively.

6. Application in Criterion-Related Validity

The most significant application of criterion data is in establishing the criterion-related validity of

selection instruments. In this process, the organization correlates scores on a predictor (e.g., an

employment test) with subsequently collected criterion data (job performance scores). If a strong

correlation exists, the predictor is considered valid because it successfully forecasts job success.

Organizations rely on criterion data to demonstrate that their selection and hiring procedures are

not arbitrary, thereby ensuring legal compliance and improving overall workforce quality.

7. Debates and Challenges in Measurement

Despite its critical importance, the use of criterion data is subject to ongoing academic and

practical debate. A primary challenge involves mitigating criterion deficiency and contamination,

which are almost unavoidable in real-world settings. Furthermore, the increasing reliance on

subjective criterion data introduces issues of rater bias, including halo errors, central tendency

bias, and leniency errors, which can distort the true representation of performance. Finally,

researchers grapple with the concept of dynamic criteria--the idea that job performance changes

over time--meaning that criterion data collected early in an employee's tenure may not accurately

predict performance much later, requiring continuous monitoring and potentially different

measurement strategies across career stages.
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