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CRITERION DIMENSIONS

CRITERION DIMENSIONS

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Organizational and Industrial Psychology; Human Resource
Management

1. Core Definition

Criterion dimensions, within the domain of Organizational and Industrial (I/O) Psychology, refer
to the multifaceted and specific standards or components used to define and evaluate the
effectiveness of an employee's job performance. They are the operationalized measures against
which the success or failure of a selection procedure, training program, or employee behavior is
ultimately judged. Far beyond simple output metrics, these dimensions encompass the holistic
view of what constitutes successful performance in a given role, recognizing that job success is
rarely unitary. These metrics are essential for establishing validity in organizational research and
practice, serving as the benchmark for validating predictors such as cognitive tests or structured
interviews.

The development of reliable and appropriate criterion dimensions is arguably the most critical and
complex task in the entire field of personnel psychology. If the criteria themselves are flawed--
either irrelevant to the true goals of the job or measured improperly--then any resulting insights
regarding selection, promotion, or compensation will be compromised. Therefore, criterion
dimensions must be derived from rigorous job analysis, ensuring they accurately reflect the
necessary knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics (KSAOs) required for high
performance. They provide the necessary structure for performance appraisal systems, ensuring
fairness and legal defensibility in employment decisions.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The conceptualization of job performance criteria evolved significantly following the rise of 1/0
psychology during the early 20th century, particularly driven by military needs for efficient selection
during World Wars | and Il. Early approaches often focused exclusively on easily quantifiable
measures, such as production counts or sales figures, representing a simplistic, single-factor view
of performance. However, researchers quickly recognized that these objective measures often
failed to capture crucial aspects of job effectiveness, such as teamwork, initiative, or organizational
citizenship behavior.

The landmark work in criterion theory emerged in the mid-20th century, formalizing the distinction
between theoretical and actual criteria, and introducing concepts like deficiency and contamination.
This theoretical groundwork shifted the focus from merely counting outputs to understanding the
structural dimensions of performance itself. Key researchers, including E. K. Fleishman and Marvin
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D. Dunnette, emphasized that criteria should be dynamic, reflecting changes in job roles over time,
and multidimensional, acknowledging that different dimensions of performance may not correlate
highly with one another. This recognition that "success" is a construct, not a simple observation,
cemented the necessity of clearly defined criterion dimensions.

3. The Theoretical vs. Actual Criterion Distinction

A fundamental distinction in criterion theory is that between the theoretical criterion (or
conceptual criterion) and the actual criterion. The theoretical criterion represents the ideal
conceptual standard that defines successful performance--a complete and exhaustive description
of what it means to be successful in a job. Because this ideal is abstract and impossible to
measure perfectly, it serves as the theoretical target. For example, the theoretical criterion for a
manager might include maximizing organizational effectiveness, fostering positive team morale,
and demonstrating ethical leadership, all perfectly measured.

The actual criterion, conversely, consists of the specific, measurable, and observable indicators
that organizations use to stand in for the theoretical criterion. These are the proxies, such as
supervisory ratings, objective production counts, or 360-degree feedback scores. The goal of
effective criterion development is to maximize the overlap between the actual criterion and the
theoretical criterion while minimizing the inherent measurement errors. The relationship between
these two types of criteria is crucial for assessing the quality of any performance measure, leading
directly to the concepts of criterion contamination and deficiency.

4. Key Characteristics: Criterion Contamination, Deficiency, and Relevance

Three concepts are central to evaluating the effectiveness of criterion dimensions: relevance,
deficiency, and contamination. Criterion relevance is the degree to which the actual criterion
overlaps with and captures the theoretical criterion. High relevance means the dimensions
accurately measure the intended components of job success. Achieving high relevance is the
primary goal of the criterion development process, ensuring that the performance standards truly
reflect job duties.

Criterion deficiency occurs when the actual criterion fails to capture some aspects of the
theoretical criterion. If, for instance, a job requires strong teamwork and customer service, but the
actual criterion only measures individual production output, the measure is deficient. Deficiency
results in an incomplete picture of performance, often ignoring critical but harder-to-measure
aspects like organizational citizenship behaviors. This compromises the utility of the appraisal
system and may lead to invalid personnel decisions.

Criterion contamination occurs when the actual criterion includes information or variance
unrelated to the theoretical criterion. Contamination typically arises from two sources: error and
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bias. Error involves random inaccuracies in measurement (e.g., poor data collection), while bias
involves systematic error, such as a supervisor's personal feelings influencing a rating (rater bias).
If a promotion decision is based on performance criteria contaminated by nepotism or personal
favoritism, the criterion dimensions are contaminated, meaning the measure reflects factors
external to true job performance.

5. Types of Criterion Dimensions

Criterion dimensions are commonly categorized based on their nature of measurement. Objective
criteria are quantitative measures that are observable, verifiable, and generally free from human
judgment bias. Examples include output metrics (units produced, sales volume), tenure, accident
rates, and training success scores. While seemingly straightforward, objective measures can still
suffer from deficiency if they incentivize narrow behaviors (e.g., focusing only on quantity over

quality).

Conversely, subjective criteria rely on human judgment and typically involve performance ratings
provided by supervisors, peers, or subordinates. These measures are essential for assessing
complex dimensions that lack clear numerical outputs, such as leadership, communication skills, or
professional demeanor. Because subjective ratings are susceptible to various rater biases (e.g.,
halo effect, leniency/severity errors), I/0O psychologists develop sophisticated rating scales--such
as Behaviorally Anchored Rating Scales (BARS) or Mixed Standard Scales (MSS)--to improve

accuracy and inter-rater reliability.

Furthermore, criteria can be categorized temporally into proximal criteria (short-term outcomes
like immediate learning scores or speed) and distal criteria (long-term outcomes like career
success, organizational profit contribution, or retention rates). Effective performance management
systems utilize a blend of both objective and subjective, and proximal and distal dimensions to
provide a comprehensive, balanced view of employee contribution.

6. Role in Personnel Selection and Validation

The primary practical function of criterion dimensions is their role in the validation of selection
instruments. Validation studies seek to determine the relationship (correlation) between predictor
scores (e.g., test scores, interview ratings) and criterion scores (job performance measures). The
selection system is considered valid only if the predictors successfully forecast performance along
the defined criterion dimensions.

Specifically, in criterion-related validity studies, data on predictors are collected and correlated
with data derived from the criterion dimensions. For instance, an organization might test a
hypothesis that high scores on a conscientiousness personality inventory (predictor) correlate
positively with high scores on the "attention to detail" and "organizational adherence" criterion
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dimensions (actual criteria). If a strong correlation is established, the selection instrument is
validated for use in hiring. Without clear, reliable, and relevant criterion dimensions, validation
efforts are impossible, rendering the selection process legally vulnerable and scientifically
unsound.

7. Challenges in Measurement and Application

Despite their theoretical importance, applying criterion dimensions presents significant practical
challenges. One major difficulty is the dynamic nature of work. Job roles are constantly evolving
due to technological change and organizational restructuring, meaning criterion dimensions
developed through a job analysis performed three years ago may now be outdated and deficient.
Regular criterion updating is necessary but resource-intensive.

Another challenge lies in isolating individual contribution. In highly interdependent team
environments, isolating an employee's specific impact on an outcome dimension (e.g., overall team
productivity) can be extremely difficult. This necessitates the creation of criterion dimensions
focused on team performance and interpersonal effectiveness, which are inherently more
subjective and prone to measurement error. Finally, organizational resistance often hinders the
implementation of complex, multidimensional criterion systems, favoring simpler, though less
accurate, metrics.

8. Significance and Impact

Criterion dimensions are foundational to the operational effectiveness of any modern organization.
They serve as the backbone for numerous critical Human Resource Management (HRM) functions,
including performance appraisal, training needs assessment, succession planning, and

compensation administration. By defining success clearly, criterion dimensions provide employees
with clear expectations and developmental targets, fostering a culture of accountability and
continuous improvement.

Their impact extends beyond internal operational efficiency to legal compliance. In jurisdictions like
the United States, employment decisions must be demonstrably job-related and non-
discriminatory. Well-documented, valid criterion dimensions provide the empirical evidence
necessary to defend selection and promotion practices against claims of adverse impact,
reinforcing organizational fairness and mitigating legal risks associated with Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act.

9. Debates and Criticisms

A primary debate surrounding criterion dimensions involves the concept of the ultimate criterion--
the theoretical construct of total job success--and whether researchers should strive for a single,
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overall effectiveness score (a composite criterion) or analyze performance based on multiple,
independent dimensions (a multiple criterion approach). While the composite approach is favored
for administrative decisions (like deciding who gets a bonus), the multiple criterion approach is
scientifically preferred for providing diagnostic feedback and understanding the complex drivers of
performance.

Critics also point to the inherent subjectivity involved even in objective measures. For example,
absence rate (an objective criterion) can be contaminated by external factors like local weather or
public health crises. Furthermore, the focus on measurable criteria often leads organizations to
neglect vital but elusive aspects of performance, such as organizational citizenship behaviors that
benefit the company but are not formally rewarded, creating a culture where only measured tasks
are prioritized.

Further Reading

Organizational psychology (Wikipedia)

Performance appraisal (Wikipedia)

Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology (SIOP)
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