
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

VALIDITY CRITERION

Authored by

mohammad looti

October 19, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). VALIDITY CRITERION. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved

from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53089

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53089
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53089
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


VALIDITY CRITERION 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

VALIDITY CRITERION

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychometrics, Research Methodology, Industrial and

Organizational (I/O) Psychology, Statistics

1. Core Definition

A validity criterion is an external, objective standard used to determine the accuracy or utility of a

measuring instrument, often referred to as the predictor or test. In the field of psychometrics, the

criterion serves as the gold standard--the trait, behavior, or outcome that the assessment tool (e.g.,

a psychological test, an employment interview, or a survey measure) is designed to predict or

measure concurrently. The criterion must be independent of the instrument being validated,

meaning it is an exterior standard utilized to identify the characteristic that a tool is claimed to

gauge, and subsequently utilized to approximate the validity of that gauging tool. The fundamental

purpose of establishing a validity criterion is to provide empirical evidence that the scores derived

from the measuring instrument are systematically related to actual, observable outcomes or

established reference measures.

The concept is central to establishing criterion-related validity, which is one of the primary forms

of evidence required to demonstrate the scientific soundness of any measurement device. If a test

claims to measure job performance potential, the criterion might be a supervisor's objective

performance rating or sales figures gathered six months later. If a scale is designed to measure

anxiety, the criterion could be a diagnosis by a clinical expert or a score on a well-established,

previously validated anxiety inventory. The strength of the relationship between the predictor (the

test score) and the criterion (the external measure) is typically quantified using statistical methods,

such as correlation coefficients. A high correlation suggests that the test is indeed measuring or

predicting what it purports to measure, thus demonstrating strong criterion validity.

Selecting an appropriate criterion is often the most challenging step in the validation process. The

criterion itself must possess sufficient reliability and relevance. A reliable criterion yields

consistent results across time and different raters, while a relevant criterion accurately reflects the

theoretical construct or outcome of interest. If the criterion is inherently flawed--for example, if

performance ratings are based on bias rather than objective output--the resulting validity coefficient

will be misleading, potentially leading researchers to erroneously reject a useful test or accept a

poor one. Therefore, rigorous attention must be paid not only to the test being validated but also to

the quality and suitability of the chosen external standard.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The formalization of the validity criterion concept emerged primarily within the early 20th century
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as standardized testing became prevalent, particularly in educational and occupational settings.

Early pioneers in psychometrics, driven by the need to objectively assess intelligence, skills, and

aptitude, recognized that face validity (how relevant a test looks) was insufficient; empirical

evidence linking test scores to real-world performance was necessary. The development of

statistical techniques, specifically correlational analysis pioneered by figures like Karl Pearson,

provided the mathematical tools necessary to quantify the relationship between a test score and an

external criterion. This shift marked the transition from purely qualitative assessment to quantitative

validation.

During World War I and II, the application of psychometric tests for military selection and

placement dramatically accelerated the need for rigorous criterion validation. Tests were deployed

rapidly to predict success in specialized training programs or combat roles, making the

identification of reliable performance criteria (e.g., training outcomes, survival rates, or efficiency

ratings) paramount. The subsequent expansion of testing into industrial and clinical psychology

further cemented the criterion validity model as a cornerstone of measurement theory. The

American Psychological Association (APA) and similar organizations codified these practices in

standards for educational and psychological testing, emphasizing that evidence based on relations

to other variables (i.e., criteria) is a crucial aspect of overall test validation.

Modern interpretation of the validity criterion operates within the broader framework of construct

validity, as defined in modern psychometric theory. While initially, criterion validity was often

treated as a separate type of validity, contemporary views often integrate it. Criterion-related

validity now serves as a specific line of evidence supporting the overall conclusion that a test

accurately measures the underlying theoretical construct. This integration acknowledges that a

criterion itself must be theoretically sound and part of the nomological network--the system of

theoretical constructs and observable indicators--that defines the construct being measured.

3. Types of Criterion-Related Validity

Criterion-related validity is traditionally categorized into distinct types based on the temporal

relationship between the predictor (the test) and the criterion (the outcome). Understanding these

distinctions is critical for selecting the appropriate validation methodology for a given research

question or testing context. The primary types are concurrent validity and predictive validity, with

the distinction depending on when the criterion data is collected relative to the predictor data.

Concurrent Validity involves collecting the criterion data at approximately the same time as the

predictor data. This approach is often used when a researcher wants to validate a new, shorter, or

less expensive measure against an established, reliable measure (the criterion). For example, a

researcher might administer a newly developed brief depression inventory (predictor) and

immediately compare the scores to a clinical psychologist's diagnostic interview results (criterion).
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High concurrent validity indicates that the new measure captures the construct similarly to the

accepted criterion measure right now. While useful for rapid validation or substitution studies,

concurrent validity does not necessarily guarantee the test's ability to forecast future outcomes.

Predictive Validity is arguably the most demanding and practically significant form of criterion

validation, especially in organizational and educational settings. It involves collecting the predictor

data at one point in time and then collecting the criterion data significantly later. The time lag

ensures that the test truly predicts a future outcome. For instance, an aptitude test administered to

job applicants (predictor) must be correlated with their job performance ratings six months to a year

later (criterion). Establishing strong predictive validity is essential for selection tools, demonstrating

that the test has practical utility in forecasting future success or failure. Low predictive validity

suggests that the test is not effective for its intended screening purpose.

4. Key Characteristics of a Good Criterion

The effectiveness of any validity study hinges on the quality of the criterion chosen. Researchers

evaluate potential criteria against several essential characteristics to ensure that the resulting

validity coefficient is meaningful and not simply an artifact of measurement error. These

characteristics address the precision, applicability, and purity of the criterion measure itself.

First, the criterion must exhibit high reliability. Reliability refers to the consistency of the criterion

measure. If a criterion, such as supervisor performance ratings, is highly subjective and

inconsistent--meaning different supervisors rate the same performance differently, or the same

supervisor rates performance differently across short intervals--it will possess low reliability. An

unreliable criterion cannot systematically correlate with a predictor, regardless of how good the

predictor test is. This phenomenon places a ceiling on the obtainable validity coefficient; a predictor

cannot correlate with a criterion higher than the square root of the criterion's reliability coefficient.

Second, the criterion must demonstrate relevance, often referred to as criterion relevance. This

means the criterion must genuinely represent the important facets of the job, skill, or construct that

the predictor test is designed to measure. In I/O psychology, job analysis is often used to ensure

the criterion (e.g., objective output measures, critical incident behaviors) captures the essential

elements of the job role. A criterion that only measures minor or peripheral aspects of the target

construct is considered deficient, failing to capture the full scope of the desired outcome, thereby

weakening the practical utility of the validity study.

Finally, the criterion must be free from contamination and bias. Criterion contamination occurs

when the criterion measure is influenced by factors that are unrelated to the actual performance or

construct being measured, particularly when these factors include knowledge of the predictor

scores. For example, if a supervisor who rates an employee's job performance (criterion) knows

the employee's score on the aptitude test (predictor), their rating might be unconsciously inflated or
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deflated based on this prior knowledge. This artificial inflation of the correlation leads to an

inaccurate and inflated validity coefficient. A clean criterion ensures that the relationship observed

is purely between the predicted construct and the outcome measure, maintaining the integrity of

the validation process.

5. Measurement Challenges

Despite the theoretical necessity of the validity criterion, its practical application in complex human

domains--such as education, clinical psychology, and organizational management--is fraught with

significant challenges. These challenges often revolve around the difficulty of isolating and

objectively measuring the true outcome variable.

One major challenge is criterion deficiency. This occurs when the chosen criterion fails to

encompass all relevant aspects of the predicted outcome. For instance, if success in a managerial

role is defined by leadership, strategic thinking, and team management, but the criterion only

measures sales revenue, the criterion is deficient. The test may predict sales revenue perfectly but

fail to predict leadership ability, thus underestimating the true validity and utility of the predictor test

for the full managerial role. Researchers must strive for comprehensive criteria that reflect the

multifaceted nature of human performance or psychological traits.

Another significant problem is the multiplicity of criteria. In many complex domains, a single

criterion is insufficient. Job performance, for example, is rarely monolithic; it includes objective

output, contextual performance, safety compliance, and citizenship behaviors. Researchers often

must utilize multiple criteria, which can sometimes correlate poorly with each other (the criterion

problem). This raises the difficult question of how to aggregate or combine these disparate criteria

into a single, overall measure of success, or whether to report validity coefficients separately for

each criterion, potentially leading to conflicting findings. The decision on weighting or prioritizing

specific criteria is often a matter of judgment informed by theory or practical application needs.

Furthermore, selecting criteria that are truly objective and free from bias remains a perpetual

difficulty, particularly in soft sciences. Criteria involving human judgment, such as performance

ratings or clinical assessments, are susceptible to rater bias, halo effects, leniency/severity errors,

and explicit discrimination. Even seemingly objective criteria, like productivity metrics, can be

biased if access to resources or working conditions differs systematically across groups.

Researchers must employ rigorous methods, such as standardized behavioral observation scales

or external audits, to minimize the inherent subjectivity and potential contamination present in

many real-world criterion measures.

6. Significance and Impact in Research

The concept of the validity criterion is foundational to evidence-based practice across scientific,
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educational, and professional domains. Its significance lies in translating theoretical constructs into

practical, verifiable outcomes, ensuring that measurement tools are not only theoretically sound but

also practically useful.

In applied settings, particularly Industrial and Organizational Psychology, criterion validity provides

the legal and empirical justification for selection procedures. Employment tests, interviews, and

assessment centers are permissible only if they can demonstrate, through criterion validation

studies, that they accurately predict relevant job performance criteria. This requirement helps

organizations comply with equal employment opportunity laws, ensuring that employment

decisions are based on measurable job-related traits rather than arbitrary biases. A high criterion

validity coefficient translates directly into economic benefit by improving the selection ratio and

overall workforce productivity.

In the broader context of academic research and theory development, the validity criterion drives

rigorous scientific inquiry. When a new psychological construct is proposed (e.g., emotional

intelligence or resilience), researchers must establish its empirical linkage to existing outcomes or

criteria (e.g., life satisfaction, academic achievement, or coping mechanisms). This process of

validation ensures that scientific theories are grounded in observable reality and that the

instruments used to test those theories are accurate. Without a clearly defined and measurable

criterion, the claimed predictive power of any theory or instrument remains speculative.

Moreover, the systematic pursuit of suitable criteria pushes researchers to refine their

conceptualization of complex phenomena. The struggle to find an adequate criterion for

"managerial success" or "effective therapy" forces researchers to engage deeply with the

theoretical definition of the construct, leading to better models and more nuanced measurement

approaches. Thus, the criterion acts not only as a standard for measurement validation but also as

an engine for theoretical refinement and advancement in the behavioral sciences.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its centrality, the use of the validity criterion is subject to ongoing academic debate and

criticism, primarily concerning the inherent limitations and practical difficulties of measurement in

human contexts. These critiques often focus on the "criterion problem"--the difficulty of defining,

measuring, and predicting complex, dynamic outcomes.

A persistent criticism is the over-reliance on readily available, but potentially deficient, criteria.

Researchers, especially in fast-paced organizational settings, may favor criteria that are easily

quantifiable (e.g., tenure, absenteeism, simple production counts) rather than criteria that are

conceptually richer but harder to measure (e.g., creativity, adaptability, organizational citizenship).

Critics argue that this pragmatic approach leads to instruments that optimize prediction for

superficial outcomes, potentially missing the prediction of true long-term success or complex
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performance factors essential for organizational health. This bias towards convenience limits the

comprehensive scope of validity evidence.

Furthermore, the dynamic nature of criteria presents a significant challenge. What constitutes a

relevant criterion today may change rapidly due to technological shifts, organizational restructuring,

or evolving social norms. For instance, the criteria for effective teaching have shifted dramatically

with the introduction of remote learning technologies. Validity studies performed years ago may

quickly lose relevance, necessitating continuous, costly re-validation efforts. This temporal

instability means that criterion validity is not a fixed attribute of a test but a relationship that must be

continuously verified within the current context.

Finally, critics within the psychometric community advocate for a greater emphasis on construct

validity as the unifying framework for all validation efforts, arguing that criterion validation, when

treated separately, often becomes a mere statistical exercise lacking theoretical depth. They

contend that the criterion itself must be evaluated as a measure of a theoretical construct, rather

than being treated as a self-evident "truth." This perspective emphasizes that a thorough

understanding of the theoretical links between the predictor, the construct, and the criterion is

necessary to interpret any correlation coefficient accurately, moving the focus away from simple

predictive utility toward a comprehensive understanding of the construct's nomological network.

Further Reading

Criterion Validity: Wikipedia Entry on Criterion-Related Validity

APA Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (General Overview)

The Criterion Problem in I/O Psychology
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