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A Simple Explanation of Criterion Validity

Criterion validity is a fundamental concept within psychometrics and applied statistics, referring to

the extent to which a measurement instrument successfully predicts or corresponds to a
theoretically related external measure, often designated as the criterion. Essentially, this form of
validity assesses the practical utility of a test by determining how well the measurement of one
variable can reliably forecast the response of another variable.

When evaluating criterion validity, the statistical analysis seeks to quantify the strength of the
relationship between the test scores--which serve as the predictor--and the definitive, real-world
outcome--the criterion. This concept is crucial for the deployment of instruments used in critical
decision-making contexts, such as educational placement, clinical diagnosis, and professional
hiring.

Understanding the Core Concept: Explanatory vs. Criterion Variables

In any assessment of criterion validity, two variables must be clearly identified. One variable is
referred to as the explanatory variable (or the predictor), as it contains the information used to
forecast the outcome. The other variable, representing the outcome we are attempting to predict, is
consistently referred to as the criterion variable.

Consider a standard application in educational measurement: we might want to know how
accurately a standardized college entrance exam score is able to predict a student's first-semester
grade point average (GPA).

In this specific scenario, the entrance exam score would be the explanatory variable, as it is the
measurement taken prior to the outcome. The criterion variable would be the student's first
semester GPA, as this is the definitive benchmark of early academic success. The central purpose
of the validity study is to determine if it is empirically valid to use the explanatory variable as a
robust method for predicting the criterion variable.
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For the measurement tool to be considered highly valid, the explanatory variable must demonstrate
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a significant and strong statistical association with the criterion variable.

Quantifying Validity: The Role of the Correlation Coefficient

The measurement of criterion validity is typically achieved using a metric known as the correlation

coefficient (most often Pearson's r). This coefficient provides a concise numerical summary of the
linear relationship between the predictor scores and the criterion scores.

The correlation coefficient is a standardized value that spans the range between -1 and 1,

offering immediate interpretation of the direction and magnitude of the association:

-1: This indicates a perfectly negative linear correlation between the two variables. An increase in
the predictor score is perfectly associated with a decrease in the criterion score.

0: This indicates the absence of any linear correlation between the two variables. The explanatory
variable offers no predictive power regarding the criterion variable.

1: This indicates a perfectly positive linear correlation between the two variables. An increase in
the predictor score is perfectly associated with an increase in the criterion score.

The practical interpretation is straightforward: the further away the absolute value of the correlation
coefficient is from zero (i.e., closer to 1 or -1), the stronger the statistical association between the
two variables. A strong association suggests high criterion validity and high predictive utility.

For instance, if a researcher analyzed data on entrance exam scores and first-semester GPA for
1,000 students and found that the correlation coefficient between the two variables was 0.843,
this result would denote a highly positive and statistically significant correlation. This finding
confirms high criterion validity, meaning students who achieve high scores on the entrance exam
are highly likely to earn high GPAs during their first semester, and conversely, low entrance exam
scores strongly predict lower academic performance.

Type 1: Detailed Examination of Predictive Validity

Criterion validity is categorized into two subtypes distinguished primarily by the timing of data
collection. The first, and often most applied, type is predictive validity.

Predictive validity is concerned with determining whether the measurement of one variable is

able to accurately forecast the measurement of some variable that will occur at a future point in
time. The critical element here is the temporal separation between the measurement of the
predictor and the measurement of the criterion.

The example involving the college entrance exam and subsequent first-semester GPA is a classic
measurement of predictive validity. The entrance exam (predictor) is measured months before
the GPA (criterion) is recorded. This approach is essential for tools designed for selection and
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screening processes, where current assessments must reliably predict future job performance,
educational attainment, or clinical outcomes.

College Entrance First Semester
Exam GPA

v

Time

Establishing strong predictive validity provides stakeholders with confidence that current
investments in assessment are likely to yield positive future results.

Type 2: Detailed Examination of Concurrent Validity

The second major type of criterion validity is concurrent validity. This measure assesses the
degree to which a new test correlates with an existing, well-established criterion measure when
both are administered concurrently--that is, at essentially the same point in time.

Concurrent validity is frequently employed when researchers develop a more efficient, less

expensive, or faster alternative to a lengthy or costly existing assessment. The goal is to see if the
scores from the new, streamlined test are significantly associated with the scores from the trusted,
comprehensive criterion, thereby demonstrating that the new test is a valid substitute.

An applied business example would be a company administering a short, newly developed
personality test to its current employees to see if the scores on that test correlate highly with
established, current metrics of employee productivity or performance reviews. Since both the test
scores and the performance data are collected at the same time, this methodology establishes
concurrent relevance.
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The distinct benefit of this approach lies in its expediency: researchers and practitioners do not
have to wait for a future measurement point to confirm the relevance of their predictor variable,
allowing for immediate confirmation that the instrument aligns with established, present-day
criteria.

Implications of Strong Criterion Validity in Applied Settings

The establishment of high criterion validity is an essential requirement for any measurement tool

intended to influence real-world decision-making. Validity ensures that the test scores are not
merely abstract metrics but are empirically linked to tangible outcomes of interest.

For organizations, strong criterion validity in selection instruments minimizes uncertainty and
improves the efficiency of resource allocation. Whether predicting job performance (predictive
validity) or validating a quick screening tool against existing standards (concurrent validity), the
measured correlation coefficient provides the evidence base needed for confident, objective
action.

In summary, the utility of any assessment hinges on its ability to demonstrate criterion validity.
Researchers must diligently design studies that accurately capture the relationship between the
predictor and the criterion, ensuring that the results obtained are both statistically reliable and
practically meaningful for forecasting future behavior or correlating with current status.
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