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Content Validation Is Fundamental for
Optimizing the Criterion Validity of
Personality Tests
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We do not dispute Murphy’s (2009) argu-
ments that content validity can add little
to the criterion validity of selection tests
that show strong positive manifolds. How-
ever, we disagree with his claim that use
of some noncognitive tests, personality tests
in particular, may not benefit from content
validation in hiring situations. Referring to
personality testing, Murphy suggests that
‘‘the evidence that content validity actually
does matter in these contexts is relatively
thin’’ (p. 462, emphasis in original). In con-
trast, we posit that content validation has
been strongly supported in so far as being
associated with considerably larger crite-
rion validity coefficients in personality test-
ing. In our view, content validation is the
most direct way of identifying job-relevant
personality traits and, accordingly, person-
ality scales likely to demonstrate criterion
validity.

Our goals in this commentary are
twofold. First, we review evidence bearing
on the extent to which personality trait
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validities vary meaningfully across jobs in
both magnitude and direction and whether
experts can identify job-relevant traits a
priori using content-oriented methods. Our
review leads us to challenge Murphy’s
(2009) skepticism regarding the value of
content validation applied to personality
test use. Second, we link our review to
existing scientific theory that describes how
and why content validation can identify
the job relatedness of personality traits and
suggest that the value of content validation
as applied to personality testing is extensive.
We begin by discussing the nature of
personality-performance relations.

Selective Validity of
Personality Trait Measures

Murphy’s (2009) claim regarding the lim-
its of content validation is based on the
assumption of positive manifold, and where
positive manifolds clearly exist, we support
his reasoning. However, a critical character-
istic of positive manifolds is that predictors
are related to job performance nonselec-
tively, that is, that different tests within
a predictor domain are consistently cor-
related with a given criterion at similar
magnitude and direction. To the contrary,
research has shown that personality trait
scale validities do vary across jobs (i.e., their
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validity is situation specific) and that con-
tent validation can help identify especially
job-relevant traits. We offer the following
lines of supporting evidence.

Murphy and Shiarella (1997) demon-
strated that the validity of selection tests
varies considerably depending on how
performance is defined—an argument we
believe is especially relevant to personality
testing. In addition, Murphy (1989) sug-
gested that personality tests will be most
criterion valid with respect to typical per-
formance (e.g., maintenance stages) ver-
sus maximum performance (e.g., transition
stages) because motivation is the key in
the former case and personality traits are
important motivational determinants. Thus,
theoretical rationales support the argument
that personality traits can be expected to
show differential prediction across situa-
tions, suggesting that the predictive power
of personality trait scores is selective.

In other research examining the selec-
tive validity of personality traits, Raymark,
Schmit, and Guion (1997) presented a
personality-based approach to job analy-
sis in which experts familiar with several
jobs were asked to rate the relevance of
personality dimensions for performance in
those jobs. The result was that expert rat-
ings of content overlap between person-
ality traits and job performance reliably
differentiated 13 job families. Hogan and
Holland’s (2003) meta-analysis found that,
when traits were thematically matched to
criterion constructs, trait scale validities
were higher than those when traits were
not so matched. Dudley, Orvis, Lebiecki,
and Cortina’s (2006) meta-analysis revealed
that facets of conscientiousness varied in
the direction of their relations with job
criteria. For example, the trait order was
related to performance in managerial and
customer service jobs in negative and posi-
tive directions, respectively. Hough’s (1992)
meta-analysis showed that personality trait
validity differed greatly by job dimension
and job type and that various job perfor-
mance dimensions related to the same trait
differently in both magnitude and direc-
tion. On the basis of 645 validity estimates

from 84 studies, Tett, Jackson, Rothstein,
and Reddon (1994) reported that signifi-
cant negative trait–performance relations
occurred at a rate 28 times higher than
that expected by chance. Similarly, in 31%
of trait–performance linkages reported in
seven meta-analytic studies reviewed by
Tett and Christiansen (2007), credibility
intervals for the Big Five included +.10
and −.10.

In summary, Murphy’s (2009) suggestion
that ‘‘the jury is still out’’ (p. 462), implying
that nonselective trait–performance rela-
tions could be the order of the day for
personality, is, in our view, inaccurate.
Rather, we believe the evidence strongly
supports the view that personality scale
validity varies in both magnitude and direc-
tion as a function of content on both sides of
the predictor–criterion equation, calling for
methods of determining which traits will be
important in a given work situation. Impor-
tantly, if theory can be effectively applied
to the problem of identifying criterion-valid
traits a priori, one would be hard pressed to
argue against the use of content validation
in personnel selection involving personal-
ity. We examine this issue next.

Can Theory and Content
Validation Identify Criterion-Valid
Personality Traits?

Evidence bearing on the extent to which
experts can identify job-relevant traits is
reported in Tett, Jackson, Rothstein, and
Reddon’s (1999) meta-analysis, in which
personality trait validity coefficients were
coded as derived from either exploratory or
confirmatory research designs. Exploratory
relations were identified as those obtained
from ‘‘fishing expeditions,’’ in which all
trait scales from a given omnibus measure
were assessed as potential predictors of
job performance. Confirmatory relations,
on the other hand, were identified as those
obtained for scales selected as especially
likely to predict performance based on a
priori rationales aided in some cases by
job analysis. Consistent with expectations,
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confirmatory criterion validity averaged
double that for exploratory studies. This
strongly supports the value of linking traits
to criteria a priori using content-oriented
strategies, and, moreover, that experts are
able to identify job-relevant traits.

A meta-analysis by Bartram (2005) pro-
vides additional support. On the criterion
side, performance measures were orga-
nized according to the ‘‘Great Eight’’ con-
structs developed in previous research.
Traits were then aligned to criteria by
judging the overlap between trait and cri-
terion content domains. Corrected validity
in matched cases averaged well above .20,
whereas unmatched traits demonstrated vir-
tually no validity. Finally, Robertson and
Kinder (1993) meta-analyzed 20 studies that
used the Occupational Personality Ques-
tionnaire. They reported that trait validities
varied considerably across criteria and that
job experts successfully identified criterion-
relevant and criterion-irrelevant traits across
10 job performance criteria.

Another avenue of empirical evidence
relevant to content validation in the case of
personality tests is that pertaining to the
use of narrow versus broad trait scales.
In reviewing this literature, Rothstein and
Goffin (2006) concluded that, of the stud-
ies comparing broad with narrow traits in
their relative prediction and incremental
prediction, narrow traits always do as well
as or better than do broad factors. These
findings are relevant to content validation
because conceptual mapping of traits to
criteria is facilitated by greater articulation
(i.e., specification) of the two respective
domains (cf. Tett, Guterman, Bleier, & Mur-
phy, 2000). Tett, Steele, and Beauregard
(2003), for example, found that the curiosity
facet of intellectance on the Hogan Person-
ality Inventory correlated positively with
technical performance in blue-collar work-
ers, whereas the culture facet correlated
negatively. Validity otherwise clouded by
the use of broad measures in this case
(r = near 0) emerged through reliance on
trait facets that were selectively relevant to
the nature of the criterion and population.

In summary, personality traits deemed
job relevant through the use of content-
based analysis tend to show substantially
stronger criterion validity than that of
traits selected randomly, and reliance on
narrow over broad traits facilitates content
validation applied to personality tests. We
conclude our commentary by considering a
theoretical perspective that can help explain
how and why content validity is linked to
criterion validity in the case of personality
testing.

Trait Activation Theory: Untapped
Potential for Content Validation in
the Case of Personality Tests

Trait activation theory is based on the
well-known concept of person-situation
interactionism plus several newer ideas
aimed at identifying specific situational
features potentially useful in judging the
job relevance of a given trait. The main
tenet of the theory is that a given trait
will be activated—thereby allowing an
individual’s level on that trait to affect his
or her performance—only to the extent that
the work setting provides trait-relevant cues
for its expression. Content validation efforts
can be expected to yield greater success (in
identifying job-relevant traits) when guided
by this and related principles.

Tett and Burnett (2003) discuss how trait
activation theory might be applied using
content validity methods as a basis for
personality-oriented job analysis. At each
of the task, social, and organizational lev-
els, a personality trait can be rated for its
job relevance using a classification of sit-
uational features, including job demands,
distracters, and constraints. Demands are
trait-relevant cues, responses to which are
valued positively as job performance. Dis-
tracters are opportunities to express traits
that hinder performance (e.g., having a
sociable manager could result in more
slacking for extraverted subordinates). Con-
straints minimize opportunities to engage in
behaviors expressive of a certain trait (e.g.,
a teleworker who works independently and
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autonomously from home has less oppor-
tunity to express interpersonal traits such
as cooperativeness). According to trait acti-
vation theory, a given trait will be judged
relevant to the degree the work situation
has abundant demands and distracters and
where constraints are weak. A positive
validity coefficient will be expected in cases
where demands outweigh distracters, and a
negative coefficient will be expected where
the reverse holds.

Demonstrating criterion validity is, by
itself, a hollow victory if it is not accompa-
nied by content validation that promotes an
understanding of why and how the mea-
sured trait operates in a given context.
Trait activation theory offers a foundation
for applying content validation to deter-
mine how and why certain traits will be
related to job performance in specific jobs.
Personality-oriented job analysis methods
have yet to fully embrace the situational
features outlined in trait activation theory,
particularly with respect to demands, dis-
tracters, and constraints, as well as the
application of these features at the task,
social, and organizational levels. Thus,
despite the considerable empirical evidence
reviewed above, we suggest the full poten-
tial of content validation strategies has yet
to be realized in the case of personality
tests. In addition, the evidence reported
above favoring selective trait–performance
linkages and the value of confirmatory
research suggests criterion validity esti-
mates for personality tests can be expected
to improve when driven by appropriate
theory.

Conclusion

Our response is aimed specifically at
Murphy’s (2009) suggestion that content
validity might not matter in personality
testing. To the contrary, our review suggests
that personality traits may demonstrate
very different validities across jobs, that
such selective validities are identifiable
by experts, and that use of narrow traits
and more complete reliance on theory
aimed at the trait–situation interface can be

expected to further enhance the usefulness
of content validation strategies in the
case of personality tests. In light of our
analysis, questioning the potential for
content validation strategies applied to
personality tests seems unwarranted.
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