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Babies, Bathwater, and Validity:
Content Validity Is Useful in the

Validation Process

JAMES A. TAN
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Carrier, Dalessio, and Brown (1990) inves-
tigated the match between content and
criterion-related validation strategies and
found little support for their hypothesis.
Carrier et al. noted that one may make a
mistake in thinking that a content validation
strategy may replace a criterion-related val-
idation strategy. However, Carrier’s study is
limited in that they assumed there is a linear
relation between content- and criterion-
related validity, but this has yet to be shown
(Moscoso & Salgado, 2001).

Although Ree, Earles, and Teachout
(1994) argued that the use of specific ability
tests may not yield better predictors of per-
formance or even add incremental validity
to general cognitive ability tests, there is
some research that this may not be the case
in certain instances. For example, Barrett,
Polomsky, and McDaniel (1999) conducted
a meta-analysis of the effectiveness of
cognitive ability (general) and mechanical
comprehension (specific) tests in predict-
ing firefighter performance. Barrett etal.
found that mechanical comprehension
(r=.26; p=.54) was a better predictor of
firefighter job performance than cognitive
ability tests (r =.20; p = .42). In addition,
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composite cognitive ability and mechani-
cal comprehension tests showed the highest
validity coefficients (r = .28; p = .56).

Dye, Reck, and McDaniel (1993) inves-
tigated whether the validity of job knowl-
edge tests was higher when the test and
job contents matched. Dye etal. found
that validity coefficients were highest for
tests that had high job—test content similar-
ity (r =.31; p =.62) compared with those
with moderate (r=.17;p=.35) or low
(r=.16; p = .35) job—test content similar-
ity. In addition, Dye etal. investigated
whether job complexity moderated this
relation and found similar results. For jobs
and tests that had high similarity, job
knowledge tests were still better predictors
of high-complexity jobs (r=.33;p=.66)
than low complexity jobs (r = .27; p = .55).
Dye etal. found a similar pattern when
investigating situations where job and test
content were moderately similar (high com-
plexity r=.26;p=.54; low complexity
r=.14; p = .30).

We can find similar results for other
predictors. McDaniel, Whetzel, Schmidt,
and Maurer (1994) showed that validi-
ties of interviews were highest for situa-
tional (r =.27; p = .50 corrected for range
restriction) and job-related (r = .21; p = .39
corrected for range restriction) interviews
compared with psychological interviews
(r=.15; p = .29 corrected for range restric-
tion), the purpose of which was to assess
personal traits such as dependability. Other
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researchers have also shown the effective-
ness of matching job content with test con-
tent in improving interview validity (Latham
& Sue-Chan, 1999; Taylor & Small, 2002).
Finally, McDaniel, Morgeson, Finnegan,
Campion, and Braverman (2001) showed
that situational judgment tests based on
job analysis had higher validity coefficients
(r=.29; p = .38) than those that were not
based on job analysis (r = .22; p = .29).

Additional benefits of content validation.
In addition to the three benefits Murphy
(2009) noted, | would like to add two more:
(a) feasibility and (b) test security. Conduct-
ing criterion-related validation studies are
often not feasible because of the time and
expense associated with it. Other problems
related to the use of criterion-related valida-
tion include: the missing persons problem,
range restriction, differences between appli-
cants and present employees, and the effects
of job experience and training (Barrett,
Phillips, & Alexander, 1981; Hough, 1998).
It is often much quicker and less expensive
to use a content validation strategy when
developing a test.

Test security is a major concern in high-
stakes testing. There have been allegations
of cheating in public safety testing in recent
years (Collins, 2007; Slack, 2008). To use
a criterion-related strategy to validate a test
would entail either administering the test to
applicants or incumbents, either of which
increases the risk that actual test questions
would leak to future job applicants. Using
content validation to validate the test in
this case minimizes the probability that test
items would be leaked to job applicants
(Bellenger & Dean, 2008).

Throwing the baby out with the bath water?
Both content and criterion-related valida-
tion evidence rely on expert judgment.
Experts decide on the appropriate crite-
ria in criterion-related validation studies.
Furthermore, the criterion used is often
judgmental in nature (i.e., supervisor rat-
ings). As Sproule (2009) noted, “If expert
judgments are acceptable as part of the
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criterion-related validation process, why are
they not acceptable to establish content
validity evidence? All validation evidence
relies on judgments. The best that we can
do is to collect as much evidence as feasi-
ble using the scientific method, and analyze
and present the evidence in a fair and objec-
tive manner.” (p. 459).

Kane (2006) noted that it is difficult to
obtain an adequate criterion, and once a
criterion is selected, the question becomes
how does one validate the criterion? Finding
another criterion with which to validate the
original criterion may not be feasible or
practical, and therefore the original criterion
has to be validated in another manner.
The most efficient manner to validate the
criterion is to establish a rational link
between the procedures used to generate
the criterion scores and the proposed
interpretation or use of scores.
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