JUDGMENTAL-EMPIRICAL VALIDITY

The major type of validity that relies heavily on both subjective judgments and empirical data (that is, data based on observations) is construct validity.

A construct stands for a collection of related behaviors that are associated in a meaningful way. For example, depression is a construct that stands for a personality trait that is manifested by behaviors such as lethargy, flat affect when speaking, loss of appetite, loss of sexual drive, preoccupation with suicidal thoughts, difficulty in concentrating on tasks, etc. Notice that each of these is an indicator of depression — the construct itself does not have a physical being outside of its indicators. That is, we infer its existence by observing the collection of related indicators. The emphasis on collection is important because any one sign may be associated with several constructs. For example, although loss of appetite is a sign of depression, it may also be a sign of anxiety, or fear, or falling in love, and so on. Thus, loss of appetite is indicative of depression only when it is found in association with other indicators of depression.

To determine the construct validity of a measuring instrument we begin by hypothesizing about how the construct that the instrument is designed to measure should affect or relate to other variables. For example, we might hypothesize that students who are very depressed will earn lower grades and be more likely to drop out of college than students who are less depressed. Note that this is a hypothesis because it predicts a relationship between depression and measures of success in college. Also note that we arrived at the hypothesis by making a subjective judgment regarding the likely effects of the indicators of depression on success. If we test the hypothesis using empirical methods, we are conducting a construct validity study.

Let’s see how this works for a new 50 question, paper-and-pencil depression scale. To determine its construct validity, we could test the hypothesis stated above using a sample of college students as subjects. Let’s first suppose that we find no relationship between the scores obtained. What does this mean? Either (1) the scale lacks validity for measuring depression; that is, it measures something else which is not related to success in college, or (2) the hypothesis is wrong. If we continue to hold firmly to our belief in the hypothesis, we will have to conclude that the empirical evidence argues against the validity of the scale.

Next, let’s suppose we find a relationship between scores obtained on the new depression scale and success in college. What does this mean? Either (1) the depression scale is, to some degree, valid for measuring depression, or (2) the depression scale measures a variable other than depression that is also related to success in college. This “other variable” could be many things. For instance, maybe the scale is heavily loaded with signs of depression that are also signs of anxiety, so that it is more a measure of anxiety than de​pression. Since debilitating anxiety may lead to failure in college, the scores on the scale may relate to success in college because it measures anxiety and not depression.

At this point, you should be able to see that determining construct validity is a complex matter — involving both judgment and data. You should also be able to see that it offers only indirect evidence regarding the validity of a measure. Notice that direct evidence on the validity of a depression scale could be obtained by determining criterion-related validity. For example, this could be done by correlating scores obtained with the depression scale with clinical psychologists’ judgments on how depressed each subject is. This is direct evidence because we are comparing scores from a depression scale with some other established measure of depression —not with an entirely different variable such as success in college.

Since construct validity is complex, let’s consider another example. Consider the construct called dependence on others. After considering its signs, we might hypothesize that younger children are usually more dependent on adults than older children are. If we test the hypothesis and find that the scores on the dependence scale fail to relate to age among children, this result would argue against the validity of the dependence scale. On the other hand, if we find the predicted relationship between the dependence scores and age, this would provide some indirect evidence suggesting that the scale might have some validity.

Because the evidence generated by construct validity studies is indirect, we should be very cautious about declaring a measure to have some validity based on a single study. Instead, we would hope to see a series of construct validity studies for a given measure —testing various hypotheses derived by considering how the construct should be related to other variables —before reaching firm conclusions.

From one perspective, the indirect nature of the evidence obtained in construct validity studies may be regarded as a weakness. However, when there are a series of construct validity studies on a given instrument, we gain insights into how meaningful the scores are in various contexts. This gives richness to our understanding of how well an instrument works, which is a strength of this approach to validity.

Historically, construct validity has been most closely associated with personality scales. However, its proper application can yield useful information about all types of measures. It is often desirable to examine a given instrument in several different types of validity studies. The types of validity are summarized in the following table.

A comparison of major approaches to validity.

	Approaches to

Validity
	Types
	How Determined

	Judgmental
	Content
	Expert judgments of the appropriateness of the contents.

	
	Face
	Judgments based on superficial appearance.

	Empirical
	Predictive
	Correlate test scores with criterion scores obtained 

After examinees have had a chance to perform what is predicted by the test.


	
	Concurrent
	Correlate test scores with criterion scores obtained 

at about the same time.

	Judgmental- Empirical
	Construct
	Hypothesize a relationship between the test scores and scores on another variable. Then, test the hypothesis.


EXERCISE
1.
How is the term construct defined in this topic?

2.
Is loss of appetite a construct?

3.
To determine construct validity, we begin by hypothesizing what?

4.
Does confirming a hypothesis in a construct validity study offer direct or indirect evidence on the va​lidity of a test?

5.
Is the process of determining construct validity purely judgmental?

6.
Which two types of validity are classified as “empirical?”

7.
Which two types of validity are classified as “judgmental?”

8.
Which type of validity is classified as “judgmental-empirical?”

Questions for Discussion

9.
In your opinion, what are some of the physical signs of (or behaviors associated with) the construct we call industriousness?

10.
To determine the construct validity of a paper-and-pencil industriousness scale, a researcher hypothe​sized that scores earned on it should be correlated with the number of promotions employees receive on the job. Do you think that this is a good hypothesis for a construct validity study? Explain.

11.
Consider the physical signs of shyness. Propose a hypothesis on this construct that might be tested in a construct validity study.

ANSWERS

1. A collection of related behaviors that are associated in a meaningful way

2. No

3. About how the construct that the instrument is designed to measure should affect or relate to other variables

4. Indirect

5. No

6. Predictive and concurrent

7. Content and face

8. Construct

9. Sample: persists at a task until completed; is punctual about arriving at work; and begins work without being prodded

10. Sample: While it may be true that industrious employees tend to receive promotions, other variables such as getting along with the boss and acquiring new skills needed in a business may also lead to promotion

11. Sample: Adults who are shy will be less likely to be married than adults who are not shy.

