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The Meaning of Content Validity
Anne R. Fitzpatrick
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The ways in which test specialists have defined
content validity are reviewed and evaluated in order to
determine the manner in which this validity might best
be viewed. These specialists have differed in their def-
initions, variously associating content validity with (1)
the sampling adequacy of test content, (2) the sam-
pling adequacy of test responses, (3) the relevance of
test content to a content universe, (4) the relevance of
test responses to a behavioral universe, (5) the clarity
of content domain definitions, and (6) the technical
quality of test items. After the theoretical and practical
soundness of defining content validity in terms of each
of these notions is evaluated, it is concluded that these
notions are best regarded as definitions of concepts
other than content validity. Since no appropriate
means of defining this type of validity is therefore
found, it is concluded that content validity is not a
useful term for test specialists to retain in their vocab-
ulary.

Guidelines on test development state
that test must show that their measure
are content valid. The Standards Educational
and Tests (Standards; APA, 9 ~~R.~ 9
& I~Cl~~9 and most measurement texts in-
dicate that norm-referenced achievement measures
must be content valid (e.g., Anastasi, 1976; Brown,
1976). Evidence of content has also been
described as essential for criterion-referenced mea-

sures of good quality (Hambleion llt Novick, 1973;

Millman, 1978). Finally, federal regulations have
stated that content validity is an important property
of measures used for professional certification and
for employee selection and classification (EEOC,
1978; FEA, 1976).
Support for these guidelines can be found in

literature on test validation, where test specialists
have consistently noted the pertinence of content
validity to the tests of performance and subject
matter learning that are commonly administered in
academic and employment settings (e.g., Anastasi,
1976; Brown, 1976; Dunnette & ~&reg;r~a~~9 1979;
Glaser & Klaus, 1962; Shimberg, 1981). Re-

sponses to such tests are viewed as samples of some
behavior (Goodenough, 1949), and content validity
is said to play a major role in establishing that these
samples are representative and interpretable.

~J~f~rt~~~tely9 also found in literature on test

validation is evidence that test specialists do not
agree on the meaning of content validity. Specif-
ically, authorities appear to differ in their views
on ( ~ ) what features of a measure are evaluated
under the rubric of content validity, (2) how content
validity is established, and (3) what information is
gained from study of this type of validity. For ex-
ample, a test developer seeking advice from par-
ious sources about validating a reading test might
be told either that content validity is based solely
Upon a logical study of test content (~11~~~9 1979;
Payne, 1974) or that it may entail empirical studies
involving the scores of a measure (Anastasi, 1976).
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Perusing further, the test developer might be in-
formed that content validity alone provides a suf-
ficient basis for claiming the validity of a reading
measure (Millman, 1978; Thorndike & Hagen,
1977), that content validity is necessary but not

sufficient for establishing the validity of this mea-
sure (Linn, 1980), or that content validity is not
any kind of validity at all (Gleser, 1969; Messick,
1975; Tenopyr, 1977).
The purpose of this article is to examine alter-

native perspectives on content validity in the in-
terest of determining the manner in which this va-
lidity might best be viewed. Prevailing notions about
content validity and the process of content vali-
dation are described as they pertain to the following
four concepts: (1) domain sampling, (2) domain
relevance, (3) domain clarity, and (4) technical
quality in test items. Each notion is discussed in
terms of its psychometric import, and the theoret-
ical and practical soundness of using it as a defi-

nition of content validity is appraised.
Several terms are utilized below and merit some

definition here. The t~r~s ‘6b~hav~~r&dquo; ~~d 6‘be-
havior domain&dquo; are used interchangeably to refer
to any type of knowledge, skill, or performance
that a test is claimed to assess. This behavior might
be described either in somewhat broad, abstract
terms (e.~., ~6~nderst~~di~~ common fr~cti&reg;~s’9)
or in somewhat narrow, concrete terms (e.g.,
&dquo;finding the sum of two one-digit integers&dquo;). In
contrast, the term 6 ~c&reg;~t~nt domain&dquo; is used to

refer to any definition that is given of the proce-
dures used to measure a behavior of interest. In its

most detailed form, this definition might describe
the content and structure of a test procedure and
the rules for scoring the responses that are obtained.
Because a test typically will be devised to assess
several behaviors, several content domains often
will be used to describe the items that should con-

stitute a test. For example, if a test of first graders’
skills in counting, addition, and subtraction where
of interest, three domains that describe certain

counting, addition, and subtraction tasks would be
specified and used to define the items that should
constitute the test. Finally, the terms &dquo;behavioral

universe’’ 9 ~nd 6 6c&reg;nte~t universe’’ are used to refer

to realms of diverse behaviors and tasks, respec-
tively, from which a test developer might draw the
behaviors to be measured and the content to be

covered by a test that is devised. For example,
from the universe of skills taught in the nation’s
schools, a developer usually will draw the behav-
iors to be assessed by a standardized achievement
test.

The of Donlain Sampling

Central to most test specialists’ views of content
validity is the general concept that this validity
refers to the adequacy with which a test samples
the domains that the test is claimed to cover. How-

ever, when the specific terms used to explain this
concept are examined, it becomes clear that these

specialists have interpreted and operationalized the
concept in different ways.

The Test as a Content Sample

Some authorities have viewed content validity
as relevant to test content issues and have indicated

that this validity is dependent upon the adequacy
with which the items of a measure constitute an

adequate sample of the content domains that a test
is claimed to cover (Cronbach, 1971; Linn, 1974,
1980; Loevinger, 1957; Messick, 1975). Using the
term &dquo;universe&dquo; when referring to a content do-
main, Cronbach (1971) described this view when
he stated,

An achievement test is said to represent a body
of content outlined in the test manual ... To

ask, &dquo;Are the tasks used in collecting data
truly representative of the specified uni-

verse ?&dquo; is to examine content v~lidity. (p.
451 )

To assess the adequacy of a test as a content
sample, it has typically been suggested that content
experts be asked to judge (1) how well each item
of a test corresponds to the defined content domain
that the item was written to reflect and (2) how
well sets of items represent the content domains to
which they are judged to correspond (e.g., Brown,
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1976; Thorndike & Hagen, 1977). Measurement

specialists have also indicated that these judgments
should be gathered systematically by a test devel-
oper, and they have described several means for
doing so (see Ebel, 1956; Polin & Baker, 1979;
Rovinelli & Hambleton, 1977).

The Test as a Behavioral Sample

An alternative view taken by other test special-
ists relates content validity to the adequacy of test
response rather than to test content samples. Ac-
cording to this view, content validity is dependent
upon the extent to which responses to a test con-

stitute an adequate sample of the behaviors that the
test is designed to assess (Aiken, 1979; APA et
~1.9 ~ 1974; Anastasi, 1976; Lennon, 1956; Mehrens
& Lehmann, 1978). Given that responses to a test
are usually symbolized by test scores, the most

recent Standards (APA et al. , 1974) stated this

view well:

To demonstrate the content validity of a set
of test scores, one must show that the behav-
iors demonstrated in testing constitute a rep-
resentative sample of behaviors to be exhib-
ited in a desired performance domain. (p. 28)

Both logical and empirical procedures have been
suggested as means of investigating this version of
content validity. In the Standards it is said that

experts’ judgments of how well the items of a test
correspond to and represent the test’s content do-
mains can be used to determine whether the test

adequately samples the desired behaviors (APA et
al., 1974). Other specialists have suggested that
the items of a test be examined to determine whether

they appear to call for a representative sample of
the intended behaviors (Anastasi, 1976; h4ehrens
& Lehmann, 1978; Rozeboom, 1966). According
to these specialists, studies of examinees’ re-

sponses to the test should also be conducted, since

analyses of test content alone may not reveal certain
uncontrolled or unobservable factors that make test

responses reflect behaviors other than the ones in-

tended. Anastasi (1976), for example, recom-

mended the use of certain correlational and exper-
imental techniques to detect the irrelevant influences

of reading ability and test speededness on math test
performance.

Discussion

To evaluate these divergent views, it is best to

first consider them in operational terms, since some
similarities and differences between them then be-
come clearer. It was noted above that some spe-
cialists have argued that content validity is con-

cerned with the adequacy of a test as a content
sample, whereas others have argued that this va-
lidity is concerned with the adequacy of test re-
sponses as a behavioral sample. Nevertheless, when
the specialists who hold these opposing views say
that this validity is established by judging the re-
lation of test items to the domains of content the
test is said to cover, these specialists are maintain-
ing two perspectives of content validity that are
operationally equivalent: According to both per-
spectives, content validity is operationally defined
as the outcome of judging the sampling adequacy
of test content. It is most parsimonious to regard
the two perspectives as referring to the same con-
cept, and they will be treated as such in the dis-
cussion that follows.

In contrast, consider the view taken by other
specialists who have argued that content validity
is concerned with the adequacy of test responses
as a behavioral sample and that it is established by
studying both test content and test responses. This
view is operationally different from the first-men-
tioned set of perspectives and therefore can be said
to represent a different concept of content validity.,
Accordingly, it will be examined separately from
these perspectives.

Content validity based on judgments about the
sampling adequacy of test content. Judgments of
the sampling adequacy of test content can be thought
of as one means of establishing the scientific sound-
ness of a measure. These judgments indicate the
degree to which the content domains of a test are
represented by the items of the test; they thereby
establish the fit between the definition of a mea-
surement operation and the actual operation that is
devised (Cronbach, 1971). It is a basic tenet of the
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empirical sciences that an operation must fit its

definition if the operation is to be considered ad-
missible as a scientific means of collecting data
(Brodbeck, 1957; Peak, 1953).

In educational and psychological testing con-
texts, judgments of the sampling adequacy of a
test’s content may also serve to support particular
test score interpretations that are of interest. For
example, these judgments may provide grounds for
claiming that examinees’ scores on a test are re-
liable indicants of the true scores examinees would
obtain on the domains covered by the measure
(Cronbach, Gleser, Nanda, Rajaratnam, 1972;
Nunnally, 1967). As Cronbach (1971) noted, when
the items of a test are judged to adequately rep-
resent well-defined domains of content, it is per-
missible to view responses to these items as gen-
eralizable samples of the responses examinees would
exhibit if they were tested on all of the items con-
stituting these domains. Of course, there is some
risk of drawing an erroneous conclusion when the
generalizability of test responses is logically in-
ferred on the basis of a content analysis, and so
empirical confirmation of this generalizability is

well advised (Cronbach et al., 1972). Nevertheless,
the judgment that a set of items appears represen-
tative does provide some basis for inferring that
examinees’ performance on these items can be con-
sidered as a reliable estimate of their true domain
scores. This is an inference that users of criterion-
referenced tests, in particular, almost always wish
to make (Hambleton, Swaminathan, Algina, &
Coulson, 1978; Tomko, 1981).
The finding that a test’s content is representative

can also provide logical support for the interpre-
tation of what is measured by a set of test scores.
For example, when the words to be dictated in the
spelling section of a third grade achievement test
are judged to represent adequately the domains of
words that have been taught to third graders, sup-
port is gained for the inference that third graders’
scores on this test will reflect their levels of spelling
skills. Alternatively, when the items of an algebra
test are found to represent adequately elementary
textbook problems involving linear algebra and
logarithms but not those involving trigonometry,
there is less basis for inferring that the total scores

on this measure will reflect examinees’ overall skill
in solving elementary algebra problems.
fit between a test and its definition appears

important to establish, but it is not a quality that
should be referred to using the term &dquo;content va-
lidity.9’ As Messick ~1975) has suggested, test va-
lidity refers to the soundness of a test score inter-
pretation ; it is established by evidence that results
from studies of test scores and shows the degree
to which this interpretation is sound. Judgments of
the sampling adequacy of test content result from
studies of test content rather than test scores, so

these judgments do not provide the kind of evi-
dence that establishes the validity of an inference
about the meaning of these scores. Hence, the as-
sociation of these judgments with the term ‘6~&reg;~-
tent validity&dquo; is misleading, as it suggests that these
judgments constitute a form of test validity. In ac-
cord with Messick (1975) and Gleser (1969), it is

therefore recommended that the term &dquo;content rep-
resentativeness&dquo; is better to use than the term

&dquo;content validity&dquo;’ ’ when referring to that which is
established by judging the sampling adequacy of
test content.

Content based on studies of test content
and test scores. When content validity is said to
refer to the adequacy of test responses as a behav-
ioral sample and is operationally defined as the

outcome of studies of test content and test scores,
then it would seem that this validity is being viewed
as pertinent to matters and methods that are central
to investigations of construct validity (see also Guion,
1977). Of primary concern here is the matter of

whether responses to a test reflect the behaviors

that the test has been designed to assess; this is an
inquiry about the descriptive meaning of test re-
sponses. To establish this meaning, studies of test
scores are carried out to show that a proposed inter-
pretation of these responses is supported by other
data that are gathered. Construct validity is simi-
larly concerned with the meaning of test responses
and is similarly dependent on studies of these re-
sponses to establish this meaning (Messick, 1975,
1980).

Because this second view of content validity, as
operationalized, is concerned with the meaning of
test responses, it is recommended that it be referred
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to as a perspective on construct rather than content
validity. The distinction of this view from the con-
cept of construct validity is difficult to discern and,
therefore, not worthwhile to maintain.
The appropriateness of regarding the issue of

whether a test measures simple behaviors as a ques-
tion of construct validity may well be questioned.
Traditionally, construct validity has been thought
pertinent only when test scores are to be viewed
as indicants of some psychological quality such as
&dquo;logical rc~s&reg;nir~~9’ or &dquo;anxiety&dquo; (Cronbach &
Meehl, 1955; Ebel, 1977). However, as Cronbach
(1971) has indicated, whenever situations, objects,
or people are classified, a construct is being em-
ployed to form the class to which these elements
belong. To be sure, the constructs used when test
responses are classified as indicators of, say, &dquo;ad-

dition skills&dquo; or &dquo;performance on word meaning
tasks&dquo; are much simpler and easier to verify than
are those abstract terms that are used when it is

suggested that test responses reflect psychological
qualities such as &dquo;logical reasoning skills&dquo; or

&dquo;anxiety&dquo; (cf. Ebel, 9 1977). Nevertheless, any

interpretation of test responses can be said to entail
the use of constructs. Thus, constructs are invoked

by the claim that responses to a test reflect the
particular behaviors that the test is intended to mea-
sure. To show the validity of this claim can be said
to demonstrate its construct validity.

The of Domain Relevance

A second quality seen by some test specialists
as pertinent to the content validity of a measure is
that of domain relevance. Perspectives on this qual-
ity diverge as they did on the issue of domain
sampling, however, with some authorities associ-
ating the notion of domain relevance with matters
related to test content and others associating this
notion with matters related to test responses.

The of Test Content

Measurement textbooks and test development
manuals have commonly indicated that a content
valid test must cover important aspects of the con-

tent universe that a test user wishes to assess (e.g.,
APA et al., 1974; Thorndike & Hagen, 1977).
They imply, therefore, that a measure’s content
validity depends, in part, upon whether the content
domains that define a measure are relevant to the

important parts of some universe of, say, academic
or job content that interests a test user.
The recommended methods for assessing the rel-

evance of a test’s content domains have been judg-
mental in nature. For example, it is often suggested
that the relevance of a standardized achievement
measure be established prior to test construction
by having content experts, experienced teachers,
and curriculum experts agree upon the aspects of
curricula that are important and should be covered
by the test (APA et ail . , 1974; Anastasi, 1976; Brown,
1976). For an employment test, authorities have
recommended that the content of a test be selected
in light of what job analyses or the judgments of
persons knowledgeable about a job indicate to be
important tasks entailed in the job of interest (FEA,
1976; Glaser & Klaus, 1962; Miller, 1962). Au-
thorities have also usually noted that the relevance
of test content should be judged by an individual
test user who, ~cc&reg;rdir~~ly9 should first identify the
content universe he or she wishes to measure and
then review the content covered by a test to appraise
its content validity as a measure of this universe
(APA et al., 1974; Brown, 1976).

The of Test Responses

Test specialists who have been concerned with
the relevance of test responses rather than test content

have suggested that a test should be considered
content valid only to the extent that the behaviors
assessed by the test reflect the behavioral universe
that a test user wishes to assess (e.g., ~~r~t&reg;~a9
1951; Ebel, 1956; Green, 1981; Guion, 1978a,
1978b). Cureton (1951) had this meaning in mind
when he discussed test &dquo;relevance,&dquo; which be
viewed as 

NV 

6s k~s
the degree to which the test operations as per-
formed upon the test materials in the test sit-

uation agree with the actual operations as per-
formed upon the actual materials in the situation
normal to the task. (p. 622)
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Guion (1978a, 1978b) and Lawshe (1975) implied
concern for this issue when discussing the validity
of employment tests, For example, Guion (1978b)
expressed the view that an employment test can
only be considered content valid when both test
performance and scoring procedures are like the
tasks and methods of evaluation experienced in the
job to which the test is intended to pertain.

Both logical and empirical approaches to as-

sessing this quality of response relevance have been
suggested by these authorities. Ebel (1956) indi-
cated that the items of a knowledge or skills test
could be examined to determine the relevance of
the behaviors assessed by the test to the behaviors
that interest the test user. Guion (1978a) and Cure-
ton (1951) stated that relevance could be logically
inferred when the content and procedures entailed
in a test were judged equivalent to the circum-
stances an examinee would face in the natural job
or academic setting (see also Lawshe, 1975). Guion
(1978a) and Cureton (1951) did caution, however,
that irrelevant variables might influence test per-
formance and that this possibility should be inves-
tigated through empirical studies of this perfor-
mance. Cureton, for example, noted the use of
criterion groups to examine the relation between a

tested performance and performance on the job.

Discussion

The relevance of test content. When a person
wishes to use a test to appraise performance on a
particular content universe of interest, the rele-

vance of the test’s content to this universe will be

important to determine. Many test users may wish
to do this; teachers commonly wish to use tests to
appraise students’ learning of the material pre-
sented in a course, and personnel psychologists
often may ask job applicants to perform some of
the tasks entailed in a job. By establishing that the
content of a test represents important aspects of the
content universe that is of interest, a user can gain
logical support for the claim that examinees’ per-
formance on the test will be indicative of their

performance on this universe (Brown, 1976). For
example, by finding that the items of a math test

present all of the important kinds of math problems
covered in a math course, a teacher will gain sup-
port for the claim that the test can be used to ap-
praise students’ learning of the course materials.

Although this matter of relevance has signifi-
cance, in the interest of conceptual clarity it is

suggested that it not be included under the content
validity label. Judgments of the relevance of test
content focus on test content rather than test scores,
and they do not directly provide evidence that es-
tablishes the meaning of these scores. Because these
judgments do not, then, have the aforementioned
meaning that the term ’ ’validity’’ denotes, 9 it would

be better not to say that they reflect &dquo;content va-

lidity.’9 Instead, it can be said that these judgments
reflect &dquo;content r~levarACe9’9 this term more clearly
conveys the particular character and meaning of
these judgments (see also Messick, 1980).

Under a content relevance label, information on
how relevant a test is to some content universe

might certainly be important for a developer to
provide. Particularly when achievement and em-
ployment tests are constructed, a description of
what universe was sa~rveyed9 and data indicating
the consistency of experts’ judgments about what
were important aspects of this universe to include
in a test, might be of interest and concern to the
test user.

The relevance of test responses. The relevance

of a set of test responses to a particular behavioral
universe may also be important to show in some
testing contexts. Most notably, this matter might
have import when an employment test is to be used
and it is desirable to infer, say, that individuals’
performance on the test is a sample of the perfor-
mance that they would show in the job to which
the test is intended to pertain (Guion, 1978a, 1978b).

Although studies of the correspondence between
the tasks entailed in a test and those entailed in a

universe of interest may be informative with regard
to response relevance, these studies cannot estab-
lish this relevance. As Cureton (1951) and Guion
(1978a) cautioned, the finding that the tasks en-
tailed in, say, an employment test are relevant to
a particular universe of job content does not ensure
that the responses to these tasks will be uninftu-
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enced by irrelevant variables and indicative of the
job performance that is desired. Studies of these
responses must also be carried out in order to es-

tablish that these responses have only the meaning
that is intended.

It is probably best to include the notion of re-
sponse relevance under the rubric of construct rather
than content validity, since this notion is concerned
with establishing that a set of test responses has a
particular meaning. As noted previously, this is a
matter with which construct validity is concerned;
no special term such as &dquo;content validity&dquo; is needed

by test specialists to refer to it.

The of Clarity
Also included in most test specialists’ views of

content validity is the idea that this validity is de-
termined, in part, by the clarity with which the
content domains of a measure are defined (e.g.,
Anastasi, 1976; APA et al., 1974; Lennon, 1956;
Linn, 1980; Rozeboom, 1966). Test specialists
generally have thought that experts’ judgments
should be used to establish definitional clarity, and
they have discussed several systematic methods of
collecting these judgments (see Cronbach, 1971;
Cronbach et al., 1972; Hambleton & Eignor, 1978;
Rovinelli & Hambleton, 1977).
Where authorities appear to have differed most

is on the matter of what characteristics a clearly
defined domain should possess (Benson, 1981).
Traditionally, measurement texts have indicated that
achievement measures are well specified when the
subject matter and cognitive processes to be mea-
sured are indicated and the number and format of
the items that are used to measure each behavior

of interest are noted (e.g., Brown, 1976; Roze-
boom, 1966; Thondike & Hagen, 1977). How-
ever, more rigorous and operational specifications
also have been advocated by some test specialists
who have taken the view that the definition of a

test should specify all aspects of the testing pro-
cedure that are likely to significantly affect ex-
aminees’ performance on a test (Cronbach, 1971;
Millman, 1974). Specifically, it has been suggested
that this definition comprise a detailed description

of the content, structure, and scoring of the items
that are used to measure each behavior a test is

intended to assess (APA et al., 1974; Cronbach,
1971; Popham, 1978).

Discussion

It is a frequently noted principle of empirical
science that an observation can be accepted as fac-
tual only if the observation can be reproduced by
independent observers (Kaplan, 1964). This prin-
ciple of reproducibility also has concerned psy-
chologists and social scientists, as is reflected in
the significance they ascribe to the quality of re-
liability in their measures (Hempel, 1965).

’ 

One purpose of requiring that a measurement
operation be clearly defined is to improve the re-
producibility of the results obtained when this op-
eration is used (Dodd, 1942; Peak, 1953). This aim
is scientifically sound, so it seems only reasonable
that test specialists should consider it important to
clearly specify the content domains of tests used
in educational, psychological, or employment test-
ing contexts. In fact, it might be said that ideally
a test should be defined in such a way that if a

second test were devised using the same definition
and administered to the same examinees, these ex-
aminees should obtain comparable scores on the
two measures, with any lack of equivalency in these
scores being simply a product of random and/or
sampling error (see also Cronbach et al., 1972).

It does not seem reasonable, however, to refer
to judgments of the clarity of a domain definition
as evidence of &dquo;content ~r~hd~ty.’9 By doing so, it
is erroneously implied that these judgments estab-
lish a form of test validity. As previously noted,
test validity is established by findings from studies
of test responses and not by conclusions drawn
from analyses that concern test content. It would

therefore be most useful to simply say that these
judgments reflect &dquo;domain clarity.&dquo; Then, the im-
port of these judgments, when referred to, will

remain clear.

Since test specialists have not agreed upon an
operational definition of domain clarity, it is useful
to consider here what elements could be included
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in a domain definition that would help to make it
clear. It will be recalled that Cronbach ( 1971 ) and
Millman (1974) recommended that the definition
of a content domain should detail all aspects of a
test procedure that are likely to significantly affect
examinees’ performance on the test. This recom-
mendation seems sound; such a definition, if used,
clearly would contribute to the reproducibility of
test results.

Popham (1978) has formulated an approach to
defining a content domain that requires a test de-
veloper to specify what seemingly are the char-
acteristics likely to most influence test perfor-
mance. According to Popham, the definition of this
domain should include

1. Rules for determining what content and struc-
ture must be evident in items used to measure

a desired behavior.
2. Rules for scoring performance on these items.
3. Test directions relevant to these items.

4. One or more examples of the types of items
that are admissible as measures of the desired

behavior.
Of course, following these guidelines does not en-
sure that a domain definition will be clear. It does

appear, however, that Popham has identified those
features of a domain definition that, if left unspec-
ified, might vary each time a test was devised on
the basis of this definition and might significantly
affect examinees’ test performance.

The of Technicat im
Test Items

Study of the technical quality of test items, using
appropriate empirical and logical procedures, is the
final kind of investigation that has been mentioned
by test specialists, albeit infrequently, as requisite
for establishing the content validity of a measure.
Hambleton and Eignor ( 1979) and Benson (1981)
viewed content validity as resting upon how ade-
quately the items of a test represent the test’ con-
tent domains. These researchers suggested that test
items that are flawed cannot be considered adequate
representatives of any content domain associated
with a test, so that such items, when present, will

diminish the content validity of the test. Ebel (1956),
who considered content validity pertinent to test
responses rather than to test content, suggested that
the quality of test items would also influence the
degree to which these responses could be regarded
as content valid indicators of the behaviors the test

is intended to assess; were the items of a reading
measure ambiguously stated, for example, the re-
sponses to this measure might inappropriately in-
dicate examinees’ deciphering powers as well as
their skills in reading.

Discussion

The presence of numerous discussions in mea-
surement textbooks of the principles and methods
of devising effective items suggests that test spe-
cialists have ascribed considerable import to the
notion that test items should have good technical
properties. ~&reg;mrn&reg;r~ly9 it is said that such prop-
erties are necessary in order for a measure to have

the level of difficulty, reliability, and validity that
is desired (e.g., Brown, 1976; T~~hrea~s ~ Leh-
mann, 1978).
The few empirical studies that have been done

show that certain flaws in items can adversely af-
fect a test’s empirical properties (Board & Whit-

ney, 1972; ~u~~ ~ Goldstein, 1959), but logical
considerations alone would also suggest that good
technical quality should be featured in any test that
is developed. As Hambleton and Eignor (1979)
implied, it can be assumed that good technical qual-
ity is a requirement implicit in the specifications
of a test’s content domains. Consequently, poor
items that appear in a test will jeopardize the fit

between the test and its definition and, therefore,
the reproducibility of any test results that are ob-
tained.

Thus, it appears important to establish that the
items of a test are technically sound. To do this,
analyses of both item content and item responses
typically are carried out (Henry sson, 1971). The
results of such internal analyses do not establish
that the responses to the test reflect the behavior

that is intended, so these results cannot be regarded
as evidence of validity (APA et al., 1974). How-
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ever, these results can be used to establish that the

test procedure has no apparent defects that would
obstruct reliable and valid measurement of this be-
havior.

~~ry and Conclusions

This article has described and discussed the var-

ious ways that content validity has been defined by
test specialists. It was noted that these specialists
have variously associated this validity with (1) the
sampling adequacy of test content, (2) the sampling
adequacy of test responses, (3) the relevance of test
content, (4) the relevance of test responses, (5) the
clarity of domain definitions, and (6) technical quality
in test items.

An evaluation of the theoretical and practical
soundness of using each of these notions to define
content validity suggested that these notions are
best regarded as definitions of concepts other than
content validity. It was argued that the sampling
adequacy of test content, the relevance of test con-
tent, and the clarity of domain definitions should
be associated with the terms &dquo;content representa-
tiveness,&dquo; &dquo;content relevance ,’ ’ and ’ ’ domain clar-
ity,&dquo; respectively, rather than with the term &dquo;con-
tent validity&dquo; because these notions do not refer
to any kind of test validity. Also, it was indicated
that the sampling adequacy of test responses and
the relevance of these responses are matters already
encompassed by the concept of construct validity.
Finally, it was suggested that technical quality in
test items is an important feature of a test but should
not be said to reflect any form of validity.

Thus, no adequate means of defining content
validity was found. In light of this, it seems rea-

sonable to conclude that content validity is not a
useful term for test specialists to retain in their

vocabulary.

References

Aiken, L. R. Psychological testing and assessment. Boston
MA: Allyn & Bacon, 1979.

American Psychological Association, American Edu-
cational Research Association, & National Council on

Measurement in Education. Standards for educational
and psychological tests. Washington DC: American
Psychological Association, 1974.

Anastasi, A. Psychological tests. New York: Macmillan,
1976.

Benson, J. A redefinition of content validity. Educa-
tional and Psychological Measurement, 1981, 41, 793-
802.

Board, C., & Whitney, D. R. The effect of poor item-
writing practices on test difficulty, reliability, and va-
lidity. Journal of Educational Measurement, 1972, 9,
225-233.

Brodbeck, M. The philosophy of science and educational
research. Review of Educational Research, 1957, 27,
427-440.

Brown, F. G. Principles of educational and psycholog-
ical testing (2nd ed.). New York: Holt, Rinehart &
Winston, 1976.

Cronbach, L. J. Test validation. In R. L. Thomdike (Ed.),
Educational measurement (2nd ed.). Washington DC:
American Council on Education, 1971.

Cronbach, L. J., Gleser, G. C., Nanda, H., & Rajar-
atnam, N. The dependability of behavioral measures.
New York: Wiley, 1972.

Cronbach, L. J. , & Meehl, P. E. Construct validity in
psychological tests. Psychological Bulletin, 1955, 52,
281-302.

Cureton, E. E. Validity. In E. F. Lindquist (Ed.), Ed-
ucational measurement. Washington DC: American
Council on Education, 1951.

Dodd, S. C. Operational definitions operationally de-
fined. American Journal of Sociology, 1942, 48, 482-
489.

Dunn, T. F., & Goldstein, L. G. Test difficulty, validity
and reliability as functions of selected multiple-choice
item construction principles. Educational and Psy-
chological Measurement, 1959, 19, 171-179.

Dunnette, M. D., & Borman, W. C. Personnel selection
and classification systems. Annual Review of Psy-
chology, 1979, 30, 477-525.

Ebel, R. L. Obtaining and reporting evidence on content
validity. Educational and Psychological Measure-
ment, 1956, 16, 269-282.

Ebel, R. L. Comments of some problems of employment
testing. Personnel Psychology, 1977, 30, 55-63.

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. Uniform
guidelines on employee selection. Washington DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1978.

Federal Executive Agencies. FEA guidelines on em-
ployee selection pracedures. Washington DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1976.

Glaser, R., & Klaus, D. J. Proficiency measurement:
Assessing human performance. In R. M. Gagn&eacute; (Ed.),
Psychological principles in system development. New
York: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston, 1962.

Downloaded from the Digital Conservancy at the University of Minnesota, http://purl.umn.edu/93227.  
May be reproduced with no cost by students and faculty for academic use.  Non-academic reproduction  

requires payment of royalties through the Copyright Clearance Center, http://www.copyright.com/ 



12

Gleser, G. C. Discussion. Proceedings of the 1969 in-
vitational conference on testing problems. Princeton
NJ: Educational Testing Service, 1969.

Goodenough, F. L. Mental testing. New York: Rinehart,
1949.

Green, B. F. A primer of testing. American Psycholo-
gist, 1981, 36, 1001-1011.

Guion, R. M. Content validity: The source of my dis-
content. Applied Psychological Measurement, 1977,
1, 1-10.

Guion, R. M. "Content validity" in moderation. Per-
sonnel Psychology, 1978, 31, 205-214. (a)

Guion, R. M. Scoring of content domain samples: The
problem of fairness. Journal of Applied Psychology,
1978, 63, 499-506. (b)

Hambleton, R. K., & Eignor, D. R. Guidelines for eval-
uating criterion-referenced tests and test manuals.
Journal of Educational Measurement, 1978, 15, 321-
327.

Hambleton, R. K., & Eignor, D. R. A practitioner’s
guide to criterion-referenced test development, vali-
dation, and test score usage (Report No. 70). Amherst
MA: University of Massachusetts, School of Educa-
tion, Laboratory of Psychometric and Evaluative Re-
search, 1979.

Hambleton, R. K., & Novick, M. R. Toward an inte-
gration of theory and method for criterion-referenced
tests. Journal of Educational Measurement, 1973, 10,
159-170.

Hambleton, R. K., Swaminathan, H., Algina, J., &

Coulson, D. B. Criterion-referenced testing and mea-
surement : A review of technical issues and develop-
ments. Review of Educational Research, 1978, 48, 1-

47.

Hempel, C. G. Aspects of scientific explanation and other
essays. New York: Free Press, 1965.

Henrysson, S. Gathering, analyzing, and using data on
test items. In R. L. Thorndike (Ed.), Educational
measurement (2nd ed.). Washington DC: American
Council on Education, 1971.

Kaplan, A. The conduct of inquiry. San Francisco: Chan-
dler, 1964.

Lawshe, C. H. A quantitative approach to content va-
lidity. Personnel Psychology, 1975, 28, 563-575.

Lennon, R. T. Assumptions underlying the use of con-
tent validity. Educational and Psychological Mea-
surement, 1956, 16, 294-304.

Linn, R. L. Issues of validity in measurement for com-
petency-based programs. In M. A. Bunda & J. R.
Sanders (Eds.), Practice and problems in competency-
based measurement. Washington DC: National Coun-
cil on Measurement, 1974.

Linn, R. L. Issues of validity for criterion-referenced

measures. Applied Psychological Measurement, 1980,
4,547-561.

Loevinger, J. Objective tests as instruments of psycho-
logical theory. Psychological Reports, 1957, 3, 635-
695 (Monograph Supplement No. 9).

Mehrens, W. A., & Lehmann, I. J. Measurement and
evaluation in education and psychology (2nd ed.).
New York: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston, 1978.

Messick, S. The standard problem: Meaning and values
in measurement and education. American Psycholo-
gist, 1975, 30, 955-966.

Messick, S. Test validity and the ethics of assessment.
American Psychologist, 1980, 35, 1012-1027.

Miller, R. B. Task description and analysis. In R. M.
Gagn&eacute; (Ed.), Psychological principles in system de-
velopment. New York: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston,
1962.

Millman, J. Criterion-referenced measurement. In W. J.
Popharn (Ed.), Evaluation in education: Current ap-
plications. Berkeley CA: McCutchan, 1974.

Millman, J. Strategies,for constructing criterion-refer-
enced assessment instruments. Paper presented at the
Conference of Large Scale Assessment, Denver, 1978.

Nunnally, J. C. Psychometric theory. New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1967.

Payne, D. A. The assessment of learning. Lexington
MA: Heath, 1974.

Peak, H. Problems of objective observation. In L. Fes-
tinger & D. Katz (Eds.), Research methods in the
behavioral sciences. New York: Dryden, 1953.

Polin, L., & Baker, E. L. Qualitative analysis of test
item attributes for domain-referenced content validity
judgments. Paper presented at the annual meeting of
the American Educational Research Association, San
Francisco, April 1979.

Popham, W. J. Criterion-referenced measurement. En-
glewood Cliffs NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1978.

Rovinelli, R. J., & Hambleton, R. K. On the use of
content specialists in the assessment of criterion-ref-
erenced test item validity. Dutch Journal for Educa-
tional Research, 1977, 2, 49-60.

Rozeboom, W. W. Foundations of the theory of pre-
diction. Homewood IL: Dorsey, 1966.

Shimberg, B. Testing for licensure and certification.
American Psychologist, 1951, 36, 1138-1146.

Tenopyr, M. L. Content-construct confusion. Personnel
Psychology, 1977, 30, 47-54.

Thorndike, R. L., & Hagen, E. Measurement and eval-
uation in education and psychology (4th ed.). New
York: Wiley, 1977.

Tomko, T. N. The logic of criterion-refereenced testing.
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Illi-
nois at Urbana-Champaign, 1981.

Downloaded from the Digital Conservancy at the University of Minnesota, http://purl.umn.edu/93227.  
May be reproduced with no cost by students and faculty for academic use.  Non-academic reproduction  

requires payment of royalties through the Copyright Clearance Center, http://www.copyright.com/ 



13

Acknowledgments

A version of this paper was at trte annual
Yreeeting of American Educational Research Associ-
ation, Boston, 1980. The author thanks Kathleen Burk,
Ronald K. Hambleton, and two anonymous reviewers
for helpful cornrnents on a draft of this paper.

Author’s Address

Send requests for reprints or further information to Anne
R. Fitzpatrick, P.O. Box 626, North Amherst MA 01059
U.S.A.

Downloaded from the Digital Conservancy at the University of Minnesota, http://purl.umn.edu/93227.  
May be reproduced with no cost by students and faculty for academic use.  Non-academic reproduction  

requires payment of royalties through the Copyright Clearance Center, http://www.copyright.com/ 


