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We agree that construct proliferation is an ongoing challenge for I-O psychologists, contributing
to conceptual ambiguity and weakening the practical applicability of research findings (Bowling
et al., 2026). Although several viable solutions have been proposed, many rely on implicit
assumptions based on collective consensus and coordination that are difficult to achieve in
practice. In this commentary, we present three main barriers to solutions proposed by Bowling
and colleagues: (a) measurement and operationalization divide, (b) misalignment with practice,
and (c) unrealistic adoption and professional consequences. In doing so, we hope to advance prior
arguments by reframing proposed solutions in more practical, implementable terms. We see the
importance of addressing construct proliferation in our field, as noted by the authors of the focal
article. However, we believe that a more formal restructuring of thinking and adaptation needs to
be implemented for us as a science before we can truly tackle this widespread concern.

Challenge 1: Measurement and operationalization
Discussions of construct proliferation in I-O psychology research tend to focus on redundancy at
the construct level, overlooking another source of practically meaningful overlap: measurement.
Researchers debate whether constructs are theoretically distinct and pay less attention to whether
the measurement items used to assess constructs meaningfully overlap. For example, measures of
transformational and charismatic leadership often include items that reflect comparable leader
behaviors, such as inspiring followers, articulating a compelling vision, or fostering motivation. To
illustrate, the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ; Bass & Avolio, 1995), a commonly
used measure of transformational leadership, includes the item “articulates a unified vision of the
future.” Similarly, the Conger-Kanungo Charismatic Leadership Scale (Conger & Kanungo,
1994)—a common measure of charismatic leadership—includes the item “has vision; often brings
up ideas about possibilities for the future.” Although these items are intended to assess different
constructs, they capture similar behaviors in practice. This raises the possibility that redundancy
may come less from the constructs themselves and more from how they are operationalized in
practice. Improving operationalizations via measurement instruments might be a more realistic
path than trying to overhaul the entire construct/s in question.

Challenge 2: Misalignment with practice
From a practitioner perspective, efforts to resolve construct proliferation may overlook what many
practitioners value most: stability, clarity, and practical utility. Even if clarifications of constructs
are made in the academic literature, what will stop I-O practitioners (and leaders within
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organizations) from continuing to use their preferred labels? As an illustration, if job involvement
and employee engagement are treated as a single construct in attempts to reduce proliferation,
what would prevent organizations from sticking with their usual language and evaluation
methods? Attempts to reduce construct proliferation may inadvertently increase confusion rather
than improve decision-making or clarity within the workforce. When constructs have different
names in practice but ultimately lead to similar assessment tools or interventions, refining or
relabeling them does not add significant practical value. Practitioners are unlikely to give up tools
and labels they already use and find effective. With these efforts to address construct proliferation
in research/academia, we do not want to inadvertently contribute to the scientist–practitioner gap.
Construct-level refinements that are not aligned with practitioner needs, preferences, and existing
practices are unlikely to be adopted or sustained in applied contexts. Thus, it will be important for
I-O psychology as a discipline to tackle construct proliferation, gaining equal buy-in from aca-
demics and practitioners alike.

Challenge 3: Unrealistic adoption and professional consequences
Many proposed solutions to construct proliferation assume that I-O psychologists will agree on
shared definitions of constructs and consistently implement standardized practices, which may
not be realistic. Although construct proliferation is currently a highly discussed limitation of our
science, the existence of construct proliferation across different focal areas has been raised for
decades. For example, job attitudes (Morrow, 1983), work-related outcomes (Le et al., 2010),
individual differences (Erdheim et al., 2006), and role-related factors (Banks et al., 2016) have all
been identified as areas with substantial construct proliferation beginning in the 1980s. Despite
this long-standing recognition, construct proliferation remains prevalent in 2025, particularly
within the same areas previously identified. Given the longevity of this problem, it is unrealistic to
assume that researchers, journals, and practitioners will suddenly align and adopt a standardized
way of thinking about I-O constructs. After years of attempting to bring attention to this issue,
expecting widespread agreement and enforcement without additional support may be overly
optimistic.

This challenge is further complicated by the potential professional consequences associated
with construct-consolidation efforts. When scholars have careers built around a particular
construct, that construct often becomes tied to their scholarly identity, reputation, and career
trajectory. As a result, attempts to consolidate, relabel, or eliminate constructs may under-
standably be met with resistance. These efforts have real human and professional consequences
that the field must acknowledge and address before pursuing large-scale reform. For example, it
remains unclear whether journals plan to invite reviewers with expertise in specific constructs to
address construct proliferation in those areas or whether professional organizations such as SIOP
intend to formally recognize and reward scholars who focus on overhauling constructs and
condensing the literature. Without more formal incentives and protections in place, it is unlikely
that researchers will undertake work that may put them at professional risk.

How I-O psychology can address these barriers
Addressing construct proliferation in the practice and application of I-O psychology will require
formal incentive structures that support the evaluation, integration, and consolidation of con-
structs. First, it is essential to communicate that an overhaul is not necessary to solve the construct
proliferation that is present; rather, a greater focus on our measurement may improve the
operationalization of these constructs, in turn creating better alignment with scientists and
practitioners. For instance, regularly testing discriminant validity against closely related constructs
would provide researchers with a clear view of how unique (or not) constructs are, which will
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either validate or invalidate their usefulness in new research. Researchers should create
nomological networks and maps of these constructs and present this information in graphics
that are easily understandable and shareable, inviting practitioners to engage with updated
information on constructs. Second, we must recognize that the absence of collective adoption
has enabled construct proliferation to persist and grow into a larger concern over time.
Meaningfully addressing this problem requires incentives aligned with consolidation efforts.
This may involve the field’s leading journals and professional organizations explicitly calling for
research aimed at construct consolidation to signal the importance of this work, such as opening
special issues to encourage discussion and investigation of our field’s most pressing contro-
versies regarding overlapping constructs. Another possible incentive would be for professional
organizations to fund research investigating specific instances of construct proliferation or to
create awards recognizing leading and influential work specifically tackling construct prolif-
eration. Third, practitioners may not adopt new, condensed terminology right away, but these
changes are more likely to be incorporated into practice gradually. Importantly, we need to
support scholars who originally introduced constructs that may later be viewed as redundant.
Scholars should not be penalized for contributing ideas that advanced the field, especially given
that construct development often reflects the state of theory and evidence available at the time.
Providing recognition and protection for this work may also make scholars more willing to
engage in construct consolidation efforts without fear of professional disadvantage. One
approach is to invite experts to investigate construct proliferation in their respective fields. This
gives scholars the opportunity to contribute meaningfully to consolidation efforts without
discouraging or penalizing past work in that research domain. Having experts and highly
respected individuals investigate construct proliferation may encourage others to do the same,
contributing meaningfully to the mission to align our science to recognize and act on con-
solidation efforts. In the long term, these efforts have the potential to enhance the credibility of
our science and related disciplines while gradually shaping practitioner tools and materials to
provide more relevant and useful information.

Concluding remarks
We agree that construct proliferation is a problem that needs to be addressed within I-O psy-
chology, with some of the strongest suggestions being from Bowling and colleagues. However,
many of the ideas addressing what to do about past and already existing construct proliferation are
limited in their practicality. Without clearer incentives, structural support, and guidance for
scholars and practitioners, efforts to consolidate constructs will remain largely aspirational.
Meaningful progress will likely require coordinated changes in how journals, professional
organizations, and the field at large reward and evaluate construct work. We risk repeating the
same cycle seen in the past: identifying the problem, acknowledging it as an issue, and ultimately
failing to take meaningful action. As such, if we fail to put better structures and incentives in place,
construct proliferation will persist. Real progress will require coordinated actions and a shift in
thinking on a discipline-wide scale that will make it feasible and worthwhile for consolidation to
occur and for proliferation to be resolved.
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