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Publish or perish, but what about practice?
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The connection between science and practice is at the core of I-O psychology, providing the foun-
dation for applying experimental findings to the real world (Rupp & Beal, 2007). However, in the
current publishing environment, journals that publish practice-oriented research often have lower
impact factors, as acknowledged in the focal article by Highhouse et al. (2020) and by many other
scholars (e.g., Extejt & Smith, 1990; Marsh & Hunt, 2006). This is concerning, considering that the
importance of publishing in high-quality and high-impact journals is deeply ingrained in the field
of I-O psychology and even more so for our colleagues affiliated with business schools. The cur-
rent structure of the scholar rewarding system, also known as “publish or perish,” is grounded in
chasing high numbers of publications in top-tier journals with high impact factors. However, a
consequence of this structure is the shift away from applied research, disintegrating the funda-
mental connection between science and practice for the field (Aguinis et al., 2017). Therefore,
we argue that although impact factor is still a highly valued benchmark to our field, we have
the ability to flip the metric by encouraging our colleagues to publish in lower impact,
practice-based journals. We call for a way to rediscover the roots of the field and grow the recog-
nition of practice-based journals, truly bridging the scientist-practitioner gap.

High impact factor, but no real impact

Despite the high regard for impact factors, recent research has shown that a high impact factor
does not necessarily equate to highly applicable and useful work for I-O psychologists (Antonakis,
2017; Selgen, 1998). Based on impact factor alone, articles that do not garner many citations are
not able to contribute to a journal’s impact factor. As a consequence, journals focused on attaining
a high impact factor are not motivated to publish articles that are application oriented, which may
not receive as many citations as rigorous, theory-based studies with tried and true methods
(Hoffman, 2017; Marsh & Hunt, 2006). Therefore, meaningful and influential practical research
is going largely unnoticed due to being rejected by top-tier journals.

Given that journals with high impact factors set the parameters for what is valued research, the
downsides surrounding these journals are troublesome. Research has shown that journals with high
impact factors often publish low-quality works, some with research design and analysis issues (Harris
et al, 2011). Additionally, submitting work to these highly esteemed journals is an extremely lengthy
process, which involves making sure the research has a sound theoretical background, rigorous meth-
ods, and is a good fit for the journal (West & Rich, 2012). This often leaves little room for innovative
work that has rarely been studied or is difficult to study, as is the case with practice-based research, and
draws out the process of publishing so that new research is already redundant by the time it is pub-
lished. However, articles in high-impact journals continue to garner high quantities of citations by
virtue of having more exposure regardless of the fact they may not actually make a meaningful con-
tribution to practical solutions that are at the core of I-O psychology.
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This super-elite model of publishing means that I-O psychologists miss nuanced research from
more diverse industries that require less mainstream methods of investigation, such as qualitative
and applied methods, simply because they are not reading the journals that publish this material
(Extejt & Smith, 1990). As a result, the field’s expertise is narrowing to paradigms where rigorous,
well-tested methods can be used, halting progress of research involving populations for which it is
more difficult to gather rigorous data (e.g., teams, disability, NASA, etc.). By default, very context-
specific studies may never have sufficient data to meet the standard of methodological rigor that
these journals require. If rigor was to continue to be the focus of high-impact journals, many
important practical works will not have an opportunity to influence the field, ensuring the stag-
nation of I-O psychology.

I1-O academic career success goes beyond top tiers

Within the ever-changing field of I-O psychology, publishing innovative and important findings
enriches an author’s exposure and notability. Now more than ever, it is evident that most pro-
fessionals view publications in journals with high impact factors as largely responsible for advanc-
ing careers, attracting desirable jobs, and retaining these positions (Marsh & Hunt, 2006).
However, being published in a prestigious journal is seemingly becoming more important than
publishing at all, especially as many schools place a high priority on this publishing practice for
faculty (Schimanski & Alperin, 2018). Such hierarchy can shape scholarly literature by deterring
researchers from pursuing meaningful, practice-oriented projects, especially when seeking a pro-
motion (e.g., tenure, full professorship), due to the lack of return value of these efforts.

Promisingly, new research has found that impact factor may not be the be-all and end-all for
employers when hiring academics. A recent series of experiments contradicted the widely held
belief that including “weak” publications in journals with lower impact factors on a curriculum
vita (CV) will make scholars appear to be less qualified. The results showed that adding “weak”
publications to a CV along with “strong” publications increased the strength of the candidate,
whereas a CV with fewer “strong” publications decreased the candidate’s strength (Donnelly
et al,, 2019). This is an encouraging finding and demonstrates that authors should no longer look
to publications with high impact factors as the gold standard to advance their careers.

Revering the prestige of a journal when publishing is a prevalent problem for business school
scholars with I-O psychology backgrounds, and psychology departments themselves, who are
increasingly inclined to devalue practice-oriented research (Highhouse et al., 2020). As such, these
scholars and their students focus on publishing theoretical rather than practical works. However,
I-O psychologists and professionals in the business world understand that to be operative beyond
business school, graduates need to look toward creative, theory-derived solutions oriented in practice
(Machado & Davim, 2018). If institutions emphasize theoretical research at the expense of practice,
students will lack perspective and fail to develop managerial skill sets (Heskett, 2005). Therefore, in
order to preserve and encourage applied research, scholars should be motivated to educate their stu-
dents about the relevance of the intersection between science and practice. If schools continue to over-
look this relationship, they run the risk of becoming static institutions, teaching only a one-way
approach to a dynamic, multifaceted field. Business and psychology scholars would benefit from ignor-
ing the attractive illusion of high impact factors and instead use practical work that enhances the field
and their students’ education as a benchmark for success.

Conclusion

It is apparent that impact factor will remain an important index in determining a journal’s prestige
into the future. Yet, as a field, we have seen that high-impact journals rarely publish innovative
practical work because they are too concerned with maintaining high levels of citations. If the
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attention continues to be too narrowly focused on impact factor, researchers will continue to avoid
practice-oriented projects, especially while seeking to establish their careers. Unless changed, the
publishing hierarchy will continue to downgrade the status of practice-based work, eroding the
core identity of I-O psychology.

How then should we go about changing the way we view impact factors in I-O psychology? We
should begin by not being afraid of publishing in lower impact journals or journals that publish
practice-based work. In fact, we should be encouraging our colleagues and students to read and
publish in these types of journals. If researchers are motivated to publish in applied journals, the
impact factor of these practice-oriented journals will increase, bringing further attention to impor-
tant publications that may otherwise be lost.

Perhaps the most necessary change, however, is to the scholar rewarding system. For instance,
when candidates apply for a promotion, rather than solely asking them for the impact factors of
the journals they have published in, they should be asked to map their papers in terms of practical
value and influence, such as how many employees or organizations have undergone their practical
training intervention. This indicator may be measured through altmetrics, which account for the
influence of research that is disseminated by social media (Cho, 2017). Another way to change our
view of the quality of a researcher’s contributions could be to measure students’ evolution in the-
oretical and practical perspective as well as their productivity in creating and applying new
research (e.g., campus workshops, policy changes). These are potentially better measures of
the legacy and influence that a researcher has on the field and the world as a whole, but they
do call for innovative lenses to further develop and implement them.

As a field, we have the power to change the metric for our practice-based journals by reading
and citing these publications, disregarding our pride, and finding more productive and meaning-
ful ways to measure our influence as scientists. In doing so, the status of I-O psychology will be
elevated, allowing for other disciplines and business school scholars to recognize the importance
of practice-oriented work. Publishing more practice-oriented work, even if this begins in journals
with lower impact factors, enables I-O psychologists to renew an interest in practice-based
research. Instead of pressuring to publish in top-tier journals, which is motivated by the fear
of perishing as a scholar, I-O psychologists should return to the field’s core identity: the
scientist—practitioner model.
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