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Science–Practice Gaps in 
Industrial-Organizational Psychology:

Part I: Member Data and Perspectives
Rich Cober, Rob Silzer, Anna Erickson1

Executive Summary

The recent SIOP Practitioner Needs Survey explored the possible “gaps”
that might exist between the science and practice of industrial-organizational
psychology.  Survey responses suggest that gaps do exist in a number of areas.
Possible reasons for these gaps include:

• practice may underutilize available science  
• science may undervalue innovations in practice 
• science may not produce research findings that are relevant to practice 
• practice might not provide sufficient opportunities to research relevant

issues  
This article (Part I of a two-part article) presents member survey results

related to science–practice gaps and explores the details around those per-
ceived gaps.  In addition, a group of experienced SIOP members provide their
perspectives on the survey results.  Part II (in the next TIP) will summarize
member recommendations on the steps that can be taken to address these
gaps and to increase science–practice collaboration.   

Introduction

The gap between I-O science and practice has long been discussed as a sig-
nificant issue in our field, and SIOP tried to bridge the gaps by regularly encour-
aging conference forums that bring researchers and practitioners together.  Suc-
cessful advances in other disciplines often depend on an initial incubation and
testing of ideas in either a research environment or in practice efforts before they
become widely studied and applied.  To explore this topic, the Practitioner
Needs Survey included a question that asked where such “gaps” actually exist. 

In 2008 the SIOP Professional Practice Committee conducted a member-
ship survey to better understand practitioner views and needs on a variety of
professional issues (Silzer, Cober, Erickson, & Robinson; 2008).  The survey
was sent to all members, with an overall response rate of 36%.  Respondents
were divided into four practitioner groups based on self-reported percent of
work time devoted to being a practitioner (as opposed to time being an edu-
cator or scientist/researcher): 
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• Full-time practitioners (n = 612, indicating 70% or more time as a prac-
titioner) 

• Part-time practitioners (n = 101, indicating 21%–69% of time as a prac-
titioner)

• Occasional practitioners (n = 193, indicating 1%–20% of time as a
practitioner)

• Nonpractitioners (n = 99, indicating 0% of time as a practitioner)

Survey Results: Perceptions of the Science–Practice Gap

Survey respondents were asked to indicate: In which areas do you find the
biggest gap between the available science/research on a topic and actual
organizational practice in your work? Respondents evaluated the gap
between science and practice in 26 content areas identified during the survey
development process to reflect both research and applied interest areas in our
field.  Respondents were asked to indicate whether they felt that a gap exist-
ed in the area by identifying whether (a) practice was ahead of science/
research, (b) science/research was ahead of practice, or (c) little or no gap
exists. Respondents were also allowed to indicate do not know if they did not
have the knowledge or experience for answering in a particular area.  

Table 1 summarizes the responses to this question. The percent of total
survey respondents that selected the do not know, found in the fourth data col-
umn of Table 1, provides some insight into which content areas are more or
less relevant to SIOP member activities.   

Table 1
Science/Practice Gap
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Response percent
(All respondents, n = 1,005)

Area
Practice
ahead*

Little or
no gap*

Science/
research
ahead*

Do not
know**

Consulting and advising 80% 13% 6% 22%
Employment branding 74 17 9 43
HR technology 73 17 11 30
Executive/management coaching 70 18 12 27
Strategic planning 68 17 14 30
Succession/workforce planning 67 16 16 26
Talent management 66 16 17 27
Labor relations 65 24 11 50
HR general practices 64 21 14 30
Compensation 62 25 12 49
Employee relations 59 28 12 45
Employee recruitment 56 28 15 27
Organizational development 55 24 21 26



Table 1 (continued)

*Response percentages in first three columns are based on the total number of respondents
answering one of the first three response choices and do not include the do not know respondents.
Bold font indicates highest percentage for a specific content area. 
** Based on total survey respondents 

As seen in Table 1:
• In 14 of the 26 areas, practice is seen as ahead of science/research by more

than 50% of respondents (who chose one of the first three alternatives).  
• In another five areas, practice is seen as ahead of science/research by

smaller percent of respondents (36%–49%).
• In five areas, science is seen as ahead of practice (by slight to substan-

tial margins). 
• In just two areas the largest proportion of respondents indicate that lit-

tle or no gap exists. 
• In seven areas (from organizational culture through assessment),

responses suggest potential convergence of science and practice given
the balance of responses (and with most responders having opinions,
suggesting high familiarity in these areas). 

• In five areas more than 40% of our respondents indicated did not know
with regard to a gap. It is likely that these areas, such as employment
branding, labor relations, and litigation support, are not widely part of
either research or practice activities.   

An evaluation of the content areas receiving the highest percentage of
practice ahead responses (toward the top of the list) suggests that these areas
tend to be:

Response percent
(All respondents, n = 1,005)

Area
Practice
ahead*

Little or
no gap*

Science/
research
ahead*

Do not
know**

Litigation support 51 31 18 46
Leadership and management development 49 27 23 20
Management/executive selection 47 24 29 20
Organizational culture 37 27 35 24
Performance management 37 27 35 20
Competency modeling 36 29 34 21
Training and development 35 38 27 21
Cross cultural issues 34 21 44 36
Employee engagement and attitudes 30 35 34 22
Individual assessment/assessment centers 29 33 37 18
Selection/staffing 26 32 41 15
Job and work analysis 14 34 52 17
Measurement and statistics 3 27 80 12
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• Hands on practice areas such as consulting, coaching
• On the organization side of I-O psychology such as strategic planning,

organizational development
• Core areas of human resource practice such as succession/workforce

planning, talent management, employment branding, HR technology,
labor and employee relations, and employee recruitment   

An evaluation of the content areas receiving the highest percentage of sci-
ence/research ahead responses (toward the bottom of the list) suggests that
these areas tend to be:

• Measurement oriented such as measurement and statistics
• On the industrial side of I-O psychology such as job and work analysis

and selection/staffing
Finally, there was the group of seven content areas that receive more bal-

anced responses. These areas include organizational culture, performance
management, cross-cultural issues, competency modeling, training and
development, employee engagement and attitudes, and individual assess-
ment/ assessment centers. In these areas a mutually beneficial connection or
convergence might exist between science and practice. 

In many of the areas found in Table 1, there is some response agreement
across the four practitioner groups on which sector is “ahead” in an area.  In
these areas:

• In practice ahead areas, practice knowledge, experience, and innova-
tion) might have the most influence on handling an issue in organiza-
tions (though this does not necessarily mean that practice innovations
are adequately researched).

• In science ahead areas, science (laboratory studies, empirical field
research, meta-analyses) might have the greatest influence (though this
does not necessarily mean that scientific findings are put into practice). 

• If many respondents choose little or no gap, it might mean that science
is being utilized in practice and that practice innovations are being
researched.

Table 2 reports response distributions from only those areas where differ-
ential response patterns exist across practitioner groups.  Such patterns were
found in 9 of the 26 areas.  Data illustrating the differences are highlighted in
bold font. The biggest response pattern differences are found in performance
management, organizational culture, and competency modeling.  

Perspectives of SIOP Members

To further understand the implications of these results, we invited 12
SIOP members, whose professional experience bridges science and practice,
to respond to several questions related to the survey data. Here is a summary
of their responses to the first question (Part II of this article will provide a
summary of responses to other questions): 
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Based on your experience, do the results in this area of the Practition-
er Needs Survey surprise you? Why or why not? 

Generally, the findings were not surprising to our SIOP members. Below
are their reasons:  

• Topics with measurement foundation (i.e., methods per se, selection,
attitude measurement) are topics where academics historically have
made and continue to make central contributions. Note that those are
areas where academics have a good chance of doing work that accom-
plishes the dual goals of (a) contributing to scientific psychology and
(b) contributing to practice. Both goals loom large for academics.

• A significant issue in our field is that one can become an I-O psychol-
ogist and not practice. Those that have only learned about topics, and
never really done a job analysis, developed a test, or dealt with a hos-
tile client, will have divergent perspectives from those practicing in
organizations. This data provides another data point for the need of
some clear sort of certification, which includes a knowledge and prac-
tice component, for both practitioners and academics in our field. 

• Reward systems affect this issue significantly. Scientists can afford to
study what they are interested in as long as it is publishable. Publish-
able, quick turn-around work may not be the kind of work that will
truly benefit practice. However, there is little incentive for scientists to
tackle some of the more nebulous applied topics (areas at the top of
Table 1) unless they have an intrinsic interest. Practitioners survive
based on management’s willingness to pay. Unfortunately, this drives
work that may not have optimal scientific rigor.

• Although grounded firmly in our field’s scientific principles and body
of research evidence, much of professional practice requires a degree of
art to sufficiently address business problems.  The practice areas that
received the highest percentages for “practice ahead” are those that are
the least “studyable” with I-O methodologies (e.g., large sample statis-
tics with highly coveted small p-values); and the culture of SIOP relat-
ed to professional practice is reflected in another section of the survey
that found SIOP leadership does not fully understand the issues and
context within which our practitioners operate. The gap ultimately
exists because full-time practitioners and nonpractitioners have very
different understandings of what professional practice is/entails.

• If there was any surprise, it was the relatively high level of agreement
among the different response categories. One may have thought there
would have been some more entrenched positions on this topic, but
these results are a testament to the applied nature of our field. As more
I-O psychologists join organizations, there is a growing realization and
respect for the advances that are made in applied settings that may drive
or in many cases outpace research.

• We give ourselves credit for more collaboration between science and
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practice than typically gets noted. There are a number of studies that are
born from applied data sets or whose implications directly affect the
way a practitioner may choose to design an intervention/project. As
Anthony Rucci stated in his 2008 SIOP Keynote “It is only where sci-
ence and practice converge that I-O psychology really makes its full
contributions.” We have many examples of that: Our struggle as a field
may be in effectively sharing and disseminating those examples. 

Thoughts on What These Results Tell Us

Why Is There a Science–Practice Gap?
To fully understand any science–practice gap, we need to ask why the gap

exists.  There are several possibilities. 
1.  Different reward systems.   One hypothesis is that limited connection

between the practice and science may be due to the differential reward systems
for scientists and practitioners. Those that pursue the science must focus on
building research programs that can yield a large number of studies publishable
in top-tier journals. Those who practice must focus on building useful and feasi-
ble solutions for organizations that are valued (and paid for) by the organization.  

2.  Normal evolution of the field.  The gap might just reflect the current
state of our field and suggest an opportunity for the further evolution of I-O
psychology. Areas such as job analysis and selection are foundational for
much of the work done in organizations.  As I-O psychology (and human
resource management for that matter) evolves and innovates in practice, new
areas will emerge for our science to investigate.  

3.  Limited organizational resources.  Perhaps organizations are unwilling
to pay for interventions and solutions that require adherence to research prin-
ciples and findings. These approaches may be perceived as too expensive or
unnecessary to address a problem. Organizational constraints and resources
often dictate what a solution will look like, even when the I-O practitioner
makes cogent arguments about the ROI and effectiveness of more rigorous
approaches.  Key decision makers in organizations often do not value the
benefits of scientifically sound interventions.

4.  Lack of relevance.  Practitioners may not be leveraging our science
because of the nongeneralizability of research findings, a lack of relevance to
real-world problems, and a lack of access to literature summaries by topic.
Practitioners often face complex contextual issues, strategic objectives, and
executive demands that require uniquely tailored solutions that are not
addressed in the literature. On the other hand, researchers may not sufficient-
ly value the innovative ideas and leading-edge efforts by practitioners.  They
may not see relevance of practice activities to their research interests or efforts.  

5.  Science is hard to apply.   In some areas the science may have evolved
in an area beyond what practice is able to absorb or apply. Management may
think that research approaches require unnecessary steps and delays. 
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6.  Insufficient time or motivation by researchers.  Researchers may not
have the time to focus on key issues faced by practitioners in organizations,
and those issues may not be of personal interest to the researchers. 

7.  Insufficient time or motivation by practitioners. Practitioners may not
take sufficient time to discover the relevant research on an organizational
issue or may not be interested in trying to see the relevance of key research
findings, particularly when they are under significant demands to add value
and quickly produce work products and services.   

8.  No need to close the gap. There are some areas, such as measurement,
where there is, and may always be, a profound gap between the methods used
by science and the methods employed by practitioners. In a sense, the gap
provides a healthy opportunity for science to advance the profession by
experimenting with new methodologies or creating nonintuitive insights.
Similarly, practice may continue to serve as an innovation lab for generating
new approaches to emerging issues.  

Moving Forward

The time for moving the field to greater collaboration is now.  Economic
downturns provide opportunities for innovation and entrepreneurship. We are
living and working in a time where partnerships between practitioners and
researchers can be mutually beneficial for both product/service quality and
economic reasons.  We should seize this opportunity. In Part II of this article
SIOP members provide recommendations on steps that can be taken to
address these gaps.   

At our 2008 SIOP conference, Tony Rucci said the core purpose of I-O
psychology today is “to support the dignity and performance of human
beings, and the organizations they work in, by advancing the science and
knowledge of human behavior.” It is incumbent on our entire professional
community to capitalize on these ideas and work toward shared goals in order
to provide lasting value and support the continuous evolution of our profes-
sion and its noble purpose. 

Part I lays the groundwork of where gaps are perceived to exist today. Part
II will present recommendations on how scientists and practitioners can
increase their collaboration to facilitate science–practice convergence. 
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George Thornton Consulting

Is your assessment center as efficient and effective as it could be?
 Does your assessment center meet professional standards?
 Will your assessment center withstand challenges?

George Thornton Consulting provides services to answer those questions: 
 Third party oversight of design and implementation
 Evaluation studies
 Audit in relation to professional standards
 Expert witness services in employment discrimination litigation

Contact us:   970-491-5233    george@georgethorntonconsulting.com

www.georgethorntonconsulting.com

Oversight of Assessment Center Operations
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