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The is-ought problem in deciding what to replicate: Which
motives guide current replication practices?
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This commentary examines whether the motives that currently guide replication prac-
tices align with normative proposals for selecting replication targets. Drawing on the
preliminary analysis of 1,075 replication studies in psychology, we find that researchers
most often conduct replications to self-replicate, extend previous findings, or test their
generalizability, whereas motives related to a study’s influence or uncertainty are men-
tioned less frequently. These findings suggest a discrepancy between what researchers
do replicate and what meta-scientific frameworks recommend should be replicated,
highlighting the continued influence of novelty-oriented incentives even within the
replication landscape.
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Isager et al. (2025) proposes a framework to deter-
mine which studies should be replicated in order to al-
locate resources in a sustainable way. They argue that
deciding what to replicate should involve an assessment
of the target study’s value and uncertainty. In their
framework, value is operationalized as a study’s citation
count and meant to measure to what extent the study
impacts scientific theory, clinical practice, public policy,
and the like. Uncertainty focuses on how much infor-
mation can be gained from claims that may not have
been sufficiently investigated yet and is operationalized
through sample size. Both value and uncertainty are
included in their framework to quantify the expected
replication value as a basis for more formalized selec-
tion procedures for replication studies. Isager and col-
leagues present a validation of their proposal showing
that studies that have been selected for replication in-
deed have a higher replication value than comparable
studies that haven’t undergone replication, suggesting
that authors of replication studies at least implicitly are
guided by value and uncertainty when choosing studies
for replication. Our commentary concerns replication
authors’ explicit motives for replication.

Isager (2018) collected self-reported justifications for
selecting studies for replication. In 52 out of 68 replica-
tion studies, factors related to value (such as citation
impact, theoretical importance, citation in textbooks,
and influence on policy) were mentioned. Factors re-
lated to uncertainty were mentioned in 51 out of 68 re-
ports (including lack of replication, imprecise estimates,
and prevalence of questionable research practices). Ad-

ditionally, low costs were mentioned 4 out of 68 times
and personal preferences (i.e., research interest of the
authors) 16 out of 68 times. Consequently, Isager et
al. (2023) suggest that researchers mainly consider a)
the value/ impact of a research topic, b) the uncertainty
about a research claim, c) the quality of the study that is
proposed for replication, and d) the costs/feasibility of
the replication. This proposal is offered further credibil-
ity by a recent survey of experts on replication in which
a) interest, b) doubt, c) impact, d) methodology, and
e) feasibility emerged as the most common replication
motives (Pittelkow et al., 2023). An ongoing study by
the authors of this commentary expands on these find-
ings by assessing the explicit replication motives of au-
thors of replications in 100 psychology journals between
2012 and 2021. This was achieved by identifying all
replication studies in the top 100 ranked journals (by
5-year journal impact factor) in the Social Science Ci-
tation Index (SSCI) of the Web of Science Core Collec-
tion by Clarivate. These replication studies were coded
for replication type and the motive(s) for replication
mentioned by the author(s). Following Hüffmeier et al.
(2016) we distinguished between exact, close, construc-
tive, and conceptual replications. Exact replications are
replications that aspire to be as identical as possible to
an original study and are carried out by the same re-
searchers. Close replications aspire to be as similar as
possible to the original study but are conducted by inde-
pendent researchers. Constructive replications are sim-
ilar to the original study but additionally introduce new
elements. Often this takes the form of a consecutive
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study within the same paper. Lastly, conceptual replica-
tions aim to investigate whether a finding arises in a dif-
ferent context or with another methodology. Nine moti-
vation categories were determined in a bottom-up fash-
ion by determining the major themes among the explicit
replication motives: 1) reference to the replication cri-
sis, 2) methodological concerns, 3) conflicting results,
4) alternative explanations, 5) influential / fundamen-
tal, 6) self-replication, 7) extension, 8) generalizability,
9) or other – which are described in more detail in Ta-
ble 1. Among these categories, influential/fundamen-
tal maps directly onto value from Isager et al. (2025),
while methodological concern, conflicting results, and
alternative explanation all pertain to aspects of uncer-
tainty. The proposal by Isager and colleagues does not
directly bear on the remaining replication motives.

Our findings are preliminary in that the reliability
of the coding still has to be established, but the gen-
eral pattern is telling of current research practices. Our
preliminary findings based on an investigation of 1075
replication studies, indicate that value and uncertainty
are not among the most mentioned motives for replica-
tion. With only 5% of the replication studies referring
to the influence of the target study, influential/funda-
mental is among the least mentioned motives for repli-
cation. Uncertainty seems to be valued somewhat more
strongly with methodological concerns, conflicting re-
sults, and alternative explanations being mentioned in
14%, 7%, and 6% of replication studies, respectively.
Replication authors engage in self-replication most of-
ten (46%) and indicate extension (38%) and general-
isability (32%) as the second and third most important
reasons for replication (see Figure 1 for preliminary re-
sults). This is consistent with our observation that of all
1075 replication studies assessed, we identified about
52% as conceptual, 22% as exact, 18% as constructive,
and the remaining 8% as close replications. Note that
the large majority of self-replications are not due to au-
thors who have lost confidence in an earlier published
finding, but occur within a multi-study article, where a
subsequent study is used to confirm the results of a pre-
ceding study. Such self-replications constitute a large
part of the exact and constructive types of replications.

The relative popularity of conceptual replications
and related motives such as extending or generalising
previous studies reveals that a predominantly novelty-
oriented research culture even pervades the replication
landscape. This is particularly disheartening consid-
ering that only less than 1% (in our findings roughly
half a percent) of all studies published in psychology
are replications (Makel et al., 2012) – with an even
smaller number counting as close replications of orig-
inal findings. Motives addressing uncertainty or value

aren’t reported as much by replication authors as one
would expect based on the importance attributed to
them by meta-scientists (Field et al., 2019; Isager et
al., 2023, 2025; Makel et al., 2012; Murphy et al.,
2022; Pittelkow et al., 2023). The observation that sev-
eral authors practice self-replication by conducting ex-
act and/or constructive replications in multi-study arti-
cles can be considered a silver lining in that replicating
oneself before moving to publication is one way to re-
duce the uncertainty of research findings. It is, however,
not a sure proof of avoiding that ambiguous findings en-
ter the scientific literature because of undetected prob-
lems with the original and replicated studies (Rotello
et al., 2015). Incidentally, this also raises the question
which type of replication should be undertaken when a
study is identified as having high replication value (see
Lynch et al., 2015, for discussion). We suspect that the
nature of the associated uncertainty might be a deci-
sive factor here. Our findings indicate that there are
several aspects to uncertainty, which aren’t all reflected
to the same extent when uncertainty is operationalized
through sample size. This also suggests, that in addi-
tion to formalized procedures for selecting replication
targets, methodological and content experts will still be
likely to devote their efforts to replicating studies they
consider to be flawed or mistaken. While replication can
certainly be a means of correcting the scientific record,
an advantage of the proposal by Isager et al. (2025)
is that it does not appear biased toward studies that
are unlikely to successfully replicate, and as such may
lead to a healthier scientific literature that is neither
distorted by file drawer bias, nor repeat study bias or
gotcha bias (Berinsky et al., 2020). Ultimately, such ef-
forts could help restore public trust in (psychological)
science by increasing the number of successful replica-
tions (Anvari & Lakens, 2018; Wingen et al., 2020).

Take Home Message

We believe that our findings highlight a discrep-
ancy between what is motivating researchers to con-
duct replication studies and what according to Isager
et al. (2025) and others ought to motivate researchers
when deciding what to replicate. The validation of their
replication value framework indicates that studies that
have been selected for replication indeed have a higher
expected utility gain than non-replicated studies. How-
ever, our preliminary findings suggest that (even) in the
replication landscape novelty is valued more than re-
ducing uncertainty or obtaining more accurate knowl-
edge about influential findings. This could be due to
prevailing publication policies which still expect or re-
quire researchers to submit novel findings. As such, re-
searchers who are convinced about the value of replica-



3

Table 1

Taxonomy of motives for conducting replication studies as mentioned by the author(s)
Motive Coding Interpretation
Explicit reference to repli-
cation crisis

RC the author(s) actively refer to the replication crisis within
the social sciences, and emphasize the need for and value
of replication studies

Methodological concern MC the author(s) have concerns about the methodology of the
original study and aim to improve on the method, analysis,
and/or design of the original study

Conflicting results CR the literature shows inconsistent results about the phe-
nomenon under study, where the author(s) of the replica-
tion study want to add to and/or settle the debate

Alternative explanation AE the author(s) suspect the phenomenon under scrutiny
might have a different origin than initially thought

Influential / Fundamental I/F it is important to replicate because the original study has
societal impact and/or implications, or is otherwise aca-
demically important, for instance because it is often cited
or regularly features in textbooks

Self-replication SR the author(s) want to conduct a replication study to see
whether their original results are reliable

Extension EX the replication study is meant to add on to the original
findings, and to provide additional insights into the phe-
nomenon discussed

Generalisability GEN the replication study uses different tasks, materials, or par-
ticipants to generalize the original findings; validations of
new methods are also included in this category

Other O Replication motives that do not fall under the preceding
categories

tions might still make the deliberate choice to include
novel elements in their replication attempts to meet
these (implicit) expectations. Currently, the proposal
by Isager and colleagues offers a useful framework that
allows researchers to objectively argue for the studies
they decide to replicate. It therefore stands to reason
that the expected utility of their framework could be
further increased if researchers would not feel pressured
by novelty; not only when selecting replication targets,
but also when deciding on the type of replication. While
there are several good reasons to replicate a study, the
framework might be particularly useful for changing the
incentive structure surrounding the publication of repli-
cations in that it provides objective arguments as to why
and how replication studies should be conducted.
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Figure 1

Preliminary findings on the frequency of motives mentioned by authors of replication studies in the top 100 of psychology
journals (2012-2021)
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