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The NIH Science of Behavior Change (SOBC) program seeks to make behavior change research more impactful, targeted, and systematic by promoting a common, mechanism-focused, experimental medicine approach. Critically, to identify key mechanisms of behavior change, it is necessary to operationalize and measure these mechanisms in reliable and valid ways.

Currently, there is no agreed upon method for validating measures. This lack of standardization is apparent in the use of arbitrary metrics (e.g., selecting split-half vs. Cronbach’s alpha when reporting internal consistency), assumed unidimensionality, and “validation” in random samples or subsamples that may not generalize. Furthermore, there is a lack of standardization regarding the considerations that must be addressed to inform the measurement validation process across different uses. For example, if a measurement is to be used longitudinally, has the researcher ensured that the measure is invariant at each timepoint? And, even now, measures and validation information are often hard to find.

This manuscript wrestles with the question, what does this lack of standardization in measurement validation mean for behavior change research at large? What are the consequences if the field does not change? We discuss the implications of continuing in the current state, which includes lack of awareness about failed validation attempts, cherry-picking validation statistics, and uncertainty about whether the measure is validated for the population of interest. Another large consequence of lack of a common validation approach is the inevitable ambiguity that results when there is a failure to achieve behavior change (e.g., is it an unreliable measure of the behavior change mechanism? Or, did the mechanism not change?). On the other hand, there are inherent challenges due to the heterogeneity of measures of behavior change and key mechanisms across multiple fields and levels of analysis—some are paper and pencil, some are MRI-based, some are task-based—and prescriptions for standardized approaches have been met with considerable resistance, correctly so, for many other areas of science. Barriers to proposing a common validation approach are summarized, and considered. Next, best practices from other fields on validation approaches for measures are summarized.

Although there seems to be a need to move to a standardized and systematic process for measure validation, there are numerous challenges associated with doing so. We present a balanced discussion of both the reasons for a shift to a standardized approach and the related challenges. We conclude with suggested next steps to move SOBC and the field of behavior change research towards a more unified and systematic future.
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