Overview of Theory Construction

Theory  (functional definition):  A theory is a set of constructs, definitions, and propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among variables for the purpose of explaining, describing, and predicting phenomena. 

Theory (formal definition):  A theory is a collection of 1) primitive terms; 2) terms defined on the basis of the primitives and/or previous definitions; 3) assumptions about the nature of and relationships between the terms; and 4) propositions derived from the various definitions, primitives, and assumptions, as well as from previous propositions.

Paradigms specify what propositions are valid for study.

Logics are the means of generating theoretical propositions.  Logics can be verbal, mathematical, or pictorial.

Methods are the means of testing theoretical propositions (descriptive, quantitative, qualitative, etc.)

Some important terms:


-- variable/construct


-- independent, dependent, mediating


-- operationalization

-- levels of measurement (nominal, ordinal, interval, ratio)


-- relationships in theories:



-- positive, negative, curvilinear (nonlinear)



-- direct, indirect, spurious


-- correlation

-- significance
Types of explanation:


-- causal (antecendents imply consequents)


-- teleological (consequent explains the antecendent)


-- logical (interlocked statements; one the consequence of the other; eg e = mc2)


-- taxonomic (classifications)

Criteria for evaluating theory


-- theoretical scope


A theory must be general enough to apply to a broad range of phenomena; it should apply to a broad range of phenomena; it should not apply to a single event; it should not be trivial


-- validity



Is the theory consistent with the data?  With other theories?


-- parsimony


How simple is the theory?  If two theories give equally good explanations, the simpler is to be preferred.


-- heuristic provocativeness



Does the theory generate new research?  New theory?

