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DUBIN’S - EIGHT PATTERSON’S EIGHT BACHARACH’S WHETTON’S CRITERIA FOR GOOD THEORY VAN DE VEN’S TORRACO’S 9 LYNHAM’S REQUIRED 5
PHASES OF THEORY STEP FRAMEWORK FOR CRITERIA FOR REQUIREMENTS OF ROLE PHASES OF APPLIED THEORY
BUILDING & TESTING FOR THEORY GOOD THEORY REQUIREMENTS BUILDING
CORRESPONDING SOUNDNESS OF THEORY EVALUATION OF APPLIED
QUALITY CRITERIA BUILT THEORY
1. UNITS (Concepts) of the 1. IMPORTANCE Purpose of theoretical 1. WHAT? Contributes knowledge to a 1. Interpreting new 1. Conceptual development
theory (articulating the statements is twofold: - the essential or constituent elements of a phenomenon scientific discipline and research - depicts current, best, most informed

(The translation of concepts to
units; things or variables whose

significance of the theory,
identifying the relevance of

- to organize

- includes constructs, variables, concepts that are part of the
explanation

enables application of such
knowledge to the practice of a

understanding and explanation of the
phenomenon/problem in the real world

interactions constitute the the theory to life or real (pars1mon10qsly) - are descriptive in nature profession context
subject matter of attention) behavior, identification of - to communicate - two important criteria for judging WHAT - good theory is PRACTICAL - must result in an explicit and informed
formal criteria that the (clearly) * comprehensiveness (are all the relevant factors included?), conceptual framework that provides an
Compares the outcomes of the theory must meet and and initial understanding and explanation of
first theory development step to against which it must be * parsimony (should some factors be eliminated because they the nature and dynamics of the issue,
five quality criteria for step evaluated, and finally add little additional value to our understanding?) problem, or phenomenon that is the
one: rigor and exactness, acceptance of the theory focus of the theory
parsimony, completeness, against these criteria by - requires the development of key
logical consistency, and degree professionals and through elements, an initial explanation of their
of conformity to the literature review) interdependence, and the general
combination limitations of the limitations under which the theoretical
units framework is expected to operate
2. LAWSOF 2.  PRECISENESSAND Primary goal of a theory | 2. HOW? Good theory is practical 2. Responding to new | 2. Operationalization
INTERACTION (among CLARITY (ensuring that is to answer: - the relationships between the constructs because: problems - must enable an explicit connection
the concepts and units of the theory is _ How - should be sequential, logic, causal - it advances between the conceptual and application
the model) understandable, internally B When. and - describes how the factors are related knowledge in a (or practical) phases of theory building
consistent and free from ’ - are descriptive scientific - requires translation or conversion of
Compares the outcomes of the ambiguities, establishing - Why - adds order to the conceptualization by explicitly delineating discipline the theoretical framework to observable,
second theory development the ease with which the patterns - guides research confirmable components or elements
step to quality criterion of theory can be related to - introduces casuality towards crucial - must result in an operationalized
parsimony. data or the practice or the - Requires a balance between parsimony and completeness questions, and theoretical framework
ease with which can make - enlightens the
predictions from it) profession
concerned
3.  BOUNDARIES of the 3. PARSIMONY AND Must fulfill the goal of 3. WHY? Characteristics of good theory | 3. Defining applied 3. Confirmation or disconfir mation

theory (the boundaries
within which the theory is
expected to apply)

Compares the outcomes of the
third theory development step
to two quality criteria:
homogeneity and
generalization.

SIMPLICITY
(establishing the degree to
which the theory contains a
minimum of complexity
and assumptions,
determining the relative
simplicity of the theory in
terms of basic principles)

description, namely, to
answer the question of
WHAT

- makes explicit the underlying assumptions about the
phenomenon together with explicit conditions

- is the theory glue that welds the theoretical model together
through explanation

- provides the basic logic that can be used to evaluate the theory
- where WHAT and HOW describe, only WHY explains!

- must ensure that what is passing for good theory includes a
plausible explanation for why we should expect certain
relationships in our data

include explicit treatment of:
- Who
- What
- Where
- When
- How, and
- WHY (especially
why)

problems

- requires planning, design,
implementation, and evaluation of an
appropriate research agenda and studies
to purposefully inform and intentionally
confirm or disconfirm the theoretical
framework

- results in a confirmed and trustworthy
theory
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4. SYSTEM STATESof
the theory (conditions
under which the theory is
operative)

Compares the outcomes of the
fourth and final theory
development step to three
quality criteria: inclusiveness,
persistence, and distinctiveness.

4. COMPREHENSIVENESS

(determining how completely
the theory includes all known
data in the field)

Two criteria for the evaluation
of theory, include:

- Falsifiability (must be
constructed so that empirical
refutation is possible (must be
possible for an empirical
scientific system to be refuted by
experience: true until proven
otherwise!)

- Utility (refers to the usefulness
of theoretical systems; utility =
the bridge that connects the
theory and the practice, and at
the core of this explanation =
explanation and prediction. A
theory is only useful if it can
both predict AND explain, and
to do so it must show HOW and
WHY it will be able to predict
and explain)

4-6: WHEN, WHERE, WHO?
- are concerned with the
boundaries of genaralizability

- make explicit the limiting
conditions applicable to the
theory

- describe the range of the
theory, and ensure sensitivity to
context

- are confirmed through tests of
initial, rudimentary theoretical
statements

Good theories are not trivial and
emphasizes validation less, and
usefulness more

4. Evaluating solutions

4. Application

- requires successful application of
the theory to the problem,
phenomenon, or issue

- enables further study, inquiry, and
understanding of the theory in
action

- must enable theorist to use the
experience and learning from the
real world application of the theory
to further inform, develop, and
refine the theory

- is where practice gets to judge
and inform the usefulness and
relevance of the theory form
improved practice, problem solving
and understanding

5.  PROPOSITIONSof the
theory (logical deductions
about the theory in
operation)

Compares the outcomes of the

first theory operationalization

step to three quality criteria:
consistency, accuracy, and
parsimony.

5. OPERATIONALITY
(determining how capable the
theory is of being reduced to
procedures for testing of its
propositions and predictions,
establishing the precision of
its concepts for measurement,
and identifying the concepts
used to indicate the
relationships and organization
among the concepts)

Theorists need a clear
understanding of how a given
theory fits in with other pre-
existing and adequately related
theories — and there are two
quality dimensions to this “fit’:

- Connectivity (ability to bridge
the gap between two or more
different theories, thus
explaining something between
the domains of the previous
theories, and so continually
mapping the empirical universe),
and

- Transformational (i.e. it causes
preexisting theories to be
reevaluated in a new light)

Good theory contains both
description and explanation, and
improve both conceptualization
and application (i.e. better
understanding and practice)

Good theory follows and demonstrates
principles of disciplined imagination
- it goes beyond establishing
empirically observable
patterns
- rather, it tries to explain
what causes them

5. Discerning priorities

5. Continuous r efinement and
development (of the theory)

- requires ongoing study,
adaptation, development, and
improvement of the theory in
action

- helps ensure continuous relevance
and rigor of the theory in action

- ensures continuous attention to
the trustworthiness and substantive
quality of the theory, and that the
theory is kept current and relevant;
that it continues to work and have
utility in the real world, and if not,
that it is discarded or replaced by
better, more relevant explanations
and understanding of the
phenomenon, problem, or issue
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6. EMPIRICAL 6. EMPIRICAL VALIDITY A theory must be Good contributions to theoretical | Good theory does not fall into the trap | 6. Interpreting old data in new
INDICATORS OR VERIFICATION conceptually coherent, and development include: of ontology and epistemology, rather: | ways

(empirical measures used

to make the propositions

testable)
Compares the outcomes of the
second theory
operationalization step to two
quality criteria: specification
of the operation of
measurement, and
identification of the results or
values produced.

(determining the degree to
which the theory is supported
by experience and
experiments that confirm it,
and its ability to account for
what is already known as well
as new knowledge)

creative, displaying the
following qualities:

- systemic openness

- dynamic openness

- flexibility, and

- vagueness

- focus on multiple elements in
the theory

- marshaling of compelling
evidence

- proposing of remedies or
alternatives

it accepts the paradox

it clarifies the levels of
reference and the
connections between them
it takes time into account,
and

it introduces new concepts
which either correct flaws
in logic or provide a more
encompassing (complete)
perspective that dissolves
the paradox

7. HYPOTHESES
(statements about the
predictive values and
relationships among the
units)

Compares the outcomes of this

third theory operationalization

step two quality criteria:
homology between the
hypotheses and their
corresponding propositions,
and identification of the
necessary and sufficient
conditions of each unit of the
theory.

7.  FRUITFULNESS
(determining the capacity of
the theory to lead to
predictions and the degree to
which these can be tested, and
identifying the degree to
which it provokes the
stimulation and development
of new ideas or theories)

Qualities essential for
falsifiability (i.e. if a theory
is capable of being
disconfirmed), include:

- closure

- precision

- accuracy

- the exactness of

meaning of terms

Good theory is BOTH useful and

valid

7. Identifying new research
directions
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8. RESEARCH (the
empirical test of the
predicted values and
relationships).

Compares the outcomes of this
final and theory verification
step to the quality criteria for
the scientific method employed
to test and verify the theory.

8. PRACTICALITY
(determining how useful the
theory is to practitioners in
organizing their thinking and
practice by providing a
conceptual framework for
practice, identifying the
degree to which it enables
rational application of
principles, and establishing
the practicality of the theory).

Theoretical systems and
statements must be empirically
testable, and provide some sort
of explanation and prediction.
To be so they should:

- ensure delineation of
theoretical boundaries, and make
explicit assumptions that bound
the theory

- ensure a common language of
constructs and variables across
levels

- specify the distinctions
between propositions and
hypotheses, and the relationships
implied in them

- improve the parsimony of our
theories

8. Providing members of a
professional discipline with a
common language and frame of
reference for defining boundaries
of their profession

Threefurther criteriato
consider for evaluating theories:
- no matter how data is
collected, there is the obligation
to present them in a way that
allows other scholars a fair
chance at using and/or
disproving the data!

- there must be a link between
theory construction and theory
testing: no matter how profound
or aesthetically pleasing a theory
may be, if it is not testable it is
not a theory!!

- both practitioners and
researchers need a clearer
understanding of the rules of
theory construction

Theory Building Pre-conference: AHRD 2003: S.A. Lynham, R.A. Swanson, & R.J. Torraco




THEORY BUILDING RESEARCH STANDARDS — COMPARATIVE INFORMATION Page 5 of 5

Bacharach, S. B. (1989). Organizational theories: Some criteria for evaluation. The Academy of Management Review, 14(4), 496-515.

Dubin, R. (1969). Theory building. New York: The Free Press.

Dubin, R.(1976). Theory building in applied areas. In Dunnette, M. D. (Ed), Handbook of industrial and organizational psychology. Chicago: Rand McNally College Publishing Company, 17-39.

Lynham, S. A. (2002). The general method of theoryObuilding research in applied disciplines. In R.A. Swanson (series Ed.) & S.A. Lynham (issue Ed), Theory building in applied disciplines (pp. 221-241). Advances in Developing Human
Resources, 4(3). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Patterson, C. H. (1986). Theories of counseling and psychotherapy (4 ed). New York: Harper & Row.

Torraco, R. J. (1997). Theory-building research methods. In R. A. Swanson & E.F. Holton III (Eds), Human resource development research handbook. Linking research and practice (pp. 114-137). San Francisco: Berret-Koehler.

Whetton, D.A. (1989). What constitutes a theoretical contribution? Academy of Management Review, 14(4), 490-495.

Van de Ven, A.H. (1989). Nothing is quite so practical as good theory. Academy of Management Review, 14(4), 486-489.

Theory Building Pre-conference: AHRD 2003: S.A. Lynham, R.A. Swanson, & R.J. Torraco



