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1. What is Theory?

A theory is a statement of what causes what, and why, and under what circumstances. It can be
a contingent statement or a proven statement. In a broader sense, a theory is not only logically
interrelated but also a conceptual scheme — the process of conceptualization is closely
identified with theorization.

A theory is a systematically organized set of concepts, definitions, and propositions that
explains why and how social phenomena occur. It is not just a guess or opinion — it is a
reasoned, testable explanation built from evidence.

Simple example: Why do children from poor families perform worse academically? A theory
would explain the chain — poverty — lack of nutrition — poor concentration — low performance.
That chain of connected explanations is what a theory does.

According to N. Blaikie (1998), a theory is:

| "A related set of statements about relationships between concepts with a certain level of
generality, which are empirically testable, and which when tested have a certain level of
validity."
Key definitions of theory:
+ A set of generalizations that are deduced from one another and intimately interrelated.
* A set of logically interrelated concepts combined into propositions.
* A conceptual scheme used to explain and predict social phenomena.

2. Characteristics of Theory

Cohen provided five key characteristics of a good theory:
1. It has a set of interdependent propositions providing direction or relationships between
concepts.
2. It explains the relationship between these propositions.
3. The explanation has a certain level of generality — applicable beyond a single case.

4. The propositions are not vague but are empirically testable — they can be verified
through research.

5. The verified propositions have a certain level of validity — they hold true under scrutiny.
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3. Functions of Theory

Theories serve four major functions in social science research and practice:

T

1. Explanation & Theories provide explanations for why phenomena occur and allow predictions
Prediction about future occurrences under similar conditions.

2. Raising New Theories raise new problematic issues and direct research into new areas,

Issues stimulating intellectual inquiry.

3. Organizing Theories organize fragments of knowledge into a systematic set of propositions,
Knowledge giving coherence to scattered findings.

4. Identifying Theories identify the limits and scope of their application to social problems,
Limits clarifying where they do and do not apply.

4. What is Theory Construction?

Theory construction is the systematic process of developing, revising, and organizing concepts,
definitions, and propositions into a coherent, testable framework to explain and predict
phenomena. It involves iterative steps — observation, conceptualization, and testing — using
inductive or deductive methods.

Theory construction is the deliberate process of building, testing, and refining a theory. It is not a
one-time event — it is a cycle that moves between observation and explanation repeatedly until
a reliable framework emerges.

The process follows a logical sequence:

Observation — Description — Categorization — Analysis — Causal Statement —
Testing & Revision

5. Key Stages of Theory Construction

Theory construction proceeds through five essential stages:

Stage 1: Observation

The process begins with identifying patterns, anomalies, or puzzles in real-world social
phenomena. The researcher observes and records facts objectively without preconceived
hypotheses.

n Stage 2: Conceptualization
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Key concepts and variables are defined precisely. This involves naming, classifying, and
organizing the observed phenomena into meaningful categories and definitions.

Stage 3: Proposition Development

Statements are formulated about how the defined concepts relate to each other. These
propositions specify the direction, strength, and conditions of relationships.

Stage 4: Testing & Evaluation

The theory is evaluated through empirical research — data is collected and analyzed to test
whether the propositions hold true. This may involve hypothesis testing, surveys, experiments,
or comparative analysis.

Stage 5: Revision

Based on test results, the theory is refined, expanded, or rejected. Anomalies that deviate from
predictions are assessed — they may expand the theory or contradict it, requiring revision.

6. Two Research Strategies

6.1 Inductive Research Strategy (Bottom-Up Approach)

The inductive strategy is the commonsense view of how scientists go about their work. It moves
from specific observations to broader generalizations and theories. The researcher begins with
data collection and works upward to theory.

Philosophical Background:

Induction is the logic of Positivism, propounded by Bacon (1620) and Mill (1879). Bacon
advocated reading the book of nature with fresh eyes, free from prejudice. Durkheim and others
later extended this to social sciences. Positivism holds that knowledge is produced through the
human senses — objective observation creates theoretical statements about reality.

Three Principles of Inductive Strategy:

* Accumulation — Gathering data in large quantities from observations
* Induction — Drawing generalizations from patterns found in the data
* Confirmation — Testing and confirming the derived generalizations

Four Stages of Inductive Strategy:

1. All facts are observed and recorded without bias
2. These facts are analyzed, compared, and classified — without using hypothesis
3. Generalizations are inductively drawn from patterns in the data
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4. These generalizations are subjected to further testing and become law-like propositions

The inductive strategy can be used for two purposes:

* To pursue exploratory and descriptive objectives — to answer 'what' questions.
* To pursue explanatory aims — to discover laws governing social phenomena.

6.2 Deductive Research Strategy (Top-Down Approach)

The deductive strategy is the opposite of the inductive approach. It begins with an existing
theory or observed phenomenon, constructs hypotheses, gathers data, and tests those
hypotheses. This approach moves from the general to the specific.

Philosophical Background:

The deductive strategy was developed by Karl Popper as an attempt to overcome the
deficiencies of positivism. Popper argued that since observations do not provide a reliable
foundation for theory — and inductive logic is flawed — a different logic is needed. He accepted
that all data collection is selective and involves interpretation, and developed a logic that is the
reverse of positivism. Popper held that reality cannot be observed directly.

Five Steps of Deductive Research Strategy:

1. Begin with a tentative idea or hypothesis that forms a theory.

2. Using previously accepted hypotheses or known conditions, the researcher deduces a
conclusion or a number of conclusions.

3. Examine the deduced conclusions and the logic of the argument that produced them.
Test the conclusions by gathering data through necessary observations or experiments.

5. If data does not match the conclusion — the theory must be rejected. If data is
consistent with the conclusion — the theory is temporarily supported (but not proven
true).

s

7. Inductive vs. Deductive: A Comparison

The table below summarizes the key differences between the two research strategies:

“ Inductive Strategy Deductive Strategy

Direction Specific — General (Bottom-up)  General — Specific (Top-down)
Starting Point Observation / Data Theory / Hypothesis

Logic Positivism (Bacon, Mill) Critical Rationalism (Popper)
Goal Build / Generate Theory Test Existing Theory

Data Role Foundation for generalizations Used to test hypotheses
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End Result Law-like propositions Theory confirmed or rejected

Flexibility Open, exploratory Structured, confirmatory

Conclusion

Theory construction is a foundational process in social science research. The inductive strategy
builds theories from specific observations upward — it is exploratory, data-driven, and rooted in
positivist philosophy. The deductive strategy, developed by Karl Popper, tests pre-existing
theories against data — it is hypothesis-driven and confirmatory.

Both strategies are complementary. In practice, social science research often combines
elements of both: beginning inductively to generate hypotheses, then proceeding deductively to
test them. Together, they form the backbone of rigorous, scientific theory construction in the
social sciences.

Key Stages of Theory Construction

Stage What happens
1. Observation Noticing a pattern or problem in reality
2. Conceptualization Naming and defining the key ideas
3. Proposition Stating how concepts relate to each other
4. Hypothesis Making a testable prediction
5. Testing Gathering data to verify/refute
6. Revision Refining or rejecting based on results

Two Research Strategies in Theory Construction

1. Inductive Research Strategy
Plain Language Meaning

Inductive strategy means starting from what you see and moving toward a general rule. You
collect real-world data first, find patterns in it, and then slowly build a theory from those patterns.

“You go from facts — patterns — theory”

Real-Life Example
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Suppose a social worker visits 50 slum households and observes that in almost all of them,
children who regularly miss school are also the ones who work as child laborers. After visiting
more households, the pattern becomes consistent. From this, the social worker builds a theory:

”Child labor is a major cause of school dropout among urban poor
children.”

This theory was not assumed in advance — it emerged from observation.
Philosophical Root

e Based on Positivism (Francis Bacon, J.S. Mill)

e Bacon said: "Read the book of nature with fresh eyes — free from prejudice."”

o Belief: Reality can be observed objectively through the senses, and those observations
lead to reliable knowledge.

Steps of Inductive Strategy
Step 1 — Observe and collect facts (without any pre-set hypothesis)

Step 2 — Analyze, compare, and classify the data
Step 3 — Detect patterns and regularities

Step 4 — Formulate tentative generalizations

Step 5 — Test those generalizations repeatedly

Step 6 — Arrive at a law-like proposition or theory

Key Characteristics

Bottom-up approach

Data comes first, theory comes later

Open and exploratory in nature

Best for answering "What is happening?" questions
Used in qualitative and exploratory research

2. Deductive Research Strategy
Plain Language Meaning

Deductive strategy means starting from an existing theory or idea and then going down to
verify it with real-world data. You begin with a general statement (theory), derive a specific
prediction (hypothesis), and then test it.

“You go from theory — hypothesis — data — confirm or reject”

Real-Life Example

A researcher reads existing literature and theorizes:
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"Higher levels of education lead to lower levels of domestic
violence.”

This is the general theory. From it, the researcher derives a specific, testable hypothesis:

“Women with graduate—level education will report lower incidences
of domestic violence than women with no formal education.”

The researcher then collects data from 200 women and tests this. If data supports it — the theory
is temporarily confirmed. If not — the theory is revised or rejected.

Philosophical Root

o Based on Critical Rationalism (Karl Popper, 1930s)

e Popper argued that pure observation without prior ideas is impossible — every
observation is already shaped by our expectations.

e His key idea: Falsifiability — a good theory must be capable of being proven wrong.

Steps of Deductive Strategy
Step 1 — Start with an existing theory or general idea
Step 2 — Derive a specific, testable hypothesis from that theory

Step 3 — Design a study to test the hypothesis

Step 4 — Collect data through observation or experiment

Step 5 — Analyze results

Step 6 — If data matches — theory is supported (temporarily)

If data doesn't match — theory is rejected or revised
Key Characteristics

e Top-down approach

o Theory comes first, data comes later

e Structured and confirmatory in nature

o Best for answering "Why is this happening?" questions
e Used in quantitative and hypothesis-testing research

Diagrams You Can Draw

You don't need software — these can be drawn by hand in your answer sheet and they add
serious marks.

Diagram 1 — Inductive Strategy (Arrow pointing UP 1)

Draw a vertical arrow pointing upward, and write labels at each level from bottom to top:

t
[ THEORY / General Law ]
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t

[ Tentative Generalizations ]

t

[ Patterns & Regularities ]

t
[ Data Analysis ]

t

[ Observation of Specific Facts ]

(Bottom-Up / Specific — General)

Label the arrow: "Inductive Reasoning"

Diagram 2 — Deductive Strategy (Arrow pointing DOWN |)

Draw a vertical arrow pointing downward, with labels from top to bottom:

[ THEORY / General Statement ]

|
[ Hypothesis ]

|
[ Data Collection ]

!
[ Analysis & Testing ]

|
[ Confirmed / Rejected ]

(Top-Down / General — Specific)

Label the arrow: "Deductive Reasoning"

Diagram 3 — Combined Cycle (Best for high-scoring answers)

Draw a circular/oval diagram showing how both strategies connect:

THEORY 1
| (Deductive: theory to test) |
} |

HYPOTHESIS GENERALIZATION
| t
} |
DATA COLLECTION PATTERN DETECTION
| t
' OBSERVATION |

(Inductive: data to theory)
Write a caption: "The Research Cycle — Inductive and Deductive Strategies" This diagram
shows that real research often moves through both strategies.
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