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'Concepts, Theories,
Hypotheses and Models

7.1 Chapter Summary

* It is not possible to avoid dealing to some extent with concepts, theories,
hypotheses and models in a research design.
¢ The nature of the research questions, and the choice of a logic or logics of
inquiry, will determine how concepts are used, whether hypotheses are used,
and the role of theory and models.
* Four traditions represent the ways concepts are used in social research.
© Ontological - concepts identify the basic features of some social phenom-
enon and the relationships between them.
© Operationalizing — concepts are translated into variables by devising ways to
measure them.
© Sensitizing - concepts provide initial ideas of what to look for, ideas that will
be refined as the research proceeds.
© Hermeneutic — concepts that a researcher uses to describe and understand
any social phenomenon are derived from everyday concepts and meanings.
- * In addition, the Adaptive alternative seeks concepts that integrate agency and
structure, as well as micro and macro analysis and social and sociological con-
- ceptions, with general theory.,
** The four logics of inquiry tend to use concepts in different ways.
'* Theory can be regarded as being of two main types — theoreticians’ and
~ researchers’ — and as existing at different levels of abstraction; grand theories,
- middle-range theories and formal theories.
* The place of theory in social research has been described in a variety of
- ways,
© As occupying the space between empirical generalizations and grand
theory — theories of the middle-range (Merton).
* © As producing an understanding of personal troubles and public issues by
- focusing on the intersection of biography and history (Mills).

e As providing both inputs and outputs in ongoing cycles of induction and
deduction (Wallace).
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o As being generated from data (Glaser and Strauss).
o As being the outcome of a dialogue between research data and unfolding

conceptualizations and theoretical reflections (Layder).
e Hypotheses play a limited role in social research, being relevant only to the
answering of ‘why’ research questions when Deductive logic is used.
e Various types of models are used in social research: abstract descrip-
tions; a synonym for theory; conceptual models; theoretical models; ana-
logues for mechanisms; diagrammatic representations; and mathematical

representations.
7.2 Introduction
ure is replete with ideas about the role of concepts, theo-

| research. Some of these ideas have come to
y textbooks on social research methods

The social science literat
ries, hypotheses and models in socia

be accepted uncritically. For example, man
regard the core of social research as being the definition and measurement of con-

cepts, with theories stating relationships between concepts and models consisting
of networks of such relationships. Hypotheses are regarded as potential relation-
ships between concepts that can be tested by turning concepts into variables, by
devising a measure for them, and then analysing the data so produced. This view
s attractive because of its simplicity. However, while it is very common, it is only
relevant to two of the logics of inquiry, Inductive and Deductive, and is used dif-
ferently in each one. Other views also need to be considered.

This chapter examines:

e views on how concepts are used in social research;
e ideas on the nature and use of theory;
e classical and contemporary views on t

research;
e the role of hypotheses and their connection with theory;

o types of models and their uses; and
e the role of concepts, theories, hypotheses
inquiry (see Figure 7.1).

he relationship between theory and

7.3 The Role of Concepts

A concept is an idea that is expressed in words. Technical concepts in any dis-

cipline form the language by means o
Concepts range in generality
from the simple to the complex. However, w
view of the role of concepts in social research.

Concepts are commonly regarded as the building blocks o
theories specify the relationships between concepts and why these relationshi

exist. In this approach, concepts are the way connecti
world’ are achieved. Blumer characterized this as follows.

Ff the concept is clear as to what it refers
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and models in the four logics of
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ions with ‘the empirical
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standing societies, major social institutions a
ations. Elements of the ontological tradition can be found in the work of both

classical and modern social theorists. Classical theorists, such as Marx, Weber
and Durkheim, each developed a battery of key concepts that provided a view
of reality and were used in their theorizing. However, it was a modern theori
Talcott Parsons, who turned the ontological analysis of concepts into a maj
preoccupation that was intended to describe the social world. E

More recent attempts at theoretical synthesis, such as those by Habermas
and Giddens, also include a strong ontological emphasis. Giddens, for examp
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From Durkheim on, in this tradition it has been argued that concepts must be
defined precisely and consistently. The imprecision of ordinary language must be

superseded by technical concepts.? This has led to the view that science has two
languages: one of conceptualization and the other of operationalization (see, for
example, Blalock 1968; Sedlack and Stanley 19923 Neuman 2006, 2014; Babbie

d the testing of

2016). Both languages are used in quantitative measurement an

theories.

Conceptualization is the language that social scientists use to communicate
their theoretical ideas and research findings to each other; it is the language of
abstract theoretical notions and is used as a means of identifying observable phe-
nomena. In research, this Janguage identifies key concepts and states relationships
between them in order to articulate research questions and hypotheses. Thus,
some authors refer to this language as ‘theory’.

Researchers are required to define these concepts precisely and unambiguously
in terms of how they will be used in a particular research project. The aim is to
maintain a consistent theoretical language, although this is unlikely to be achieved.
The meanings of these concepts are usually referred to as formal definitions.

The second language, opemtionalizarion, is used to transform theoretical lan-
guage into variables. This is done by specifying the procedures by which the ‘theo-
retical’ concept will be measured, by indicating what will count as an example
of, or what will have to change to produce different values for, the theoretical
concept, i.e. the indicators that will be used to measure the concept to produce
data related to it. These are commonly called operational definitions.

A variable is ‘a concept which can have various values, and which is defined

in such a way that one can tell by means of observations which value it has in

a particular occurrence’ (Stinchcombe 196 8. 28-9). In research that stresses the

importance of operationalization, variables are the focus of research activity.
The concept of ‘social class’ is an example of such an abstract concept. Social

class might be defined as “a category of individuals who occupy a similar position

in a structure resulting from the distribution of economic resources’. While there

are other meanings, this is what social class could mean in a particular research
rms of the income

project. Thus defined, the concept might then be measured in te
a person receives from wages or salary.
one part of the total economic resources to w
such as interest on savings, dividends from shares,
s from property or other assets, a pen

hich an individual may have access,

capital gain
faithfully measure the concept as defined,
required. However, the researcher might decide that
capital gains) are too difficult to measure reliably, or
may have little or no idea how much of such income t
tionalization may be restricted to something that is readily measurable (althou;
experienced researchers wi
person’s annual wages or salary can be far from straightforward).
A great deal of attention has been given to the problems of 0
some of the major concepts in social science. Debates about this have some
been regarded as a theoretical activity. For example, some time ago, discussior
on the appropriate meaning of the concept of ‘role’ kept many W

perationalizif
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The Sensitizing Tradition
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language of social science, in order to produce concepts that are relevant to the
research topic. The process of mediation js akin to the hermeneuric reading of a
text; it is a matter of interpretation rather than translation (Gadamer 198 9).
While a researcher may need sensitizing concepts at the outset, these must give

way to the everyday concepts that social actors use to discuss and relate to the
phenomenon. For example, if the topic for investigation is the ‘care of the aged’,
then a researcher has to discover what language old people, their families and
professionals use to discuss the problem of what should be done about old people
who have lost the capacity to care for themselves. A range of concepts might be

used by different actors in different contexts, and none of these may correspond

to the ones a researcher has derived from the literature. The researcher’s task is to

make sense of this diversity of language by producing a typology, a set of catego-

ries (types) that capture the different concepts and their meanings. The labels for
such types may be invented or borrowed from the literature, but their meaning
will be generalized from those used by social actors (see Stacy 1983; Blaikie and
Stacy 1982, 1984; Blaikie 2007- 97-9).

Hence, the hermeneutic tradition also differs from the operational tradj-
tion in terms of the source of concepts. The operational tradition works ‘top
down’ in the sense that it imposes a researcher’s concepts on everyday life, the
assumption being that the researcher is in a position to judge what concepts will
be relevant because of the theoretical model or perspective that has been adopted.
In the hermeneutic tradition, researchers work ‘bottom up’ by adopting the posi-

pert. Social actors have to teach the researcher how
that is, what everyday concepts and interpretations
ake sense of it. By a complex process, researchers
nd methods of understanding as the ingredients for
nical concepts can be generated. This may
, the adaptation of existing technical con-
the process, a more general and abstract
f social actors is produced, (See the two

ustrations of the Interpretive research paradigm in Blaikie and Priest (2017) for

ails of how this can be done.)
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The Adaptive Alternative

adaptive approach advocated by Layder (1998)
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1s a refinement and devel-
Later in the chapter we will encounter
en theory and research. As part of this
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proposal, he discussed the types of concepts that he considered enter into social

research.
His primary concern was to establish a link between theoretical concepts and

ideas and empirical materials (data and information), a link that did not give
preference or priority to one or the other. The ontological tradition is clearly on
the theoretical side while the operational tradition leans towards the empirical
side. In their own ways, the sensitizing and hermeneutic traditions try to establish
bridges between the theoretical and the empirical. However, Layder wanted to
go much further by establishing concepts that bridge aspects of individual agency
and reproduced social relations and practices. In other words, he wanted concepts
that integrate agency and structure as well as the micro and macro levels of social
analysis. At the same time, he wanted to blend social actors’ conceptions with

sociological conceptions.

He saw these concepts as merging ‘the subjectively experienced world of

research subjects with the analytic and conceptual predilections and directives of
the researcher’. These concepts ‘are not simply grounded in data of lived experi-
ences or local narratives, but are also anchored to a chain of reasoning and an
analytic vantage point which gives their conceptual representation of the behav-
iour in focus a rather different basis’ (Layder 1998: 82).

To achieve this, Layder identified four types of concepts: bebavioural, sys-
temic (structural), bridging (mediating) and general (theoretician’s). Behavioural
concepts are concerned with individual social agency and with describing the
everyday world from an ‘insider’ point of view. They include types of social actors
in particular types of social activities or social settings, types of interpersonal
relationships in such settings, and the meanings and interpretations people give to

such activities, settings and relationships.

tion or attitude and include some reference to his or her identi
meaning of the relationships in which he or she is involved’ (Layder 1998: 85)
Layder is willing to allow behavioura
or observer-defined. However, if the latter, he argued that they need to be ‘subs
jectively adequate’ (Schiitz 1963b; Bruyn 1966), to ‘retain the integrity of the
phenomenon’ (Douglas 1971) or be relevant to the people involved (Glaser and
Strauss 1967). This means that behavioural concepts ‘must be recognizable, make
sense and be understandable to those who are the subjects of the study (even if not
routinely employed by them)’ (Layder 1998: 86). i
Systemic or structural concepts refer to the reproduced social relations that
confront social actors as an external reality. They represent the historically emet
gent standing conditions of an ongoing society. To say that they are stan
conditions does not mean that they are static and unchanging or that they
somehow beyond the reach and influence of human agents. Such things as i
tutions, language, culture and various forms of knowledge are all susceptible
the transformative powers of individuals and social groups, but they nonethele
confront particular individuals and groups as the products of previous gen
tions (Layder 1998: 88). _
At this point, Layder draws on Giddens’s notion of “duality of structure’, t
social structures are both constituted by human agents and provide the condifio

4

“The point about behavioural concepts

is that they directly describe some aspect of a participant’s behaviour, predisposi-
ty or the quality and ~

1 concepts to be either member-defined

|
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7.4 Concepts and Logics of Inquiry

There are some connections worth noting between the logics of inquiry outlined in
chapter 6 and these five conceptual traditions. The ontological tradition provides
a background to all research, although it is less relevant, and may be rejected,
when Abductive logic is used. While the users of Deductive logic may find con-
ceptual schemes very useful as a source of variables, those using Abductive logic
may resist the imposition of such ‘top down’ schemes and prefer to generate their
own concepts in a hermeneutic, ‘bottom up’ manner.

It is in the use of Inductive and Deductive logic that the operationalizing tradi-

*
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7.5 The Role of Theory
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tion has been most evident.® When Inductive logic is used, concepts need to be
selected, defined and operationalized. When Deductive logic is used, hypotheses
are deduced from a theory and concepts in them are measured in order to test
whether or not the hypothesized relationship exists. While it is possible to test
hypotheses using other methods, the use of this logic of inquiry is usually associ-
ated with the operationalizing tradition. It is worth noting that the sensitizing
tradition can also be used with these two logics of inquiry; for example, in an
exploratory phase when relevant concepts and their definitions are being sought.

The connection between the use of Retroductive logic and the conceptual tradi-
tions is rather complex. Strictly speaking, concepts are not operationalized in this
logic of inquiry; structures and mechanisms are hypothesized and discovered by
direct and indirect observations and experiments. Of course, to hypothesize the
existence of a structure or mechanism requires the use of language; you have to
have some idea of what you are looking for. This may involve adopting or adapt-
ing an existing concept, or inventing a new one, to identify it. In this regard, it
would be interesting to know how concepts such as ‘atom’ and ‘virus’ came to
be used. ‘

These comments on the use of Retroductive logic apply particularly to its struc-
turalist version. The situation is rather different in the constructionist version,
where the logic is more likely to be Abductive. This logic is also associated with
both the sensitizing and hermeneutic traditions. After all, the generation of tech
nical concepts from lay concepts is a hermeneutic process. §

Aspects of the ‘adaptive alternative’ provide the possibility for a more sophiss
ticated use of logics of inquiry. Linking the hermeneutic tradition and the use of
Abductive logic with structural and general concepts can lead to more producti
theory generation. In addition, the incorporation of both bebavioural and stru
tural concepts, and the bridging of social actors’ and sociological concepts in
context of general theory, can only lead to more productive theories to test using
Deductive logic. :

Clearly, these five views of the role of concepts in social research are very dil
ferent. As a result, researchers have to make choices about which tradition
traditions to use and, in the process, to make sure that their use is consistent
other research design decisions. While the choice of logic of inquiry will ha
big influence on the way concepts are used, a researcher may use concepts in mo
than one way in a particular research project. :

b | : existence of a divers;
~ and differences in the ways in wh i 4

. theory threatens to become
including everything from minor
ague and unordered specularions
often obscures rather than create;

working hypotheses, thro
to axiomatic systems of ¢
understanding, (

ugh comprehensive byt v

hought - yse of the word
Merton 1967, 39)

Not much has changed since
. The problem s what kind
is further complicated by the

Merton expressed this view,

of
theory to use, and for what purpose. The sityation

Perspectives in socja] theory,

ich theory is ysed with the four logics of inquiry

Some Definitions of Theory
* In order to examine the role of

~ What constitutes socig] i first be ¢l
b al or sociologica thecr ; € clear about
4y appear to be self-evident, Y- While the ansy

- 0US uses of the concept

At a general Jevel the
- > theory has been descer:
izing wh_at we know, or think we know )
less explicitly posed questi issue’

» At a particular time ah
(Ink’eles 1964: 28), or a5 ‘a “story” about
cur (Turper 1991: 1). More specificall

OW questions’ by ‘relating the subject gf’
Omena (e.g. heat and crowding)’ (Bailey

wer why and h

€rest (e.g. riots) to some other phen

28 4: 4
b ‘SOllle (&) iti () ,ﬂ V
a d ﬁﬂltlons f ['he()r are e cn more SPeCI‘ﬁC
i .p t eory is as p I
et ()t <once ts L1S the ]
N . { p inter elatlonshlps that

Seltiz et al. 1976, 16) are assumed to exist
iologica] theor

¥ refers to logically interc
e ] inter g :
Pirical uniforp, f Fion 195 -

1ties can be derjy

theory hightio), -
ghts and explaing something th
ld find puzzling, (Gilberr 2005, 25) narenewo

s of

Propositi -
ed. (Merton 1967. 39) positions from which

uld otherwise not see, or




134

Designing Social Research

organized in the way it is. In the context of designing research, a theory is an
answer to a ‘why’ research question; it is an explanation for an observed pattern

or regularity, the cause or reason for which needs to be understood.

Types of Theory
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al process, Glaser
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Merton summarized his arguments as follows
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those of Popper, as a practical researcher, and unlike Popper, he paid attention
to the process of theory generation. His ideas on this may have been too ‘woolly’
for Willer as they reflect the rather messy process that seems to be inevitable in

most research.

What Merton clearly recognized was the complex interplay between theory

and data, and he saw research findings as being a major source of stimulus for
theory development. His views were made clear in his paper entitled “The Bearing
of Empirical Research on Sociological Theory’, a paper that has been given less
attention than his statements on middle-range theory. Merton suggested that,
‘Under certain conditions, a research finding gives rise to social theory’ (1967:
157). He called this the serendipity pattern: ‘the fairly common experience of
observing an unanticipated, anomalous and strategic datum which becomes the
occasion for developing a new theory or for extending an existing theory’ (1967:
158). The observation of something that is inconsistent with existing theory pro-
vokes curiosity, stimulates the researcher to try to make sense of it in terms of a
broader theoretical framework, and leads to new observations. ‘The more he [sic]
is steeped in the data, the greater the likelihood that he will hit upon a fruitful
direction of inquiry’ (1967: 15 9). However, Merton suggested that it is not the
data themselves that provide the stimulation but the application by a researcher
of some general theoretical ideas: ‘For it obviously requires a theoretically sen-
sitized observer to detect t
serendipity is not the discovery of a new idea accidentally,
unexpected anomaly that excites Curios
think creatively in new directions by m
situation. This process is at the core of theory generatio
and is at the heart of the use of Retroductive logic.

In summary, Merton suggested that an explicitly

invariably precede empirical inquiry, that as a matter of
is not inevitably the lamp lighting the way to new observations.
often reversed. Nor is it enough to say that resear
sociology is to bear legitimate fruit. They must not only exc
they must know how to carry on from there. Their reciproca
defined (Merton 1967: 171).
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retical, methodological and research traditions. While Merton’s commitment wé
clearly to the use of Deductive logic and quantitative methods, his view of the
construction shares much in common with the use of Abductive logic. His v
of research is not that of a rigid, linear set of stages, but involves the resear
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scheme by which to understand the nature of society and social life. This, he
argued, is impossible.

It would be easy to conclude from his damning criticisms that Mills was develop-
ing an argument for the use of systematic research rather than grand theory as the
central activity of sociology. However, this was not his intention, as he was equally
critical of the dominant kind of social research that was conducted in his day.
Both, he argued, are ways of avoiding the task of the social sciences, dealing with
personal troubles and public issues. The former he described as producing a ‘fet-
ishism of the Concept’ and the latter as leading to ‘methodological inhibition’.

For Mills, abstracted empiricism is equivalent to crude survey research; atheo-
retical data gathered by interview or questionnaire from a sample of individuals,
He argued that it is an activity that can be done by administrators and research
technicians, although the practitioners like to regard themselves as scientists.
The problems selected for consideration, and the way they are formulated,
are severely limited by what the practitioners regard as ‘the scientific method’,
meaning some version of positivism. Theory is equated with variables that help
to interpret statistical findings, and data are restricted to statistically determined
facts and relations. This is the operationalizing conceptual tradition discussed
earlier in this chapter.

According to Mills, the major characteristic of the abstracted empiricists is that
they are methodologically inhibited, and this is what accounts for the thinness of
their results. Their concern is with statistical rituals and pseudo precision. Mills
did not deny the value of statistical procedures, when they are appropriate, but he
argued that there are also other ways of doing research.

In spite of the fact that it is now almost sixty years since Mills expressed
these concerns, what he had to say can still be applied to a great deal of social
research. The techniques may have become more sophisticated, and there may

be more effort to avoid the appellation of being atheoretical, but methodological
inhibition is still rampant. One consequence of the advent of postmodernism i§
‘methodological paralysis’, or a complete abandonment of a concern with meth
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The first fruit of this imagination — and the first lesson of the social science that
embodies it — is the idea that the individual can understand his own experience and
gauge his own fate only by locating himself [sic] within his period, that he can know
his own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of all individuals in his
circumstances . . . We have come to know that every individual lives . . . outa biogra=
phy, and that he lives it out within some historical sequence. By the fact of his living
he contributes, however minutely, to the shaping of his society and to the course of
its history, even as he is made by society and by its historical push and shove.
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concept of ‘nonscheduled status passage’, which was generated from the substan-
tive area of dying. Comparative analysis at this level can be made across different

hospitals, or with other examples of status passage, such as marriage, which may
help to illuminate the dying process.

These theories have two elements: conceptual cate
and hypotheses or generalized rel
ties. Categories and properties are
their level of abstraction. A categ
of the theory while a property is
| the category of ‘social loss’, whi

gories and their properties;
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- category) when facing the per
~ category of ‘social loss’.

While it is possible to borrow categories from existing theory, provided it can
1 - be demonstrated that they fit the data, Glaser and Strauss preferred that new
i categorics be developed. As the research proceeds, and categories and properties
begin to emerge, possible links between them are likely to suggest themselves.
This involves a process of observation and reflection, of trial and error, of
~ongoing comparative analysis. As the process continues, emerging hypotheses
- may be integrated into a more formal theory, with hypotheses at different levels

of generality. The form of the theory is not important; it may be either a set of
. propositions or a discursive argument,

The question of how a researcher
~determined by theoretical sampling,
emerging theory. It is their rele
ich is important. Initially, tl
the research topic or proble
research proceeds,

tter the care, and vice versa. Nurses were found
xplain the death of a patient whom they saw as a
€m to maintain ‘professional composure’ (another
son’s death. A “loss rationale’ is a property of the

selects appropriate comparative groups is
a process of data collection that is controlled
vance to theory generation, not verification,
1e process of data collection and analysis is guided
m (and, perhaps, research questions). However, as
the emerging categories and theory will direct the data col-
omparisons are made between different groups of the same
Stantive type (e.g. public libraries in a particular city). The theory generated
apply to this type of group. Somewhat more general substantive theory is
ved by comparing different types of groups (e.g. public and university librar-
The scope of the theory can be further increased by comparing different types
toups within various larger groups (e.g. public libraries in a number of major
within a country), Generality is further increased by making comparisons
¥Een countries (e.g. public libraries in major cities in different countries). The

be studied at each stage is not something
y begins, as it is heavily influenced by the
t emerge. “The criterion for | udging when
pertinent to a category is the category’s
s that no additional data are being found
properties of the category’ (Glaser and

145



146 Designing Social Research

In summary then, research conducted from a grounded theory point of view
is not a pre-planned linear process of testing hypotheses, but rather an evolving
process in which what has been ‘discovered” at any point will determine what
happens next. An understanding of any phenomenon is seen as a developing
process involving the collection of a variety of data, by a variety of methods, from
a variety of situations. As concepts and insights emerge they will be explored and
‘tested’ by adding comparative groups to the study until such time as an adequate
account or explanation of the problem at hand has been achieved.

Grounded theory, as presented by its founders, has had its critics. Attention has

been drawn to:

its strong empiricist tendencies;

the lack of adequate recognition of the role and input of the researcher;

the absence of a concern with social actors’ concepts and meanings; and

a failure to recognize that the process of theory generation involves much more

than Inductive logic allows.

Both authors have since elaborated the original version of grounded theory inde-
pendently (e.g., Glaser 1978, 1992, 2001; Strauss 1987) and in a series of edi-
tions by Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998; Corbin and Strauss 2015). However,
the deficiencies just reviewed remain in these later versions. A growing number
of sympathetic critics have argued for a social constructionist foundation and the
adoption of a more pragmatic approach (see, for example, Seale 1999; Charmaz
and Mitchell 2001; Clarke 2005; Charmaz 2005, 2014).

Layder: the adaptive alternative
More recently, Layder (1998) has offered a practical proposal for linking theory

is committed to the accumulation of sociological knowledge.

can be derived, and that it is possible to produce one universal, objective trut
about any social phenomena, he regarded the purpose of social inquiry to be
production of ever more adequate knowledge and ever more powerful expla

tions of social phenomena.

[A]daptive theory proposes that greater adequacy and validity should be understood
as the best approximation to truth given the present state of knowledge and under= "
standing. It is not a once-and-for-all notion, and in this respect, adaptive theory, |
fully formed, simply represents the ‘latest stage’ in the elaboration of theory. It is
always, potentially at least, revisable in terms of future research and theoretical

developments. (Layder 1998: 9) !

Ta

and research. It steers a course between middle-range and grounded theory, =
between pre-existing theory and theory generated from data analysis. At the
outset, Layder rejected all anti-theoretical and atheoretical approaches in social
science. The anti-theoretical arguments have come from strands of postmodern=
ism, feminism and relativism, as well as from the anti-formalism of grounded:
theory and some research with a social problem or policy-oriented focus. Layder

While rejecting the idea that there are pure facts from which objective truths

‘
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also has to use a wide range of resources and be tolerant of a diversity of stand-
points,

Layder set out some practical ideas on how to move from existing concepts and
theory to data, and how to analyse data with theory in mind. He saw adaptive
theory as using both general and substantive theory as well as existing and emer-
gent research data. We have already encountered general and substantive theory.
Existing data include previous research findings as well as documents, both visual
and linguistic. Literature from disciplinary and popular sources, films and theatre,
photographs, advertisements and sporting events, all qualify. Emergent research
data refers to the immediate findings from the current research project. It can
suggest new concepts and theoretical ideas. This is not to suggest that data are
somehow pure sources. ‘All data is already theoretically saturated either through
“contamination” by prior theorizing or through the preconceptions and com-
monsense presuppositions imported by the researcher (or generations of research-
ers)’ (Layder 1998: 166).

While this view of the constructed nature of data flies in the face of traditional
approaches to social research, it is now recognized in more recent traditions. In
defending this position, Layder also got to the heart of his view of the connection
between theory and research, which rejects traditional views that consider con-
cepts and theoretical propositions as directly representing reality.

Reminiscent of Giddens (1976), Layder proposed a new set of rules of method.
These include an elaboration of his ontological and epistemological assumptions.
In summary, then,

adaptive theory focuses on the construction of novel theory in the context of ongoing
research by utilizing elements of prior theory (both general and substantive) in con-
juncrion with theory that emerges from data collection and analysis . . . The adap-
tive theory that results from such an interchange and dialogue always represents an
attempt to depict the linkages between lifeworld and system elements of society . ..
Adaptive theory is accretive, it is an organic entity that constantly reformulates itself
both in relation to the dictates of theoretical reasoning and the ‘factual’ character

or unearthed by the data themselves. (Layder 1998: 27)

7.7 The Role of Hypotheses

It should be clear by now that hypotheses play a specific but limited role in socia
research. They are only relevant when “why’ questions are being investigated andy
then, mainly when Deductive logic is being used to answer them. Hypothes
are not appropriate when Inductive logic is used and have a very different
in Abductive logic. When Retroductive logic is used, it is models of structur
and/or mechanisms that are hypothesized rather than statements of relations
between concepts.

When quantitative methods are used with Deductive logic, a hypothes
tested by operationalizing its concepts, collecting the appropriate data, and

of the empirical world. Prior theoretical concepts and models suggest patterns and
‘order’ in emerging data while being continuously responsive to the ‘order’ suggested

*
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e theoretical models;

e analogues for mechanisms;

e diagrammatic representations; and
e mathematical representations.

As the notion of a model is not relevant to the use of Inductive or Deductive logic,
has only a very limited relevance in the use of Abductive logic, and is only really
relevant when Retroductive logic is used, the discussion here will be confined to
its role in these latter two logics of inquiry.

The most elementary but not trivial use of models in social research is as
abstract descriptions. While not usually thought of as models, abstract descrip-
tions can be regarded as models of some aspects of social reality. Two examples
of this can be found in the work of Schiitz and Harré. Schiitz elaborated on how
models are used with Abductive logic and Harré on how they are used in the con-
structionist application of Retroductive logic.

Schiitz’s project (1963a, 1963b), like that of Weber and Dilthey before him,
was to find a way ‘to form objective concepts and objectively verifiable theory
of subjective meaning structures’ (Schiitz 1963a: 246). He attempted to do this
by establishing a bridge between the meanings that social actors use in everyday
activities and the meaning the social scientist must attribute to these activities in
order to produce an adequate theory. He argued that social life is possible to the
extent that social actors use typifications. Typifications are everyday categoriza-
tions of typical persons, social actions and social situations. They are socially con-
structed and transmitted, and they are refined and changed by processes of trial
and error in everyday activities. Typifications that social actors use are related to
their biographically and situationally determined system of interests and circum-
stances (Schiitz 1963a: 243). According to Schiitz, the intersubjective meanings
that social actors use — motives, goals, choices and plans - can only be experi-
enced in their typicality (1963a: 244). It is these typical meanings that the social
scientist must discover, describe and use as ingredients in sociological ideal types.

Schiitz distinguished between everyday typifications and sociological typifica-
tions, or ideal types. The critical difference between them is that they are con-

structed with different purposes in mind. Everyday typifications are part of the =

social stock of knowledge that, while often taken for granted, makes social life
possible. Sociological typifications are constructed by social scientists to super-

sede everyday typifications and to understand some aspects of social life (Schiitz

1963a: 246).

] Ldeveloped field as a model
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Schiitz argued that all knowledge of the social world is indirect; people cannot
be understood theoretically in their uniqueness but only as impersonal types exists
ing in impersonal and anonymous time. He regarded sociological typifications as
models of typical social actors, typical social action and typical social situations,
not as descriptions of actual human beings, actions and situations. The elements
of Schiitz’s models of the social world can be manipulated and the logical out
comes compared. They are the building blocks of theory and the source of test-
able hypotheses. -

In their version of social psychology, Harré and Secord (1972) focused €
‘episodes’ involving one or more people. Episodes involve a beginning and a
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deductibility from a theory of what is to be explained, then there will be indefinitely
many theories which satisfy that criterion for any given set of facts. (Harré and
Secord 1972: 76)

Some writers (e.g. Black 1962; Brodbeck 1968) have argued that analogies are
the only genuine kinds of models in science. They considered all other uses of
‘model’ to be unnecessary because there are perfectly good alternative concepts
available; other uses simply create ambiguity and confusion. We heartily concur
with this view.

7.9 Conclusion

All scientific disciplines have developed their own vocabulary in order to concep-
tualize the phenomena they study and to connect with the reality that ontological
assumptions envisage. The social sciences are no exception. However, a number .
of traditions have developed that use concepts in quite different ways. These are
the ontological, operationalizing, sensitizing, hermeneutic and adaptive tradi- s
tions. In turn, some of these traditions have close associations with the four logics
of inquiry.

The role of theory in general, but especially in social research, is probably the
most perplexing topic for novice social researchers. Various attempts have been
made to explicate the relationship between theory and research; for example,
as linear steps or a cyclical process, or as the product of the iterative interplay
between data and ideas.

While researchers can gain valuable insights from the work of social theorists,
they need theories that can explain specific patterns and regularities, similarities
and differences, in social life. In so far as a researcher’s theories can be regarded
as a set of testable, related statements about associations between concepts, then™
variations can be found within each logic of inquiry in how they are derived,
generated and presented. }

There is a wide range of views about the role of hypotheses in social research.
Their purposes, uses and consequent importance vary considerably depending:
on the way a research problem and its questions are framed and on the chos
logic(s) of inquiry and paradigm orientation(s) that shape and constrain the
study’s design.

There is a widespread tendency to inflate what goes on in social research by
dressing it up in the technical language of ‘models’. Models play a variety of £
in social research, but their use always needs to be confined to what is relevant to:
the research questions, the chosen logic(s) of inquiry and the paradigm(s).

7.10 Further Reading

Blaikie, N. (2007). Approaches to Social Enquiry.
Provides a more philosophical background to the issues discussed here.
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