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38 Foundations of Theory Building


From an overall perspective, theory building in applied disciplines 
consists of two broad components: theorizing to practice and practice 
to theorizing. Each of these components produces distinct in-process 
outputs that guide applied theory-building research and ultimately 
result in a trustworthy, rigorous, and relevant theory for improved 
action (Lincoln & Denzin, 2001; Marsick, 1990a, 1990b; Van de 
Ven, 1989). An essential output from the theorizing component of 
theory building is a coherent and logical theoretical framework, 
which encapsulates the explanation of the realm, phenomenon, issue, 
or problem that is the focus of the theory. Key outputs from the 
practice components of theory building are carefully obtained data/
fi ndings and experiential knowledge that are used to confi rm, or dis-
confi rm, and further refi ne and develop the existing theory and to 
enhance the utility of the theory in practice. The fi ve phases of the 
applied theory-building research method take place within this larger 
two-component frame indicated in Figure 3.1.


It is important to note again that these fi ve phases do not neces-
sarily need to be pursued in the order in which they appear in Figure 
3.1. However, the sum of the Conceptualize , Operationalize, Apply, 
Confi rm, and Refi ne phases complete the theory-building effort. Fur-
thermore, an applied theory is never considered complete, but rather 
“true until shown otherwise” (Kaplan, 1964; Root, 1993). As such, 


F IGURE 3 . 3  Recursive Nature of Practical and Theoretical Expertise 
Inherent in Applied Discipline Theory Building


Building applied theory requires two kinds of expertise . . .


. . . of the phenomenon


. . .  of the theory- 
building research 
method being used


At the start, this component 
is in the background of 
attention, then moves to 
the foreground.


At the start, this component 
is in the foreground of 
attention, then moves to 
the background.
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