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FIGURE 4.3 Tools for Starting a Theory-Building Project

No. Tool Purpose and Utility

1 Analyze your own Examine anomalies or particularly interesting cases for theory

experiences. opportunities.

2 Use case studies. Examine cases for theory opportunities.

3 Collect practitioners’ Practitioners often carry unarticulated theories in their heads.

rules of thumb. They can have extensive experience and knowledge of a topic but
have not formally documented it—a good partnership opportunity.

4 Use role playing. Attempt to change your perspective and assumptions about the
problem.

5 Conduct a thought Change the variables and consider an existing research study if

experiment. done differently.

6 Engage in participant Attempt to see participant views and perceptions that may differ

observation. from your own.

7 Analyze paradoxical Paradoxes almost always reconcile somewhere between

incidents. extremes—consider the middle ground.

8 Engage in imaging. Visually depicting a problem may raise new questions or
opportunities for inquiry.

9 Use analogies and Similar to paradox and imaging, the goal is to see the problem

metaphors. differently than you currently do—change your assumptions and
perceptions.

10 Reframe the problem Similar to paradox and imaging, the goal is to see the problem

in terms of the opposite. differently than you currently do—change your assumptions and
perceptions.

1 Apply deviant case Deviant case analysis simply explores the cases that do not fit

analysis. expectations. There are often opportunities to extend and
improve knowledge in unique cases.

12 Change the scale. Many social science constructs are measurable via different scales.
Using alternative measures for the same construct can yield
different results. Consider other measures.

13 Focus on process or Processes describe how things work, while variables are the

focus on variables. concepts or “things” involved. In an area heavy on process
research, considering variables can be useful and vice versa.

14 Consider abstractions Do you want to study general relationships or specific ones?

or specific instances. Different methods may be required.
15 Make the opposite Similar to paradox and imaging, the goal is to see the problem
assumption. differently than you currently do—change your assumptions and
perceptions.
16 Apply the continual why Using systems analysis gets down to assumptions levels rather
and what. than simply working on observed events. Each yields a different
kind of research project.

17 Consult your Ask someone completely outside your discipline their thoughts on

grandmother and
prove her wrong.

a problem or issue. Outside perspectives can drive new research
directions.

(continued)
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