
74 Phases of Theory Building

explanation that the new theorizing creates must be examined and 
assessed in the world in which it occurs. To confirm a theory, the 
ideas and relationships must be converted to observable and confirm-
able components or elements (Lynham, 2002a). Operationalizing 
theories commonly results in hypotheses, empirical indicators and 
other claims (Cohen, 1989), which are investigated in the confirm 
phase. Ultimately, operationalizing requires that the theorist develop 
strategies for judging the accuracy and fit of the new theory in the 
world in which it is expected to function.

The Operationalize phase requires connecting the theoretical 
framework and the world of practice. The ideas of being translated, 
or converted, to observable components/elements and to be con-
firmed in the world describe the core task of operationalization and 
its connection to later phases in theory building, especially the Con-
firm phase.

To operationalize, therefore, refers to how the concepts or units 
involved in a theory and the associated relationships are going to 
be confirmed or measured. The idea of operationalization developed 
from the work of Bridgman (1922, 1927) and Bentley (1954), who 

F IGURE 5 .1  Operationalize Phase of Theory Building in Applied Disciplines

The observed and experienced world

Theory  
to  

Practice

DEDUCTIVE

INDUCTIVE

DEDUCTIVE

INDUCTIVE

Practice  
to  

Theory

Refine

ConfirmApply

OperationalizeConceptualize


