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108 Phases of Theory Building


in organizing their thinking. This criterion is also perhaps the most 
important output of the Confirm phase. A good theory must get 
practitioners beyond trial-and-error use of techniques. Instead, the 
goal is the rational application of principles. Theories must be use-
ful, and they must change the way things are done within the human 
system they are intended to improve. Practicality is also the bridge to 
the next phase of theory building—the Apply phase.


CONFIRMING CHANGE


There are numerous theories about how families, workplaces, com-
munities, and nations change over time. Sociologist Robert Putnam 
discusses the challenges in measuring change as a part of confirming 
or rejecting theories. He and others lay out a similar argument, stat-
ing, “No single source of data is flawless, but the more numerous and 
diverse the sources, the less likely that they could all be influenced by 
the same flaw” (Putnam, 2000, p. 415). Looking at a single survey is not 
enough to confirm a theory. Survey data, along with institutional data 
and behaviors over time, provide the basis for change theory confir-
mation. Using multiple sources of data in conducting confirmational 
research is referred to as triangulation.


CONCLUSION


This chapter summarized the Confirm phase of theory building in 
applied disciplines. First, we reviewed general approaches and strate-
gies for confirming or disconfirming theories; then we described the 
actual process. Given the vast amount of literature available con-
cerning how to design inquiry studies, theorists should gather a vari-
ety of perspectives and detailed approaches in their paradigm area. 
Three general steps in the Confirm phase were discussed: (1) design 
the appropriate inquiry studies, (2) collect and analyze data, and (3) 
connect the results to the theory. We described these steps at a gen-
eral level because their detailed execution depends entirely on choices 
made previously in the theory-building process.
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