
tive approach focuses on testing an existing theory. The term theory as used in this book most
simply refers to an explanation or an explanatory system that discusses how a phenomenon
operates and why it operates as it does. Theory often refers to a generalization or set of gen-
eralizations that are used systematically to explain some phenomenon. In other words, a
well-developed theory explains how something operates in general (i.e., for many people),
and it enables one to move beyond the findings of any single research study. Using a well-
developed theory, you should be able to explain a phenomenon, make sense of it, and be able
to make accurate predictions. When you need to judge the quality of a theory or explanation,
you should try to answer the nine questions listed in Table 1.4. We now define and briefly
elaborate on the criterion of falsifiability and the rule of parsimony.

One criterion used to judge theories is the criterion of falsifiability which was devel-
oped by Sir Karl Popper (1902–1994), who was one of the most famous philosophers of sci-
ence of the twentieth century (Popper, 1985). The criterion of falsifiability is “the property of
a statement or theory that it is capable of being refuted by experience” (Blackburn, 1994,
p. 135). The key idea of the criterion of falsifiability is that if it is impossible ever to refute a
statement or theory, then that statement or theory is not useful for science. If someone said, “I
don’t care what the actual results are, I’m going to conclude that my theory is supported,” then
that person would obviously not be doing the kind of research that could ever falsify a theory.
The criterion of falsifiability also says that we should not just search out confirming evidence
for our beliefs and explanations. Good researchers carefully examine any negative evidence
that operates against their beliefs, research conclusions, and theoretical explanations.

Another criterion for evaluating theories is called the rule of parsimony. A theory is
parsimonious when it is simple, concise, and succinct. If two competing theories explain
and predict a phenomenon equally well, then the more parsimonious theory is to be pre-
ferred according to the rule of parsimony. In other words, simple theories are preferred over
highly complex ones, other things being equal.
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� Criterion of 
falsifiability
The property that
statements and theo-
ries should be
refutable

� Rule of parsimony
Preferring the most
simple theory that
works

� T A B L E  1 . 4 How to Evaluate the Quality of a Theory or Explanation

1. Is it (i.e., the theory or explanation) logical and coherent?

2. Is it clear and parsimonious?

3. Does it fit the available data?

4. Does it provide testable claims?

5. Have theory-based predictions been tested and supported?

6. Has it survived numerous attempts by researchers to identify problems with it or to falsify it?

7. Does it work better than competing or rival theories or explanations?

8. Is it general enough to apply to more than one place, situation, or person?

9. Can practitioners use it to control or influence things in the world (e.g., a good theory of
teaching helps teachers to positively influence student learning; a good theory of counseling
helps counselors to positively influence their clients’ mental health)?
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