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What is Theory?

• Lots of things that masquerade as theory are 
not

• A theory is a story about why acts, events, 
structure and thoughts occur.

• Theory itself is a continuum or process.  The 
process of theorizing consists of activities like 
abstracting, generalizing, relating, selecting, 
explaining, synthesizing and idealizing.  

• Concepts give shape to the theory, whereas 
the relationships specify the underlying 
process or mechanism through which the 
theory becomes a living organism.  



What Makes a Good Story?
• something that preserves plausibility and 

coherence
• something that is reasonable and memorable.
• something that embodies past experience and 

expectations.
• something that resonates with other people
• something that can be constructed 

retrospectively but also can be used 
prospectively

• something that captures both feeling and 
thought

• something that allows for embellishment to fit 
current oddities

• something that is fun to construct.

• Karl Weick (1995), Sensemaking in 
Organizations. Sage Publications.



What makes a 
good story 
publishable?
A good story that hasn’t been told this way before



What is the Relationship 
Between Theory and Data?

• Data do not generate theory—only researchers do that
• Data help

– Thick description helps us breakdown and re-form 
categories by identifying the “taken for granted”—
making us mindful of the mindless

– Unusual cases can help us change our story to better 
account for the evidence

– A range of cases help us identify “under what conditions”
and “common threads”

– We might ask ,“What sort of questions do the data we 
have provide the answer to?” (rich data bases are vast 
resources for finding questions)

• Data help in different ways at different stages of the 
research?  (easy cheap data/ hard expensive data)

• Data do not exist independent of the theories we use 
to account for them.

• There is always slippage between the theory and the 
data



How do you track between 
theory and evidence?

• A problem is not a research question
• A good research question points in two directions 

toward the theoretical framework that justifies the 
question and toward the empirical evidence that will 
answer.

• Formulating research questions involves a sequence 
of choices—”what are the aspects of the problem that I 
can handle and finish?”

• Deciding on questions is a rolling process.  Research 
questions are always successive approximations as 
you learn more about the phenomenon being 
analyzed. 

• There is always slippage—the evidence never quite 
fits the theoretical claims and the concepts never quite 
grasp the complexity of the empirical phenomenon.



Slippage
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The Great Divide

Abstract
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Concrete
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1. Good research requires you
to traverse this divide many
times in both directions

2. All good research is hard and takes time



What makes a “good”/ 
“interesting” research 
question?

Domain/Context/
Problem with 

Practical Significance

Potential for 
Theoretical

Significance* 

Methodological 
opportunities

Researcher 
Identity

*The taxi cab driver test, 
Theoretical potential guides what you observe, what you probe on, 
who you talk to



Context
Not a good enough reason? *
Wouldn’t it be fun to study…?
I have a lot of experience in…
I’ve always loved to…
No one has studied this context…
No one has studied this phenomenon in this context before…

A good enough reason?
This context tests the theoretical boundary of…this is the place 

where relationships among constructs change.  This is the 
place where different constructs come into play…

This context is an exemplar/prototype of… therefore by 
sampling this context I will gain a good theoretical 
representation of this phenomenon.

This context highlights a set of responses that are different than 
I would expect in other contexts or different that what has 
been described in other stories

What I have read does not ring true with my experience.. [But be
careful that the taxi cab driver doesn’t already know this as 
well!! ]

*these can be an entry point to a good enough reason



Metaphors for thinking 
about other people’s 
theories

Toolkit
Lens (getting new 
eyeglasses)
Stories to change, 
embellish, qualify…



A Paradox?

Brand “loyalty”
Share of market
Share of heart



An Example? 
Work/family/life “balance”

Is this an important problem?
Are grant agencies looking for work on this 

problem?
Do many people report that this is a big 

problem in their lives?
Do I personally feel that this is an important 

problem that I would like to understand 
better?

If I could come up with some understanding 
and advice would it make a difference in 
people’s lives?



Work/family/life “balance”

What is the potential theoretical 
significance of this for marketing 
and/or consumer research?
What constructs are fundamental in thinking about 

work/family/life balance? (loyalty, conflict, role 
norms, stress, balance, juggling, multi-tasking…)

What do we know about the role of consumption in 
work/family/life relationships? (almost nothing; 
Hochschild; Schor; Thompson)
Do we understand whether and how consumption 
activities mediate and moderate work/family 
relationships?

What do we know about the role of marketing in 
work/family/life balance?
(almost nothing: Netemeyer, Boles and McMurrian
1996; Netemeyer, Maxham and Pullig 2005)
Do we understand how issues related to juggling 
work and family impact key marketing outcomes?



Work/family/life “balance”

Are there methodological opportunities?
• How has this problem/domain been studied in 

the past?
– Types of data
– Boundaries:  what important boundaries have not 

been examined
– Samples:  who’s been left out and what might they 

tell us that we don’t know?
– Constructs:  are there constructs that look different 

under this lens?  [loyalty]
– Point of view/premises [TV and children, dinner 

and children]
• How might our thinking about this change if 

we studied it differently?



Researcher Identity

What is my research identity?
What kind of problems am I interested in?
What kind of data do I like to work with?

What kind of stories do I like to tell?
What constraints or parameters do I want to 
put around the type of research I do?

Establish a fit between the research question 
and your research identity?
Willfully eliminate research questions that 
might be interesting but don’t fit with who you 
are



Ten questions for thinking about 
your research

• The purpose of my research is…
• The practical importance of this research is…
• The theoretical significance of this research is…
• Theory has suggested these basic ideas relevant to my research:

– The most important constructs for my research are…
– These constructs are related to each other in the following 

ways…
• Other research has empirically substantiated…
• What we don’t know is…

– My research is different from previous work because…
– My research extends theory and previous research because…

• My specific research objectives are…
• My methodology for answering these questions is…

– The sampling frame is…
– The research boundaries are defined as…
– The basic procedures for data collection that I will use include…
– The basic procedures for data analysis that I will use include…

• This is the appropriate research approach because…
– My approach is better than previous work because…
– My approach enables answers to my specific research 

objectives because…
• Some surprising findings we may learn from my research are…
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