CHAPTER 2
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Developing Hypotheses

A common strategy in scientific investigations is to
move from a general theory to a specific, research-
able problem. A part of this strategy is to develop
hypotheses, which are testable statements of pre-
sumed relationships between two or more con-
cepts. Hypotheses state what we expect to find
rather than what has already been determined to
exist. A major purpose of developing hypotheses
in research is to test the accuracy of a theory (see
Figure 2.1). The concepts and propositions of
which theories are composed usually are too
broad and abstract to be directly tested. Concepts
such as reinforcement and learning, for example, need
to be specified empirically through operational
definitions before they are amenable to testing.
Once operationally defined, these concepts gener-
ally are referred to as variables, or things that are
capable of taking on more than one value. If
hypotheses are supported, then this supplies evi-
dence for the accuracy of the theory on which
they are based.

in the construction of hypotheses, the relation-
ship between variables is stated in one of two pos-
sible directions: a positive relationship, or a negative
(also called an inverse) relationship. In a positive rela-
tionship, the values of the variables change in the
same direction, such as both increasing or both
decreasing. For example, we might hypothesize’
that the acceptance of the use of alcohol among
an adolescent’s peers will lead to an increased like-
lihood that the adolescent will consume alcohol. In
other words, as acceptance of the use of alcohol by
one’s peers increases, -50 does the adolescent’s own
use of alcohol. In a negative relationship, or an inverse
relationship, the values of variables change in opposite
directions. We might hypothesize, for example,
that, among adolescents, reduced parental supervi-
sion will lead to an increase in the likelihood of
substance abuse. In this case, as the value of one
variable (parental supervision) declines, the value
of the other (substance abuse) is predicted to
increase.

Useful guidelines to keep in mind for develop-
ing hypotheses include the following:

1. Hypotheses are linked to more abstract theories.
Although generating hypotheses without
deriving them from theories is possible,
hypotheses are always linked to theories
because the theories provide explanations for
why things happen.

It is important that the independent and dependent
variables in hypotheses be clearly specified. The
independent variable is the presumed active
or causal variable—the one believed to be
producing changes in the dependent variable.
The dependent variable is the passive vari-
able, or the one that is affected. In the previous
examples, peer acceptance of alcohol and
parental supervision are the independent vari-
ables, and alcohol use and substance abuse are
the dependent variables.

It is important that the precise nature and direction of
the relationship between variables be specified in the
hypothesis. Students sometimes are tempted to
state hypotheses like this: “Parental supervision
will have an effect on teenage alcohol use.”




However, although this statement says that
there is a relationship, it doesn’t say what the
nature or direction of the relationship is. A proper
hypothesis, as above, would state how changes
in one variable will be associated with partic-
ular changes in the other: “As parental super-
vision decreases, teenage alcohol use increases.”

Hypotheses should be stated in such a way that they
can be verified or refuted. If this is not the case,
then they are not hypotheses. Hypotheses, after
all, are statements about which we can gather
empirical evidence to determine whether they
are correct or false. A common pitfall is to
make statements that involve judgments or
values rather than issues of empirical observa-
tion. For example, we might hypothesize that
investigations should be increased to reduce the
incidence of welfare fraud. On the surface, this
statement might appear to be a hypothesis,
because it relates to investigations and welfare
fraud in a negative direction. As stated, how-
ever, it is not a testable hypothesis. The prob-
lem is the evaluative “should be.” What should
or should not be social policy has no place in
hypotheses. However, the statement can be
modified so that it qualifies as a testable
hypothesis: “Increased levels of investigation

tend to reduce the incidence of welfare fraud.”
The hypothesis now makes an empirical asser-
tion that can be checked against fact.

All the concepts and comparisons in hypotheses must be
clearly stated. For example, consider the following
hypothesis: “Southern Baptists have superior
moral standards.” The concept of “moral stan-
dards” is so abstract and vague that it is impossi-
ble to know what it means. This would have to
be clearly specified in terms of what is considered
to be a moral standard. In addition, to say that
someone’s standards are superior requires a ref-

erent for comparison: superior to whom or
what? It could mean higher than some other
religious group, or it could mean higher than
some chosen, absolute standard.

Developing hypotheses from theories is a creq-
tive process that depends, in part, on the insight of
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the investigator. Because hypotheses link theories to
particular, concrete settings, the researcher’s insight
often is the trigger for making such connections. In
addition, researchers, at times, combine two or
more theories to develop hypotheses that neither
theory alone is capable of generating,
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