
Empirical Social Research

Research Designs

Dr. Katharina Pfaff

Institut für Soziologie und Empirische Sozialforschung

katharina.pfaff@wu.ac.at

mailto:katharina.pfaff@wu.ac.at


Chapter 3: 

Theory-driven Designs
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About the importance of scientific theories
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Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-M1hxGj5bMg



Outline

Research Designs

• Definition and main concepts

– What does “theory-driven” mean? 

– Main elements of a theory and examples

• Theory building

– Specifying a theory

• Concluding remarks
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Definition and main concepts
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Typical structure

• Research articles often follow a typical structure: 

− Explaining the context: why does the research question matter? To whom? 

− Reviewing available literature on the topic and pointing out the contribution. 

− Building a theoretical model with assumptions, mechanisms and predictions. 

− Describing empirical data suitable to the concepts of the model. 

− Analysing the data according to the logic of the model. 

− Interpreting results and comparing results with related research. 

− Being honest about limitations and drawing conclusion. 
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What does “theory-driven” mean?

• A theory-driven research design requires that the research article explains and provides a 

theory about social interactions. This involves (at least) two variables:

– Explanandum / Dependent variable, i.e. something that gets explained, and

– Explanans / Independent variable, i.e. something that “does” the explaining.

• A good theory contains an answer to a ‘why’-question.

– This means not only answering “What is the relationship between two variables?” but 

also “How and why is the dependent variable affected by the independent variable?”.
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Recall from the lecture
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Self-study exercise

Answer the following question without skipping forward: 

Which items / building stones do you need to develop a theory? 

[Write down some notes for yourself.]
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Recall from the lecture
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Solution: 

-> Assumptions

-> Causal mechanism 

-> Predictions



Main elements of a theory

• Assumptions … 

… are realistic expectations and principles, usually describing the behaviour of 

actors, which we believe to be true. 

… simplify reality (and must therefore be somewhat imprecise!)

… need to be consistent and not contradict each other 

• Typical assumptions: 

„Individuals are rational.“ , „Firms maximize profit.“

„There is perfect information.“, „Individuals are risk-neutral.“, … 
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Self-study exercise: Salverda (2013, 710)
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Read the excerpt and identify the assumption. 

[Solution is provided in the appendix.]
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Main elements of a theory

• State at least one causal mechanism 

– Provide an answer why a link is likely to hold for a generalized category of phenomena

– Example: poverty influences crime, because … 

• Causal mechanisms between two variables are claimed.

– Ideally, causality runs in one direction. Be careful: this is not always the case!

– Example: Do protests increase torture or the other way around?

• Theoretical mechanisms are often summarized or rather teased in one key argument of 1-3 

sentences.
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Identifying the main argument

(Duursma 2018)
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Identifying the main argument 

(Neumayer and Plümper 2011)
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Self-study exercise: Choi and Luo (2013)
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Read the excerpt and identify the main argument. 

[Solution is provided in the appendix.]



No verification, only falsification
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Main elements of a theory

• Testable predictions / hypotheses … 

… predict an outcome or change in outcome

… at least one prediction should be novel in your field of research 

… are different from assumptions!

• The type of prediction depends on whether your theory is deterministic or probabilistic: 

– If x occurs, then … 

– The more x, the more  / less … 
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Recall from the lecture
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Identifying hypotheses: Duursma (2018)
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Identifying hypotheses: Neumayer and Plümper (2011)
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Self-study exercise: Choi and Luo (2013)
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Read the study and find the hypothesis. 

Source: https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2013.768478

[Solution is provided in the appendix.]

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2013.768478


Theory building
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“Theories are nets cast to catch what we call ‘the world’: to rationalize, 

to explain, and to master it. We endeavour to make the mesh ever 

finer and finer.”

Popper (1959, 37f)
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Research Designs

Watch this video to find out why a theory needs to be precise!

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6oyhUTXXLBc
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Specifying a theory

• Theories need to be specific

– What is the cause? What is the effect? 

– Which assumptions about the actors are included?

– What links the cause to the effect? 

– Why -> What is the process that links the because to the effect?

– Is the relationship affected by other factors?

– Is the effect linear or non-linear? 

– Is the direction positive or negative? 
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Recall from the lecture
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Explanation through mechanisms

• Identifying causation (upper level) is different from understanding causal mechanisms

• In “Foundations of Social Theory” (1990), Coleman describes both micro- and macro-factors are 

necessary for a good social theory

Research Designs

Intake of Aspirin Decrease of headache

Salicylic acid
runs through

the body

Salicylic acid blocks
transmission of pain

signal
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Example: Mihalache-O’Keef (2018)
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In this diagram, the author 

summarizes the mechanism of 

foreign direct investment in the 

primary (PFDI), secondary (SFDI), and 

tertiary sector (TFDI). 

Source: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2018.01.012

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2018.01.012


Example of specifying a theory

If your research question is 

“Why did a specific party lose 

elections?” answering 

“Because they received fewer 

votes than other parties.” is not 

very insightful but tautological.

You need to come up with a 

better explanation. 
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Source: https://www.wien.gv.at/wahlergebnis/de/GR201/index.html



Self-study exercise

• Try theorizing why a party received fewer votes. 

Was it because of performance at TV debates? The 

voters’ dissatisfaction with economic performance? 

Emergence of new parties? In other words, what is 

the main independent variable?

• Then theorize how the independent variable and 

the dependent variable are connected. What is 

missing in the arrow diagram below? Are there any 

intermediating factors? Be as specific as you can!
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Source: https://www.wien.gv.at/wahlergebnis/de/GR201/index.html

Candidate’s performance in
TV debates

Number of votes for
the party ?



Concluding remarks
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Take-away messages

• Theory-driven designs start with developing a theory before projecting it to cases and data.

• A theory needs to describe a causal mechanism, i.e. the chain of events that leads from the 

independent variable to the dependent variable.

– Make sure your theory includes all important elements, especially a how and a why!

• You can only learn to distinguish good theory-driven research designs from bad ones by

reading well-published research articles. 

– Good theories do not fall from heaven. Developing theories is a skill. Improve your own 

ability to write one by reading and practising a lot!
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Preview: Data-driven research designs

• In contrast to research designs, which build upon and test a theory, some researchers follow 

data-driven research designs. 

• Data-driven research designs focus on finding patterns within the data first and then 

developing a theory based on these patterns. 

– For example, researchers could run a regression model including all possible explanatory 

variables and stepwise delete variables without explanatory power. Or plot variable 

correlations. 

• This approach has severe shortcomings. More on that in Chapter 4. 
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Appendix
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Salverda (2013, 710)
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Self-study task:

Read the excerpt and identify the assumption. 

Solution: 

The author makes an assumption about the motivation of 

rebels to attack peacekeepers. More precisely, it is 

assumed “that rebel groups either fight for control over 

the government or over a certain territory, peacekeepers 

hinder stronger rebels in achieving their goals.”
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Choi and Luo (2013)
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Self-study task:

Read the excerpt and identify the main 
argument. 

Solution as highlighted. 



Choi and Luo (2013)
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Self-study task:

Read the study and find the hypothesis. 

Source: https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2013.768478

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2013.768478


Self-study exercise

• One common theory explaining voting behaviour is the 

“economic voting”-theory. Voters are expected to punish 

(or reward) the incumbent for the economic situation.

• This is another example for potential reverse causality. 

Here are some reading recommendations:

– https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/o

bo-9780199756223/obo-9780199756223-0057.xml

– https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.3.1.183

– https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2508.2006.00380.x

– https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2010.09.001
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Source: https://www.wien.gv.at/wahlergebnis/de/GR201/index.html

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199756223/obo-9780199756223-0057.xml
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.3.1.183
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2508.2006.00380.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2010.09.001

