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Yet theories, no matter how cherished, cannot 
always make useful predictions for every social 
situation or research problem that we seek to inves-
tigate. We may find unexpected patterns in the 
data we collect, called serendipitous findings 
or anomalous findings. In either situation, we 
should reason inductively, making whatever theo-
retical sense we can of our unanticipated findings. 
Then, if the new findings seem sufficiently impor-
tant, we can return to deductive reasoning and 
plan a new study to formally test our new ideas.

The Research Circle

This process of conducting research, moving 
from theory to data and back again or from data 
to theory and back again, can be characterized as 
a research circle. Exhibit 2.3 depicts this circle. 
Note that it mirrors the relationship between 

theory and data shown in Exhibit 2.2 and comprises three main research strategies: deductive research, inductive 
research, and descriptive research.

Deductive Research

As Exhibit 2.3 shows, deductive research proceeds from theorizing to data col-
lection and then back to theorizing. In essence, a specific expectation is deduced 
from a general premise and then tested.

Notice that a theory leads first to a hypothesis, which is a specific implication 
deduced from the more general theory. Researchers actually test a hypothesis, not 
the complete theory itself, because theories usually contain many hypotheses. A 
hypothesis proposes a relationship between two or more theoretical constructs or 
variables. A variable is a characteristic or property that can vary. A constant is a 
characteristic or a property that cannot vary. For example, if we were to conduct 
some research in a male adult penitentiary, the theoretical construct “type of 
crime committed” would be a variable because persons will have been incarcer-
ated for different offenses (one person for armed robbery, another for rape, etc.). 
However, the theoretical construct “gender” would be a constant because every 
inmate in the penitentiary would be male.

Variables are of critical importance in research because, in a hypothesis, 
variation in one variable is proposed to predict, influence, or cause variation in the 
other variable. The proposed influence is the independent variable; its effect 
or consequence is the dependent variable. Another way to think about this dis-
tinction is to say “the dependent variable ‘depends’ on the independent variable.” 
After the researchers formulate one or more hypotheses and develop research 
procedures, they collect data with which to test the hypothesis.

Hypotheses can be worded in several different ways, and identifying the 
independent and dependent variables is sometimes difficult. When in doubt, try 
to rephrase the hypothesis as an if-then statement: “If the independent variable 
increases (or decreases), then the dependent variable increases (or decreases).” 

Serendipitous findings (anomalous 
findings)  Unexpected patterns in data that 
stimulate new ideas or theoretical approaches

Research circle  A diagram of the elements 
of the research process, including theories, 
hypotheses, data collection, and data analysis

Deductive research  The type of research in 
which a specific expectation is deducted from 
a general premise and is then tested

Hypothesis  A tentative statement about 
empirical reality involving the relationship 
between two or more variables

Example of a hypothesis  The higher the level 
of poverty in a community, the higher its rate 
of crime

Variable  A characteristic or property that can 
vary (take on different values or attributes)

Constant  A number that has a fixed value in 
a given situation; a characteristic or value that 
does not change

Independent variable  A variable that is 
hypothesized to cause, or lead to, variation in 
another variable

Exhibit 2.2 The Links Between Theory and Data

Data

Deductive
reasoning

Reality: What we observe

Inductive
reasoning

Theory

Ideas: What we think


