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A theory, this pivotal concept, can be described as a set of principles or as an explana-
tory framework. In the social and behavioral sciences, theories use interrelated concepts 
to describe and predict behaviors (events) by making clear the relationships among vari-
ables. In Ulrich’s (1991) theory of supportive design, his explanatory framework, he offers 
three dimensions predicted to enhance patients’ well-being in health-care settings. These 
dimensions are (1) positive distraction, (2) social support, and (3) perceived control. Having  
(1) positive aspects of the environment (e.g., artwork, a view to nature, or music) to distract 
us from our worries; (2) the social contact of others, either in person (accommodated by 
seating) or by phone, e-mail, or Skype; and (3) the ability to control aspects of the environ-
ment around us, for example, by using the remote control or adjusting the temperature, is 
theorized to lead to greater well-being. These three constructs have in common their focus 
on the physical environment, on the one hand, and their predicted effect on human well-
being, on the other. Could we imagine generating hypotheses within this theoretical frame-
work? Before answering that question, let’s revisit the concept of a hypothesis, which is based 
on a theory, is testable, and states an expected empirical outcome based on observable data.

  Try This Now

Come up with two hypotheses based on Ulrich’s (1991) theory of  
supportive design.

Theories are important because they help to organize and structure information and 
provide a way to think about ideas. Theories provide a structured foundation that should 
support the generation of hypotheses. At the same time, in returning to one of the themes 
of this chapter, it is important to recognize that biases may be embedded in theories. 
Shermer (1997, p. 46) quoted the physicist and Nobel laureate Werner Heisenberg who 
stated, “‘What we observe is not nature itself but nature exposed to our method of ques-
tioning.’” In the case of Ulrich’s (1991) theory, for example, we may stop thinking of 

FIGURE 1.6	 Venn Diagram of Link Between Law, Theory, and Hypothesis

HypothesisTheoryLaw


