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The principal goal of psychological science is not application but theory. This is because a good theory 
yields accurate predictions and control, two preconditions for applications. Thus, good psychological 
science is one that produces good theories. Against the background of reproducibility crisis and the 
apparent non-existence of an integrated subfield of psychology addressing those issues, I submit psy-
chological theoretics (or psycho-theoretics) as a potential solution. The scope of psychological theo-
retics is outlined and distinguished from other closely related subfields. It was argued that psychological 
theoretics has the potential to make a unique contribution to the advancement of good psychological 
science. It is also worth noting that even if the global community of psychologists might not be ready 
for psychological theoretics as a new subfield, the reforms proposed under its rubrics would still remain 
relevant today and in the future. Indeed, the question of whether it is completely new will surely be 
the subject of scientific debate. 
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It is perhaps important to state from the very beginning that the paper does not 
assume that the quantitative methodology is the only useful approach in research (it 
recognizes the important role of qualitative and mixed methods designs in research). 
It also recognizes that the argument presented here may be seen as an attempt at 
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rebranding. Rather than denying or ignoring such critical feedback, I present these 
arguments as an invitation to other scholars of psychology to a discourse about the 
relevance of having a new subfield to be called “psychological theoretics”. Thus, 
I would encourage global psychology community to allow the verdict to follow 
from the outcome of the discourse on this topic. In addition, the arguments have 
relevance for improving global psychology. Indeed, psychology is a global science, 
though not a universal one. This is because the results of its studies are intersub-
jectively communicable through a common intelligible language but are grounded 
in particular contexts of the researcher and the research participants (Brzezinski, 
2014; Grzelak, 2014).

Having this context in mind, let us at this point begin with the idea that the 
primary aim of science is theory building. Perhaps, a less cryptic fashion to phrase 
it is that “the basic aim of science is to find general explanations of natural stim-
uli” (Kerlinger, 1964, p. 10). Similarly, Leahey (1992, p. 11) argues that science 
seeks to explain the natural world with theories, “whether they are regarded as true 
(the causal-ontic-realist view) or merely useful (epistemic-unificationist-antireal-
ist view)”. Kerlinger (1964) further argued that the primary aim of science is not 
the betterment of mankind but generating theories with explanatory power. More 
forcefully, Teo (2020) also argues that while theorizing appears to be an inclination 
for some psychologists, it must be a duty of every psychologist if psychology is not 
to be considered a hyper-science. Teo (2020) defines a hyper-science as a science 
that utilizes the philosophy and methodology of a natural science to create the im-
pression that it is itself a natural science; makes its methodology sophisticated to 
hide the temporality and contextuality of phenomena it studies; and frequently calls 
itself as a science so that it can compensate for the lack of substance and content. 
Indeed, at the moment, psychology is a hyper-science in that there is an emphasis 
on methodology, a lack of theorizing, and repeatedly claiming publicly to be doing 
science (Teo, 2020). He further argues that “Theorizing is an obligation because 
of the disorganized status and the many ontic, epistemic, and ethical problems of 
psychology as a science and as a practice” (Teo, 2020, p. 765).

It is generally agreed that the aims of science are explanation, understanding, 
prediction, and control (Ettinger & Spires, 2008). Kerlinger (1964) made the point 
that theory is the ultimate aim of science whereas explanation and understanding 
are the sub-objectives of theory and both prediction and control are elements of  
a theory. For instance, he argued that “[b]y its very nature, a theory predicts” and that 
“a theoretical explanation implies predictions” (Kerlinger, 1964, p. 12). Thus, there 
is nothing more useful than a good theory. A good science leads to good applications 
and a good science is one that produces good theories. Simply put, a good theory is 
necessary for practical solutions. This means that every scientific endeavour should 
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aim first at theory formulation. This also means that psychological science will 
become more useful in solving societal problems if psychologists are to produce 
good theories. However, to produce good theories psychologists must master the art 
of theory formulation and understand the limits of methodology of the discipline. 

More recently, Greenwald (2012) has provided new evidence that shows that 
there cannot be anything so theoretical as a good method. He investigated the meth-
od–theory synergy using Nobel Prize awards from 1991 to 2011 in medicine, physics, 
and chemistry and more specifically, Nobel Prizes awarded to psychologists from 
1949 to 2002 in medicine and economics. He found that (a) during the 1991–2011 
period, there were more Nobel Prizes awarded for contributions to method than to 
theory, and (b) the Nobel Prizes were awarded to the psychologists for method-based 
contributions. However, Greenwald (2012) observed two patterns of interactions be-
tween theory and methods: (1) existing theories were usually utilized in developing 
new methods, and (2) existing methods were used to develop new theories. These 
findings support the notion that the ultimate purpose of science is theory and that 
applications (methods) follow from theory and methods eventually result in theory. 

In addition to the need for good theories, psychological science is said to be cur-
rently facing reproducibility and/or replicability crisis (Asendorpf et al., 2013; Ce-
sario, 2014; LeBel, 2015; Open Science Collaboration [OSC], 2015; Simons, 2014; 
Stam, 2020; Westfall et al., 2015). Asendorpf et al. (2013) distinguished between 
reproducibility and replicability. Asendorf et al. (2013) defined reproducibility as the 
extent to which a researcher can obtain the same statistical results that were origi-
nally documented in a previous study when using the original dataset and following 
the same methodology. On the other hand, replicability is concerned with the extent 
to which similar findings as a previous study can be obtained using other random 
samples drawn from populations similar to the target population of the original study 
(Asendorpf et al., 2013). Thus, reproducibility deals with stability of parameters  
(or statistical estimates) while replicability relates to similarity of findings. 

They further added that “…data reproducibility is necessary but not sufficient 
for replicability and replicability is necessary but not sufficient for generalizabili-
ty” (Asendorpf et al., 2013, p. 110). Conducting 100 replications of psychological 
studies, the 270 contributing researchers documented evidence that only 39% of the 
replications yielded the exact effects observed in the original studies (OSC, 2015). 
Using 2008 as the target year, the study’s sampling frame comprised articles from 
three top-ranked psychology journals: Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, Psychological Science, and Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, 
Memory, and Cognition. 

Despite these challenges rocking psychological science and, in the process, 
eroding the credibility of the discipline and its associated professionals, there appears 
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not to be any concerted global, discipline-wide response. The principal response has 
been recommendations from individual psychologists who are grounded in meth-
odological issues. For example, Asendorpf et al. (2013) have made several recom-
mendations spanning methodology (study designs and data analysis), publication, 
and teaching of research methods and statistics. Among the methodological recom-
mendations are (1) increasing sample size, (2) increasing reliability of measures, 
(3) avoiding multiple underpowered studies, and (4) considering error introduced 
by multiple testing. 

It is, however, important to note that not every psychologist agrees that there 
is such thing as reproducibility crisis (see Gilbert et al., 2016). They showed that 
OSC’s (2015) article contained three key statistical miscalculations and, when cor-
rected, does not provide any evidence of a replication crisis. The recalculation rather 
supports the inference that reproducibility in psychological science is reasonably 
high and does not statistically differ from 100%. The counterevidence provided by 
Gilbert and colleagues against the evidence from the OSC group and the matters 
arising from the disagreement in and of itself should suggest a deeper insight into 
theory, philosophy of psychological science and methodology will be useful. 

Furthermore, in October 2021, the Association of Psychological Science (APS) 
invited its members to share their views on the grand challenges psychological sci-
ence should seek to address in 2022 and beyond (Thayer, 2022). The APS reached 
out to its members around the world to ensure that their responses reflect the di-
versity of experiences and opinions within the multidomain world of psychological 
science (Thayer, 2022). The second grand challenge of psychology identified relates 
to research integrity (e.g. reproducibility and replication crisis) and applicability. 
It was suggested that the replication crisis requires psychologists to understand 
the limits of their science and “have the intellectual humility to embrace a sophis-
ticated epistemology and philosophy of science” and that “many psychological 
scientists are naive logical positivists but are unaware of how that epistemological 
position is untenable and long outdated” (Thayer, 2022, para. 24). This shows that 
merely attempting to improve the methods without the adjusting the philosophy of 
science underpinning it only repeats what Teo (2020) sees as making psychology  
a hyper-science—a pseudo-natural science and what Swedberg (2012) accuses the 
social science of doing since World War II—overdeveloping methods without equal 
attention to theorizing and struggling to tie facts to theories (I shall return to this 
line of argument shortly). This shows that a focus on theorizing and philosophy of 
science would somewhat help psychological science deal with its reproducibility and 
replication crisis. This leaves out the issue of people failing to adhere to the recom-
mendations made so far to tackle the crisis. Perhaps, it is crucial to understand that 
making methods sophisticated without a proper understanding of the reasons those 
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reforms have been made may impede adherence. And this has the tendency to reduce 
most psychologists to the status of technicians doing things without understanding 
of what is in the “black box”. 

As a result, a dedicated global institutional response would include training the 
next generation of psychologists who, as a minimum requirement, will be grounded 
in the methodology of psychological investigations, theories of psychology as well 
as the philosophy of psychological science. Additionally, some of such psycholo-
gists could receive specialized training in this area to generally lead to improvement 
in the conduct of psychological investigations. In other words, there is an urgent 
need for a new subfield of psychology to be dedicated towards such an endeavour. 
However, such a subfield appears not to currently exist. For instance, the American 
Psychological Association (APA, 2011) compiled a list of the major subfields in psy-
chology, yet such a subfield dedicated to the study of methodology of psychological 
investigations, theories of psychology, history and the philosophy of psychological 
science was absent. 

There is also an argument that theory is less developed in the social sciences due 
to the neglect of domain of theorizing. Speaking about sociology and social sciences 
in general, Swedberg (2012) intimates the social sciences have made great strides 
in improving the methodologies used with little or no advancement in theory. He 
further decries the uneven development of the social sciences since World War II 
where social scientists are more competent today with respect to methods but are less 
capable in handling theory. He is concerned about the fact that many major journals 
are replete with soundly executed studies, but theoretically interesting articles are 
almost non-existent (Swedberg, 2012). As a result, he asked us: “Why is this case? 
And can the situation be changed? Can theory part be brought up to par with the 
methods part in today’s social science?” (Swedberg, 2012, p. 2).

Thus, it is understandable why Swedberg (2012) would call for a focus on the-
orizing rather than theory to address the situation where methods are highly devel-
oped, and theory is highly underdeveloped. He further warned that attempts to focus 
on theory testing rather than theorizing would translate into “an awkward struggle 
of trying to get theory and facts together” (Swedberg, 2012, p. 33). Additionally, 
Swedberg (2012) intimates that theorizing would help usher the social sciences into 
a new era of interesting and creative theory building. Consistent with Teo’s (2020) 
views, Swedberg (2012) agrees that theory building should not be the task of only 
a small number of gifted scholars. Borghi and Fini (2019, p. 1) make a similar case 
in relations to psychology when they argued that one of the enduring characteristics 
of psychology is its focus on empirical investigations. While acknowledging that 
methodological focus of the discipline is essential, they are equally concerned that 
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“all too often this fascination for empirical data is accompanied by the absence of 
an equally deep interest for theory development” (Borghi & Fini, 2019, p. 1).

It is against this background that I submit “psychological theoretics” (or psy-
cho-theoretics) as a potentially new interest area within psychology to fill in the 
gap. It is worth noting that I use psychological theoretics interchangeably with 
psycho-theoretics. Indeed, this new interest area has the potential to become a sub-
field of psychology. I acknowledge the pioneer work done by Hall (1879, 1885), 
Creighton (1902), Griffith (1921, 1922), Cronbach (1957) as well as some of their 
contemporaries who have also devoted their attention to similar issues. The work 
done by Slife and colleagues on this interest area (see Slife & Williams, 1997; 
Slife, 2000a, 2000b) is also acknowledged. It is the position in this paper that it is 
necessary to deliberately expose current and future psychologists as well as other 
social scientists to the art of the theorizing and philosophy of science. In the ensuing 
paragraphs, psychological theoretics is outlined while a potential undergraduate, 
postgraduate and specialization curricula are presented. 

OUTLINING PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORETICS

Psychological theoretics is a neologism. Indeed, a Google Scholar search yielded 
no relevant results. I submit psychological theoretics as the study of the methodology 
of psychological investigations, theories of psychology, history, and the philosophy 
of psychological science as well as their interrelations with purpose of advancing the 
methodological, theoretical, and philosophical practices in psychological science. 

What shall be the purpose of psychological theoretics? I draw on the very pur-
pose that a key figure set for the Philosophical Association in the early 1900s. Prior 
to the meeting of the Philosophical Association, Creighton (1902) suggested that 
the main purpose of the Association should be to promote and encourage original 
investigation and publications. This also should be the main purpose of psycholog-
ical theoretics—to ground psychologists in appropriate subject matters to enable 
them to engage in original investigations on issues that will yield good theories that 
can solve their societal problems. In addition, it will equip psychologists with the 
requisite knowledge base to rethink and reconstruct some of the ideals, practices, 
and theories of the discipline. It means that existing paradigms will be questioned 
through psychological theoretics. Thus, as psychologists, we need to question our 
traditional ideas about the character of our theories, methodology and the relation 
between them. 
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Similarly, Hall (1885) argued that learning psychology without a profound 
knowledge of its philosophical contemplations in its past amounts to indoctrination 
and that learning its history opens it up to the possibility of renewal and innovations. 
Hall (1885, para. 10) argued that indoctrination into “one finished system, with no 
knowledge of others, makes real philosophizing impossible, and weakens the capac-
ity to take in others’ view unchanged, which is well conceived as one chief end of 
education.” Hall (1885) intimated that historical studies in psychology should seek 
to examine all finished systems (approaches and methodologies) at their roots and 
explore different avenues to uncover new insights about psychological phenomena. 
He further suggested that when the force of great systems which were in vogue in 
previous centuries is spent, it becomes very crucial to examine the history of the 
philosophical positions, methodologies, and approaches to truly reform (Hall, 1885). 
Indeed, Fahrenberg (2012) urges psychologists to have intellectual intercourse with 
philosophy to encourage epistemological appraisal of the metaphysical assumptions 
that permeate psychological thought. All of these seem to suggest that history and 
the philosophy of psychological science will aid psychologists in generating new 
ideas or resolving old challenges. 

In a more practical way, knowledge from psychological theoretics could be use-
ful in dealing with the reproducibility crisis in science in general and in psychology 
in particular. This is because only those who can engage in critique of the currently 
widely held ontological, axiological, and epistemological consensus defining the sci-
ence of psychology can offer valuable recommendations for improvements. Knowl-
edge of what is in the “black box” of methodological reforms can aid adherence to 
the methodological reforms. Thus, the solution to the reproducibility crisis is not 
in science itself but in the philosophical, theoretical, methodological, and historical 
examination of the current paradigms of science. The tools for such examinations, 
though may exist, are applied in an intradisciplinary manner. Psychological theo-
retics is relevant here because it takes an interdisciplinary or a transdisciplinary 
approach to these issues (I shall return to this issue later); this will result in more 
informed and valuable recommendations. 

But are there not courses or modules within the current psychological curriculum 
that do or can do what psychological theoretics seeks to accomplish? It is possible 
to argue that psychological theoretics is nothing new but a rebranding of an existing 
set of courses or modules. For instance, theories of psychology, research methods, 
and history of psychology are taught as separate subjects or courses in many depart-
ments of psychology around the world. Perhaps there is not much demand to create 
psychological theoretics. Acknowledging the above, it is important to understand 
that the aforementioned subjects are taught separately. Owing to that, they fail  
as individual subjects to provide a holistic understanding of the practice and conduct 
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of psychological science. The integrative elements that weave these separate sub-
jects into a narrative appear missing as well. Thus, psychological theoretics fills this 
gap by weaving these subjects together. Interestingly, philosophy of psychological 
science is often not taught except as part of the research methods in psychology. 
However, there are epistemological, ontological, and axiological issues on which 
psychologists need to deliberate. Some attempts have been made to raise and answer 
such philosophical issues in psychological science (see Tyson et al., 2011). As stated 
earlier, I present these arguments about psychological theoretics as an invitation 
to other scholars of psychology to a discourse about the relevance of having such  
a new subfield dedicated to the improvement of the science. I, therefore, treat this 
as an open invitation.

It is equally possible to suggest that psychological theoretics is redundant given 
that quantitative psychology already exists. The APA Task Force for increasing the 
number of quantitative psychologists (2009, p. 1) defines quantitative psychology 
as “the study of methods and techniques for the measurement of human attributes, 
the statistical and mathematical modeling of psychological processes, the design of 
research studies, and the analysis of psychological data.” While acknowledging that 
psychological theoretics shares some similarities with quantitative psychology, the 
latter embraces mainly methods and techniques informed by positivist philosophy 
of social science. Psychological theoretics, on the other hand, does not attempt to 
orient its students to any particular philosophical leanings. Its aim would be to enable 
students of psychology become aware of the various philosophical orientations that 
can inform research and develop the art of questioning them for improvement. Thus, 
psychological theoretics aims to empower students to examine all philosophical 
traditions that inform research in psychology and the social sciences. This makes 
psychological theoretics broader in scope compared to quantitative psychology. 

Again, psychological theoretics goes beyond studying the methods and tech-
niques for designing experiments and analyzing psychological data. It would also 
equip students with the techniques of developing theories, qualitative research meth-
odology, understanding the historical trends that shape psychological science, and 
how science is actually conducted (i.e. the sociology of science), thereby demystify-
ing psychological science. The actual techniques for research and data analysis can 
be left to teaching of research methods and data analysis. Thus, it would make sense 
that psychological theoretics is taught after the individual has learned about research 
methods and data analysis. It is worth noting that even if psychological theoretics is 
pursued as a subfield of specialization, data analysis and research techniques would 
have to be taught as part of its curriculum. 

How different is psychological theoretics from theoretical and philosophical 
psychology? This is a simple question that has a complex answer. In one breath, 
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any theoretical psychologist could argue that “psychological theoretics” is just an 
attempt to find a shorter name for an otherwise existing interest area with a long 
name. In another breath, it would also appear that the two share some similarities 
but are different. 

According to Slife (2000a), theoretical psychologists seek to accomplish two  
objectives: (1) formulate, and help others formulate, the theories that will be subject-
ed to empirical testing, and (2) examine, and help others examine, the non-empirical 
issues that currently support or impede psychological science. In this paper, psy-
chological theoretics has been defined as the study of methodology of psycholog- 
ical investigations, theories of psychology, history, and the philosophy of psycho-
logical science as well as their interrelations with purpose of advancing the meth-
odological, theoretical, and philosophical practices in psychological sciences. The 
ultimate goal is to demystify ways of producing knowledge.

Similarly, Slife and Williams (1997) suggested the following courses for the 
training of theoretical psychologists: philosophy of social science, intellectual  
history of psychology, psychological epistemology, ontology, metaphysics, and 
ethics. Theoretical psychology as conceived by Slife and Williams (1997) appears 
to largely consist of philosophy of psychology as part of philosophy of science and 
history of psychology. García (2018, p. 177) defines history of psychology as field 
of study that “analyzes the conditions in which psychology emerged and developed 
as a science and profession, as well as the conceptual and theoretical variants that 
emerged in the course of its historical evolution.” On the other hand, philosophy 
of science broadly deals with the key elements, methods, and effects of science 
on society and the nonscientists as well as nonscientific institutions and practices 
(Machamer, 1998; Rosenbery, 2005; van Fraassen, 2011). Issues of ontology, episte-
mology, axiology, and their methodological implications are explored in philosophy 
of science (Machamer, 1998; Rosenbery, 2005; Walliman, 2011). The philosophy of 
psychology, as discussed here, is philosophy of science with psychology as its main 
focus; thus, philosophy of psychology examines the features, methods, and effects 
of psychological science on society and the use of its findings by non-psychologists 
and non-psychological institutions. 

It, therefore, appears that theoretical psychology as conceived by Slife and 
Williams (1997) is similar in content to psychological theoretics as proposed here. 
Psychological theoretics goes beyond these courses to include theories of psychol-
ogy, relationships among history, philosophy and methodology of psychological 
science, meta-theory, and theory formulation and testing. Alatas (2000, p. 80) defined 
meta-theory as “the study of the social, cultural and historical contexts of theories 
and theorists, and their philosophical roots”. Again, psychological theoretics seeks to 
ensure that these courses are taught and studied within the same module or curricu-
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lum rather than as courses taught or learned separately. In this respect, I admit that the 
pioneering work done on theoretical psychology has served as a precursor to this pro-
posed area of study. However, psychological theoretics is broader in scope and more 
interdisciplinary than theoretical psychology as proposed by Slife and Williams 
(1997). What is then different about psychological theoretics? Though psycholo-
gists interested in theoretical psychology have attempted to formalize their interest 
area (see Slife & Williams, 1997), it has remained largely an interest area. This is 
because the early attempts conceptualized it as supplementary education to existing 
specializations. However, psychological theoretics is being conceptualized not as  
a supplementary education but a potential specialization on its own, on the same lev-
el as any other primary specialization. There is also no gainsaying that psychological 
theoretics appears to be a mixture of quantitative psychology, theoretical psychology, 
and the philosophy of psychology as a part of philosophy of science. As a result,  
a clear demarcation of each discipline (psychological theoretics, philosophy of sci-
ence and theoretical psychology) may be needed. The emphasis of psychological 
theoretics is in its interdisciplinary nature that will allow psychologists to integrate 
knowledge and methods from different disciplines through a synthesis of perspec-
tives and approaches. Currently, each discipline works within an intradisciplinary 
and/or cross-disciplinary frameworks. Jensenius (2012) defined intradisciplinary 
orientation as operating in a single discipline and crossdisciplinary orientation as 
examining a discipline from the perspective of other disciplines. He further defined 
interdisciplinary framework as a synthesis of approaches based on knowledge and 
methods from different disciplines whereas transdisciplinary perspective was de-
fined as “creating a unity of intellectual frameworks beyond the disciplinary per-
spectives” (Jensenius, 2012, para. 2). Thus, intradisciplinary or crossdisciplinary 
orientation best describes the methods and approaches with the existing quantitative 
psychology and theoretical psychology. On the other hand, psychological theoretics 
aims at evolving from an interdisciplinarity to transdisciplinarity to provide better 
understanding of how to construct knowledge for accurate description of and ex-
planation for why people feel, think, and act the way they do—the subject matter 
of psychology (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Diagrammatic Representation of the Different Disciplinarities in Relations to Quantitative and Theo-
retical Psychology as Well as Psychological Theoretics

 

Note: Adapted from Jensenius (2012).

Slife and Williams (1997) trace the roots of theoretical and philosophical psy-
chology to Wilhelm Maximilian Wundt (1832–1920). Fahrenberg (2012) provides 
a useful discussion on Wundt’s epistemology and methodology or his theory of 
science in psychology. It is added here that psychological theoretics can be traced 
to the origin of psychology as emanating from the marriage between philosophy 
and physiology. Slife and Williams (1997) identified and responded to potential 
objections that some psychologists could have about theoretical psychology. These 
objections are still relevant and can similarly be raised against psychological theo-
retics (see Table 1). Borghi and Fini (2019, p. 1) have decried the fact that “while 
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other scientific disciplines are endowed with a theoretical branch—think of the role 
of ‘theoretical physics’ for physics—psychology does not have an equally institu-
tionalized theoretical branch.”

What is or would be the utility of a psychological theoretics? This can be exam-
ined in two ways: (1) its utility to the psychology community and (2) its utility to the 
society in solving societal problems. As has been described earlier, psychological 
theoretics would equip psychologists with the tools for doing good psychological 
science better and formulating good theories. A good science would also help psy-
chology to navigate the current problems of reproducibility and replicability. 

The usefulness of psychology to public policy has been called into question 
globally. For instance, Carr (2007) has decried that psychology is rarely called upon 
to offer public policy prescriptions at the meetings and meeting places of the Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and Development or the United Nations or the 
conferences of policy makers, government officials, and researchers. While policy 
advice is being sought from other related disciplines such as economics, sociology, 
social policy, anthropology, and management, psychology is often absent or ignored. 
It suggests that the competence of a psychologist is “still perceived as predominant-
ly in terms of clinical and counselling” (Carr, 2007, p. 45). Similarly, psychology 
has been described as a “marginal discipline in academia, policy development and 
practice” (Nsamenang, 2007, p. 5). Indeed, psychology is not one of the disciplines 
that policymakers readily recall (Machungwa, 1989; McKnight et al., 2005; Oppong, 
2014, 2015). The low profile of psychology among policy-makers accounts for the 
little impact of psychology in the policy circles (Carr, 2007; McKnight et al., 2005). 
However, at the core of the contribution of psychology to policy is the formulation 
of good theories. Thus, society would benefit from psychological theoretics in terms 
of building of good theories with adequate explanatory powers to inform policy. 
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Table 1
Objections and Responses to Psychological Theoretics

Objections Responsce

We already have too many theories as it is. The major focus of psychological theoretics would be the 
elucidation and critical appraisal of psychology’s ideeas and 
practices, thus, defining and organizing theories. 

What will be the content of psychological theo-
retics as a sub-discipline?

Psychological theoretics would be, in a sense, a meta-dis-
cipline studying the scholars and the content of what they 
study.

Other sciences do not have any formally ac-
knowledged subfield for theoretical issues, but 
they are great.

It is important to note that other sciences such as physics 
and economics have recognized the role of theoreticians. 
Theoretical physics is the best-known exemplar. 

As advances occur in neuroscience experiments, 
empirical results will ultimately make redundant 
the role of theorizing or theorists in psychology.

Even in the neurosciences, there is still room for specula-
tions when explaining a phenomenon. This is due to huge 
gaps between knowing that certain regions of the brain as 
predominantly affected in certain ways in people with cer-
tain conditions and explaining why the affected regions of 
the brain may be responsible for the observed behaviour 
or conditions. This implies that improvements in scientif-
ic procedures by itself cannot settle the issues of theory 
displacement by strict empiricism. On the other hand, im-
provements are unlikely to be possible without advanced 
knowledge of philosophy of science.

Is it not better to have each subfield of psychol-
ogy to do its own theorizing instead of having  
a subfield devoted to just theorizing? 

Nothing about psychological theoretics, as proposed here, 
prevents, or discourages psychologists within the various 
sub-disciplines from engaging in theorizing in their own 
disciplines.

It is not possible to imagine the discipline of psy-
chology advancing on the sole basis of theory. 
As a result, psychological theoretics cannot be 
expected to advance the science of psychology. 

Theory and empirical studies are bedfellows. Empirical 
studies do originate from theory and their results are a feed-
back loop to theory. In other words, theorizing always con-
sider previous empirical studies, experiences, and the past. 
Each leans on the other for growth.

Psychologists are doing amazing work without 
any in-depth theorizing. Why should psychol-
ogists, therefore, worry themselves about phi-
losophy when they should be more concerned 
about constructing models and methods to study 
human behaviour? 

This objection itself is informed by some philosophy of 
science that wants the social sciences to become more like 
the natural sciences (naturalism or physicalism); this con-
clusion itself is an inconclusive conclusion informed by  
a debatable philosophy through an unknowingly uncritical 
acceptance. So, which one is more important: this philo-
sophical perspective of naturalism or the very idea that 
naturalist philosophy is philosophical, which is philosophy 
itself? A sub-discipline of psychological theoretics would 
ensure that these issues are constantly being examined.

It is quite impossible to find grants to finance 
theoretical studies. Therefore, it is less likely that 
psychological theoretics will be able to attract 
research grants. 

This objection reveals more about the reality of science to-
day in which politics (of financing) directs research global-
ly. Perhaps, this reality should make psychologists begin to 
question the validity of interpretations of research results: 
he who pays the piper calls the tune. Thus, the need for psy-
chological theoretics is even greater in a situation such as 
the current state of doing science in contemporary times. 

 
Note: Adapted from Slife and Williams (1997).
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Perhaps, the boldest attempt to bring psychology into global public policy are-
na has been The World Bank-sponsored two-and-half year field randomized trials 
in Lome, the capital of Togo with 1,500 participants in which psychology-based 
entrepreneurship training was shown to be far superior to traditional entrepreneur-
ship curriculum and training (see Campos et al., 2017). This psychology-based 
entrepreneurship training (called personal initiative training) was developed by  
a team of psychologists led by Prof. Michael Frese at the Leuphana University of 
Lüneburg. Despite this new wave of psychology impact, psychologists involved in 
theory-philosophy-history-related pursuits tend to be on the periphery of margins as 
psychology as a discipline is still largely on the margins of public policy compared 
to economics and sociology (see Carr, 2007). The failure of APA (2011) and similar 
associations to recognize theory-philosophy-history as a substantive subfield shows 
indeed that such pursuits are on the periphery of the discipline. This suggests that  
a new specialty such as psychological theoretics will help center such theory-philos-
ophy-history pursuits within psychology away from the periphery and hopefully into 
the public arena. This is because good psychological science (good theory) would 
result in more accurate predictions and better controls (applications). Thus, as psy-
chologists get better at doing psychological science, it will also lead to improved ap-
plications or technologies of behavioural controls. The theory ↔ application linkage 
would also result in improved perceptions of image and credibility of psychology. 
Equipped with better theories and potential solutions, psychologists would be able 
to contribute meaningfully to public policy formulation (see Oppong, 2015, 2022).

TEACHING PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORETICS

Given that the various elements of psychological theoretics are already being 
taught, albeit intra-disciplinarily, one can argue that psychological theoretics is 
currently being taught. Notwithstanding, how the elements of psychological theo-
retics are being taught at the moment is scattered and ineffective; Mills et al. (2010) 
provides some evidence in support of this argument. Mills et al. (2010) conducted 
two studies investigating the degree in which psychologists access quantitative 
methodology publications. The sampling frame for Study 1 comprised articles in 
the following top-tier, peer-reviewed journals: Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology (JPSP), Psychological Bulletin (PB), Journal of Consulting and Clin-
ical Psychology (JCCP), International Journal of Psychophysiology (IJOP), Child 
Development (CD), and Journal of Applied Psychology (JAP). In addition to the 
above-mentioned journals, Study 2 included Psychometrika (PMET), British Journal 
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of Mathematical and Statistical Psychology (BJMSP), Journal of Educational and 
Behavioral Statistics (JEBS), and Psychological Methods (PM).

In Study 1, Mills et al. (2010) reported that 39% of the articles they evaluated 
did not refer to any quantitative article while 72% included one or two. In Study 2, 
Mills et al. (2010) investigated the extent to which quantitative methodology articles 
were referenced by non-quantitative and quantitative methodology researchers; they 
found that the frequency with which quantitative methodology articles was refer-
enced was very low. They explained their findings in two ways: (1) psychologists 
do not often read the literature on quantitative methodology to determine the most 
appropriate ways to analyze their data and/or (2) psychologists may read articles 
to identify novel and most appropriate statistical techniques but fail to make refer-
ences to them in their work (Mills et al., 2010). However, the second explanation is 
untenable. Analyzing data in an unconventional way would require discussing the 
rationale and referencing sources (articles, books, book chapters, and conference 
proceedings) that recommend the proposed analysis. Given our human tendency to 
copy good examples (Nakawake & Kobayashi, 2022), psychologists are more likely 
to copy methods being published without questioning their status in the science. This 
implies that non-adherence to methodological reforms to address the reproducibil-
ity and replicability crisis lies in the fact that psychologists rarely read and/or cite 
methodology papers while they are more likely to use the methods with currency in 
the field. This signifies the need to expose psychologists to psychological theoretics. 

Similarly, psychologists are unable, through existing training in methodology, 
to benefit from the synergy that comes from discussing the various elements of 
psychological theoretics at the same time (e.g. history, philosophy, methodology, 
and theories of psychology). This is to say that the current training in methodology 
has the effect of producing psychologists who do not understand the potentials and 
limits of their science and how to travel uncharted paths. 

Accordingly, Departments of Psychology around the world should consider 
mounting courses at both the undergraduate and postgraduate levels in psychologi-
cal theoretics. Indeed, psychologists, wherever they may be located, would benefit 
from a tighter integration of history, philosophy, theories, and methodology. This 
is because psychology has become increasingly overspecialized, and the issues 
being raised today in psychology require holistic approaches. A potential solution 
to the problem might be the institutionalization of a capstone, or integrative course 
which focuses the student’s attention on integrating the various sub-disciplines of 
psychology. A course on psychological theoretics will be helpful in this direction. 

Undergraduate teaching in psychological theoretics would involve teaching it as 
a course or module. Such a course should aim at introducing and outlining the scope 
of psychological theoretics to the students. Thus, core topics such as (1) definition 
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and scope of psychological theoretics, (2) history of psychology: global, (3) history 
of psychology: country-specific, (4) philosophies of psychological science, (5) re-
search methodology and their philosophical underpinnings, and (5) major theories 
of psychology and their critique. At the postgraduate level, additional topics could 
include (6) relationships among history, philosophy, and methodology of psycho-
logical science, (7) context and reality of psychological science, (8) misconceptions 
in psychological science, and (9) theory formulation and testing. The postgraduate 
teaching in psychological theoretics can be conducted at both the master’s and doc-
toral levels. The difference will lie in the demands and depth of the course in terms 
of reading loads, discussions, and requirements to understand key concepts deeply 
and broadly to write higher-level analytical papers.

Psychological theoretics can also be taught as a specialization at the postgraduate 
level. This will require that the psychology student is exposed to both the existing 
cores courses (such as systems and theories of psychology, research methods, data 
analysis, psychometrics, and psychological testing), and elective courses in psycho-
logical theoretics. The core courses should be taught through a critical perspective. 
The elective courses for psychological theoretics could include such courses as  
(1) introduction to psychological theoretics, (2) historical introduction to mod-
ern psychology, (3) philosophy of psychological science, (4) psychology and its  
socio-cultural context, (5) theory formulation and testing, and (6) intersectionality 
of history, philosophy, and methodology of psychological science. 

CONCLUSION

In this paper, I attempt to argue for the introduction of a new subfield in psy-
chology to be known psychological theoretics. A review of the context within 
which psychological theoretics is proposed is also presented. Though different 
aspects of psychological theoretics predate a formal subfield of psychological 
theoretics, they are scattered and ineffective in their current form. For instance, 
the current reproducibility crisis in psychology partly provides evidence (Asen-
dorpf et al., 2013; Cesario, 2014; LeBel, 2015; OSC, 2015; Simons, 2014; Westfall  
et al., 2015) while the low frequency of citing of quantitative methodology papers 
in reports of empirical studies is another (Mills et al., 2010). It was suggested that 
psychological theoretics can be promoted through teaching, formation of associa-
tions as well as establishment of a journal to be known as psychological theoretics. 
It is believed that it would make a unique contribution to the advancement of good 
psychological science. 
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It is worth noting that even if psychologists today are not ready for a new sub-
field, the proposals I present in this paper can still be relevant to addressing some of 
the problems of psychology in the 21st century. Psychology has become increasingly 
specialized, and the issues raised earlier would require a holistic approach. At least, 
institutionalizing a capstone, or an integrative course which focuses students’ atten-
tion on integrating the various sub-disciplines of psychology will be useful. In case 
of rejecting the idea of a new subfield, psychologists and psychologists-in-training 
will still benefit from the proposed modules, namely: 

•	 Undergraduate Module: (1) definition and scope of psychological theoretics,  
(2) history of psychology: global, (3) history of psychology: country-specific,  
(4) philosophies of psychological science, (5) research methodology and 
their philosophical underpinnings, and (6) major theories of psychology 
and their critique.

•	 Graduate Module (where psychological theoretics is not offered as a spe-
cialization): (1) relationships among history, philosophy, and methodology 
of psychological science, (2) context and reality of psychological science, 
(3) misconceptions in psychological science, and (4) theory formulation 
and testing.

•	 Graduate Specialization Modules (each represent a single module to be 
taught as a separate semester course): (1) introduction to psychological 
theoretics, (2) historical introduction to modern psychology, (3) philosophy 
of psychological science, (4) psychology and its socio-cultural context,  
(5) theory formulation and testing, and (6) intersectionality of history, phi-
losophy, and methodology of psychological science.
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