
Figure 4.2 Representation of One Theory of Intelligence In this theory of intelligence, a general mental ability
(g) influences each of three more specific mental abilities. Theories of this type help to organize a large number of
statistical relationships among tests of various mental abilities.

Thus theories are good or useful to the extent that they organize more phenomena with greater clarity and
efficiency. Scientists generally follow the principle of parsimony, also known as Occam’s razor, which holds that
a theory should include only as many concepts as are necessary to explain or interpret the phenomena of interest.
Simpler, more parsimonious theories organize phenomena more efficiently than more complex, less parsimonious
theories.

Prediction
A second purpose of theories is to allow researchers and others to make predictions about what will happen

in new situations. For example, a gymnastics coach might wonder whether a student’s performance is likely to be
better or worse during a competition than when practicing alone. Even if this particular question has never been
studied empirically, Zajonc’s drive theory suggests an answer. If the student generally performs with no mistakes,
she is likely to perform better during competition. If she generally performs with many mistakes, she is likely to
perform worse.

In clinical psychology, treatment decisions are often guided by theories. Consider, for example, dissociative
identity disorder (formerly called multiple personality disorder). The prevailing scientific theory of dissociative
identity disorder is that people develop multiple personalities (also called alters) because they are familiar with this
idea from popular portrayals (e.g., the movie Sybil) and because they are unintentionally encouraged to do so by
their clinicians (e.g., by asking to “meet” an alter). This theory implies that rather than encouraging patients to act
out multiple personalities, treatment should involve discouraging them from doing this role playing (Lilienfeld &
Lynn, 2003) 5.

Generation of New Research
A third purpose of theories is to generate new research by raising new questions. Consider, for example, the

theory that people engage in self-injurious behavior such as cutting because it reduces negative emotions such as

5. Lilienfeld, S. O., & Lynn, S. J. (2003). Dissociative identity disorder: Multiple personalities, multiple controversies. In S. O. Lilienfeld, S. J. Lynn,
& J. M. Lohr (Eds.), Science and pseudoscience in clinical psychology (pp. 109–142). New York, NY: Guilford Press.
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