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Abstract

This article responds to the argued lack of clearly articulated, consistent, and
agreed criteria that might be used by researchers for determining the ade-
quacy of a given concept for a given task. It does so by describing the
development of a framework of such criteria, presenting that framework,
and illustratively applying it to the evaluation of the concept of warm-up in
psychodrama. The framework comprises eight criteria in three categories:
the intrinsic qualities of a concept (the criteria of clarity, comprehensiveness,
parsimony, and resonance), the contextualization of a concept (differentia-
tion and connectedness), and its application (epistemic utility and practical
utility). Using the framework to evaluate the concept of warm-up in the
context of its use in psychodrama suggests its potential to make significant
differentiations. It is argued that this framework may contribute to evaluating
other concepts in other contexts, although the extent of such generalizability
remains to be ascertained.
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This article presents and grounds a framework for evaluating concepts in

professional practice and scholarship. The need for such a framework arose

in a research project being undertaken by the lead author, examining the

integrity of the concept of warm-up, as it has been used in psychodrama. A

review of pertinent literature indicated that the concept, in that context, was

both poorly articulated and inconsistently used (Howie and Bagnall 2015).

That finding precipitated a search for criteria to (1) determine the ways in

which and the extent to which the present concept was inadequately theorized,

(2) guide its reconceptualization, and (3) permit a determination of the extent

to which that reconceptualization addresses the problems identified.

That search revealed a complex web of meanings, terms, definitions, and

discussion regarding the notion of a concept, its role in theory and practice,

its development, its evaluation, and its refinement (e.g., Bickhard 2011;

Laverty 2016; Machery 2010; Medin and Smith 1984; Slaney and Racine

2011; Weiskopf 2008). There was very little literature on what a concept of

high quality might be and no generally recognized criteria, or regularly

applied criteria, used with any consistency in making such determinations.

The search revealed a general lack of epistemological agreement on or dis-

cussion of the criteria that might indicate concept quality, although this lack

was itself noted by some authors, such as O’Raghallaigh, Sammon, and

Murphy (2011), who specifically recorded their surprise at the lack of writ-

ing, independent of the data, on the goodness of a concept, and Daigneault

(2012), who suggested that reconceptualization was only seen as a prelude to

research, not as important research in itself (Gerring 1999; Machery 2010).

Sartori (1984) and Wilson (1969) argued that there was a general lack of

epistemological clarification and theorization focused on the qualities of a

good concept, despite their being the basic units with which social science

worked. Wilson (1969) further suggested that the deficit of knowledge about

what makes a good concept arose because concepts rarely had well-

articulated meanings, relying instead on shared understanding and other

implicit factors for their comprehensibility. He highlighted the lack of pro-

cedural rigor and of shared criteria when he wrote that “there are few, if any,

fixed rules” (p. 21). From the literature, it appeared that attempts to identify

criteria appropriate to concept evaluation or reconceptualization often

focused on the processes of concept evaluation and synthesis, only rarely

even acknowledging the place of criteria in reconceptualization, and then in a

largely post hoc fashion: after the process had been completed (ref., e.g.,

Avant 2006; Beckwith, Dickinson, and Kendall 2008; Fawcett 1995; Gabriel

2011; Gerring 2012; Hager and Beckett 1995; Hupcey and Penrod 2005;

Morse, Hupcey, and Cerdas 1996; Walker and Avant 2011).
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For instance, Gerring (1999, 2001, 2012) developed three distinct but

overlapping sets of criteria designed as part of a methodology for creating

new concepts in the social sciences. While using different terms for his

concepts across the three criterial sets—and including a different number

of terms in each—the three sets nevertheless evidence significant conceptual

overlap. In those three works, he focused on how the creation of new or

improved theory (which he termed discovery) could be integrated with the

empirical testing of theory (which he termed appraisal). His work was

devoted to addressing the problems of appraisal once a specific hypothesis

has been identified and to the development of indicated concepts. The

criteria he developed for concept formation thus served part of that purpose.

Gerring’s work is specifically about the creation of new concepts—concept

creation or concept formation. He did not argue that his criterial frame-

works were for evaluating the conceptual adequacy of existing concepts.

Some authors have, however, used his criteria to evaluate existing con-

cepts, including Tortola (2017) who used Gerring’s 2012 criterial frame-

work to clarify the concept of multilevel governance and Bjørnskov and

Sønderskov (2012) who used Gerring’s 1999 framework to examine the

adequacy of the concept of social capital. None of those uses, though,

provided any substantial argument for using a concept-forming methodol-

ogy as a vehicle for assessing conceptual adequacy or for the selection

of the particular framework. We were faced, then, with both a lack of

commonly agreed criteria and a lack of argument for criteria for the par-

ticular task with which we were concerned: that of evaluating conceptual

adequacy to inform any indicated reconceptualization. The challenge, then,

was to develop and apply a framework appropriate to that task. That use of

the framework could then be seen as standing as a test and an example, as is

done in this article.

The substantive part of this article begins with a background outline of the

notion of a concept and its reconceptualization, together with comment on

the situations generating an impetus for reconceptualization. It then presents

the methodology used in developing the criterial framework, followed by the

framework itself, before a concluding discussion of the place and possible

utility of the framework in concept evaluation more broadly across other

fields of social practice and scholarship.

Concepts and Their Reconceptualization

The notion of a concept in this article is that which is encompassed by a

descriptive term, as distinct from the Deweyan psychological notion of a
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concept propounded by Blumer (1931), Laverty (2016), and others. It thus

identifies the scope of the concept signified by that term. That which is

encompassed by a descriptive term is also understood as its denotation,

extension, or referent and is standardly represented by a description of its

scope, which is commonly referred to as a definition, definiens, intension, or

the connotation, or meaning of the term (Salmon 1984; Sartori 1984). Such a

description will inevitably use further concepts to elucidate the properties,

attributes, characteristics, or qualities of the concept including classes of

objects, phenomena, or situations covered by it. For example, warm-up in

psychodrama is a term that may be defined as “the inner motivation that

prepares a person for action,” which we could also say is the meaning or

connotation of the term “warm-up.” Such a description may also include

stipulative, lexical, or precising properties (Gardner 1972).

The formal (deliberative) activity of formulating a concept—determin-

ing its scope and properties and articulating a description of it—may be

seen as the activity of conceptualization (Sartori 1984). The reconceptua-

lization of a concept, then, may be understood as the formal activity of

modifying the scope and properties of a concept and of articulating a

revised description (definition) of it. Previous work suggested that the

judgment that a concept required reconceptualization was highly contex-

tualized and was undertaken in a manner idiosyncratic to individual authors

and their particular research concerns. The impetus for such an evaluation

was seen as arising, variously, from inadequacy of either the research data

or the research methodology (de Lange and Mavondo 2000; Saylor 2013;

Whiteside and Varley 1998), or existing conceptualizations (hypotheses,

frameworks, or analyses; Algesheimer, Bagozzi, and Dholakia 2015; Fair-

weather et al. 2001; Foord 1986; Kesson and Henderson 2010; Kwak 2007;

O’Sullivan 2004; Renshaw 1998; Sellar 2015), or both (Dillon and Howe

2007; Green 1999; Thakker and Ward 2010). According to Blumer (1931,

1954), the development of adequate concepts is central to scientific endea-

vor, as they create the potential for varied points of view, symbolic means

of interacting with the environment, and inferential reasoning, as well as

theoretical exploration about what is not available to our senses (Weller

2000). Similarly, Sartori (1984, 2009) and Blumer (1931) argued that the

importance of clear concept theorization lay in the role of concepts in

mediating our perception of, objects or phenomena, and their interrelation-

ships. Well-constructed, clearly identifiable, and well-defined concepts are

thus accepted here as being centrally important to any scholarly endeavor.
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Method

The task then became that of developing an appropriate criterial framework.

This was done first by focusing on the key features of any concept that would

serve to underpin its practicability in intelligent social practice: the intrinsic

qualities of the concept, its contextualization, and its application. The next

step entailed the in-depth examination, consideration, and defining of worth-

while key criteria for such a framework, selected on the basis of their useful-

ness for the task at hand. The criteria were then clarified and clearly

articulated, before being assessed through a comprehensive review of the

pertinent literature. The literature reviewed for that purpose was selected

through a comprehensive database search with a wide variety of search

terms, seeking to find any references to literature that reviewed, used, devel-

oped, or examined the development, modification, or evaluation of concepts,

theories, ideas, models, or frameworks. Each work revealed by the search

was perused to identify any references to evaluative criteria, including any

that were judged to be implied, regardless of whether or not the notion of

“criteria” or any of its cognates was used. The texts thus identified were then

examined to track the theoretical origins of such conceptualizations, includ-

ing any primary reference sources, to ascertain their contribution to the

criteria presented in each text. Authors who were judged to have made an

original and significant contribution to the generation of criteria for the

evaluation of concepts (including conceptualizations, theories, ideas, mod-

els, or frameworks) and the pivotal texts to which they contributed were then

singled out. These works were all significant texts developed to support the

generation of new concepts, conceptual models, constructs, or theories, or the

modification of existing conceptualizations. Each one also involved a theo-

rization that promoted one or another approach to the generation, definition

or theorization of, variously, concepts, conceptual models, constructs, or

theories. Primary sources were used here instead of the more modern deri-

vative versions in those cases where the primary source provided clearer or

more coherent arguments or where the newer version added little new mate-

rial. The search process was continued repeatedly with new sources from the

database searches and investigating primary sources until it was clear that no

new material was being identified. This resulted in 18 works from 14 authors

being selected as relevant for the task at hand.

The 14 authors, and their 18 selected works, are briefly enumerated here

in published date order: (1) Two papers by Blumer (1931, 1954) “Science

Without Concepts,” a paper arguing the value and purpose of concepts for

adequate scientific endeavor, and “What Is Wrong With Social Theory?” a
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critique of the proliferation of inadequate concepts in sociology, with sug-

gestions for improvement. (2) A book by Wilson (1969), Thinking With

Concepts, a practical textbook for the analysis and improvement of concepts,

conceptual thinking, and conceptual explication, which had been highly

influential in concept analysis in the discipline of nursing (Beckwith et al.

2008). (3) An essay by Kuhn (1977), “The essential tension: Selected studies

in scientific tradition and change,” a presentation and discussion of how to

use criteria for choosing which among two or more theories should be taken

as the theory of choice for any particular purpose, grounded in his research in

the history of science, his exploration of philosophy, and his initial training

as a physicist. (4) A book by Dubin (1978), Theory Building (2nd ed.),

grounded in the rational empiricist tradition of science, as part of an attempt

to improve researchers’ appreciation of the nexus between theory and data.

(5) Two complimentary works by Blalock: a book chapter (Blalock 1979),

Dilemmas and Strategies of Theory Construction, and a textbook (Blalock

1982), Conceptualization and Measurement in the Social Sciences, exploring

concept development and measurement in the social sciences and problems

in and strategies for theory construction. (6) A book by Sartori (1984), Social

Science Concepts: A Systematic Analysis, an analysis of social science con-

cepts from a rational perspective, grounded in semantics and political sci-

ence, and “Concept Misformation in Comparative Politics” (Sartori 2009), a

paper discussing the relationship between intension and extension in concept

construction and theory building. (7) A textbook of comparative psychology

by Patterson (1986), Theories of Counseling and Psychotherapy, which sets

out a series of eight criteria for theory evaluation in psychology. (8) A well-

cited paper by Bacharach (1989), “Organizational Theories: Some Criteria

for Evaluation,” focusing on presenting arguably appropriate ways to eval-

uate and improve organization theory, grounded in a pragmatic approach to

the theorization of concepts and theory, with inspiration from ideas by

Popper and Hempel. (9) A textbook by Fawcett (1995), Analysis and

Evaluation of Conceptual Models of Nursing, written to clarify an ongoing

confusion between conceptual models and theories in nursing. (10) Two

works from Gerring, the first (1999), a paper, “What Makes a Concept Good?

A Criterial Framework for Understanding Concept Formation in the Social

Sciences,” and the second (2012), a book, Social Science Methodology:

A Unified Framework, both focusing on criteria for developing sound

concepts and theory in political science. (11) A paper by Glaser (2002),

“Conceptualization: On Theory and Theorizing Using Grounded Theory,”

addressing the properties that make a good concept in a grounded

theory approach to theory development. (12) A textbook by Proctor and
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Capaldi (2006), Why Science Matters: Understanding the Methods of

Psychological Research, discussing the criteria that might be used when

determining which among a group of theories is the best fit for the circum-

stances in psychology. (13) A paper by Prochaska, Wright, and Velicer

(2008), “Evaluating Theories of Health Behavior Change: A Hierarchy of

Criteria Applied to the Transtheoretical Model,” in applied psychology,

comparing the usefulness of related and competing concepts of health beha-

vior change and describing a criterial framework for comparing the worth

of each one. And (14) A lengthy textbook by Meleis (2012), Theoretical

Nursing: Development and Progress, focusing on concept and theory devel-

opment in nursing, drawing strongly on the perceived need of the nursing

profession for stronger theorization.

The development of the criterial framework and its presentation here have

been undertaken, it must be acknowledged, with an acute awareness of the

limitations of language to such a task. The meanings of concepts, including

criterial concepts, are always contextualized, and hence, the definitions of

concepts will always be partial and open to different interpretations. We hope

to have moderated the limitations thus arising, through the careful and con-

sistent use of terms throughout this work, but that moderation will be, irre-

mediably, limited.

It should also be noted that the interdependencies between concepts in this

criterial framework have been accepted here as being beyond the scope of

this article. There are indications that they are so highly contextual that

generalizations would be very limited, but further work is needed to explore

that question. We have, accordingly, largely put the question aside, although

we return to briefly in the final discussion.

The Criterial Framework

Concepts may be used for different purposes in different contexts including

describing, advocating, requiring, evaluating, or combinations of such uses.

The criteria articulated here may be understood as a category of concepts

specifically designed for evaluating other concepts. The eight terms labeling

these criterial concepts are four that address the intrinsic qualities of a

concept: (1) clarity, (2) comprehensiveness, (3) parsimony, and (4) reso-

nance; two that address the contextualization of a concept: (5) differentiation

and (6) connectedness; and two that address the application of a concept: (7)

epistemic utility and (8) practical utility. Each of the criteria is to be under-

stood as a more or less continuous variable, ranging from high to low, the

higher the value being that which is desired in a concept being assessed.
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The following articulations of the evaluative criteria constitute the devel-

oped criterial framework. Each is presented, firstly, by a concise description

of it, along with defining properties, characteristics, and attributes within that

description. Each description is followed by an illustrative grounding of the

criterion in the literature. Lastly, to demonstrate the use of each criterion, a

brief assessment of the concept of warm-up in the context of psychodrama is

presented.

Clarity. Conceptual clarity here refers to the degree to which a concept is

coherent, intelligible, comprehensible, and lacking ambiguity. Coherence

identifies the concept’s intrinsic unity, that is, the extent to which it is (1)

logically and rationally structured; (2) explicated in a theoretically straight-

forward, methodical, and systematic manner; (3) congruent, such that there is

a complementarity and mutual support from supplementary concepts, pro-

positions, and arguments, which are, themselves, strongly bound together;

and (4) consistent in its use of descriptive terms. Being intelligible identifies

the understandability and cohesion of a concept’s internal semantic structure.

Comprehensibility identifies the explicability of a concept to the extent that it

is readily learned, taught, or used in a manner consistent with the meaning

intended by those who are acknowledged as defining it. A lack of ambiguity

here identifies the degree to which the meaning of a concept is definitive in

its referents.

Conceptual clarity may be seen in the work of Gerring (1999) who, along

with Proctor and Capaldi (2006), argued for the importance of a concept

being coherent, describing it as the capacity for a concept to hang together,

such that the attributes used to define it, straightforwardly fit with the char-

acteristics of the phenomenon in question, and exhibit an internally consis-

tent logic. Sartori (1984) provides three further illustrations: first, his

suggestion that coherence is essential in the relationships between a con-

cept’s identifying term, its meaning, and the phenomenon it is explaining;

second, his argument that the first rule in concept analysis is for a concept to

be unambiguous, in the sense that the meaning unquestionably and unequi-

vocally relates to its labeling term; and third, his recommendation that there

needs to be denotational adequacy, such that the referents unmistakably

(unambiguously) relate to the meaning and the term. Elements of Fawcett’s

(1995) criteria of logical congruence, conceptual clarity, and credibility

address comparable properties to those of this criterion. The criterion is also

shown in Prochaska et al.’s (2008) focus on the importance of what they

called clarity, which they argued required consistency. Bacharach’s (1989)

two criteria of logical adequacy and logical relationships are also cognate to
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properties of the criterion, as both of them point to an adequately logical and

cohesive elucidation of a concept being aspects of intelligibility and com-

prehensibility, and hence of clarity. Dubin’s (1978) criterion of boundaries is

congruent with the criterion of clarity to the extent that it requires that a

concept be well bounded in itself and have clear relationships between its

properties, characteristics, or attributes. Kuhn (1977) argued that a good

concept has consistency, identifying the degree to which it is, internally

consonant, homogeneous, and congruent. The criterion of clarity is also

supported by Meleis’s (2012) own version of the criterion of clarity, which

she described as the degree of precision of boundaries, how the concept holds

together, the degree of coherence of the descriptive propositions, and the ease

with which it may be understood. It is further demonstrated by her idea of

consistency, as the degree with which the elements of a theory interrelate in a

comparable manner across the whole theory. Patterson’s (1986) criteria echo

the criterion developed here, where he refers to preciseness and clarity, as the

degree to which a theory is understandable, internally consistent, and free

from ambiguities.

Applying the criterion of clarity to the concept of warm-up in psycho-

drama indicates that there is no single description or explanation. Moreno

(2007), for example—who is responsible for coining the term and writing

extensively about it—defined it in a number of ways, including “He must

have been guided by the warming-up process inherent in his own organism,

his master tool, isolated in space, unspecialized yet, but working as a totality,

projecting into facial expressions, sounds, movements, the vision of his

mind” (p. 41); “ . . . [warm-up] manifests itself in every expression of the

living organism as it strives towards an act. It has a somatic expression, a

psychological expression, and a social expression. The varieties of its expres-

sion depend upon the differentiation of the organism and the environment in

which it exists” (Moreno 1956:56); “ . . . perspiration is the folk word for the

warming up, preceding and accompanying the creative acts . . . [and] is not

always a straight line to the creative act; the track to it is full of handicaps and

hazards, blind alleys and retreats” (Moreno 1955:386); and “The warming up

process is the operational expression of spontaneity. Spontaneity and warm-

ing up process operate on all levels of human relations, eating, walking,

sleeping, sexual intercourse, social communication, creativity, in religious

self realization and asceticism” (Moreno 2007:42).

It is clear from those quotations that the concept of warm-up (which

includes warming up and warming up process) is indistinct and that a variety

of terms are introduced that are, likewise, indistinct—terms such as sponta-

neity, creativity, creative acts, striving toward an act, process of developing,
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somatic, psychological, and social expression—thus reducing the coherence

of the concept. The concept is ambiguous for the same reason and from the

scope of the referents becoming unwieldy and almost impossible to deal

with, for instance, when it is claimed that it “operates on all levels of human

relations.” This lack of coherence and the ambiguity gives the concept a low

level of clarity (Howie and Bagnall 2015).

Comprehensiveness. Comprehensiveness here identifies the extent to which a

concept is sufficient for the task at hand. This sufficiency is reflected in the

completeness with which the connotation is constructed and with which the

denotation is specified. Comprehensiveness necessitates that the relationship

between the term and both its connotation and denotation be unmistakably

and completely described for the task at hand. If a concept is insufficiently

comprehensive, it is likely that it will contain partial meanings or refer to an

incomplete or inconclusive set of referents in the task for which it is being

used.

This definition is illustrated in Fawcett’s (1995) criterion of comprehen-

siveness of content, which necessitates, firstly, that there be complete gui-

dance for its use including teaching, making it immediately applicable in

practice or research and, secondly, that the elements of the concept descrip-

tively link and relate to one another. Comprehensiveness here is also similar

to Gerring’s (1999) criterion of depth to the extent that he suggested a

concept is improved if it includes all those properties germane to it. It is also

illustrated in Bacharach’s (1989) suggestion that a definition of a concept

describing all its properties, characteristics, or attributes was better than one

failing to do so to the extent that such a description relates to the task at hand.

Patterson’s (1986) criterion of comprehensiveness—as the degree to which

the theory covers the area of concern—is also congruent with the scope of the

concept here defined.

Applying the criterion of comprehensiveness to the concept of warm-up in

psychodrama requires the consideration of its use in that context. The anal-

ysis of Howie and Bagnall (2015) has shown the concept to be limited in its

comprehensiveness, with neither its connotation nor its denotation being

adequately described, to the extent that it exhibits a wide range of different

connotations and referents.

Parsimony. Conceptual parsimony identifies the extent to which a concept is

focused on the task at hand. The descriptive terms used in its definition

should, in other words, all be necessary for its complete description, any

surplus connotative elements being seen as reducing its parsimony. The
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criterion draws attention to the importance of the development of simple and

elegant explications of a concept that align to its use in the given context

(Hubbard 1995).

This criterion aligns with the notion of parsimony common in the litera-

ture. It may be seen as dating back to at least Aristotle who advised that the

number of explanatory or defining postulates should be kept to a minimum,

consistent with establishing just what has to be established, which, following

Carey (2010) is congruent with the definition of the criterion being described

here. Sartori (1984:55) advised researchers to “Confine your defining to the

necessary properties,” suggesting that, as new characteristics or attributes are

added to a definition, its parsimony decreases. Others have, similarly,

focused on the degree of brevity and concision with which a concept is

explained (Bacharach 1989; Gerring 1999, 2012; Hempel 1966; Prochaska

et al. 2008; Proctor and Capaldi 2006; Sartori 1984), the argument being that,

if a concept can be defined straightforwardly, using as few descriptive terms

as possible, it is, ipso facto, preferable to an otherwise more complex one.

Gerring (2012:67) suggested of description that “the fewer assumptions

required, . . . the more believable” and Meleis’s (2012) description of her

criterion of simplicity/complexity included an argument for the degree of

parsimony in the context for which it is required, with the minimization or

elimination of logical circularity, repetition, or recourse to further undefined

concepts or theories. Patterson (1986) identified a criterion of parsimony or

simplicity as the degree to which complexity is minimized. Baker (2003)

argued that parsimony is demonstrably rational, in that any hypothesis will

have greater explanatory power than its less parsimonious alternatives. While

being included in the majority of the works reviewed that dealt with the

development or analysis of concepts or theories, parsimony was rarely

defined, grounded in prior scholarship, or argued for in any critical fashion.

It was more generally used as a notion that a reader was expected to under-

stand intuitively: an issue noted by other scholars such as Cutcliffe and

Harder (2009), Epstein (1984), and Hubbard (1995).

Applying the criterion of parsimony to the concept of warm-up in psy-

chodrama, it is clear that the latter has low parsimony due to their being a

very wide diversity of descriptive concepts included in a variety of defini-

tions, none of which is fit for the purpose, none of which has been critically

evaluated, and none of which has been researched to any great extent (Howie

and Bagnall 2015).

Resonance. Conceptual resonance is the ability of the written or spoken

articulation or name of a concept to be catchy, memorable, alliterative,
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consonant, and appealing in and of itself, rendering a concept attractive,

readily remembered and recalled, engendering an interested or pleasing

response, and creating or serving as a lyrically or poetically unified descrip-

tion. It is a property of a concept that is carried both in its labeling term and

its intension or connotation. High resonance in a concept’s labeling term is

valuable on its own and may well be sufficient to increase the concept’s use

or recognition, even if the meaning of the concept is theoretically weak.

Part of Gerring’s (1999) criterion of familiarity illustrates this criterion of

resonance, where he notes that familiar sounds and phraseology are often

incorporated into the explanations of resonant concepts or the labeling term

of the concept itself. He noted (2012:118), when discussing a concept’s

labeling term, that this type of familiarity “is achieved by finding that word

within the existing lexicon that most accurately describes the phenomenon of

interest.” Klimoski (1991) suggested that a good idea can get lost for want of

a decent articulation and presentation, and O’Raghallaigh et al. (2011) sug-

gested that a concept needs an effective linguistic design to be effective in

communicating itself to its audience or stakeholders. Sartori (1984:1) wrote

that selecting the label to be used in naming a concept was a significant

process and a central decision in clarifying or forming concepts because

language was not only expressive but also associative and evocative. Reso-

nance may be further seen as relevant when considering what Glaser (2002)

referred to as enduring grab: an evocative image of how much a concept is

able to command attention, and which he considered essential for developing

theory. Fawcett’s (1995) criterion of credibility may be seen as similar to the

criterion of resonance, where she included the elements of social utility (that

the concept can be useful in a broad social sense), social congruence (that the

concept is not aversive to other socially accepted frameworks), and social

significance (that the concept can tap into well recognized and valued con-

ceptual spheres). Any concept that is seen as socially useful, congruent, and

significant will rely to a significant degree for its credibility on its inherent

resonance. As Gerring (2012:119) noted, “terms and definitions . . . ought to

resonate as much as possible with established usage,” so that they may also

resonate with the reader.

Applying the criterion of resonance to warm-up in psychodrama, we see

that the concept has strong resonance, as is evidenced in the extent to which it

has infiltrated psychodramatic practice while also exhibiting low levels of

clarity, comprehensiveness, and parsimony. It may be argued that a concept

having such low levels on those latter three criteria, but high general accep-

tance, must have strong resonance, sufficient to compensate in its acceptance

for the conceptual inadequacies (Howie and Bagnall 2015). The resonance of
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the concept might also be argued to be strong on the ground that the number

of its referents continues to grow in the absence of conceptual refinement: the

concept now being applied to all manner of situations and contexts in the

psychodrama literature (Carter 1997, 2005).

Differentiation. Conceptual differentiation here is the degree to which a con-

cept is distinguishable from other concepts pertinent to the task at hand.

Distinguishability is thus with respect to similar or overlapping concepts that

are also of significance, or potential significance, to the context of the con-

cept’s use. The criterion is thus important with regard to what the concept,

contextually, is conceptually different from and, at the same time, closely

related to. A highly differentiated concept will be clearly distinguishable

from such related concepts, one with weak or low differentiation will be

barely, uncertainly or disputably distinguishable.

The criterion may be seen in Dubin’s (1978) criterion of boundaries to the

extent that the latter focuses on external conceptual boundaries. A well-

bounded concept is, according to Dubin, one with strong differentiation and

is to be preferred over a less bounded concept, which will have weak differ-

entiation. Wilson (1969) considered it important that a concept’s boundaries

be mapped through the development of model, contrary, related, borderline,

or invented cases, as part of his process of differentiating what is and is not

included in any concept’s meaning and referents. Sartori (1984) noted that

the discriminating capacity of a concept is central to avoiding its becoming

too broad. He argued for the avoidance of synonyms wherever possible in

order to further increase such discriminability. Gerring (2012:128) argued

that “ . . . it is incumbent upon writers to clarify how their chosen concept(s)

differ from neighbouring concepts sharing the same semantic and phenom-

enal space. This requires establishing clear contrasts with what lies outside

the boundaries of a concept”: an activity he termed one of establishing field

utility within a semantic field—the language, concepts, and terminology in

which a concept is embedded.

Applying the criterion of differentiation to the concept of warm-up in

psychodrama, we see that it is very low. The low values of the concept on

the criteria of clarity, comprehensiveness, and parsimony ensure that out-

come. In the absence of clear, sufficient, and necessary description of the

concept, it cannot be clearly differentiated with any reliability from other

pertinent concepts. Its boundaries are highly porous or labile and open to ad

hoc extension.
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Connectedness. Conceptual connectedness is the extent to which a concept is

linked substantively with other concepts important in the context of its use.

Connectedness is thus based in the importance of a concept’s relationships

with other significant concepts being made clear in its articulation. Those

relationships may be either explicitly stated in the definition or implicit in the

meaning of other descriptive concepts used in the definition. Connectedness

has two aspects: one being the number or the proportion of significant other

concepts with which the concept has connections and the other being the

strength of the connections. Strong connections make epistemically or prac-

tically significant linkages, in that they add meaning and value to one or other

or both concepts. Weak connections add little or nothing to either concept.

These two aspects clearly may vary independently of each other.

Connectedness was identified as being important in the work of Sartori

(1984), where he argued that a concept needed to be part of a semantic field

in order for it to have meaning due, in part, to its connectivity with the related

ideas in that field. Gerring (2012:127-28) argued for clearly specifying the

connectivity of a concept when he wrote that “A key element is to specify

carefully how a concept fits within a larger semantic field composed of

neighbouring concepts,” noting that “These neighbouring terms . . . give

meaning to a concept, precisely because of the interconnectedness of

language.” MacKay (1980:330) pointed out that “No concept is an island

unto itself: All are interconnected in many different ways . . . ,” which prop-

erty he termed conceptual connectivity. Bacharach’s (1989) criterion of con-

nectivity is described as the capacity of a concept to bridge gaps between

existing concepts, ideas, or theories. Proctor and Capaldi’s (2006) criterion

of external consistency is related to that of connectedness: as the extent to

which a concept may benefit from being broadly consistent with related

concepts. Kuhn’s (1977) criterion of consistency relates to connectedness,

in that he suggested the need for a concept or theory to be seen to be

“conforming to currently established and verifiable aspects of reality,” sug-

gesting the importance of the connectedness of a concept with related con-

cepts. Meleis’s (2012) criterion of external components touches on

connectedness to the extent that she argued for the necessity of being con-

scious of the degree to which a concept was congruent with the larger social

forces within which it existed, arguing also for the importance of congruence

with professional values (how the concept connects with other philosophical

systems), social values (how it connects with the larger social community in

which it fits), and social significance (the degree to which it connects with

the lives of others).
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Applying the criterion of connectedness to the concept of warm-up in

psychodrama, we see that it has high or strong proportional connectedness,

in that its multitudinous interpretations give it a connectedness with numer-

ous related concepts (Carter 1997). The concept is central to psychodrama’s

group process, its individual process, and its central tenets of spontaneity and

creativity, being considered the operationalization of that spontaneity

(Clayton and Carter 2004; Moreno 1956, 2007). However, the strength of

those connections tends to be low or weak, again because of the lack of

conceptual clarity and comprehensiveness renders any one connection of lim-

ited explanatory power or epistemic utility. That weakness, though, is offset

somewhat by the strength of the concept’s practical utility in psychodrama.

Epistemic utility. Epistemic utility is here the extent to which a concept is

descriptively, explanatorily, and predictively useful in the context. Such

utility will be through a concept’s contribution to understanding realities,

whether experienced, imagined, or foreseen. It will thus commonly be

through the concept’s involvement in generating new theory or in supple-

menting or enriching existing theory. It may also be through its provision of

new, different, or modified perspectives on realities including understand-

ings and theories themselves.

Epistemic utility is cognate with Gerring’s (1999) criterion of theoretical

utility, Fawcett’s (1995) criterion of generation of theory, and Prochaska

et al.’s (2008) criterion of productivity, each of which focuses on the applic-

ability of a concept for the generation of new ideas. Epistemic utility is also

illustrated in Gerring’s (1999) criterion of depth, in relation to which he

suggested that, if a concept could bundle characteristics that would otherwise

be seen as disparate, then such an epistemic outcome would add value to the

concept. Proctor and Capaldi’s (2006) criterion of explanatory power, as the

inductive potential of a theory or concept to make sense of phenomena, and

their concept of predictive power, as the deductive potential of a concept or

theory to develop testable hypotheses, are embraced by epistemic utility.

Bacharach’s (1989) criteria of explanatory potential and predictive adequacy

are similarly components of epistemic utility, and his criterion of construct

scope—as the range of concepts or theories that may be better explained,

augmented, or challenged, by a concept—is analogous to it. The criterion

identified by Walker and Avant (2011) of identifiable consequences would

also be included here, since it identifies the potential outcomes of a concept

in terms of what it may explain. Epistemic utility may also be seen as

including four of the Kuhn’s (1977) criteria: that of accuracy (as the degree

of demonstrable agreement between products deducible from a theory and
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any outcomes of experiments or observations including a theory’s predictive

and explanatory power), that of scope (as the breadth of a theory’s epistemic

consequences, and how much, and how far, such consequences may also

extend beyond the empirical and theoretical situation the theory was initially

designed to explain), that of fruitfulness (as the capacity for a concept to

produce new research questions, predict new phenomena, or illuminate new

relationships between phenomena or concepts), and that of simplicity (as the

degree to which the theory brings coherence to phenomena without which the

latter would be perceived as a confused and disjointed set of observations or

data).

Applying the criterion of epistemic utility to the concept of warm-up in

psychodrama, we see that it has low epistemic utility, largely due to its low

clarity and differentiation and the weakness of its connectedness (Howie and

Bagnall 2015). Those limitations render it effectively incapable of being used

epistemically, except in the simplest of explanations, or the most general of

predictions.

Practical utility. The criterion of practical utility here identifies the extent to

which a concept is useful in informing what persons actually do—their

actions—in the context of interest. That utility will commonly but not exclu-

sively be pertinent to social and professional practice. It may be through

enriching or modifying understanding of matters pertinent to action or

through its direct impact on the actions themselves. Through understanding,

it may be of the nature of pertinent actions through influencing factors or

through their possible effects. It may also be understanding of oneself as an

active agent or of the actions of others.

Practical utility embraces a number of criteria identified in the literature

including: Meleis’s (2012) criterion of usefulness (as a concept’s usefulness

to professional, research, and administrative practice), Patterson’s (1986)

criteria of practicality (as the provision of a conceptual framework to guide

professional practice) and importance (as relevance to life or human action,

its acceptability by competent professionals, and its persistence in the scho-

larly literature over time), Walker and Avant’s (2011) criterion of identifi-

able consequences (as the potential outcomes of a concept in terms of what it

could be found to be used for), and Fawcett’s (1995) criterion of credibility,

with its focus on social utility and significance. More commonly, practical

and epistemic utility have been treated together in the literature, for example,

in Bacharach’s (1989) criterion of empirical adequacy, which, he suggested,

directly implied the usability of a concept, and in the criterion of general-

izability identified by Prochaska et al. (2008) and Blalock (1979), as the
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reach of applications of a concept: the number and variety of systems and

problems to which it may be applied.

Applying the criterion of practical utility to the concept of warm-up in

psychodrama, we can see that it has strong practical utility as evidenced by

the concept’s utilization in psychodrama practice and training and its exten-

sive use in psychodrama literature (Blatner 2013; Carter 2011; Clayton and

Carter 2004; Howie and Bagnall 2015; Karp, Holmes, and Bradshaw-Tauvon

1998; Somov 2008).

Discussion and Application

These criteria were developed to serve as a framework for evaluating the

integrity of a particular concept in a particular context: that of warm-up in the

context of psychodrama. The illustrative application of the framework to that

task suggests that the framework has the potential to differentiate the areas of

strength and weakness of a concept in use. Those strengths and weaknesses,

then, may be used to guide the ways in which the concept may be strength-

ened for use in that context through its formal reconceptualization. In the

case at hand, there is indicated the need for any reconceptualization of warm-

up in psychodrama to focus on strengthening the criteria of clarity, compre-

hensiveness, and parsimony, as these underpin the weaknesses identified in

the criteria of differentiation, connectedness, and epistemic utility. The cri-

teria, then, may effectively be used in monitoring the effectiveness of the

reconceptualization in addressing those weaknesses.

The question remains, then, of the extent to which this framework may

contribute to evaluating other concepts in other contexts. In response to that

question, we argue for the a priori generalizability of the framework to both

other concepts and other contexts. The grounds for our doing so are that the

framework developed here sought explicitly to identify general qualities of

criteria in general categories of conceptual reality. The three aspects of

conceptual reality on which the framework was developed to focus—those

of a concept’s intrinsic qualities, its contextualization, and its application—

apply no more to the concept of warm-up in the context of psychodrama than

they may do for any other concept in any other context, except that contexts

of a purely theoretical nature would sensibly not bother with the criterion of

practical utility. Similarly, the criteria identified within each of those aspects

of conceptual reality were formulated as a way of giving expression to the

scope of the aspect in each case. In other words, the particularity of the

concept and its context of use were not seen as driving the recognition of

the criteria. Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that the framework was
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developed for the specific purpose here used in illustration of its application,

leaving open the possibility that radically different concepts or contexts of

use may require somewhat different or additional criteria.

Any application of the framework will, of course, be limited in its relia-

bility by the irremediable limitations of the language used to describe each

criterion. All the descriptive terms used in our definitions or explanations of

the criteria are open to variability in their interpretation. Definitional clarity,

in other words, can never be absolute. The best that we can hope for is that

the cultural context of the work here described—that of the epistemological

scholarship in professional practice and research—is sufficiently coherent to

constrain the linguistic interpretations of the criteria to a reasonable extent.

The framework itself may also serve to limit the diversity of interpretations,

since its component aspects and contained criteria make up an integrated

whole, in which each criterion is meaningfully related to the others and to the

aspect of conceptual reality of which it is a part.

It is worth briefly touching on the interdependencies between and among

the criteria within the framework, although a complete consideration is

beyond the scope of this article. The criteria are, of course, straightforwardly

interdependent, as is evident from the illustrative example used above. Some

of those interdependencies may be generalizable such as dependence of

epistemic utility on clarity and comprehensiveness. Others, though, may

be more contextually variable such as the inverse relationship identified here

between practical utility and clarity. Formal relationships, such as the level

of comprehensiveness setting a limit to parsimony, will certainly, though,

apply regardless of the concept and its context of use.
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