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that academic success will be associated with success in other areas of life. The problem is 
that success in many of these nonacademic areas may require hard work. As a result, if we 
observe, for instance, accomplished musicians performing well in our political science classes, 
it will be difficult to discern whether this is because they learned the value of hard work in 
music and transferred it to political science (Work Ethic Theory) or because they developed a 
“taste” for success as musicians that then inspired success in political science (Excellence 
Theory). In effect, the Excellence Theory and the Work Ethic Theory both predict that 
academic success will be associated with success in other areas of life.

If we want to distinguish between the Work Ethic Theory and the Excellence Theory, we 
need to imagine observations in which they produce different expectations. Sometimes, this 
requires further development of a theory. For example, we might expand the Excellence 
Theory to say that those people who develop a taste for excellence also develop a more 
competitive spirit. If this is true, then the Excellence Theory would predict that student athletes 
are likely to be more competitive and will perform better than other students even when 
playing relatively frivolous board games. Since even the most driven athletes are not likely to 
devote time to training for board games, the Work Ethic Theory predicts that athletes will 
perform the same as nonathletes in such trivial pursuits. Thus, we could look at the 
performance of athletes and nonathletes at board games to distinguish between the 
Excellence Theory and the Work Ethic Theory.

The three critical tests that we have come up with and their predictions are listed in 
Table 2.1. All that is now required is to collect the appropriate data and decide which model, 
if any, is best.

It is worth noting that there is considerable overlap between the predictions of our three 
theories. This is often the case in political science settings as well. The crucial point is not that 
each theory should yield a complete set of unique predictions, but that our theories should 
have sufficiently many distinct predictions that we can use observation to help us make 
decisions about which theories to embrace, however tentatively. Table 2.1 lists just some of 
the predictions that might help us to distinguish between the three theories outlined above. 
Can you think of any more?

	 Theory

Question	 Gender	 Excellence	 Work ethic

Will athletics help women more than men?	 Yes	 No	 No

Is academic success associated with 
success in other areas of life?	 No	 Yes	 Yes

Are female athletes more successful at board 
games than women who are not athletes?	 Yes	 Yes	 No
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