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Abstract 
Many researchers have over the time identified the role of theory in 

educational research, humanity, doctoral thesis research, and a host of 

others. This paper therefore tends to pull such contributions from individual 

scholars so as to provide a harmonized literature of the role of theory in 

research. This is achieved through sourcing of peer reviewed journals from 

recent archives of social sciences and related disciplines where the subject 

of theory’s role in research is attempted. Some of the issues that were 

addressed are the constant fuzzy clarification between theoretical 

frameworks and conceptual framework, and the big picture of how theories 

inform research. A theory is seen by many researchers as intertwine of 

concepts, logics, rules, and relations, strategically structured to explore, 

confirm, explain, and describe phenomena. The difference between 

theoretical framework and conceptual framework is that the first uses 

theories, quantitative and qualitative data to model a phenomenon, while 

the second uses theories and qualitative data as empirical data for 

understanding concepts in a phenomenon which may lead to a new theory. 

Theoretical frameworks are frames constructed based on theories or 

selected theory; they are designed to guide researchers on how to go about 

their study.  
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Introduction 
For over thirty years ago, researchers 

all over the world have being holding 

symposium as to ensuring research in 

the field of social sciences adhere 

strictly on the use of theoretical 

frameworks as  bases for research 

(Casanave & Li, 2015). However, the 

concept of theory has being so blurred 

to researchers (Green H, 2016). Grant 

& Osanloo (2014) explain that they 

have being in the academic field for 

several years as committee members 

and professors advising doctoral 

students in the areas of curriculum and 

instruction, social work, educational 

policy, and leadership. They have hard 

in numbers of time complaints from 

students on ignorance, confusion, 

frustration, and resentment when it 

comes to choosing a theoretical 

framework, and the clues on how to 

apply such theories in their research. 

They revealed that some of the 

students who were ever told of theory 

in research make mention of it at the 

beginning of their thesis, but will 

never be found elsewhere in the rest 

sections of their work. Others 

automatically omit it, while some, use 

certain frameworks (thinking they are 

theoretical frameworks) that do not 

align with the questions raised, 

literature reviewed, empirical 

situation, methodology and methods 

applied, and research findings; Grant 

& Osanloo (2014) report that, such 

doctoral students are requested by 

review committee to restructure their 

work. 

Many researchers find it difficult to 

distinguish between theoretical 

framework and conceptual 

framework, and their role in research. 

It is on this premises that Kitchel & 

Ball (2014) suggest the use of 

conceptual frameworks in research, 

advocating that such frameworks 

should be backed by or emanate from 

theory and rigorous literature that 

support the empiricism of the study.  

Casanave & Li (2015) however noted 

that, so much pressure mounted on 

novice scholars to publish in English 

has resulted to a great tension on them 

to meet up with expectation so as to 

sustain their jobs or carriers. Not only 

to scholars that work in the academia, 

there is also a heavy demand for 

doctoral students to back their 

proposals with theoretical 
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frameworks. They point out that, the glitch always arises when doctoral students 

are asked to dedicate a whole chapter in their thesis to theoretical framework. 

Grant & Osanloo (2014) added that, doctoral thesis require a labor of passion, 

dedication, tears, sweat, and good commandeering of resources garnered from 

adept researchers. But even in educational research, there has being a lot of calls 

for integrating theory in research methodologies. As noted by Klett (2011) who 

says “Last year the seminar was devoted to ‘The Role of Theory in Educational 

Research’. Scholars from different social sciences devoted to educational 

research (educationalists, economists, political scientists, sociologist and so) 

shared their insight and reflections on the role and use of theory in educational 

research” 

But to ponder a bit, especially on the identified areas of confusion, resentment, 

ignorance, and frustration in selection, omission, and misuse/misconception of 

theoretical frameworks in research, one may pause and ask, what are theories 

or theoretical frameworks all about? Are conceptual frameworks the same as 

theories or theoretical frameworks? How are conceptual frameworks related to 

theoretical frameworks? Finally, what role do theories play in research? 

Although chapters in this paper are dedicated to sketchily retort to the above 

questions raised , Klett (2011) points out that for any discipline that sees itself 

scholastic and scientific, the concept and attribute of theory should be made 

manifest in it. However, all the aforementioned terms stem after the recognition 

of theory, hence a broader view of the role of theory in research is needed.  

In his “theory’s role in research”, Georgia (2017) submits that, … “in the 

scientific field, the word “theory” is used as a plausible general principle or 

body of principles offered to explain a phenomenon. In a more philosophical 

context, what is expected from a theory is a model capable of predicting future 

occurrences or observations, being tested through experiment or otherwise 

verified through empirical observation”  

Many researchers have over the time identified the role of theory in educational 

research, humanity, doctoral thesis research, and a host of others. This paper 

therefore tends to pull such contributions from individual scholars so as to 

provide a harmonized literature of the role of theory in research. This is 

achieved through sourcing of peer reviewed journals from recent archives of 

social sciences and related disciplines where the subject of theory’s role in 

research is attempted. Some of the issues that were addressed are the constant 

fuzzy clarification between theoretical frameworks and conceptual framework, 
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and the big picture of how theories inform research. As Green H (2016) will put 

thus: “It is a matter of interpretation as to when concepts become organized and 

interrelated enough to be deemed theories, which might explain why the two 

terms are used interchangeably when referring to frameworks”. Rathert et al. 

(2012) as cited in Green H (2016) see the term ‘conceptual framework’ as a title 

for its diagrammatic representation, but not formal enough alone as theoretical 

framework to be used in entire research work.  

Factually and symbolically, a theoretical framework is thus considered as a 

foundation upon which all knowledge is assembled and built for a research 

study (Abraham, 2008; Akpabio, Uyanah, & Akpabio, 2015; Beck & 

Stolterman, 2016; Brodie, Saren, & Pels, 2011; Bruce, Shosh, & Riel, 2015; 

Casanave & Li, 2015; Tarafdar, & Turel, 2014; Georgia, 2017; Grant & 

Osanloo, 2014; Green H, 2016; Jabareen, 2009; Kawulich, 2009; Kitchel & 

Ball, 2014; Klett, 2011; Williamson V. M (Texas A&M University, 2008; Wolf 

& Floyd, 2017).  

 

THEN WHAT DOES THEORY MEAN? 

A number of definitions of theory have emerged over the years. But one thing 

that is certain about theory is its philosophical and epistemological stance. A 

theory is seen by many researchers as intertwine of concepts, logics, rules, and 

relations, strategically structured to explore, confirm, explain, describe, and 

predict a phenomena (Georgia, 2017; Grant & Osanloo, 2014; Green H, 2016; 

Jacob, 1987; Jared, 2015; Kawulich, 2009; King, 2009; Kitchel & Ball, 2014; 

Klett, 2011; Miller, 2007; Stewart, Harte, & Sambrook, 2011). Kerlinger (1986) 

as cited in Klett (2011) clarifies thus “a theory is a set of interrelated constructs 

or concepts, definitions, and propositions that presents a systematic view of 

phenomena by specifying relations among variables, with the purpose of 

explaining and predicting the phenomena”. Grant & Osanloo (2014) further 

buttress that in research, theoretical framework is regarded as a compass and at 

the same time a scheme for the start and the finish of an entire thesis. They liken 

it to a building plan that gives builders insights on how to build a house. 

“Theoretical frameworks are frames constructed based on theories or selected 

theory; they are designed to guide researchers on how to go about their study. 

The frame is design to warrant ontological, epistemological, analytical, and 

philosophical approach to the entire thesis” (Green H, 2016; Jacob, 1987; King, 

2009; Kitchel & Ball, 2014; Stewart et al., 2011). 



291  africanscholarpublications@gmail.com                                                                               

 2021 

 

In whichever field of specialization, there are different typologies of theories. 

Such theories could be applied in investigating a problem related to the 

discipline. For example, Gregor (2006) classifies theories in information 

systems (IS)  based on five types. These include: “theory for analyzing, theory 

for explaining, theory for predicting, theory for explaining and predicting, and 

theory for design and action”. He buttress that theory of analysis is associated 

with “what is” and is limited to analysis and description at the detriment of 

causal relationship and prediction of a phenomenon. Theory of explanation is 

associated with “when”, “how”, “where”, and “why”; the theory is limited to 

explanations to the detriment of prediction and a level of precision. Theory of 

prediction talks about as-is and to-be of a phenomenon providing predictions 

and testable objectives but somehow lacks well-articulated justifiable causal 

explanation.  

Kitchel & Ball (2014) introduced another categorization of theories identified 

and defined by Camp (2001) which are applicable in what he calls “soft-applied 

disciplines” (i.e. in career and education). Grand theory, middle-range theory, 

and substantive theory were the categories he identified. The differences 

between these theories are that, grand theory which is also identified as general 

theory according to Brodie, Saren, & Pels (2011)  seeks to answer, explain, and 

address major and more broader phenomena. Middle range theory thereby seeks 

to focus on selected units of phenomena relevant to a particular empirical 

situation.  

Grant & Osanloo(2014) sampled out a list of theories that are mostly used in 

different fields, these include: behavioral theories, cognitive theories, 

management theories, trait theories, relational theories, change theories, 

functionalist theories, and community of inquiry theory. Others include identity 

formation theory, developmental theories, queer theory, gender theories, 

feminist theories, servant leadership and moral theory, system theory, Marxist 

theory, inter-subjectivity theory, and transformational theory. 

Given the above taxonomy, there is rarely any discipline, subject, course, or 

profession that is disentangled with theory. Therefore, theory usage in research 

virtually cuts across every field and should not be omitted, misused, and 

misunderstood.  
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THEORICAL FRAMEWORK AND 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

To relate between the two, Grant & Osanloo (2014) illuminate that “ a 

theoretical framework is derived from an existing theory (or theories) in the 

literature that has already been tested and validated by others and is considered 

a generally acceptable theory in the scholarly literature”. However, Jabareen 

(2009) has earlier submitted a redefined meaning of conceptual framework in 

which its definition if not critically examined and understood will allure one to 

believing that conceptual frameworks and theoretical frameworks are virtually 

the same things. Researchers are heavily advised to be vast and meticulous in 

discerning terms.  

“In this paper I define conceptual framework as a network, or “a plane,” of 

interlinked concepts that together provide a comprehensive understanding of a 

phenomenon or phenomena” (Jabareen, 2009, pg. 3). 

He went on to submit another powerful description of the concepts that formed 

his definition saying  

“Conceptual frameworks possess ontological, 

epistemological, and methodological assumptions, and each 

concept within a conceptual framework plays an ontological 

or epistemological role” (Jabareen, 2009, pg. 3).  

 

He further backed the provision of ontological and epistemological assumptions 

to conceptual frameworks as to the way thing are, nature of reality, real 

existence, and real action as espoused by Guba and Lincoln, (1994). It is 

inherently daring for researchers to view conceptual framework in this light and 

assume they are the same with theoretical frameworks without drawing the 

curtain line. We see Jabareen (2009) as a strong protagonist in advocating the 

use of conceptual frameworks in research (which is good), but researchers 

should be able to differentiate it with theoretical frameworks.  

One may be able to trace the differences between theoretical frameworks and 

conceptual frameworks as it is manifested in his presentation of “features of 

conceptual model”.   

Jabareen (2009) identified that; (1) a conceptual framework is a ‘construct’, 

however, we understood that a theory is not a construct but a collection of such 

constructs (Georgia, 2017; Gregor, 2006; Jared, 2015; Kawulich, 2009; Klett, 

2011; Stewart et al., 2011). (2) Conceptual framework is an interpretive 

mechanism to social reality and does not provide causal and analytical premises; 

however, we noticed that a theory spreads it tentacles to causality and 

generalization (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2008). Theoretical frameworks 

engineer analyzing, explaining, predicting, explaining and predicting, and 

design and action (Gregor, 2006); This elucidate a huge difference. (3) 
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Conceptual framework does not provide avenue for predicting outcomes whilst 

theoretical framework does.  

The difference between theoretical framework and conceptual framework can 

therefore be noticed methodologically, and sometimes paradigmatically. The 

following definitions or conceptions reaped from different literatures will give 

us an insight. (1) Theoretical Framework uses established theory/theories to 

analyze, predict, explain, design, and describe phenomena (Akingbade, 

Navarra, & Georgiadou, 2009; Borlea, 2013; Lim, Saldanha, Malladi, & 

Melville, 2009; Stewart et al., 2011). Here, we devote to theory-use in 

understanding phenomena. (2) Conceptual Framework is considered as an 

iterative process that uses concepts from different data sources such as 

literatures, interviews, and practice that reflect social, cultural, political and 

environmental variables aiming at procedurally identifying and detecting 

phenomena’s major concepts using grounded theory method, which in the end 

generates a theoretical framework (Jabareen, 2009). Here, we devote to concept 

and data use to generate a theory. From the foregoing comparison, it is worth 

noting that a theoretical framework uses theories and quantitative data to model 

a phenomenon, while conceptual framework uses theories and qualitative data 

as empirical data for understanding concepts in a phenomenon which may yield 

a new theory. 

In research, we see both frameworks important and playing the same role, but 

having different paradigms and methodologies. The first utilizes positivist and 

interpretivists’ research paradigm wherein theories, qualitative data, and 

quantitative data are used in analyzing, explaining, interpreting, designing and 

predicting a phenomenon – this is a quantitative/qualitative deductive approach. 

The second utilizes critical realist and pragmatic paradigms in that, theories are 

conjectured alongside qualitative data, and sometimes using grounded theory 

method or concepts which finally leads to theorization – this is a purely 

qualitative inductive approach.  

Therefore researchers who identified themselves in the first category would use 

theoretical frameworks in their study because such theories are validated and 

known in the research community, whilst researchers in the second category 

(mostly doctoral students) would use multiple theories and qualitative data to 

develop conceptual models which after series of evaluations during seminars 

and conferences will metamorphosed into theoretical framework. In whichever 

way, it is now revealed that theory plays a major role in research. In a nutshell, 

theories make up scholarly frameworks.  

 

SO WHAT ROLE DOES THEORY PLAY IN RESEARCH? 

Thomas (1997) as cited in Kitchel & Ball (2014) opined that “theory guides 

inquiry and interpretation” and “solicits academic rigor to scholarly work” . 
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A further assertion by Kitchel & Ball (2014) who said “Research void of theory, 

or atheoretical research, while not uncommon in social sciences, is often seen 

as problematic for the advancement of a discipline”  offered me some insights 

to think alongside  my professor and dig deep in understanding the overall role 

of theoretical framework in research. The preceding chapter has given us in-

depth understanding about theories/theoretical frameworks and illuminated our 

obliviousness on the difference between conceptual framework and theoretical 

frameworks. In this chapter, I present several views of scholars on role of 

theoretical frameworks in research. Because the paper is limited to three 

thousand words and so much have been discoursed on theoretical framework 

versus research in the previous chapters, I intend to itemize the roles 

1. Kawulich (2009) asserts that unlike hypothesis that its claims can be 

disapproved, a theoretical framework provides a way for understanding 

a phenomenon which remains valid 

2. It is useful in designing research questions and framing outcomes, it is a 

foundation and a blueprint that guides the researcher in choosing 

research design and analysis techniques  (Grant & Osanloo, 2014; Green 

H, 2016)  

3. A theory provides to the researcher an avenue for understanding 

relationships between two or more variables under study (Kitchel & Ball, 

2014) 

4. Theoretical frameworks are mechanisms that add meaning to research 

findings and making them generalizable (Abraham, 2008; Jacob, 1987; 

Jared, 2015; Kitchel & Ball, 2014) 

5.  Grant & Osanloo (2014) opines that a theoretical framework structures 

literature review, making it enhanced, informed, and purpose-driven. 

6. Theoretical framework gives a research an order and  formalized 

finalities that remain explicit to its readers, it affords explanatory power 

(Green H, 2016; Gregor, 2006; Stewart et al., 2011) 

7. “Theoretical framework increases a researcher’s awareness of 

interconnections and of the broader significance of data” says Green H 

(2016) 

8. theoretical framework presents to a reader all the bits required to 

comprehend how the researcher has pull together the study (Georgia, 

2017; Kawulich, 2009; Klett, 2011). 

9. “A theoretical framework permits the researcher to identify the design 

and the evaluation of a problem in a way that will allow the theory to be 

measured, tested, and extended to serve as a guide for the design of a 

study” according to Casanave & Li (2015) 

10. “Theory is used to help develop or guide a program, through which 

aspects of the program itself it researched” says Klett (2011) 
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11. Abraham (2008); Jared (2015); Stewart et al. (2011) confirm that “a 

theory tells an informative account about some phenomena. It also gives 

new perceptions and extends once comprehension of a phenomenon” 

 

 CONCLUSION 

This paper has carefully examined some important areas that have being a 

problem in the body of research. Understanding of theory and its application in 

research has being a major problem to novice researchers. Another area that has 

brought so much contemplation is differentiating between theoretical 

framework and conceptual frameworks. The above problems resulted to 

confusion, resentment, and frustration which led to omission, and misuse of 

theories in research. Theoretical framework is seen as a must for deductive 

approach design where positivist and interpretivists use theories to understand 

a phenomenon. Conceptual frameworks use inductive research approach by 

extensive usage of so many theories and qualitative data to interpreting concepts 

in a phenomenon which leads to conjecturing a theory. Theory in whatever ways 

help in modeling frameworks. Most needed frameworks in research are 

theoretical frameworks. “They serve as the structure and support for the 

rationale for the study, the problem statement, the purpose, the significance, 

and the research questions. The theoretical framework provides a grounding 

base, or an anchor, for the literature review, and most importantly, the methods 

and analysis” says Grant & Osanloo (2014, p.12).  
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