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This paper addresses the persistent confusion among higher degree research (HDR) students regarding the distinctions between theory, theoretical framework, and conceptual framework in academic research. Drawing upon experiential insights from supervising and examining postgraduate students, as well as a systematic review of scholarly literature, Kivunja argues that many students mistakenly use these terms interchangeably, even though each carries a distinct meaning and role within a research project. The paper aims to clarify these differences to strengthen students’ capacity to design research proposals and theses grounded in scholarly rigor.
The author explains that a theory is a generalised, abstract set of interrelated concepts, definitions, and propositions that explains or predicts relationships among variables. Through extensive literature, a theory provides an established intellectual basis for interpreting phenomena. It emerges from empirical research and offers researchers a structured lens for understanding, explaining, and predicting behaviours or events. The paper highlights that theories operate at micro, meso, or macro levels, depending on the scope of relationships they analyse.
In contrast, the conceptual framework encompasses the entire logical structure of a research project—its topic, significance, methodology, data collection, analysis, interpretation, and reporting. It is a broad metacognitive map that reflects the researcher’s thinking, design, and decision-making throughout the study. Kivunja emphasizes that the conceptual framework is highly comprehensive and internally constructed by the researcher; thus, it is not typically described explicitly in a thesis because its components are already elaborated in each chapter.
The theoretical framework, however, is a vital subset of the conceptual framework. It serves as the analytical lens through which data are examined, interpreted, and connected to existing knowledge. It functions like a “coat hanger” that holds together the researcher’s analysis, guiding them on what to look for and how to make sense of findings. A strong theoretical framework demonstrates the researcher’s deep understanding of literature, enhances credibility, and helps articulate assumptions, variables, and analytical directions.
The paper concludes with detailed guidance on how to develop a theoretical framework, stressing the need to synthesize relevant theories rather than simply borrow one. A practical example is presented, showing how an existing teaching model was adapted into a theoretical framework for analysing constructivist classroom practices. Overall, the article provides clarity and practical insights for HDR students striving to develop well-founded theoretical foundations for their research.
