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ABSTRACT
The Nursing and Midwifery Councils of many nations including Nigeria and nursing departments of various
Universities and institutions have made it mandatory that conceptual and theoretical framework are used to guide
Nursing research presented as part of the requirements for the award of certificates and degrees. However, it is often
observed that many researchers are not skilled in the use of conceptual and theoretical framework and many do not
also utilize conceptual or theoretical framework to guide studies conducted after graduation from their various
educational institutions. Others do so for some parts of the research and do not also explain how the framework can
be used to guide implementation of the study findings. Additionally, many publishers of research reports do not also
demand for inclusion of framework in papers accepted for publication.
This paper is aimed at highlighting the importance of using a conceptual framework to guide a study, the criteria that
should guide the appraisal and selection of a framework; challenges that can hinder utilization of framework to guide
research work and measures of improving utilization of conceptual framework in nursing research.
KEYWORDS: Conceptual, Framework, Nursing, Research, Theoretical.
INTRODUCTION
In nursing as in many other fields of study, it is
required
that
researchers
identify
conceptual
frameworks, define the concepts in the framework and
apply them appropriately based on their relevance to
the topics of the research. Utilization of conceptual or
theoretical framework could involve the use of already
existing theories or conceptual models as basis or guide
for the study to generate predictions that could be tested
empirically (Akpabio and Ebong, 2010). Sometimes,
advanced researchers can construct their models using
existing theories or they can modify existing models for
use in their research work.
The advantages of using such theoretical or
conceptual framework are that the research findings
would have broad significance and utility as well as
relevant assumptions to direct the study (Kaisser, 2009).
To achieve aforementioned benefits, great care should
be taken to ensure that the model in use is appropriate
and relevant to study the associations between variables
and to generate required data for valid results. However,
it is often observed that many researchers do not often
utilize conceptual/theoretical framework to guide their
studies and publishers of research studies do not also
often demand for inclusion of framework in papers
accepted for publication. Whenever conceptual or
theoretical framework is applied to guide a study, the
assumptions are usually specified, thus making practical
application of the study findings easier.
Various schools of thought exist on whether
identifying and defining the theoretical or conceptual
frameworks should be done before or after literature

review. While one school of thought submits that it
should follow literature review since the literature should
help to identify the framework needed, another school of
thought argues that it should be done prior to literature
review so as to guide in formulating study objectives
based on the frameworks’ variables and in selecting the
sub-headings of literature needed (Akpabio and Ebong,
2010; Vaughan, 2008). Whichever choice the researcher
makes, conceptual framework should be relevant to
guide the study appropriately and provide valid results.
Although conceptual framework can be applied to both
quantitative and qualitative studies, their use in
qualitative studies can be said to be loosely applied
compared to the more serious application that may
apply in quantitative studies, which is the focus of this
paper. This paper is aimed at providing a brief highlight
and the importance of conceptual framework, measures
of improving utilization of conceptual or theoretical
framework to guide nursing research and subsequently
the implementation of research findings, the challenges
that could be encountered when applying conceptual
framework in nursing research and helpful suggestions
on how to overcome the challenges.
1.2

Highlight and importance of Conceptual
Framework
The word ‘concept’ connotes an image or idea
held in the mind. Conceptual framework according to
Smyth (2004) is a group of broad ideas and principles
taken from relevant fields of enquiry for use in
structuring subsequent presentation. Thus conceptual
and theoretical framework are broadly defined and
organized to provide a rationale or structure for the

Idongesit I. Akpabio, Department of Nursing Science, College of Medical Sciences, University of Calabar,
P.M.B.1115, Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria.

88
interpretation of information in the study.
According to Polit and Hungler (2014),
conceptual frameworks or models represent less formal
means of organizing phenomena than theories. While
theories represent strict abstract generalizations
involving formal and systematic explanations about how
phenomena are inter-related, conceptual models or
frameworks are less formal and are assembled by virtue
of their relevance to a common theme. Thus, theories
unlike conceptual frameworks use deductive reasoning
to generate ideas that are highly structured while the
conceptual model broadly presents an understanding of
the phenomenon of interest and therefore more loosely
structured, reflecting the assumptions and philosophical
views of the model’s designer. Conceptual models
generate hypotheses to be tested. On their similarities,
both theories and conceptual frameworks use concepts
(ideas) as building blocks and are often used
interchangeably as would be applicable in this paper.
A framework when used should be the
conceptual underpinning of a study. To some extent,
everyone has a conceptual model because every
individual has assumptions and beliefs about events.
Everyone has a unique set of concepts guiding the
categorization of ideas and information with their belief
system. In nursing practice, people view situations
differently, and have personalized ways of responding to
such situations. This explains the various or diverse
theories or models of different nurse scientists. Whether
implicit or explicit, a person’s conceptual model plays a
major role in determining behaviour and practice.
Conceptual models therefore guide actions and many
nurse scientists organized nursing practice in
accordance with their models.
These explanations are provided to emphasize
the important place of conceptual framework in guiding
nursing research and practice. In recent years, it is
observed that nursing research has received a major
impetus from educational institutions to be guided by
conceptual and theoretical frameworks as a means of
providing focus to the study. The aim is to guide the
selection of variables that should be included and those
that can be logically omitted. Thus, in research,
conceptual models provide the essential conceptual,
instrumental and methodological focus for guiding the
work. The models help to define the concepts from
which specific variables are derived; it defines research
questions and therefore serve as an overall map for the
study.
The use of a specific model will therefore
determine to a very great extent the kind of information
that could be gathered and the way the information
should be organized and interpreted (Fawcett, 2012).
According to the author, one specific research may
focus on one or few aspects of the variables identified
from one or more of the selected conceptual model(s).
Furthermore, to verify the effectiveness of the research
process, concepts in a conceptual framework should be
clearly defined and carefully developed to allow for
accurate measurement of identified variables and
interpretation of research findings.
Commenting further on the usefulness of
theoretical or conceptual framework in research, Hanson
(2011) stated that they are skeletons on which to build
nursing research. It is from the framework that
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principles, assumptions and ideas are taken to frame the
study. George (2009) similarly explained that the use of
conceptual framework in research allows researchers to
build upon one another’s work thereby building a body of
knowledge. Furthermore, she asserted that pragmatic,
conceptually-based research helps in accumulating
deeper understanding overtime and this moves a
discipline such as nursing forward.
Additionally, Kaiser (2009) highlighted the
purpose of theories in research to include:
 Identification of meaningful and relevant areas
for study
 To propose plausible approaches to health
problem
 To develop or refine the study
 To define the concepts and propose
relationships between concepts
 To interpret research findings
 To generate nursing diagnosis and guide
implementation of findings.
Thus, from the contributions of the various
authors, it could be observed that the usefulness of
theoretical and conceptual framework in research should
cover the length and breadth of the research from the
beginning of refinement of the research problem to the
end where suggestions and or recommendations are
provided.
1.3

Identification, selection and application of
conceptual Framework in research.
Nurse researchers could use either nursing and
non-nursing frameworks or theories to provide a
conceptual context for their studies. Although each
model focuses on the concepts about persons,
environment, health/illness and nursing, each model
however defines these concepts differently, links them in
diverse ways, and gives different emphasis to the
relationships among variables. Moreover, different
models emphasize different processes as being central
to nursing (Polit and Hungler 2014).
Akpabio and Ebong (2010) stated that
conceptual or theoretical frameworks should be carefully
identified and selected to guide a study and the criteria
that should guide the appraisal and selection of a
framework should include comprehensiveness of the
contexts; logical congruence; conceptual clarity; level of
abstraction; clinical utility and perspective on the issues
of interest. Thus, before selecting theoretical or
conceptual models, there is need to evaluate the
different theories or frameworks available within the
topical area of interest. According to Fawcett (2012),
comprehensiveness of the contents involves the depth
and breadth of the contents. The depth explains the
conceptual model that provides adequate description of
its constructs, linking the relational propositions of its
constructs to one another while the breadth of the
contents focus on the broadness of its scope with the
ability to provide guidance in various clinical situations
and serve as a basis for research.
Logical congruence involves critical reasoning
based on judgments driven by nursing knowledge.
According to Fawcett (2012), Logical reasoning should
highlight strengths and problems inherent in them. The
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criterion of conceptual clarity emphasizes the need for
clear identification of the relationship among concepts
while abstractions refer to the extent by which concepts
are represented in a conceptual model. Sidani (2002)
explained that clinical utility refers to the applicability and
relevance of the model to the study or practice. This is
very important since the definition of concepts in the
framework should be able to assist the researcher in
understanding assumptions and the ability to predict the
interrelationship among variables in the study
Following the selection of a model or models,
clear definitions should be given on how the model(s)
view person, environment, health, illness and nursing
(Basavanthappa, 2009). The concepts contained in the
models should be clearly identified, defined and the
relationships among the variables clearly stated to bring
out their meanings. The relationship among the
variables in the conceptual models should then be used
as a guide to identify and relate variables in the study.
Similarly, the assumptions and beliefs reflected
in the models should be identified and clearly stated and
also used to guide the development of assumptions in
the study. Additionally, the researcher should identify
and clearly state how the concepts in the models, the
assumptions and beliefs are applicable to the study
through explanation on the relationships among
variables in the model(s) as well as those in the
research.
Commenting in line with Sidani’s (2002)
assertion, Kaiser (2009) outlined some measures that
should be considered when applying conceptual
framework in research to include the following:
i.
The problem being investigated should fit into
the chosen framework to guide and enrich the
values of its findings.
ii.
The conceptual definitions should be drawn
from the framework.
iii.
The data collection instrument should be
congruent with the framework.
iv.
The findings should be interpreted in light of
explanations provided by the framework.
v.
Implications derived from the study should be
based on the explanatory power of the
framework.
Furthermore, Polit and Hungler (2014) gave few
descriptions types for theories or conceptual framework
with corresponding research designs by stating that for
descriptive or exploratory research design, a theory or
model that is descriptive should be chosen, for
correlation study, explanatory theory or model should be
adopted while for experimental, intervention or quasiexperimental studies, predictive theories or models
should be chosen.
Emphasizing the importance of appropriate
application of conceptual framework in research,
Stenber (2015) provided more systematic and clearly
defined steps in the application of conceptual framework
in research. In her assertion, the steps should include:
 Doing a search of the literature for theories and
examination of the various theories to determine
what might be appropriate to investigate the
research problem.
 Selecting the theory that will guide and direct
the research process.
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Conducting a comprehensive review of literature
on studies that used the theory where possible.
Formulating the hypotheses or research
questions to be tested using the theory or
propositions from within the theory.
Focusing on the study variables by selecting the
instruments that will be used to test the
concepts on the basis of the framework.
Explaining the findings of the study using the
theory.
Drawing conclusions from the results based on
the theory.
Taking a decision on whether the theory is
supported by the results of the study.
Identifying the implications from the results that
can be related to the theory.
Making recommendations for future research to
include use of the theory.

It is important to state that one of the problems
on implementation of research findings persist due to
the fact that the researchers do not properly explain the
interrelationships between the concepts of the model
and the variables used in the study especially when
making recommendations following research. Flat level
recommendations are made and in real life situations,
implementation of all the recommendations at a
particular point in time can be difficult if not impossible.
For instance, in Lewin’s Force Field Analysis of
Change Management (Lewin, 1962), there is emphasis
on the need to determine which driving forces could be
increased or which restraining forces could be reduced
with the least efforts. It could sometimes be easier to
reduce the impact of restraining forces than to
strengthen driving forces or vice versa. Lewin
emphasized that focus and priority on change should be
on those factors, which could be achieved with the least
efforts before others that could pose problems with
implementation. Thus, where the conceptual framework
that guided the study is properly utilized to the levels of
recommendations and actual guide for implementation
of research findings, it can improve the possibility of
implementing desirable changes.
1.4

Challenges associated with and measures of
improving
utilization
of
conceptual
framework in nursing research
According to Akpabio and Ebong (2010), the challenges
often include:
1.4.1.

Limited knowledge of conceptual models or
theories;
Many researchers lack adequate knowledge
regarding existing theories or models and how to apply
them to nursing research as well as skills in formulating
personal and relevant framework to guide research work
whenever the need arises. Those who attempt to utilize
conceptual models or theoretical framework adopt those
that have the concepts at variance with that required to
guide the particular study. It should be stated that
learning, understanding and application of theories to
actual nursing situations either in research work or in the
practical situations could best be achieved and is often
carried out at a higher level of education. According to
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Kaiser (2009), research that is done in isolation of the
relevant theory results in discreet information or data,
which does not add to the accumulated knowledge of
the discipline. In his assertion, theory guides the
research process, forms the research questions, aids in
design selection, analysis and interpretation of findings.
It enables the scientists to weave the facts together such
that the interpreted relationship would therefore be direct
and positive.
1.4.2.

Limited scope of literature review:
Whenever a nurse has limited knowledge of
available models or theories to guide research work,
extensive review of literature on theories or models that
are relevant to health and nursing as well as those
related to the specific area of research could assist to
some extent in the ability to identify appropriate
framework, define the concepts and predict associations
among variables in the study of interest.
1.4.3.

Limited
knowledge
in
concepts within the models.

understanding

1.4.4.

Lack of skills in explaining relationship
among variables based on the model’s
framework:
In many instances, it is impossible for one
model or theoretical framework to offer complete
concepts that the researcher could use to predict
relationships among variables in a particular study. This
is so even when the researcher is formulating personal
framework to guide a study. To expand the scope of
predicting relationships among variables in studies,
advanced researchers usually combine two or more
conceptual models or theories to guide a research,
paying particular attention to remove some of the
concepts that are not relevant to explain relationships in
the particular study of interest. The requirement is
therefore that the researcher should be very skilled in
identifying, selecting and applying needed concepts to
avoid limiting the scope of investigation, or making the
study clumsy and meaningless through unnecessary
inclusion of concepts that are not relevant for the
particular study.
1.4.5.

Inability to
identify
and
understand
assumptions within the model and to relate
them to the research variables:
It is important to state that no researcher would
expect that all data could be totally analyzed using all
the concepts and assumptions within the selected
framework without the risk of limiting the results of the
investigation or facing confusion in explanation of
associations among the various variables. For this
reason, it is necessary to utilize conceptual framework
with caution, based on good knowledge and clear
understanding of concepts and assumptions within the
models. Burns and Grove (2012) noted that conceptual
framework is a construction of knowledge bounded by
experiences of the person who developed it. Individual’s
experiences differ and may therefore influence personal
ideas and assumptions.

1.4.6.

Lack or inadequate skills in appraising the
conceptual framework for strengths and
weaknesses:
Application of conceptual or theoretical framework does
not imply the use of any known framework. Apart from
ensuring that the framework is appropriately fit for the
problem under investigation in terms of the
interrelationships of the concepts and the study
variables, the strengths and weaknesses or limitations of
the framework must be known and addressed
accordingly where possible. The areas to be examined
for clear understanding and identification of strengths
should include the following:
i.
Interrelationships of Concepts:
The four phases or different components should
be examined and how they interrelate should be
understood: Man, Environment, Health and
Nursing. Secondly the theory or model’s
assumptions about man, environment, health
and nursing should be understood in relation to
the research problem
ii.
Applicability of the concepts to research
problem and variables:
For this, it should be possible to formulate
assumptions from the research problems based
on concepts originating from the theory or
model.
iii.
Theories must be logical in nature:
It must provide logical and systematic way of
nursing situations. The key concepts should
apply logically and systematically with the study
problems.
iv.
Ability to be used for clear explanations:
The theory should be simple in regard to the
natural progression of the explanations of
concepts between the theory and the variables
in the research problem.
v.
Where it is applicable, it should be the basis for
hypothesis that could be tested.
vi.
It should contribute or assist in increasing the
body of knowledge within the discipline through
the implemented research.
vii.
It should be appropriate to guide and improve
nursing practice that should arise from the
research findings.
viii.
It should be consistent with other validated
theories, laws and principles but could leave
open unanswered questions that need to be
investigated.
Furthermore, the theory or model’s limitations
should be identified and addressed. Based on the
limitations and whenever the observations from
aforementioned assessment areas point toward
negative directions, the researcher could, where
possible attempt modification of the weak areas if the
theory or model has the potentials of contributing to
credibility of the study.
1.4.7.

Lack of interest in applying a model to guide
a study:
Many researchers do not have the interest of
utilizing frameworks to guide their studies. However,
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since utilization of conceptual/theoretical framework
could improve understanding and implementation of
research findings, it is necessary to increase efforts at
reducing or eliminating the challenges to encourage
utilization of conceptual or theoretical framework in
research work.
1.5

Overcoming the challenges
Conceptual and theoretical frameworks are
abstractions that could be difficult to understand.
Individuals should therefore increase efforts towards the
study of concepts and assumptions of the various
existing models and theories. By so doing, they could
improve their knowledge of existing models and theories
and also develop their skills for modifying or developing
conceptual framework for application in research work.
This entails systematic studies through reading wide
array of literature on the subject matter. Similarly, there
is need for researchers to strengthen interest towards
the application of conceptual models or theoretical
framework to guide studies. Interest could motivate the
desire for a closer study of conceptual models and
subsequently improve skills necessary in applying
models to guide studies.
Additionally, there is need for publishers of
research reports to encourage potential authors to
include and improve actual explanations of conceptual
or theoretical frameworks in research reports submitted
for publications. By so doing, greater understanding
could be achieved on the interrelationship among
variables and assumptions used in the study, thus
making implementation of research findings easier. In
this regard also, the authors of research reports would
develop interest in applying models to guide every
aspect of studies including how the models could
enhance implementation of the study findings.
CONCLUSION
Theoretical and conceptual frameworks provide the
organization for a study. When no existing theory fits the
concepts that the researcher wishes to study, the
researcher may construct a conceptual framework that
can be applied to the study. Once a theoretical or
conceptual framework is selected, it should be used
throughout the study. This means that it should guide
the entire research process.
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