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Stage 2: Research Design: The Conceptual Framework

The central question posed at this stage in the design of a research project is “what is the role of theorising (conceptualising/modelling) in the research process?”. It is clearly not sufficient to collect facts, but equally it is unsatisfactory to theorise without at least potentially giving consideration to the testing of the theory against the facts. Generating good explanations requires two interrelated activities: theory construction; and theory testing.
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Definition of a Theory

To answer this question requires an understanding of what is meant by a conceptual or theoretical framework. Kerlinger (1979) defined theory as a “set of interrelated constructs (variables), definitions and propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among variables, with the purpose of explaining phenomena”. (Note the emphasis on interrelationships, systematic and explanation.)

Theory as defined as above comes in many forms. At one end of the spectrum are the so called grand theories which attempt to explain large categories of phenomena such as general equilibrium theory of the Arrow/Debreu/Hahn variety which is concerned with considering all markets and all goods simultaneously in explaining scare resource allocation and relative prices. At the other extreme to such abstraction and generality are substantive theories which are restricted to a particular setting, group, time or problem and are grounded in observations of everyday life.

Models

Closely related to the activity of developing theory to help explain and understand activity of model building. Several categories of models may be distinguished, but one important unifying characteristic is that it represents systems of relationships from which are generated hypothesis that may be empirically tested. Such models include physical models, the most famous of which in economics is the hydraulic model of a set of relationships showing macro-economic relationships for modelling a national economy. In the natural sciences, the physical model of the DNA code is very well known. Mathematical models refer to the use of mathematical equations to depict the relationships between persons, firms, states, cities etc. These models may be solved to provide insights into the complex interrelationships between the different parts of the model and its variables. Econometric models combine mathematical modelling with statistical analysis of data to provide estimates of the direction and strengths of relationships in the model. In land economy many regional econometric models for example have been developed to provide explain the processes with underpin regional growth and decline. Computer related models make use of computer programs to test and stimulate real world behaviour and have been widely used in urban transport analysis. Microanalytic simulation models originally developed by Guy Orcutt of Yale are used to examine the effects of various kinds of policies on individual and household behaviour. System dynamic (derived from engineering) models have been used to model national economies, firms regions and many other phenomena related to land economics and their distinctive feature is their ability to cope with non-linear inter-active feedback’s.

Visual representation of theories and models

It is often helpful to translate relationships between variables into visual pictures so that the researcher (consumer or producer) can visualise the interconnections between dependent and independent variables. The attached figures are examples of this technique.

The relationship between theory and observation will be covered in the a basic look at epistemology, but some points are in order here, in particular understanding the distinction between the inductivist and deductivist approach is helpful in understanding the research process. In the deductivist approach the researcher begins with a social or economic theory, proceeds to generate hypotheses for testing against empirical evidence using a variety of analytical and statistical techniques. In a Popperian
 world the researcher aims to produce potentially falsifiable hypothesis to confront empirical evidence leading to refutation or corroboration of the theory. T inductivist believes, by contrast that we can proceed with a collection of facts concerning social and economic phenomena and then make links between them to derive theories. Facts drive theory rather than theory driving facts. An example of inductivism would be a statement that more working class people vote PNP. However for it to be explained we need a theory.

Theory in quantitative and qualitative research

Both deductivist and inductivist approaches have been questioned as providing a characterisation of rules or practises which researchers follow when linking theory and evidence, nevertheless the characterisation is helpful for distinguishing the role of theory in qualitative and quantitative studies. The figure below portrays the two approaches.

Deductive and inductive models of research


What is clear is that theory plays a somewhat different role in quantitative research than it does in qualitative research. In the former it provides a framework within which to establish and test hypotheses related to the research questions being addressed. In the latter it is more of an outcome of the research process of collecting, assembling and analysing data.
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