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Integration of a theoretical framework into your 
research study
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Research made simple

10.1136/ebnurs-2019-103077 Often the most difficult part of a research study is 
preparing the proposal based around a theoretical or 
philosophical framework. Graduate students ‘…express 
confusion, a lack of knowledge, and frustration with 
the challenge of choosing a theoretical framework and 
understanding how to apply it’.1 However, the impor-
tance in understanding and applying a theoretical 
framework in research cannot be overestimated.

The choice of a theoretical framework for a research 
study is often a reflection of the researcher’s ontolog-
ical (nature of being) and epistemological (theory of 
knowledge) perspective. We will not delve into these 
concepts, or personal philosophy in this article. Rather 
we will focus on how a theoretical framework can be 
integrated into research.

The theoretical framework is a blueprint for your 
research project1 and serves several purposes. It 
informs the problem you have identified, the purpose 
and significance of your research demonstrating 
how your research fits with what is already known 
(relationship to existing theory and research). This 
provides a basis for your research questions, the liter-
ature review and the methodology and analysis that 
you choose.1 Evidence of your chosen theoretical 
framework should be visible in every aspect of your 
research and should demonstrate the contribution of 
this research to knowledge.2

What is a theory?
A theory is an explanation of a concept or an abstract 
idea of a phenomenon. An example of a theory is 
Bandura’s middle range theory of self-efficacy,3 or 
the level of confidence one has in achieving a goal. 
Self-efficacy determines the coping behaviours that a 
person will exhibit when facing obstacles. Those who 
have high self-efficacy are likely to apply adequate 
effort leading to successful outcomes, while those with 
low self-efficacy are more likely to give up earlier and 
ultimately fail. Any research that is exploring concepts 
related to self-efficacy or the ability to manage diffi-
cult life situations might apply Bandura’s theoretical 
framework to their study.

Often theories provide a foundation for the expla-
nation of more complex phenomena, which are then 
situated within a theoretical framework. The purpose of 
a theoretical framework is to demonstrate the interac-
tion and relationship among a set of concepts, which, 
as a whole, describe a more complicated phenomenon.

Using a theoretical framework in a research 
study
Example 1: the Big Five theoretical framework
The first example includes research which integrates 
the ‘Big Five’, a theoretical framework that includes 
concepts related to teamwork. These include team 

leadership, mutual performance monitoring, backup 
behaviour, adaptability and team orientation.4 In order 
to conduct research incorporating a theoretical frame-
work, the concepts need to be defined according to a 
frame of reference. This provides a means to under-
stand the theoretical framework as it relates to a 
specific context and provides a mechanism for meas-
urement of the concepts.

In this example, the concepts of the Big Five were 
given a conceptual definition, that provided a broad 
meaning and then an operational definition, which 
was more concrete.4 From here, a survey was devel-
oped that reflected the operational definitions related 
to teamwork in nursing: the Nursing Teamwork Survey 
(NTS).5 In this case, the concepts used in the theoret-
ical framework, the Big Five, were the used to develop 
a survey specific to teamwork in nursing.

The NTS was used in research of nurses at one 
hospital in northeastern Ontario. Survey questions 
were grouped into subscales for analysis, that reflected 
the concepts of the Big Five.6 For example, one finding 
of this study was that the nurses from the surgical 
unit rated the items in the subscale of 'team leader-
ship' (one of the concepts in the Big Five) significantly 
lower than in the other units. The researchers looked 
back to the definition of this concept in the Big Five 
in their interpretation of the findings. Since the defini-
tion included a person(s) who has the leadership skills 
to facilitate teamwork among the nurses on the unit, 
the conclusion in this study was that the surgical unit 
lacked a mentor, or facilitator for teamwork. In this 
way, the theory of teamwork was presented through a 
set of concepts in a theoretical framework. The Theo-
retical Framework (TF)was the foundation for devel-
opment of a survey related to a specific context, used 
to measure each of the concepts within the TF. Then, 
the analysis and results circled back to the concepts 
within the TF and provided a guide for the discussion 
and conclusions arising from the research.

Example 2: the Health Decisions Model
In another study which explored adherence to intrave-
nous chemotherapy in African-American and Cauca-
sian Women with early stage breast cancer, an adapted 
version of the Health Decisions Model (HDM) was 
used as the theoretical basis for the study.7 The HDM, 
a revised version of the Health Belief Model, incorpo-
rates some aspects of the Health Belief Model and factors 
relating to patient preferences.8 The HDM consists of six 
interrelated constituents that might predict how well a 
person adheres to a health decision. These include socio-
demographic, social interaction, experience, knowledge, 
general and specific health beliefs and patient prefer-
ences, and are clearly defined. The HDM model was used 
to explore factors which might influence adherence to 
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chemotherapy in women with breast cancer. Sociodemo-
graphic, social interaction, knowledge, personal experi-
ence and specific health beliefs were used as predictors 
of adherence to chemotherapy.

The findings were reported using the theoretical 
framework to discuss results. The study found that delay 
to treatment, health insurance, depression and symptom 
severity were predictors to starting chemotherapy which 
could potentially be adapted with clinical interventions. 
The findings from the study contribute to the existing 
body of literature related to cancer nursing.

Example 3: the nursing role effectiveness model
In this final example, research was conducted to determine 
the nursing processes that were associated with unex-
pected intensive care unit admissions.9 The framework 
was the Nursing Role Effectiveness Model. In this theoret-
ical framework, the concepts within Donabedian’s Quality 
Framework of Structure, Process and Outcome were 
each defined according to nursing practice.10 11 Processes 
defined in the Nursing Role Effectiveness Model were used 
to identify the nursing process variables that were meas-
ured in the study.

Conclusion
A theoretical framework should be logically presented 
and represent the concepts, variables and relationships 
related to your research study, in order to clearly iden-
tify what will be examined, described or measured. It 
involves reading the literature and identifying a research 
question(s) while clearly defining and identifying 
the existing relationship between concepts and theo-
ries (related to your research questions[s] in the liter-
ature). You must then identify what you will examine 
or explore in relation to the concepts of the theoretical 
framework. Once you present your findings using the 
theoretical framework you will be able to articulate how 
your study relates to and may potentially advance your 
chosen theory and add to knowledge.
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