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Key finding
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anchored in an existing
theory

Conceptual framework is a
study-specific map of con-
cepts, variables, and
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planatory foundation vs
study map
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frameworks together
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Researchers should define
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stead of assuming shared
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If one theory fits well, use a
theoretical framework; if
not, build a conceptual
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Theory provides the lens;
the conceptual framework
translates that lens into
constructs, variables, and
relationships for the spe-
cific study

Typical research contexts

Deductive, explanatory,
theory-testing studies
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implementation,
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Key finding What it means in practice Typical research contexts Citations

Clear framework use im- Frameworks should align Dissertations and publish- [25] [26] [27] [28] [29]
proves design coherence literature review, ques- able studies

and reporting tions, methods, analysis,

and interpretation

Direct Answer

A theoretical framework is the part of a study grounded in an existing theory; it explains why the
expected relationships should occur and is especially useful for hypothesis development, deductive

design, and theory-linked interpretation [1] [4] [30].

A conceptual framework is a study-specific synthesis of concepts, variables, assumptions, and
proposed relationships assembled from literature, theory, evidence, and sometimes practice; it helps

define the problem, organize variables, and guide measurement or analysis [6] [7] [9].
A practical rule is:
» use a theoretical framework when one established theory adequately explains the phenomenon

and supports deductive inquiry [1] [5] [11];

» use a conceptual framework when no single theory is enough, when several sources must be

integrated, or when you need an operational map for the specific study [10] [11] [18];

» use both when the theory provides the explanatory lens and the conceptual framework translates

that lens into study-specific constructs and relationships [22] [24].

Confidence level: High - the distinction and decision rule recur consistently across the supplied

methods and applied-research sources [1] [4] [6] [11].

Study Scope

This report synthesizes methodological and applied guidance spanning roughly 2000-2025, with
emphasis on research methods literature, dissertations/manual-style guidance, education, social
sciences, health research, implementation research, and mixed methods [5] [6] [31] [32] [33]. The
evidence covers definitions, boundary statements, functional roles in design, disciplinary applications,
and reporting problems [11] [16] [22].
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Assumptions & Limitations

The evidence supports a strong practical distinction, but not a single universal rule accepted by all
disciplines, because many sources report interchangeable or inconsistent usage in real-world
scholarship [13] [16] [34]. The supplied material also does not quantify how often each term is used

correctly or incorrectly across fields [26] [35].

Suggested Further Research
» Build a cross-disciplinary taxonomy separating theory, theoretical framework, conceptual

framework, model, and logic model [13] [17].

o Test whether explicit framework choice improves study quality, reporting completeness, and peer
review outcomes [26] [29].

» Develop side-by-side exemplars showing one problem framed theoretically, conceptually, and with
both together [22] [24].

o Study how conceptual frameworks developed in applied research later mature into more formal
theory [36] [37].

e Improve dissertation and journal guidance with worked examples to reduce novice confusion [16]
[34].

Full Report

Foundational Context

In methods literature, a framework is not just background decoration; it is treated as an organizing
structure that links the literature review to research questions, design choices, data collection,
analysis, and interpretation [15] [25] [26]. Both conceptual and theoretical frameworks can support
that organizing role, but they do so differently [35] [38] [39].

The core issue is that the two terms refer to different levels of abstraction and different jobs in a study

[11] [22]. A useful shorthand drawn from the overall pattern in the evidence is:

» Theoretical framework = the explanatory lens rooted in existing theory [1] [3].
o Conceptual framework = the study-specific map of concepts, variables, assumptions, and
relationships [6] [7] [9].

Taken together, these findings suggest that much confusion arises when researchers ask one

framework to do both jobs without explicitly separating them [16] [34].
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Confidence level: High - this foundational distinction is the dominant pattern in the supplied evidence
(1] [6] [1].

1. Core Definitions and Boundary Markers

1.1 Conceptual framework: what it is

Across the methods sources, a conceptual framework is commonly defined as a synthesized set of
concepts, constructs, variables, and proposed relationships tailored to a specific study [6] [7] [8] [40].
It is usually assembled from prior literature, theory, beliefs, empirical evidence, and sometimes

practice-based knowledge rather than borrowed whole from a single formal theory [6] [7] [11].

Its function is practical and structuring: it helps define the problem, delimit the study, identify
variables or constructs of interest, and specify the relationships the researcher intends to examine [6]
[9] [40]. Some sources also portray conceptual frameworks as tools for planning, question formulation,

and understanding trade-offs or system components in complex studies [41] [42] [43] [44].

A recurring characterization is that conceptual frameworks are study-specific and flexible [11] [45]. One
review further indicates they may emerge from literature synthesis plus new data and can become a

starting point for later theory-building [36].

1.2 Theoretical framework: what it is

A theoretical framework is usually defined as the component of a study that is rooted in an established
theory or body of theory [1] [2] [3]. Its purpose is to ground the study in prior explanatory knowledge,
showing why the problem should be understood in a particular way and why certain relationships are
expected [1] [4].

Methods guidance further indicates that theoretical frameworks help formulate research questions,
support hypothesis logic, shape design decisions, and structure interpretation of results [4] [17] [46]
[47]. In deductive studies especially, the flow is described as moving from theory to design to data [5]
[17].

Unlike a conceptual framework, the theoretical framework is less about assembling a tailored map and

more about placing the study inside an existing explanatory tradition [1] [3].
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1.3 Key boundary statements

The most common boundary statement is straightforward: conceptual frameworks are more flexible
and study-specific, while theoretical frameworks are more theory-bound and generalizable [11] [36]
[45]. The conceptual framework organizes what matters in this study; the theoretical framework

explains the phenomenon through an established lens [1] [6].

However, the evidence also shows a persistent contradiction between formal definitions and actual
scholarly usage. Some fields or authors use the terms synonymously or interchangeably [14] [15] [16]
[34]. That means boundary statements are common in methods writing, but boundary compliance is

inconsistent in practice [11] [13].

Confidence level: High - both the formal distinction and the practical overlap are repeatedly
documented [13] [14] [15] [16].

2. Functional Roles in Research Design

2.1 Mapping constructs, variables, and relationships

Conceptual frameworks are repeatedly described as devices for representing how a problem works by
highlighting variables, outcomes, and their interrelationships [9] [12]. They help a researcher decide

what to include, what to exclude, and how pieces of the study fit together [6] [9].

This mapping role extends beyond abstract organization. The evidence indicates that conceptual
frameworks can guide the formulation of questions, identify what will be measured, clarify
assumptions, and provide the structure for later analysis [29] [40] [48]. In applied settings, they are

often used as planning tools rather than as vehicles for strict theory testing [32] [49].

2.2 Theory-driven explanation and hypothesis testing

Theoretical frameworks play a more explicitly explanatory role [4] [5]. They support deductive
reasoning by linking the study to propositions already present in theory, which then guides hypothesis

generation, design logic, and interpretation [4] [17] [47].

The evidence does not suggest that only quantitative studies use theoretical frameworks, but it does
show that quantitative deductive work is a common setting for them [5]. Qualitative studies may also
use a theoretical perspective to guide questions, data collection, and analysis, though in those cases

the role may be interpretive rather than hypothesis-testing [5].
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2.3 Using frameworks across the full study chain

A strong methodological lesson across the sources is that frameworks should guide the entire study
chain, not just appear in a background section [25] [26] [27] [28]. Good guidance says the framework
should emerge from the literature review and then shape the problem statement, purpose,
significance, research questions, variable selection, data collection boundaries, and analytic approach
[27][29] [48] [50].

Some sources explicitly note that theoretical frameworks can influence design decisions such as
sampling and recruitment, while conceptual frameworks can serve as broader organizing structures for
the phenomenon under study [4] [15] [22] [47]. Taken together, these findings suggest that the

distinction is functional rather than merely terminological [16] [32] [51].

Confidence level: High - the role differentiation and full-study alignment are well supported across
multiple source clusters [4] [9] [28] [29].

3. When to Use One, the Other, or Both

3.1 When a theoretical framework is the better fit

The evidence supports using a theoretical framework when an existing theory adequately grounds the
problem [1] [11]. This is especially appropriate when the study aims to explain a phenomenon through
known propositions, test expectations deduced from theory, or interpret results in relation to an
established explanatory tradition [4] [5].

In practical terms, if a researcher can clearly identify a formal theory and the study examines or applies

that theory's propositions, the study likely has a theoretical framework [1] [4].

3.2 When a conceptual framework is the better fit

The evidence supports using a conceptual framework when no single theory is sufficient, when
multiple theories or evidence streams must be combined, or when the goal is to build an operational
map for planning, measurement, or analysis [11] [18] [19]. This is common in scoping reviews, mixed-
methods studies, qualitative work, and applied fields where context and practical relationships matter
as much as formal explanation [10] [36] [37] [52].

Conceptual frameworks are also well suited to studies in which the framework is refined during

planning or developed partly from emerging evidence [20] [36] [37].
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3.3 When using both is the strongest option

Some studies benefit from pairing both forms [22] [24]. In that arrangement, the theoretical framework
supplies the explanatory basis, while the conceptual framework translates the theory into the specific

constructs, variables, pathways, and assumptions used in the study [23] [24].

This pattern is particularly visible in complex or applied research where a single theory explains only
part of the phenomenon, but the study still needs a coherent map of context, determinants,

mechanisms, and outcomes [23] [53] [54].

Confidence level: High - the decision rule is directly supported and consistent across the supplied
synthesis [10] [11] [18].

4. Disciplinary and Methodological Applications

4.1 Education and curriculum studies

In education and curriculum research, conceptual frameworks are frequently used as organizing
structures for program components, outcomes, assumptions, and relationships [32] [49] [51]. Their

function is often developmental or evaluative rather than strictly explanatory [32] [55].

Examples in the evidence show conceptual frameworks guiding intervention design, questionnaire
construction, program development, and evaluation [51] [56]. In teacher education and curriculum
settings, they help clarify central tasks and assess whether intended emphases are actually enacted
[32] [55] [57]. This indicates a strong applied orientation in which the framework organizes action and

assessment [12] [58].

4.2 Health and implementation research

Health and implementation research makes especially heavy use of conceptual frameworks and logic
models to map determinants, strategies, mechanisms, contexts, and outcomes [33] [59] [60]. In this
literature, determinant frameworks are often described as descriptive tools that identify influential

factors but do not necessarily specify mechanisms of change [23] [61] [62].

Authors in this area distinguish such frameworks from theory-driven tools by noting that theories are
more explanatory or predictive, whereas frameworks and models often function as pragmatic
organizing checklists or maps [23] [30] [63]. Logic models are described as process-oriented structures

that visually organize how an intervention should work in context to produce outcomes [60] [64] [65].
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An important pattern here is modular pairing: context or determinant frameworks may be combined
with behavior theories and separate outcome frameworks to cover different analytic functions [53] [54]
[66] [67].

Confidence level: Medium - the pairing trend is supported, but it is presented more as an emerging

pattern than as a universally established norm [23] [54] [62].

4.3 Mixed methods, qualitative, and quantitative uses

Mixed-methods guidance reinforces the distinction by showing that studies may proceed deductively,

inductively, or through combinations of both [5]. Quantitative studies often use theoretical frameworks
deductively to test existing theory [5]. Conceptual frameworks, by contrast, are often built before data
collection to guide design, instruments, interviews, and integration when the study connects variables

and findings without relying on one preexisting theory [10] [24] [68].

The evidence also shows that conceptual frameworks may be generated or refined through qualitative
work and then used to support later quantitative hypotheses or mixed-methods integration [20] [21]
[37]. In explanatory sequential mixed methods, frameworks often support interpretation and

refinement of quantitative findings rather than only prior theory testing [69] [70] [71].

Taken together, these findings suggest that conceptual frameworks are especially useful where the

research problem is complex, emergent, or not fully captured by a single theory [72] [73].

5. Common Confusion, Misuse, and Reporting Implications

5.1 Interchangeable or unclear usage

A major finding across the evidence is that authors often use conceptual framework, theoretical
framework, theory, and model interchangeably or with unclear distinctions [13] [15] [16] [17]. This is not
a minor semantic issue: it creates uncertainty about what kind of intellectual structure a study actually
has [14] [34].

Some of the ambiguity comes from the fact that conceptual frameworks may draw on theories,
models, and best practices, which blurs boundaries if authors do not explain the framework’s source
and function [12] [13].
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5.2 Misuse, omission, and weak articulation

Methodological commentaries report several recurring problems: frameworks are omitted, left implicit,
poorly articulated, wrongly applied, or used as rhetorical “window-dressing” rather than as a real guide
to the study [26] [35] [74] [75]. The broader methods literature similarly warns that omission or weak
articulation undermines research structure, transparency, and coherence, especially for dissertations
and novice researchers [15] [16] [26] [35].

The practical consequence is under-alignment: the literature review, questions, methods, and analysis

no longer clearly connect [29] [35] [50].

5.3 Consequences for reporting and methodological congruence

When frameworks are vague or mislabeled, readers and reviewers have more difficulty judging the
rationale for design choices and the congruence between assumptions, questions, methods, and
interpretation [16] [17] [26] [76]. The evidence repeatedly links clear framework use to stronger

transparency and clearer reporting [29] [77].

In dissertation guidance, the framework is usually placed after the literature review, though brief
mention may appear in the introduction, and complex studies may need a separate framework chapter
[29] [31]. More important than placement, however, is explicit carry-through: the framework should

define what will be measured and what relationships are to be examined [28] [29] [48].

Confidence level: High - the evidence for confusion and its reporting consequences is consistent across

multiple commentary sources [16] [26] [35].

6. Practical Decision Guide

6.1 A simple heuristic
The evidence supports this operational distinction:

o Theoretical framework: “Why should this relationship or phenomenon occur?” [1] [4]

o Conceptual framework: “What elements matter in this study, and how are they connected?” [6] [9]

This heuristic is an inference from the recurring pattern across sources rather than a direct quotation.
Inferred: it captures the explanatory-versus-mapping distinction seen repeatedly in the evidence [1] [6]
[12].

Confidence level: Medium - the underlying distinction is strong, but the wording is synthetic.
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6.2 Decision rules for researchers

If your study primarily
needs to...

Test or apply an estab-
lished explanatory theory

Organize variables, con-
cepts, assumptions, and
relationships for a specific
study

Integrate multiple theories,
empirical findings, and
practice insights

Explain mechanisms and
also specify study-specific
pathways and measures

Plan an intervention or im-

plementation study in
context

6.3 Reporting advice

To reduce confusion, the evidence implies that authors should explicitly state:

Best fit

Theoretical framework

Conceptual framework

Conceptual framework

Both

Usually conceptual frame-
work or logic model, some-
times paired with theory

Why

The study is grounded in
prior theory and moves
deductively

The study needs a tailored
map built from multiple
sources

No single theory is
sufficient

Theory explains; concep-
tual map operationalizes

Applied studies often need
determinants, context, and
outcomes mapped
pragmatically

1. whether the framework is theoretical, conceptual, or both [16] [17];

Citations

(11 [4] [5]

(6] [71[9]

[10] [11] [18]

[22] [23] [24]

(23] [33] [60]

2. where it comes from: single theory, multiple theories, literature synthesis, data, practice, or mixed

sources [6] [12];

3. what role it plays in the study: explanation, mapping, design, variable selection, analysis,

interpretation, or evaluation [4] [9] [28];

. how it carries through to questions, methods, and findings [27] [29].
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Conclusion

The supplied evidence supports a clear practical distinction: a theoretical framework anchors a study
in an established explanatory theory, while a conceptual framework builds a study-specific map of
concepts, variables, assumptions, and relationships [1] [6] [11]. Theoretical frameworks are most useful
for explanation, hypothesis logic, and deductive design; conceptual frameworks are most useful for
organizing complex study elements, integrating multiple sources, and guiding applied or mixed-
methods work [4] [9] [10].

The complication is that real-world usage is inconsistent, with frequent overlap and mislabeling [13]
[16]. The strongest methodological lesson is therefore not merely to pick the “correct” label, but to

state clearly what the framework is, where it comes from, and how it shapes the full study chain [27]
[28] [29].

Overall confidence level: High - the central distinction, common overlap, decision rule, and reporting
implications are all repeatedly supported across the provided methods and applied literature [1] [6]
[11] [16] [29].
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