Lecture Notes
Communication Research
Week 2
Research and Theory 
2.1 Topic Introduction
This lesson focuses on the link between theory and research and especially in communication research. In our previous lesson, we looked at various definitions of research and noted that research is generally defined as the discovery of answers to questions through the application of scientific and systematic procedures. We also noted that research follows a scientific way of doing things. We discussed that when carrying out research, one uses research methods to solve problems or to generate findings to address various issues rather than the use of trial-and-error approaches. Finally, we also looked at the goals of research and the characteristics of scientific research. In our lesson today, we shall focus our attention on the relationship between theory and research and the role that theory plays when we are conducting research. We shall also discuss what a theoretical framework and a conceptual framework are and their role in research.
2.2 Intended learning objectives
At the end of this lesson, the learner should be to:
· Provide some definitions of theory
· Show the link between theory and research
· Discuss the role of theory in Communication research.
· Explain what a theoretical framework is
· Explain what a conceptual framework is
2.3 Some Definitions of Theory
A theory, according to Kerlinger (1986), is “a set of interrelated constructs, definitions, and propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among variables with the purpose of explaining and predicting phenomena”.
According to social psychologist, Kurt Lewin (1958), a theory is a way of explaining the ordering and recurrence of various events in the ecosphere.
Philosopher Abraham Kaplan (1964) sees theory as a way of making sense out of a disturbing situation. 
Severin and Tankard (Jnr.) (1982) define theory as a set of systematic generalisations, based on scientific observation (and) leading to further empirical observation. 
Finally, Denis McQuail (1983) states that a theory consists of a set of ideas of varying status and origin, which seek to explain or interpret a given phenomenon. 
Generally, we can say that a theory is a way of explaining or making sense of a situation or a recurrence of events, based on scientific observation which seeks to explain or interpret a given phenomenon, and it usually leads to further empirical research.
2.4 Characteristics of Theory
1. A theory is a systematic and logical statement of a general nature. 
2. Such a systematic and logical statement implies substantial intellectual rigour.
3. A theory is dynamic and “dated”: dynamic in the sense that it is subject to modification (or rarely, change) in the light of new facts; “dated” in the sense that it is usually a step behind reality in the light of other events taking place while the theory is being formulated.
4. A theory has an ascertainable origin, since it is possible to identify where and by whom it was formulated/ proposed. 
5. A theory is based on scientific observation coupled with logical reasoning. 
6. A theory usually leads to further empirical observation or research. You will see later that the relationship between theory and research is a circular one.
7. A theory is a means to an end (“… a way of explaining the ordering and occurrence of various events” and “a way of making sense out of a disturbing situation” not an end in itself. 
2.5 How to Evaluate the Quality of a Theory
The following are the conventional criteria for identifying a good theory. These criteria help to ensure validity and reliability in the theory-formulating process:
1. Explanatory Power: Do the propositions of the theory enable us to explain as much of the communication phenomenon as possible?
2. Predictive Power: Do the propositions of the theory enable us to forecast accurate events and outcomes? 
3. Parsimony: Does the theory contain as few propositions as possible to explain the communication phenomenon — that is, is it as simple as it can be? (The rule of "parsimony" implies that the simplest explanation is preferred).
4. Testability: Can the propositions of the theory be tested and therefore falsified or proven wrong if need be?
5. Internal Consistency: The propositions that comprise the theory should not contradict one another. 
6. Heuristic Potential: The propositions that comprise the theory should suggest further hypotheses to be tested through research.
2.6 The Relationship Between Theory and Research
Theory and research are closely related through the Scientific Method. Both theory and research may be seen as two sides of the same coin. Theory allows the researcher to make links between the abstract and the concrete, the theoretical and the empirical, thought statements and observational statements, etc. 
Theory frames what we look at, how we think and look at it. It provides basic concepts and 
directs us to the important questions. It suggests ways for us to make sense of research data.
There is a two-way relationship between theory and research. Social theory informs our 
understanding of issues, which, in turn, assists us in making research decisions and making 
sense of the world. Secondly, theory enables us to connect a single study to the immense base 
of knowledge to which other researchers contribute.
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Deductive Approach
The deductive approach seeks to test the validity of a given generalisation by applying it to a set of individual cases. Suppose you encounter a generalisation that “most university students rely on social media to receive news”, to ascertain the truth of this statement, you would need to “assemble” a representative sample of university students and find out what each of them relies on to receive news. That would represent a deductive approach to your inquiry.
Inductive Theory
The inductive approach proceeds from real-life empirical observations to theoretical generalisations. It, too, starts with an idea or a guess based than a fact, but the topic would be framed differently. The idea may take the form of a question; for example, “which is the most popular social media platform for news among university students?” Progressing through the Scientific Method, we would also question a representative sample of university students. In deduction, we reason toward observations, while in induction we reason from observations. In other words, in the deductive model, we use research to test theories (generalisations), whereas in the inductive model, we develop theories from analyses of research data.
2.7 The Theoretical Framework and the Conceptual Framework
The Theoretical Framework
A theory is crucial for any research work to give it direction and also to validate or disapprove a phenomenon. Theories are developed by researchers to explain phenomena, draw connections, and make predictions. In the theoretical framework, you explain the theories that support your research, showing that your work is grounded in established ideas. A theory, according to Kerlinger (1986), is “a set of interrelated constructs, definitions, and propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among variables with the purpose of explaining and predicting phenomena”. A framework is “a set of ideas that you use when you are forming your decisions and judgments.” According to Kerlinger (1986), a theory can be used to successfully make predictions and this predictive power of the theory can help guide researchers to ask appropriate research questions. On the other hand, a framework provides structure within which the relationships between variables of a phenomenon are explained.
A framework in research provides critical support for developing the research aspects over it.  Creating a framework on the theatrical basis will enhance investigations to arrive at a particular stand for or against a phenomenon. Research is using the scientific method for careful consideration of study regarding a specific problem or concern. The theoretical framework is vital to all researches to clarify the implicit theory in a manner that is more clearly defined. It may also guide researchers to consider their limitations and alternative theories that challenge their perspective.  The theoretical framework helps the researcher to better understand the research problem.
The theoretical framework is one of the most important aspects in the research process, yet it is often misunderstood by many researchers as they prepare their research proposals for their study. The importance of theory-driven thinking is emphasized in relation to the selection of a topic, the development of research questions, the conceptualization of the literature review, the design approach, and the analysis plan for the proposed study. 
The importance of utilizing a theoretical framework in any research study cannot be stressed enough. The theoretical framework is the foundation from which all knowledge is constructed for a research study. It serves as the structure and support for the rationale for the study, the problem statement, the purpose, the significance, and the research questions. It provides a grounding base, or an anchor, for the literature review, and most importantly, the methods and analysis. 
The Conceptual Framework
A conceptual framework represents the researcher’s synthesis of the literature on how to explain a phenomenon. It maps out the actions required in the course of the study, given his previous knowledge of other researchers’ point of view and his observations on the subject of research. The conceptual framework is basically the researcher’s understanding of how the particular variables in his study relate to one another. Thus, it identifies the variables required in the research investigation. The conceptual framework “sets the stage” to present the particular research question that drives the investigation being reported based on the problem statement. The problem statement of a thesis gives the context and the issues that caused the researcher to conduct the study.
The conceptual framework is closely related to a much broader framework called a theoretical framework. The latter draws support from time-tested theories that embody many researchers’ findings on why and how a particular phenomenon occurs.
Steps in preparing the Conceptual Framework
1. Choose the topic: Decide on what your research topic will be. The topic should be within your field of specialization.
2. Do a literature Review: Review relevant and updated research on the theme that you decide to work on after scrutiny of the issue at hand. Preferably use peer reviewed and well-known scientific journals as these are reliable sources of information.
3. Identify the key variables: Identify the specific variables described in the literature and figure out how these are related. 
4. Generate the Conceptual Framework: Build your conceptual framework using the variables you have identified. Your problem statement serves as a reference for constructing it. In effect, your research will attempt to answer the question that other researchers have not explained yet. Your research should address a knowledge gap. A variable is an attribute of an item of analysis in research. The types of variables in research can be categorized into: independent vs. dependent.A variable is a trait of an item of analysis in research. Types of variables in research are imperative, as they describe and measure places, people, ideas, or other research objects. There are many types of variables in research. Therefore, you must choose the right types of variables in research for your study.
EXAMPLE
Let us look at the following example: 
Company X is struggling with the problem that they do not have a very good social media presence which  has subsequently been affecting their brand. Management wants to increase their social media presence and believes that this will have a positive impact on their brand.
To investigate this problem, you have identified and plan to focus on the following problem statement, objective, and research questions:
Problem: A poor social media presence is affecting the promotion of the brand.
Objective: To increase brand awareness.
Research question: How has social media presence been used to promote brand awareness of company X?
The concepts of “brand awareness” and “social media presence” are clearly central to this study. The theoretical framework will define these concepts and discuss theories about the relationship between them. By conducting a thorough literature review, you can determine how other researchers have defined and drawn connections between these key concepts. As you write the theoretical framework, aim to compare and critically evaluate the approaches that different authors have proposed. After discussing different models and theories, you establish the definitions that best fit your research and justify why this is the case. Make sure to mention the most important theories related to your key concepts. If there is a well-established theory or model that you do not want to apply to your own research, explain why it isn’t suitable for your purposes.
The purpose of a theoretical framework is to help the researcher see clearly the variables of the study; it can provide him with a general framework for data analysis and it is essential in preparing a research proposal using descriptive and experimental methods.
2.8 Summary
In this lesson we have discussed the following:
· When carrying out research, theory plays a major role because it allows the researcher to make links between the abstract and the concrete, the theoretical and the empirical, thought statements and observational statements.
· The theoretical framework plays a significant role in the study as it serves as the structure and support for the rationale for the study, the problem statement, the purpose, the significance, and the research questions. 
· The conceptual framework is basically the researcher’s understanding of how particular variables in the study relate to one another.
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