The conceptual framework and the iterative 

elements of doctoral nursing research design

Abstract

Background 

Conceptual frameworks are central to doctoral nursing theses and include the pragmatic and philosophical elements of the research design and their interrelationships. While it can seem that the research process stems in a straightforward, linear manner from the research question, in reality this masks a more complex iterative enterprise. 

Aim 

The aim of this article is to build on Durham et als (2015) work in three ways. These focus on reviewing the ostensibly static nature of research design and associated philosophical elements of the conceptual framework, together with a reconsideration of these in relation to the reality of the iterative nature of the research process. 

Discussion 

Irrespective of the sturdiness of the conceptual framework and research design, all doctoral nursing theses will have limitations and experience difficulties. They do not follow a rigid, sequential process with a defined start and ending but progress tentatively with the interrelationship between the elements of the research design and philosophical assumptions following an iterative process. 

Conclusion

The research design element of the conceptual framework of doctoral nursing theses should reflect the iterative reality of the process and the associated interrelationships that occur. 

Implications for practice
The absence of a full description of the philosophical and iterative processes of the research architecture and conceptual framework in doctoral nursing theses weakens the transparency of the research. Thus doctoral nursing students need to move beyond simple description of their inductive or deductive position and research design to help develop trust and confidence in the study.  
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Introduction

In 2015 Durham et al outlined how the conceptual framework helps doctoral nursing students map the architecture and focus of their study. This includes the research design and the related ontological, epistemological, methodological and philosophical assumptions and reflections and their interrelationships. They noted that Ravitch and Riggan (2012) refer to how conceptual frameworks frame the research question and all related methodological issues. 
Durham et al (2015) did not discuss the research design elements of the conceptual framework such as the research question. Nor did they challenge the notion of research as a step-by-step endeavour or, as Blaxter, Hughes and Tight (2010) point out that the research process often appears to be structured and presented in a rigid, sequential way. The presentation of the research process is structured with the research question feeding directly into the methods used to address the question, and the methodology, epistemology, ontology and paradigm subsequently slotted into place (Wahyuni 2012). 
The aim of this article is to build on Durham et als (2015) work in three ways. Firstly, to review the inherent research design elements of the conceptual framework used in nursing PhD and Professional Doctorate theses. This will include consideration of the traditional, and apparently static structure of the research question and purpose, the methodology, epistemology, ontology and paradigms. Secondly, to illustrate the reality of the iterative, fluid, fluctuating and tentative nature of the relationship between the elements of the research process. Thirdly, to translate these into implications for presenting the final draft of a doctoral nursing thesis. 

The research question 
Mesel (2013) advocates starting a research project by posing a research question,. The emphasis is on the problem or question and the utilisation of whatever data collection methods are needed to develop an understanding of the issue. This is supported by Burke Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) who assert that the research question is pivotal to the choice of methods and for Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) dictates the research process. This view, and that of Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2005), holds that the research question drives the choice of design, sampling and data analysis in a linear fashion and that paradigms and philosophy are of secondary importance. 
Method, methodology, ontology and epistemology
Following on from the above, the research question would then lead to discussion of the method, methodology, ontology and epistemology. For the purpose of definition methodology refers to the research design and process (Sarantakos 2013) and ontology means questions about “the nature of reality” (Sarantakos 2013, p29) and the appropriate focus for research. Epistemology means how we come to know that reality. The inter-relationship between these fits with distinct approaches on an “iterative continuum” (Newman et al 2003, p170). 

Distinct approaches to explanation 

Distinct approaches to explanation refers to the use of qualitative and quantitative methodologies. For example, for Morse (2003) research aims to either make new discoveries or test existing theory or understanding and is thus inductive (discovery) or deductive (theory testing). These can coexist and run concurrently but cannot be completely methodologically, ontologically or epistemologically integrated due to their distinctiveness (Maxwell and Loomis 2003). It is not possible to be “at once objectivist and constructionist” (Crotty 1998, p15). Thus, it is important to preserve and keep intact the integrity of both the method and methodology and the researcher needs to be aware of when they are working inductively and when they are working deductively (Morse 2003). 
To work deductively is to be concerned with objective, value neutral understanding, explanation and predictions about concrete phenomena that can be generalised to a wider population (Gelo, Braakman and Benetka 2008). This reflects a natural science and quantitative view of the world where the collection of data is usually performed in a manner that allows comparability across participants and sites by being, standardised, generalizable and replicable (Maxwell and Loomis 2003). Highly ordered, valid and reliable quantitative tests are used both to measure and classify phenomena (Piper 2006) with strict control for bias and all potential confounding variables. 

In contrast the collection of data in qualitative research is more fluid and inductive (Maxwell and Loomis 2003). It aims “to understand by means of exploration human experience, beliefs, perceptions, motivations, intentions and behaviour” (Parahoo 2014, p56) via non-numerical narrative description. There is no one incontestable truth or way to study and uncover shared, intersubjective social/cultural experiences. In addition, critical approaches to nursing research are as concerned with power relations as they are with the findings (Annells and Whitehead 2007). 
Clearly distinct strategies, methodologies and ways of thinking, reasoning, defining and attaining knowledge through specific designs and discrete philosophies (DePoy and Gitlin 2016) are at play. Bryman (2016) adds that quantitative and qualitative research represent different research strategies with contrasting roles for theory, epistemology and ontology. The challenge here is for nursing doctoral students to ensure that the research design is reflected in the conceptual framework.
Paradigms  

Following the linear process outlined so far, the establishment of ontological, epistemological and, in particular, methodological principles would then anchor and map the research design to a paradigm. As Welford et al (2011) explain when clarifying the language of research for nursing, ontology dictates the epistemology, this determines the methodology and the critical lens is provided by the congruent paradigm.

While there are different views on what constitutes a paradigm (Morgan 2007), in essence a paradigm comprises a predefined worldview. It represents a set of philosophical and socio-political assumptions through which the natural or social world is observed. This includes the critical lens of the study when married to the purpose, social perspective and focus of the research. 

Conceptual frameworks and the iterative research process

In reality, the step-by-step linear presentation of a doctoral nursing thesis in which the seemingly straightforward elements presented above are incorporated is not likely to reflect the challenge of how the conceptual framework and research unfolded. Research does not follow the straight lines of positivism, and any suggestion that it does overlooks the interrelationship between, and the iterative elements of, the design and that research can deviate along unexpected paths (Newman et al 2003). 

It is more likely that the iterative, non-linear process at all points in the research are akin to those illustrated in Figs. 1 and 2 which, it must be stressed, are no more than an approximation. As Newman et al (2003) point out, it is virtually an impossible task to produce a fully inclusive diagram covering all eventualities. Thus, while these 2 figures will be described in turn, for ease of explanation Fig 1 is broken down into smaller segments and clarified accordingly in Figs. 3 and 4. Table 1 provides the key to the abbreviations used in all figures.

While there is much agreement about the research question being central to research and thus the concomitant conceptual framework of a doctoral nursing study, Plano-Clark and Badiee (2010) suggest that the real starting point for research is its purpose. The latter, along with the research question and ‘content’, is one of the main components that shapes the research intention (Plano-Clark and Badiee 2010). The purpose reflects both the social perspective and critical (Newman et al 2003) or ‘theoretical’ lens of the researcher and related ‘assumptions’ (Morse 2003). The purpose is accompanied by identification of the phenomena of interest and/or is triggered by a gap in the literature. 

As with all research design conceptual framework elements, purpose is a fundamental part of the iterative process. For Newman et al (2003) it shapes the research question which can change as the study progresses. He adds that the research purpose is the raison de etre for doing the study not the research question. 

Blaxter, Hughes and Tight (2010) concur in saying that review or reinterpretation of elements of the process can be a feature of study progression. Thus, and as we have illustrated in figs. 1 and 3, the research purpose may precede the question but the latter, once confirmed, may lead to another purpose materialising subsequently spawning a revised question (Newman et al 2003). Thus the research question is “interacting and integrated with other components” (Maxwell and Loomis 2003, p245).  

Once the first iteration of the purpose and question have been tentatively installed, the research can proceed to the choice of congruent method and methodology, epistemology and ontology (MEO) (see Fig 4). Other researchers suggest that the choice of compatible method is dependent on the provisional establishment of the research question (Bryman 2016, Plano-Clark and Badiee 2010). But Newman et al (2003) contend that understanding of the research is required to identify the right methods to answer the research question and thus to collect data. They conclude that methodology is not shaped by the research question alone. Bryman (2016) adds that the method used to answer the research question determines the concomitant methodology. 

Similarly, the research question could lead to the MEO before the selection of method (see red line in Fig. 4) and there may be a circling back to the research question for modification or further development. Method can also lead to MEO (blue line) and the doctoral nursing student can circle back from either of these to modify or further develop the research question. 
Ultimately the above will align with a paradigm (see Fig.1). These should also be seen as relative social theory constructs that do not hold the distinct positions of methodology, ontology and epistemology. For example, Maxwell and Loomis (2003) reject any notion of standardised qualitative and quantitative paradigms and while they assert that they contain various contrasting elements there are many tenable ways of putting these together. 
Gioia and Pitre (1990, p592) similarly maintain that paradigms are not fixed positions but are in fact part of continua in which it is not possible to determine boundaries and they define these grey areas as “transition zones”. There are blurred edges and overlap. Lewis and Grimes (1999) suggest that paradigms meet where theory converges and that this facilitates communication across paradigms or multi-paradigm research.  

Conversely, as shown in Fig. 2, the conceptual framework may reflect ‘theoretical’ or critical lens and concomitant philosophical affiliations. These align the nursing doctoral student with a paradigm which becomes the strategic driver of the study from the outset. Examples of this might include hypothesis based research or when coming from a feminist perspective. If following a linear pattern the paradigm would spawn the methodology, ontology and epistemology which would lead into the research purpose and so on. But as with Fig. 1 in actuality there is likely to be an iterative process and circling back taking place here between and amongst the elements in the research as suggested in Fig.2.  


Conclusion and implications for nursing doctoral research
This article has built on the work of Durham et al (2015) in focusing in more detail on the research design aspect of the conceptual framework. It has emphasized the iterative relationship between the elements within the conceptual framework as a central factor in the research process.

The research question is both central to and a key strategic driver of all doctoral nursing research but does not initiate a straightforward, step-by-step linear endeavour. Rather there is an iterative process with interrelationships at all stages and potential for a contrasting relationship with paradigms which occupy distinct but not dichotomous social theory positions. The challenge then for doctoral nursing students is to move beyond simply stating that they were, or when they were, using inductive or deductive processes, or simply describing the research design elements. The implication being that if the iterative elements are not reflected in the final write up this would directly impact on, or even undermine, the degree of transparency of the research. In turn this would mean that the strengths and weaknesses of the study, the associated learning and integrity of the work would be compromised resulting in a potentially inadequate demonstration of academic rigour. 
Conceptual frameworks can look like very static constructs. We therefore advocate that doctoral nursing students accurately and fully describe all of the pragmatic, theoretical, philosophical and iterative elements of the research process they followed in their thesis. This is an important issue for doctoral nursing students as it will help their supervisors and examiners have trust and confidence in the study.
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Figure 1. The research process starting with the Purpose


Figure 2. The research process starting with the Paradigm
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Figure 3. Section 1 of Figure 1; the Purpose, Research Question, and Phenomenon of Interest
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Figure 4. Section 2 of Figure 1; The addition of the Method and MEO
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Table 1: key to abbreviations in figures

	RQ
	Research Question

	M
	Methodology

	E
	Epistemology

	O
	Ontology
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