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Introduction
Aims & Key Objectives



Aim
To help postgraduate students understand the role of theory in framing 
research problems, guiding analysis and producing scholarly 
contributions.



Key objectives
1. Understand what theory does in postgraduate research.
2. Distinguish between concepts, frameworks, models and theories.
3. Use theory to frame a research problem and interpret findings
4. Avoid merely decorating your work with theories you do not actually 

use.

Question: write down the three words in these objectives that you think 
are the most important?



Key objectives
1. Understand what theory does in postgraduate research.
2. Distinguish between concepts, frameworks, models and theories.
3. Use theory to frame a research problem and interpret findings.
4. Avoid merely decorating your work with theories you do not actually 

use.

Question: tell me where in your work you use theory to ‘frame’ and 
‘interpret’?



Can you spot theory?







Question: How many times do you think I used the 
word ‘new regionalism’ or ‘new regionalist’ in my PhD?

336

Remember: Use theory to frame a research problem and interpret 
findings.



Question: How many times do you think I used the word 
‘new regionalism’ or ‘new regionalist’ in each PhD chapter?

Remember: Use theory to frame a research problem

Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 2: 1st Literature Review (Theoretical Debates)
Re-reading the new regionalism: a sympathethic critique

Chapter 3: 2nd Literature Review (Policy Debates)
The political-economy of Blair’s “new regional policy”

27

117

19



Remember: Use theory to frame a research problem and interpret findings

Chapter 4: Methodology

Chapter 5: Empirical chapter
Chapter 6: Empirical chapter
Chapter 7: Empirical chapter
Chapter 8: Empirical chapter
Chapter 9: Empirical chapter

Chapter 10: Conclusion

54

50

69
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Start as you mean to go on: “Use theory to 
frame a research problem …”



Top and tail





… and the last word goes to?



When is a theory not a 
theory?

Concepts, frameworks, models, theories



What is a concept?
 Concepts are the building blocks of geographical thinking.

 They are abstract ideas used to describe and interpret the world, but 
they do not necessarily explain causation.

 Examples: Territory, Place, Scale, Network

 A concept helps researchers identify and discuss something, but by 
itself it does not tell us how or why it occurs. For example, region is 
a concept. It identifies a particular place but does not explain how or 
why they exist. 



What is a framework?
 Frameworks are organising devices that bring multiple concepts 

together.
 They help researchers structure analysis and identify important 

variables, actors, and relationships.
 Example: TPSN framework (Jessop et al., 2008: Theorising 

sociospatial relations) 

 Frameworks answer: "What factors should be considered when 
studying this phenomenon?”

 It provides a lens for analysis but does not generate precise 
predictions.



What is a model?
 Models are simplified representations of reality.
 They are more explicit than frameworks and often 

specify relationships among variables.

 Models answer: “How does this process operate?”

 Examples: Chicago Concentric Zone Model 
(Burgess)

 Models often involve assumptions that simplify 
reality for analytical purposes.



What is a theory?
 Theories are the highest level of explanation.
 A theory seeks to explain the underlying mechanisms that generate 

observed patterns.
 Theories answer: “Why do these patterns occur?”

 Examples: Agglomeration Theory (explains why firms cluster), 
Dependency Theory (explains uneven development through structural 
dependencies between core and peripheral economies) 

 Unlike models, theories usually claim broader explanatory validity.



Can you see a 
problem?



What is a theory?
 Theories are the highest level of explanation.
 A theory seeks to explain the underlying mechanisms that generate 

observed patterns.
 Theories answer: “Why do these patterns occur?”

 Examples: Agglomeration Theory (explains why firms cluster), 
Dependency Theory (explains uneven development through structural 
dependencies between core and peripheral economies) 

 Unlike models, theories usually claim broader explanatory validity.

Look again
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Look again





4. Avoid merely decorating your 
work with theories you do not 

actually use.



How to USE theory



 To make an empirical contribution you can use a theory to achieve 
this.

 In my case to learn something new about North West England
 Is this enough? 

 Question: How many people are interested in your case study?

 Question: How many people are interested in your key concept(s), 
model(s), framework(s), theory/theories?

 To make a theoretical contribution you cannot just apply a theory



Literature Review
 Don’t just summarise or report what each publication says
 Compare, connect, challenge

 What is the debate?
 Where do different writers agree or disagree? 
 If there is no debate (i.e. it’s an orthodoxy) can you create it?
 Remember: frameworks organise (but are there better frameworks, are 

obvious things missing e.g. TPSN), models simplify (too simple?) and 
theories explain/answer (do they?).

 What is missing?
 Does the theory apply everywhere? 

 Ask questions: created where, by whom, in what context, for what purpose?



1. What we 
know

2.
P
R
O
B
L
E
M
S

3. Theoretical 
contribution



Other questions to 
ask

 What does it help me see?
 What is it blind to? Could this be your original 

theoretical contribution?

Think about this:

Theoretical Contribution flows through into an 
Methodological Contribution because you 
design it so you address what the theory is 
currently blind to (i.e. in the questions you ask) and 
into Empirical Contribution because you are 
writing about what it is blind to and therefore no 
one else will have written about in that context.



Remember this?
“sustained academic argument off which everything hangs”



Link to the next session
Introducing q-r theory into your writing



q – r theory (after Ellison, 2002)

q : the inherent interest and importance of a manuscript; its originality and 
significance.

r : the rigour of the work; its methodological competence and the quality of the 
data, analysis and interpretation.

 To be published a paper must have
 sufficient r (i.e. the findings are justifiable) such that it withstands

critique.
 sufficient q (i.e. it is interesting and important) such that others will read

and use it.





Introduction and possibly also literature review (but use a different name)
- It should be clear what the research question is and why it needs to be
answered

Problematisation
Aim

Justification of aim

Methodology
Case study

‘Data’ sources
‘Data’ analysis

Results
Systematic account of findings

Discussion
Evaluation of research questions

Relate to the wider literature
Show we now know something

Specific focus
Should demonstrate:

1. what we know, 
2. what we don’t know 

and hence 
3. what we should do

Conclusion
Summary of what we 
now know and why 
this new knowledge 

matters

Demonstrate the q

Demonstrate the r
Literature

Literature

Literature

Supplementary Material
Methods

Data



Concluding remarks



Aim
To help postgraduate students understand the role of theory in framing 
research problems, guiding analysis and producing scholarly 
contributions.



Key objectives
1. Understand what theory does in postgraduate research.
2. Distinguish between concepts, frameworks, models and theories.
3. Use theory to frame a research problem and interpret findings
4. Avoid merely decorating your work with theories you do not actually 

use.



Thank-you
Any questions?
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