


The Role of Theory in Business and Management Doctoral Research
Introduction
Theory forms the foundation of rigorous doctoral research in business and management disciplines. For PhD/DBA students navigating the complex landscape of academic inquiry, understanding how to effectively engage with, apply, and develop theoretical frameworks is not merely an academic exercise but a fundamental requirement for producing meaningful contributions to knowledge. This comprehensive overview explores the multifaceted role of theory in business and management doctoral research, providing practical guidance and examples for new doctoral researchers.
Understanding Theory in Business and Management Research
Theory represents a systematic way of understanding, explaining, and predicting phenomena within a discipline. In business and management research, theories provide conceptual frameworks that help make sense of complex organisational dynamics, market behaviours, leadership processes, and other business phenomena.
What Constitutes Theory in Business and Management?
Theory in business and management research can be understood as:
· A coherent set of concepts, definitions, and propositions that presents a systematic view of phenomena
· An explanatory framework that identifies relationships between variables
· A lens through which researchers observe, analyse, and interpret business realities
· A foundation for developing testable hypotheses or research questions













Characteristics of Strong Theories in Business Research
	Criterion
	Simple Explanation
	Example
	Suitable Theory in Business Management
	Main Authors

	Coherence
	All parts of your theoretical framework should fit together logically, like pieces of a puzzle.
	If you're studying how small businesses adopt new technologies, your theoretical framework should show clear connections between concepts like "technology readiness," "perceived usefulness," and "adoption decisions." These concepts should work together to create a cohesive explanation.
	Resource-Based View (RBV): This theory explains how firms gain competitive advantage by effectively utilising their unique resources and capabilities.
	Jay Barney, "Firm Resources and Sustained Competitive Advantage" (1991)

	Explanatory Power
	Your theoretical framework should help explain why things happen the way they do in the business world.
	A good theoretical framework for corporate social responsibility (CSR) would explain why some companies engage in CSR activities while others don't, and what difference these activities make to their performance.
	Stakeholder Theory: This theory emphasises the importance of managing relationships with all stakeholders who affect or are affected by a business.
	R. Edward Freeman, "Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach" (1984)

	Precision
	The concepts in your theoretical framework should be clearly defined, not vague or ambiguous.
	If your research uses the concept of "organisational culture," your theoretical framework should define exactly what you mean by this term, perhaps distinguishing between visible aspects (like dress codes) and deeper aspects (like shared values).
	Competing Values Framework: This theory identifies organisational culture based on competing values, such as flexibility vs. control and internal vs. external focus.
	Robert Quinn & John Rohrbaugh, "A Spatial Model of Effectiveness Criteria: Towards a Competing Values Approach to Organisational Analysis" (1983)

	Appropriate Scope
	Your theoretical framework should be focused on your specific research area—not too broad and not too narrow.
	For research on employee motivation in small retail businesses, a theoretical framework focused on broad economic theories would be too wide, while one focused only on compensation packages would be too narrow. An appropriate scope might include theories of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation as they apply to retail environments.
	Self-Determination Theory: This theory focuses on human motivation and the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
	Edward Deci & Richard Ryan, "Self-Determination Theory and the Facilitation of Intrinsic Motivation, Social Development, and Well-Being" (2000)

	Relevance
	Your theoretical framework should connect directly to your research problem and questions.
	If you're studying how businesses recover from a crisis, your theoretical framework should include concepts related to crisis management, resilience, and recovery strategies—not unrelated concepts like marketing mix or production efficiency.
	Contingency Theory: This theory suggests that the best organisational structure or strategy depends on various situational factors.
	Joan Woodward, "Industrial Organisation: Theory and Practice" (1965)

	Adaptability
	Your theoretical framework should be flexible enough to accommodate new findings or unexpected results.
	A good theoretical framework for studying digital transformation should be able to incorporate emerging technologies or unexpected user behaviours that might appear during your research.
	Dynamic Capabilities Theory: This theory focuses on a firm's ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing environments.
	David Teece, "Dynamic Capabilities and Strategic Management" (1997)
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Types and Sources of Theory in Business and Management Research
Typology of Theories in Business Research
Building upon and extending Collins and Stockton's (2018) discussions, business and management researchers typically engage with several types of theories:
Disciplinary Sources of Theory in Business and Management
	Type of Theory
	Description
	Examples in Business Research
	Typical Application in Doctoral Research
	Main Authors

	Grand Theories
	Broad explanatory systems with wide application
	Systems Theory: Views organisations as complex systems with interrelated parts.
	Provide macro-level framing for research questions
	Ludwig von Bertalanffy, "General System Theory" (1968)

	Mid-range Theories
	Focused explanations for specific phenomena
	Agency Theory: Examines the relationship between principals and agents in business settings.
	Form primary theoretical frameworks for many theses
	Michael Jensen & William Meckling, "Theory of the Firm: Managerial Behavior, Agency Costs and Ownership Structure" (1976)

	Micro Theories
	Narrow explanations for specific contexts
	Innovation Diffusion Theory: Explains how new ideas and technologies spread within a social system.
	Address particular aspects of business problems
	Everett Rogers, "Diffusion of Innovations" (1962)

	Process Theories
	Explain how phenomena evolve over time
	Lewin's Change Management Model: Describes the process of organisational change through unfreezing, changing, and refreezing.
	Support longitudinal studies of business evolution
	Kurt Lewin, "Frontiers in Group Dynamics" (1947)

	Variance Theories
	Explain relationships between variables
	Technology Acceptance Model (TAM): Explains user acceptance of technology based on perceived ease of use and usefulness.
	Support hypothesis-testing research designs
	Fred Davis, "Perceived Usefulness, Perceived Ease of Use, and User Acceptance of Information Technology" (1989)

	Indigenous Theories
	Developed from specific cultural contexts
	Guanxi: Describes Chinese business relationships based on trust, networks, and reciprocity.
	Allow for contextualised understanding of regional business dynamics
	Yadong Luo, "Guanxi and Business" (2000)

	Critical Theories
	Focus on power relationships and emancipation
	Labour Process Theory: Analyses power dynamics and control in the workplace.
	Support critical examination of business structures
	Harry Braverman, "Labor and Monopoly Capital" (1974)
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Common Theoretical Frameworks in Business and Management Research
While the range of theories used in business and management research is vast, several theoretical frameworks appear frequently in doctoral research. Understanding these provides new PhD/DBA students with starting points for their theoretical exploration:
	Theoretical Framework
	Key Concepts
	Common Applications
	Example Doctoral Research Topics

	Resource-Based View
	Valuable, rare, inimitable, non-substitutable resources
	Competitive advantage, strategic management
	How dynamic capabilities enable digital transformation in traditional industries

	Institutional Theory
	Isomorphism, legitimacy, institutional logics
	Organisational conformity, regulatory effects
	Institutional complexity in sustainable finance: How investment firms navigate competing logics

	Agency Theory
	Principal-agent problems, information asymmetry
	Corporate governance, executive compensation
	Beyond financial incentives: Non-economic factors in resolving agency problems in family businesses

	Stakeholder Theory
	Stakeholder identification, interests, influence
	Corporate social responsibility, business ethics
	Stakeholder engagement in the circular economy: Building theoretical models for inclusive value creation

	Transaction Cost Economics
	Asset specificity, uncertainty, frequency
	Make-or-buy decisions, vertical integration
	Transaction cost dynamics in platform ecosystems: Rethinking governance in digital markets

	Upper Echelons Theory
	Managerial characteristics, strategic choices
	Strategic decision-making, leadership
	CEO cognitive frames and strategic responses to technological disruption

	Social Network Theory
	Ties, centrality, structural holes
	Knowledge transfer, innovation, entrepreneurship
	Network configuration and knowledge flows in entrepreneurial ecosystems

	Absorptive Capacity
	Knowledge identification, assimilation, application
	Organisational learning, innovation
	Microfoundations of absorptive capacity in SMEs: Building theoretical models of capability development

	Signalling Theory
	Information asymmetry, quality signals
	Marketing, corporate communications
	Digital signalling: How firms communicate quality in platform markets

	Behavioural Theory of the Firm
	Bounded rationality, satisficing, organisational routines
	Organisational decision-making
	Attention patterns and strategic change: A behavioural perspective on strategic renewal


Evaluating Theoretical Contribution in Doctoral Research
For PhD/DBA examiners and doctoral students alike, evaluating the theoretical contribution of research is crucial. Here are frameworks for assessing theoretical contributions in business and management doctoral research:
Dimensions of Theoretical Contribution
	Dimension
	Description
	Assessment Questions
	Example of Strong Contribution

	Originality
	Degree of novelty in theoretical insights
	Does the research offer genuinely new theoretical insights?
	Development of a new theoretical framework explaining digital platform competition

	Utility
	Usefulness for explaining, predicting, or understanding
	How useful is the theory for explaining important phenomena?
	Theory that effectively explains variations in sustainability performance across industries

	Integration
	Connection to existing theoretical knowledge
	How well does the contribution connect to existing theory?
	Research that meaningfully integrates transaction cost economics with institutional theory

	Parsimony
	Simplicity relative to explanatory power
	Is the theoretical contribution elegant and efficient?
	Simple but powerful model of entrepreneurial decision-making under uncertainty

	Scope
	Range of phenomena explained
	What is the breadth of applicability of the theoretical insights?
	Theoretical framework applicable across multiple industries and national contexts

	Perspective
	Distinctive viewpoint or lens
	Does the theory offer a novel perspective on familiar phenomena?
	Reframing corporate social responsibility through a social identity lens
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