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Lecture Four: Operational Definitions


One of the key factors that largely contribute to the success of research is the clarity of the concepts that are being investigated. Numerous concepts we explore, like “motivation,” “proficiency”, “success”, “anxiety”, etc. are fundamentally abstract. In the absence of a clear way to define and measure them, they stay open to interpretation and susceptible to misunderstanding. By clearly stating how a concept will be observed, measured or manipulated, operational definitions connect theoretical ideas to real-world application.

1. Definition
In order to understand how researchers turn abstract ideas into measurable and testable variables, it is necessary to look at the concept of operational definitions. The latter clarify abstract concepts by defining the specific, observable elements of a variable that a researcher can directly measure, assess, or test unambiguously. Following are some definitions provided by researchers:
· Hatch and Lazaraton (1991) define the operational definition as “a clear statement of how you judged or identified a term in your research” (p. 15).
· “Operational definitions are written in specific language rather than abstract, conceptual definitions” (Creswell, 2009).




· Burns (2010) refers to operationalisation as “the research concept that means ensuring your terms are defined; it is an important issue in research if you want the concepts you are working with to be clear to yourself and others” (p. 39).

2. Difference between Theoretical and Operational Definitions
· A theoretical definition explains the meaning of a concept in an abstract or conceptual way. 
· It comes from theories and ideas.
· It is general and not linked to a specific measurement.
· It answers the question: “What does this concept mean?”
Example:
Intelligence is the ability to learn, reason, and adapt to new situations.
· An operational definition explains how the concept will be measured or observed in a given study.
· It is concrete and practical.
· It is tied to a specific measurement of the concept.
· It answers the question: “How will the concept be measured or observed in the study?”
Example:
Intelligence is measured as a person’s score on an IQ test.
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