
Understanding Research Gaps: Types, Examples, 
and How to Identify Them 

 

In academic research, identifying and articulating a research gap is one of the most 

crucial steps in defining the purpose and contribution of a study. A well-defined 

research gap pinpoints exactly where a study will add to existing knowledge, thus 

helping to justify the need for the research and clarifying its unique contribution to the 

field. This article explores the different types of research gaps, complete with 

examples, to help researchers better understand and identify these gaps in their own 

work. 

 

What is a Research Gap? 

A research gap is an area within a field of study that has not been fully explored, lacks 

sufficient data, or presents inconsistencies or limitations in existing research. This gap 

highlights where new studies can add value, either by expanding theoretical 

understanding, improving methodologies, or providing fresh insights into specific 

populations, geographic regions, or practical applications. 

Identifying a clear research gap is foundational to writing a strong research proposal 

or thesis, as it helps justify the study's relevance and provides a roadmap for the 

researcher’s approach. 

Types of Research Gaps 

There are several types of research gaps, each reflecting a different way in which 

current research may be lacking or incomplete. Here’s an in-depth look at each type 

of research gap, along with examples to clarify how they might be addressed. 

1. Empirical Gap 

An empirical gap arises when there is limited or no research on a specific topic, 

population, or context, indicating a need for further studies to collect and analyze new 



data. This gap often involves exploring under-researched groups or areas to add depth 

and diversity to existing findings. 

Example: "While studies on motivation in language learning are abundant, 
there is limited research on motivational factors among adult learners in rural 

areas. This study seeks to fill this empirical gap by examining motivation in this 
understudied population, offering insights into factors that influence adult 

learners outside urban contexts." 

By addressing an empirical gap, a researcher contributes new data or findings that 

expand the scope of what is known about a topic, especially in contexts that have 

been overlooked. 

2. Population Gap 

A population gap exists when research has overlooked a particular demographic or 

group, even though findings could differ significantly for this group. This type of gap is 

common when studies have focused on certain age groups, genders, cultural 

backgrounds, or social classes, leaving others unexplored. 

Example: "Most studies on digital literacy have focused on college students, 
leaving a gap in understanding among older adults. This study will address this 

population gap by investigating digital literacy skills and challenges among 
adults aged 60 and above." 

Addressing a population gap enriches the research by capturing diverse perspectives 

and making findings more representative and applicable to a wider range of 

individuals. 

3. Geographic Gap 

A geographic gap occurs when studies have primarily focused on certain regions, 

countries, or cultural settings while others remain underrepresented. In many cases, 

findings from one region may not be generalizable to other areas, making it necessary 

to extend research into new locations or cultural contexts. 

Example: "Research on collaborative learning strategies has largely focused on 
Western educational settings, with limited studies conducted in Southeast Asia. 



This research aims to fill this geographic gap by examining collaborative 
learning approaches in Vietnamese high schools." 

By exploring a geographic gap, researchers can assess whether findings in one 

location hold true elsewhere or if regional, cultural, or environmental factors influence 

outcomes. 

4. Evidence Gap 

An evidence gap is present when findings in a specific area are inconsistent, 

inconclusive, or lack sufficient replication. This gap suggests the need for additional 

studies to either confirm or refute existing findings, strengthen evidence, or clarify 

uncertainties. 

Example: "Previous studies on the effectiveness of flipped classrooms show 
mixed results, with some studies reporting high engagement and others 

showing minimal impact. This study aims to address this evidence gap by 
conducting a rigorous, controlled study to clarify the impact of flipped 

classrooms on student engagement." 

Filling an evidence gap reinforces or challenges prior findings, thereby building a more 

solid foundation for future research and practical applications. 

5. Conceptual Gap 

A conceptual gap arises when key concepts in a field are either undefined, under-

defined, or not well understood. This gap could involve redefining terms, proposing 

new conceptual frameworks, or exploring relationships between concepts in a new 

way. 

Example: "The concept of 'learning resilience' is frequently mentioned in 
educational research, but it lacks a standardized definition. This study will 

address this conceptual gap by conducting a systematic review and proposing a 
clear, measurable definition of learning resilience." 

Addressing a conceptual gap enhances clarity and consistency in how concepts are 

understood and applied, which is especially valuable when new or complex terms 

emerge in a field. 



6. Practical or Application Gap 

A practical or application gap occurs when theories or findings have not been 

translated into real-world practices, limiting the understanding of their practical 

implications. This gap suggests a need to apply theory in practical settings to test its 

effectiveness and utility. 

Example: "While self-regulation strategies are well-theorized in academic 
literature, there is limited research on how these strategies can be effectively 
implemented in online learning environments. This study aims to address this 
practical gap by developing and testing self-regulation tools tailored for online 

learners." 

By addressing a practical gap, researchers contribute by showing how theoretical 

insights can impact real-world situations, helping practitioners implement evidence-

based strategies effectively. 

7. Knowledge Gap (or Literature Gap) 

A knowledge gap occurs when there is a general lack of information on a topic, often 

due to limited existing studies. This is one of the broadest types of gaps and typically 

applies to relatively new or emerging topics. 

Example: "With the recent emergence of gamification in education, there is a 
lack of studies examining its long-term effects on student engagement and 

learning outcomes. This research aims to fill this knowledge gap by 
investigating the sustained impact of gamification over a full academic year." 

Filling a knowledge gap can be particularly impactful when studying emerging trends, 

as it establishes a baseline of understanding in a new area. 

8. Interdisciplinary Gap 

An interdisciplinary gap occurs when a topic has been explored within one field but 

lacks integration with insights from other disciplines. This gap suggests a need to bring 

together perspectives from different fields to create a more comprehensive 

understanding. 



Example: "While resilience has been widely studied in psychology, its 
application in educational technology remains underexplored. This study aims 
to bridge this interdisciplinary gap by examining resilience-building strategies 

within educational technology design." 

Bridging interdisciplinary gaps can provide fresh perspectives, encouraging innovation 

by applying theories or findings from one field to another. 

How to Identify Research Gaps in Your Field 

1. Conduct a thorough literature review: Read recent and seminal studies to 

understand the current state of research in your field. Pay attention to authors’ 

discussions of limitations and suggestions for future research. 

2. Look for underrepresented groups or contexts: Identify whether certain 

populations, regions, or contexts are overrepresented, which may indicate 

population or geographic gaps. 

3. Analyze Inconsistencies in findings: If studies on a similar topic yield 

contradictory results, there may be an evidence gap that could be explored. 

4. Identify unexplored practical applications: Theories that have not been 

applied in real-world settings may highlight practical gaps where research could 

assess their utility and effectiveness. 

5. Seek unanswered questions or undefined concepts: Often, research 

introduces new ideas that remain underdefined. Look for emerging topics that 

lack clarity or have unresolved questions, indicating conceptual or knowledge 

gaps. 

Conclusion 

Understanding and identifying research gaps is essential for developing a focused and 

impactful research study. Each type of research gap highlights a unique aspect of 

where existing knowledge is lacking, whether it’s empirical data, untested populations, 

unresolved evidence, or practical applications. By pinpointing the appropriate gap for 

your research, you can ensure that your study not only fills a void in the literature but 

also advances the field in meaningful ways. 



A well-defined research gap strengthens the foundation of any study, giving it 

direction, purpose, and relevance. Through careful analysis and attention to these 

gaps, researchers can contribute significant new knowledge, bridging divides and 

advancing the field in meaningful directions. 

 


