DESCRIPTIVE AND EXPLANATORY RESEARCH
If you examine a research study from the perspective of its objectives, broadly a
research endeavour can be classified as descriptive, correlational, or explanatory.
A research study classified as a descriptive study attempts to describe systematically
a situation, problem, phenomenon, service or programme, or provides information
about, say, the living conditions of a community, or describes attitudes towards an
issue. For example, it may attempt to describe the types of service provided by an
organisation, the administrative structure of an organisation, the living conditions of
Aboriginal people in the outback, the needs of a community, what it means to go
through a divorce, how a child feels living in a house with domestic violence, or the
attitudes of employees towards management. The main purpose of such studies is to
describe what is prevalent with respect to the issue/problem under study.
The main emphasis in a correlational study is to discover or establish the existence of
a relationship/association/interdependence between two or more aspects of a
situation. What is the impact of an advertising campaign on the sale of a product?
What is the relationship between stressful living and the incidence of heart attack?
What is the relationship between fertility and mortality? What is the relationship
between technology and unemployment? What is the effect of a health service on
the control of a disease, or the home environment on educational achievement?
These studies examine whether there is a relationship between two or more aspects
of a situation or phenomenon and, therefore, are called correlational studies.
Explanatory research attempts to clarify why and how there is a relationship
between two aspects of a situation or phenomenon. This type of research attempts
to explain, for example, why stressful living results in heart attacks; why a decline in
mortality is followed by a fertility decline; or how the home environment affects
children’s level of academic achievement.

