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Exploratory study

An exploratory study is undertaken when not much is known about the situation
at hand, or no information is available on how similar problems or research
issues have been solved in the past.
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Exploratory studies are undertaken to better comprehend the nature of the
problem since very few studies might have been conducted in that area.
Extensive interviews with many people might have to be undertaken to get
a handle on the situation and understand the phenomenon. More rigorous
research could then proceed.
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Some qualitative studies (as opposed to quantitative data gathered through

questionnaires, etc.) where data are collected through observation or
interviews, are exploratory in nature.
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Exploratory studies are important for obtaining a good grasp of the
phenomenon of interest and advancing knowledge through subsequent
theory building and hypothesis testing.
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Example

The manager of a multinational corporation is curious to know if the work
ethic values of employees working in its subsidiary in Pennathur City are
different from those of Americans. There is very little information about
Pennathur (except that it is a small city in southern India), and since there
is considerable controversy about what work ethic values mean to people in
other cultures, the manager's curiosity can be satisfied only by an exploratory
study, interviewing the employees in organizations in Pennathur.
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It is important to note that doing a study for the first time in a particular
organization does not make the research exploratory in nature; only when
knowledge is scant, and a deeper understanding is sought, does the study
become exploratory.
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Descriptive study a.s.oqll O |

A descriptive study is undertaken in order to ascertain and be able to describe
the characteristics of the variables of interest in a situation. For instance, a
study of a class in terms of the percentage of members who are in their senior
and junior years, sex composition, age grouping, number of semesters left
until graduation, and number of business coerces taken, can be considered
descriptive in nature.
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The goal of a descriptive study, therefore, is to offer to the researcher a
profile or to describe relevant aspects of the phenomenon of interest from an
individual, organizational, industry oriented, or other perspective. In many
cases, such information may be vital before even considering certain
corrective steps.
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Example

A bank manager wants to have a profile of the individuals who have loan
payments outstanding for six months and more. The profile will include
details of their average age, earnings, nature of occupation, full-time/part-
time employment status, and the like. This might help him to elicit further
information or decide right away on the types of individuals who should be
made ineligible for loans in the future.
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Example

A CEO may be interested in having a description of organizations in her
industry that follow the LIFO system. In this case, the report might include
the age of the organizations, their locations, their production levels, assets,
sales, inventory levels, suppliers, and profits. Such information might allow
comparison later of the performance levels of specific types of companies.
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Unit of analysis: individuals, dyads, groups, organizations, cultures:
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The unit of analysis refers to the level of aggregation of the data collected
during the subsequent data analysis stage. If, for instance, the problem
statement focuses on how to raise the motivational levels of employees in
general, then we are interested in individual employees in the organization
and have to find out what we can do to raise their motivation. Here the unit
of analysis is the individual.
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If the researcher is interested in studying two-person interactions, then
several two-person groups, also known as dyads, will become the unit of
analysis. Analysis of husband-wife interactions in families and supervisor-
subordinate relationships in the workplace are good examples of dyads as
the unit of analysis.
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However, if the problem statement is related to group effectiveness, then
the unit of analysis will be at the group level. In other words, even though
we may gather relevant data from all individuals comprising, say, six groups,
we aggregate the individual data into group data so as to see the differences
among the six groups. If we are comparing different departments in the
organization, then the data analysis will be done at the departmental level -
that is, the individuals in the department will be treated as one unit - and
comparisons made by treating the department as the unit of analysis.
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Example: Individuals as the unit of analysis

The Chief Financial Officer of a manufacturing company wants to know how many
of the staff would be interested in attending a three-day seminar on making
appropriate investment decisions. For this purpose, data will have to be collected
from each individual staff member and the unit of analysis is the individual.

Example: Dyads as the unit of analysis

Having read about the benefits of mentoring, a human resources manager wants
to first identify the number of employees in three departments of the organization
who are in mentoring relationships, and then find out what the jointly perceived
benefits (i.e., by both the mentor and the one mentored) of such a relationship
are. Here, once the mentor and the mentored pairs are identified, their joint
perceptions can be obtained by treating each pair as one unit.
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Example: Groups as the unit of analysis j dd>9S wlc |

A manager wants to see the patterns of usage of the newly installed
Information System (IS) by the production, sales, and operations personnel.
Here, three groups of personnel are involved and information on the number
of times the IS is used by each member in each of the three groups, as well
as other relevant issues, will be collected and analyzed
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Procter & Gamble wants to see which of its various divisions (soap, paper, oil,
etc.) have made profits of over 12% during the current year. Here, the profits
of each of the divisions will be examined and the information aggregated
across the various geographical units of the division. Hence, the unit of
analysis will be the division, at which level the data will be aggregated.
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Example: Industry as the unit of analysis j 6A>qS acli.all

An employment survey specialist wants to see the proportion of the workforce
employed by the health care, utilities, transportation, and manufacturing
industries. In this case, the researcher has to aggregate the data relating to
each of the subunits comprised in each of the industries and report the
proportions of the workforce employed at the industry level.
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Example: Countries as the unit of analysis id JUoS aJgJI

The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) of a multinational corporation wants to know
the profits made during the past five years by each of the subsidiaries in
England, Germany, France, and Spain.
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Time horizon: cross-sectional versus longitudinal studies
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Cross-sectional studies

A study can be undertaken in which data are gathered just once, perhaps
over a period of days or weeks or months, in order to answer a research
question. Such studies are called one-shot or cross-sectional studies.
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Data were collected from stock brokers between April and June of last year to
study their concerns in a turbulent stock market. Data with respect to this
particular research had not been collected before, nor will they be collected
again for this research.
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Longitudinal studies

In some cases, however, the researcher might want to study people or
phenomena at more than one point in time in order to answer the research
question. For instance, the researcher might want to study employees'
behavior before and after a change in the top management, so as to know
what effects the change accomplished. Here, because data are gathered at
two different points in time, the study is not cross-sectional or of the one-shot
kind, but is carried longitudinally across a period of time. Such studies, as
when data on the dependent variable are gathered at two or more points in
time to answer the research question, are called longitudinal studies.
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