
descriptionofmethods

Therearethreemaintypesofdescriptivemethods:observationalmethods,case-studymethods

andsurveymethods.Thisarticlewillbrieflydescribeeachofthesemethods,theiradvantages,

andtheirdrawbacks.Thismayhelpyoubetterunderstandresearchfindings,whetherreported

inthemainstream media,orwhenreadingaresearchstudyonyourown.

ObservationalMethod

Withtheobservationalmethod(sometimesreferredtoasfieldobservation)animalandhuman

behavioriscloselyobserved.Therearetwomaincategoriesoftheobservationalmethod—

naturalisticobservationandlaboratoryobservation.

Thebiggestadvantageofthenaturalisticmethodofresearchisthatresearchersview

participantsintheirnaturalenvironments.Thisleadstogreaterecologicalvaliditythan

laboratoryobservation,proponentssay.

Ecologicalvalidityreferstotheextenttowhichresearchcanbeusedinreal-lifesituations.

Proponentsoflaboratoryobservationoftensuggestthatduetomorecontrolinthelaboratory,

theresultsfoundwhenusinglaboratoryobservationaremoremeaningfulthanthoseobtained

withnaturalisticobservation.

Laboratoryobservationsareusuallylesstime-consumingandcheaperthannaturalistic

observations.Ofcourse,bothnaturalisticandlaboratoryobservationareimportantinregardto

theadvancementofscientificknowledge.

CaseStudyMethod

Casestudyresearchinvolvesanin-depthstudyofanindividualorgroupofindviduals.Case



studiesoftenleadtotestablehypothesesandallowustostudyrarephenomena.Casestudies

shouldnotbeusedtodeterminecauseandeffect,andtheyhavelimiteduseformaking

accuratepredictions.

Therearetwoseriousproblemswithcasestudies—expectancyeffectsandatypicalindividuals.

Expectancyeffectsincludetheexperimenter’sunderlyingbiasesthatmightaffecttheactions

takenwhileconductingresearch.Thesebiasescanleadtomisrepresentingparticipants’

descriptions.Describingatypicalindividualsmayleadtopoorgeneralizationsanddetractfrom

externalvalidity.

SurveyMethod

Insurveymethodresearch,participantsanswerquestionsadministeredthroughinterviewsor

questionnaires.Afterparticipantsanswerthequestions,researchersdescribetheresponses

given.Inorderforthesurveytobebothreliableandvaliditisimportantthatthequestionsare

constructedproperly.Questionsshouldbewrittensotheyareclearandeasytocomprehend.

Anotherconsiderationwhendesigningquestionsiswhethertoincludeopen-ended,closed-

ended,partiallyopen-ended,orrating-scalequestions(foradetaileddiscussionrefertoJackson,

2009).Advantagesanddisadvantagescanbefoundwitheachtype


