Editorial
What Is Research?

What is research? One campus within the California State University defines it as *’the
disciplined quest for human understanding.’” There are many other definitions. Each sub-
ject field seems to have its own unique approach to examining problems.

As a doctoral student in librarianship at Berkeley I learned that the basic structure of re-
search consists of (1) a statement of the problem, (2) the setting of hypotheses, (3) the devel-
opment of a methodology, (4) the conduct of the study, (5) the findings of the study, (6) the
analysis of findings, and (7) the conclusions. Beware the consequences if your conclusions
went beyond your data.

Indeed, the provision of data is often the primary product of research. Critical thinking in
a broad sense, meaningfulness, and utility are not relevant issues in far too many situa-
tions. There are many incentives to focus narrowly and to manage one’s research effi-
ciently. For doctoral students this habit of the mind is practical; that is, one is more likely to
finish the thesis. But, in my opinion, a side effect of this approach is that the most signifi-
cant and relevant research questions are avoided.

In this editorial I would like to discuss briefly the significance aspect of research and the
context of research, or one might say, its politics.

Research is in fashion. Thousands of undergraduates approach our reference desks each
day announcing that they need assistance in completing their research assignments for
class the next day. For many students research is something that can be completed with the
speed of summer lightning. The net result is that research is frequently viewed as mere
technique or as something amorphous and all-encompassing. For the pure researcher,
however, research may be thought of as a way to look at the world more clearly and with
greater insight. Unfortunately, the accumulation of research in all its various manifesta-
tions leads to clutter. The key thinkers are able to pick their way through. For the rest of us
the clutter may impede clarity and insight.

If data are the major de facto products of a significant number of research efforts, then a
new orientation or approach to research may be needed. In a very general way the results
of research should enlighten the reader. For most applied research it may be hoped that
action to correct a problem situation would be an indirect benefit in as many cases as possi-
ble. Many manuscripts that come to College & Research Llbraries, however, are simply collec-
tions of data. A survey is conducted and the data are presented. This is not enough.

The referees who review the manuscripts ask questions such as Is the research issue sig-
nificant? Are there any significant findings? Does the research add anything new to our
current store of knowledge? Does the author present the results of other studies on the
same topic? Does the research build upon other research on the same topic? Does the au-
thor provide any information, guidelines, or recommendations that might reasonably al-
low the reader to do something different, in an improved way, because of having read the
article? And finally, What difference does the article make; that is, if the manuscript is not
published would something of value be lost?

183




184 College & Research Libraries May 1988

Critical thinking is central to most scholarly activity. It is also a key attribute of good re-
search. The collection of data and adherence to a research method alone do not satisfy the
critical thinking criterion. A scholarly article on an important issue that demonstrates the
author’s critical thinking is more interesting to many readers than a research-based study
that presents data but no other evidence of the author’s intellectual abilities, failing to sat-
isfy the “’so what"’ criterion.

My bias is toward robust scholarship. Take a meaty issue. Take an issue that has broad
implications for the profession. Challenge yourself with its breadth. Overcome it through
persistence. This is not the manager’s approach. It is the approach of those who see some-
thing wrong and want to correct it. It is the approach of those who see research and publica-
tion as a means to improve the human condition through the context of librarianship. It is
not research for its own sake to satisfy the criteria of graduation or promotion set by some-
one else. It is your own urge to know, to be right in the best sense of the word, and to help
others through this knowledge.

In a future editorial I will discuss the profession’s progress toward developing a set of
important research questions. The questions developed by groups such as the Association
of Research Libraries and the Council on Library Resources are frequently robust and with
practical import for the profession and our clients. Likewise, the adoption of a statement,
““Mission, Priority Areas, Goals,”’ by the American Library Association at its 1986 Annual
Conference, and the issuance of the strategic long-range “Planning Document: Goals and
Strategies’’ provide the library community with the outline of a research agenda.

The content of research and how it is conducted are complicated subjects. Another interest-
ing subject is the context of research. Research dollars are a closely guarded treasure and
behind-the-scenes wars are fought to protect outside sources of funding. Recently, the
nineteen-campus California State University (CSU) system attempted to expand its research
role and to offer stand-alone doctorates. Approval was sought from the state for an expanded
research mission. This interest brought the system up against the interests of the University
of California (UC). It was viewed by some as a classic zero-sum situation in which the dollars
to fund an expansion of the CSU research would reduce the research dollars available to UC.

The ““expanded research mission’’ issue faced by many if not all of the nation”s 601 com-
prehensive universities was addressed by Philip H. Abelson in a Science editorial (February
12). Limited institutional funds for equipment, supplies, and travel, as well as limited op-
portunities for obtaining federal grants are cited as important deficiencies. Abelson con-
cludes,

In pursuing their goal to integrate research and teaching more effectively, the comprehensive univer-
sities are on the right track. Their cause merits support.

Some of my colleagues at non-ARL institutions have suggested that they face similar
frustrations when trying to compete with ‘‘research’ libraries for grant funds.

Another interesting context issue at comprehensive universities is that many of the fac-
ulty view themselves as teachers and not researchers. To move toward an expanded re-
search orientation university administrators may have to do so over many strong objec-
tions. To facilitate this movement the definitions of what is research are moderated so that
the interests of faculty are more easily accommodated. This evenhanded approach has won
over many otherwise reluctant faculty. It has also allowed the debate about the appropriate
research mission for formerly small teachers’ colleges to be conducted in a relatively calm
and reasoned manner.

Many articles have appeared in library literature about the research and publishing obli-
gations of librarians. In this sense our concerns and interests parallel those of many of the
faculty at the comprehensive universities.

An award for the best C&RL article in 1987 will be given in New Orleans to the authors of
“Librarians and Faculty Members: Coping with Pressures to Publish’’ (November 1987).
The authors state that “librarians’ struggles with faculty status bring to mind an old
maxim: happiness isn’t so much getting what you want as wanting what you get.”” Many
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will find it reassuring to know that library and instructional faculty frequently have mixed
feelings about their research and publishing responsibilities.

Many of us need to work together to put research in all its manifestations on the right
track thereby justifying the commitment of others to what can be a rewarding venture.
Maybe then we will want what we get.

CHARLES MARTELL
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