
GUEST EDITORIAL

‘On the why’s and the wherefore’s 
of research’
It is alw ays in te restin g  to  th o se  th in k in g  m o rta ls  am o n g  us, to  in q u ire  in to  the 
m o tiv a tio n  o f  peop le . “ W hy d o  you  do  it? and  “ W hy like th is?” an d  “ W hy n o t like 
th a t? ” a re  d iscussions w hich gives us endless p leasure . W e believe th a t  one c a n n o t 
ac tu a lly  u n d e rs ta n d  an  ac tiv ity  un less one u n d e rs ta n d s  w hy peop le  d o  it. R ecently , 
the  system s a p p ro a c h  th e o ris ts  have been say ing  the  sam e th in g  in d iffe ren t w ords. 
T hey  say  th a t a system  can  on ly  be ana lyzed  if y ou  s ta r t by iden tify ing  its o vert and 
covert objectives.

W hen d ea lin g  w ith  n u rsin g  research , th e  q u es tio n  th e re fo re  arises: “ W hy are 
nurses d o in g  resea rch ?” I believe th a t  the  m o tiv a tio n  fo r  d o in g  research  m ay affect 
the process significantly .

In her in a u g u ra l ad d ress  a t R A U  in O c to b e r 1989, P ro f  Heili Uys d iscussed 
sta tis tics w hich show  th a t m ost o f  the  n u rsin g  research  in S o u th  A frica  is still being 
d o n e  as a req u irem en t fo r a p o s t-g rad u a te  degree. S he fu rth e r  show ed th a t 
in d e p en d e n t research , w hich is n o t p a r t  o f  a degree req u irem en t, has dec lined  over 
the  last few years. T his ind icates th a t one m a jo r reason  fo r nurses do in g  research , is 
in o rd e r  to  o b ta in  h igher degrees.

A n o th e r  reaso n  fo r d o in g  research  p rev a len t am o n g  un iversity  sta ff, is the 
“pub lish  o r  p e rish ” m ax im  heard  m ore and  m ore o ften  on o u r  cam puses. T he 
subsidy  system  o f universities d ep en d s b o th  on  a per ca p ita  s tu d e n t p ay m en t, and  a 
p ay m en t per research  pub lica tio n .

B oth  o f  these  reaso n s will p ro b ab ly  n o t im press a p u ris t, and  will n o t be fo u n d  in 
the  in tro d u c to ry  ch a p te rs  o f  n u rsing  research  te x tb o o k s  u n d e r the  head ing  “ W hy is 
research  necessary?”. A u th o rs  on  n u rsing  research  list such ob jectives as to  observe 
in o rd e r  to  know , to  p red ic t, to  co n tro l, an d  to  p resc ribe , o r  to  gen e ra te  a 
know ledge base, develop  and  test nursing  theories, and  to  becom e m ore acco u n tab le  
in o u r  p rac tice . In o th e r  w ords, they  expect n u rsin g  research  to  be d o n e  p rim arily  
fo r  rea so n s o f  im p ro v in g  scien tific  nu rsin g  p rac tice . O f cou rse , th is  is a lso  th e  k ind 
o f  ob jective th a t nurse  researchers s ta te  at the  beg inn ing  o f each  research  repo rt. 
T h is is th e re fo re , the  o vert ob jective  o f  n u rs in g  resea rch , w hile the  degrees an d  the  
m oney  cou ld  be seen as the  covert objectives o f  n u rsing  research .

S ystem s an a ly s ts  tell us th a t  co v e rt ob jectives a re  no  p ro b lem , as long  as they  do 
n o t d e tra c t fro m  o r c lash  w ith  th e  overt objectives. T he q u es tio n  is th e re fo re  w hat 
the  im p lica tions are fo r nu rsin g  research  o f  the tw o s tro n g  covert objectives.

T he d an g e rs  o f  th e  “ research  to  get a d eg re e” ob jective , to  m y m ind  is firs tly  th a t 
a ce rta in  k ind  o f  research  is p ro d u c e d , nam ely  sm all p ro jec ts  w hich one resea rch e r 
can  h an d le  in d e p en d a n tly , w ith  a lim ited  budget an d  lim ited  tim e and  skill. M ost 
p rob lem s in nursing  an d  hea lth  care  ca n n o t be addressed  by such p ro jec ts . T hey  are 
to o  com plex , and  to o  large. S econd ly , th is k ind  o f m o tiv a tio n  leads to  the 
research e r p ro d u c in g  a thesis, b u t n o t necessarily  an  artic le . R esearch  find ings are 
th e re fo re  n o t pub lished  w idely, an d  do  n o t becom e ava ilab le  fo r nurses in p rac tice . 
S uch  research  is close to  useless.

T he d an g e r o f  “ research  fo r p u b lic a tio n s”, is th a t easy , qu ick  p ro jec ts  are 
p ro d u ce d , w hich researchers despera te ly  try in g  to  fit in betw een  all the  o th e r  
d em an d s  on  th e ir  tim e. T hey  w ork  w ith  cap tiv e  sam p les (o ften  th e ir  ow n stu d en ts) 
to  lim it tim e sp en t, and  th e  design  and  lite ra tu re  su rvey  is o ften  less th a n  a d e q u a te  
because n o t enough  tim e is spen t on  it.

O ne c a n n o t a ffo rd  to  lose sigh t o f  rea lity , w hich in th is  case includes the  co v ert as 
well as th e  o v ert ob jectives o f  n u rsin g  research . N o r can  one a ffo rd  to  lose sigh t o f 
th e  real n u rs in g  research  needs o f  th is  co u n try . W e need rea l, com plex  p ro b lem s to  
be add ressed . M an y  o f  these p ro b lem s c a n n o t be solved by e ith e r sing le-person  
research  o r  sing le-d isc ip line research . W e need the  lim ited  tim e and  energy  and 
m oney  availab le  fo r nu rsin g  research  to  be used on  w ell-p lanned , useful stud ies. W e 
need the  resu lts  o f  n u rs in g  resea rch  to  be d issem in a ted  as w idely as possib le. 
P e rh ap s  we can  achieve b o th  set o f goals w ith  a bit m ore  th o u g h t and  p lann ing . L
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