Using Research in Human Resources – Activity 1

Explain the nature of research and the stages of the research process.

According to Anderson (2013, pg. 11) research is defined as “finding things out in a systematic way to increase knowledge.” There are a number of benefits from researching a topic, whether this is in the general business context or within the human resources function. Bryman and Bell (2015) noted that academics undertake research when there is an area of business that is perceived to be insufficiently understood. Some may notice a gap in research that needs to be investigated further; others may be looking into the behaviours of consumers. In a HR context, the consumers could be identified as employees, and therefore research can look at the behaviours of employees.

Anderson (2013) shows that there are several stages of the research process. The first component of this process is to identify an issue or opportunity and define what that research topic will be. The researcher should then conduct secondary research, in the form of a literature review. The next step is to obtain relevant and reliable information through primary research and then analyse the information, drawing conclusions. Anderson (2013) then created a more in depth model of this process, the research journey, which breaks down these stages into small steps such as identifying the best research method, and writing a methodology. 

Compare and contrast different approaches to research.

There are several approaches to research, with the design of the research needing to be reliable, replicable and valid, as recognised by Bryman and Bell (2015). Anderson (2013) identify that there are four main strategies that can be used when conducting a HR research project. These are cross-sectional designs, case study designs, action research designs and comparative designs. 
A cross-sectional design consists of collecting data from groups or individuals at a single point in time through methods such as questionnaires or interviews, usually using a standardised form. This can be an inexpensive method and can reach a large audience, therefore gaining a large amount of data. It is useful for comparing answers between groups of people or a situation. However, this method often isn’t in-depth and can lack clarity if the questions have not been asked in the right way. It can also be difficult to get the amount of respondents required.
A case study design is designed to recognise the complex relationship between factors as they operate within a particular social setting (Denscombe, 2014). The methods often used in this type of design are in-depth interviews and observation. Although this is a more time consuming data collection method, it can provide detailed answers which will ensure that the research is more accurate. However, as the data from this method is usually qualitative it can be more difficult to analyse and cross-check. 
The next approach Anderson (2013) identified was the action research design. This is the best approach to use when solving a specific problem. This involves a continued cycle of addressing an issue, making a change and observing the outcome. Gray (2014) notes that this method is very time consuming and disruptions can be caused from employees leaving, it can also be very specific to an organisation so is hard to generalise. 
The final approach that Anderson (2013) named was the comparative design. This is similar to the cross-sectional design in terms of the research methods but can allow for comparisons to be made between different groups. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2015) identified that this approach may be suitable for regional or international comparisons. Within an organisation, this could be to compare results from different branches or departments. In contrast, Anderson (2013) notes that this approach can be difficult to coordinate. It can be challenging to make comparisons that are valid and accurate.


Give examples of how research can be used in researching HR.

Research can be used to solve a problem or to gather more information about a certain topic in HR. Popular topics include employee engagement, effectiveness of a wellbeing strategy, recruitment and retention, to name a few. 
Gilchrist, Brown and Montarzino (2015) researched the impact of employees being able to view ‘green space’ within their work environment, on their wellbeing. This involved undertaking a survey of 366 employees and provided evidence to suggest that workplaces should be designed in a way so that employees have nice views or images of greenery. 
Anitha (2014) studied the determinants of employee engagement and their impact on employee performance. There were 700 questionnaires distributed as part of the primary research, 383 were received back to be analysed. The researcher found that employee’ working environment and relationships with co-workers had a major impact on employee engagement; which then had an impact on employee performance. 
Kassa (2015) researched employee motivation and its effect on employee retention. The study used questionnaires to collect primary data, with a sample size of 237. The results led the researcher to conclude that there are many factors that affect employee retention including reward, recognition, training and development, promotion, salary, security and working environment. The level of interest in the work was found to have less of an impact on retention. 
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