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It is difficult to determine a specific definition for the term ‘research’, as there are many ideas about what research essentially is. However, ‘a useful and simple definition to start with is: finding out things in a systematic way to increase knowledge.’ (Anderson, 2013, p11) From this, the understanding is that if someone discovers a problem or wishes to improve an existing method, and discovers a better solution or solves such problem, they would then demonstrate how this was achieved. Research would be required to support their method, and to show its success.

The research process follows on once one has chosen a research topic. The research project ‘journey’ (Anderson, 2013, p71, figure 2.8) gives clear guidance on how to start a research process and includes a step-by-step guide. One may find the ‘Influences on research design’ (Anderson, 2013, p69, figure 2.6) another useful diagram as a reference when choosing a topic. Anderson (2013) suggests that finding difficulties early on in the project such as restrictions to statistics needed, could influence the subject matter.

There are four different approaches to research, which are; cross-sectional, comparative, case study and action. According to Anderson (2013), the chosen approach to research will be related in some way to the selected topic. The chosen approach to research may also be influenced by other factors such as time restraints in addition to resources available.

The first research approach is cross-sectional, which involves collecting data and (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016) note that this type of research involves surveys. There are plenty of methods available in order to obtain information from a survey, such as by post, email and telephone. From this, it is understandable how (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016) perceive this method as being inexpensive to both plan and arrange, along with the added bonus of covering a large research population. A disadvantage of this approach is that “poor questionnaire design leads to poor-quality data” (Anderson, 2013, p61, Table 2.5). Looking at the case study method, it could be said that this is the opposite of cross-sectional approach, because of instead of collecting data from surveys sent to a whole organisation, this method “involves a detailed investigation into a situation which might be a single case or small number of related cases” (Anderson, 2013, cited in Taylor and Woodhams, 2016, page 97). Exploring this approach would allow the opportunity to investigate how a single organisation works. However, Anderson (2013) would argue the probabilities of verifying the data gathered. The comparative research design enables one to make comparisons between conditions and locations. Taylor and Woodhams, (2016) suggest comparative research may be used to study employee benefits at several company locations globally, or to compare what is available to staff within various departments of a business. Although Anderson (2013, cited in Taylor and Woodhams, 2016, page 98) has stated that this type of research can inform us about how Human Resources practices function in varied circumstances, one may argue that this type of research may be difficult to make acceptable links. The final research approach is action: the purpose of this type of research is to “promote organisational learning to produce practical outcomes through identifying issues, planning action, taking action and evaluating action” (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016, p190). It could be argued that this type of research is a popular choice for some as it involves looking into a live issue within a company and setting out to solve that problem. Taylor and Woodhams, (2016) argue that the action research strategy can be illustrative, which can often lead to describing the effects of why someone has chosen to follow a particular action, as opposed to explaining why they thought that process would be the best option compared to other methods. 

There are many different areas to research within HR, and this research is usually carried out in order to improve knowledge, solve an issue or develop better practice. Examples of different options for research projects (Anderson, 2013, p14, table 1.4) clearly identify a variety of areas within HR to research. One would suggest that the type of research used might be dependent on the chosen topic. Before deciding on a topic, the researcher must ask themselves a few key questions such as, “what is currently bothering me/my boss/my department/my organisation?” (Anderson, 2013, p41) or why is the turn over of staff within my company so high? From asking such questions, ideas will flourish. Once the appropriate research approach has been chosen, the research itself can begin. Hart (2010, quoted in Anderson, 2013, p157) suggests that regardless of the research topic, facts and figures will be required. As previously mentioned, what style and form of information collected from a researcher in order to answer their question or justify the chosen topic, will be contingent on the chosen research approach.
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