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Using Research in Human Resources

Oxford dictionary defines research as ‘the systematic investigation into the study of materials and sources in order to establish facts and reach new conclusions’ (Anon., 2019).

Research within a HR environment is imperative in order to continually improve; ‘The main purpose of research is to inform action, to prove theory, and contribute to developing knowledge in a field or study’ (Zarah, 2019). 

There are 5 steps to consider prior to the construction of a research project as follows: - 

‘Step 1: - Identify an issue within the organisation and determine the overall objective. 

Step 2: - Design a research plan to look at how you will solve the issue identified within the organisation. 

Step 3: - Gather all the data / feedback from the methods used in the research plan. 

Step 4: - Analyse the results from the data and look at potential conclusions. 

Step 5: - Report the research finding to those who require the data to allow an informed decision to be made’ (AqcNotes, 2010-19). 

This identifies the requirements of the research project and enable the research design to be determined. 

Research Designs

Anderson (2013, p60) discussed four basic research designs that HR professionals can choose from: -

· Action
· Cross-sectional
· Case study
· Comparative 

Action Research

Defined as a ‘a disciplined process of inquiry by and for those taking the action. The primary reason for engaging in action research is to assist the “actor” in improving and/or refining his or her actions’. (Sagor, n.d.). 

According to Richard Sagor he believes that ‘whatever the scenario, action research always involves the same seven-step process. These seven steps, which become an endless cycle, are the following:

1. Selecting a focus

2. Clarifying theories

3. Identifying research questions

4. Collecting data

5. Analysing data

6. Reporting data

7. Taking informed action’ (InsightApricalUk, n.d.)

A HR professional may consult with the team regarding the introduction of a ‘Business Partnership’ model which would impact the department and change the way staff operate. This research method would allow the team to provide their input and constructive feedback. As without the team working together and cooperating the project would fail. 

Nevertheless, there are disadvantages involved with this method. It can be time consuming participating in meetings and contributing to the process; organisations have deadlines to adhere to. You must also consider if the feedback received is honest.

Cross-sectional

‘A cross-sectional study is defined as an observational research type that analyses data of variables collected at one given point of time across a sample population’ (Bhat, 2019). 

This method uses both qualitative and quantitative research, such as questionnaires, surveys or interviews. It allows for a vast amount of data to be recorded at a single point in time. It enables the researcher to compare against different characteristics and draw conclusions. 

‘The aim of qualitative research is to understand the social reality of individuals, groups and cultures as nearly as possible as its participants feel it or live it. Thus, people and groups, are studied in their natural setting’ (Mcleod, 2017).

‘Quantitative methods emphasize objective measurements and the statistical, mathematical, or numerical analysis of data collected through polls, questionnaires, and surveys, or by manipulating pre-existing statistical data using computational techniques’ (USC Libraries, no date).

A HR professional might use a cross-sectional study to issue a survey on employee engagement. The main goal to improve staff retention. A survey would enable the organisation to identify attitudes and opinions of staff and establish areas for improvement. This method is cost-effective and a simple way to gather data immediately. The response to the survey would be anonymous so your guaranteed results and honest feedback. 

The drawbacks would include the inflexibility to potentially elaborate on a question or respondents may not answer all the questions provided. 





Case Study

‘A case study is defined as a process or record of research in which detailed consideration is given to the development of a particular person, group, or situation over a period of time’ (Miller-Merrell, 2016).

This is similar to a cross-sectional design as both methods gather data from either a person or a group of people. However, a case study involves a more thorough investigation and carried out over a longer period of time. 

This research method uses ‘qualitative’ techniques such as interviews and direct observation. The researcher will gather all findings, analyze accordingly and apply directly to the case to determine the root cause. 

A HR professional may conduct a case study to look at potential conflict and team dynamics. Should conflict be present, the performance of the team could suffer and impact on service-delivery. The HR professional can observe the team daily and monitor the output of work over a set period of time. The HR professional can also interview each team member on a one to one basis without the member being influenced by others. This would enable the HR professional to gauge the contributing factors. 

This design is inexpensive in comparison to other methods as all the information is easily accessible. The case study is carried out over a set period of time so changes in behavior can be monitored allowing conclusions to be established. The main drawback is that the case study cannot be applied to anyone else as it it is unique and therefore not replicable. 

Comparative Designs

Comparative research can be defined as ‘the act of comparing two or more things with a view to discovering something about one or all of the things being compared’ (wikipedia, 2019)

As suggested, it allows for comparisons to be made on a subject with the goal of learning something new. The most common method of comparative research is cross-national comparisons. The methods are either surveys or interviews. Surveys allow the researcher to reach out to participants and ensure an accurate random sample of data is recorded. Interviews provide more in-depth information and allow more detailed questions to be asked. Based on the results, the researcher can compare findings and manipulate data in various ways, by grouping the data into different categories such as age, gender or country. 

A HR professional could use this method to identify HR professional involvement in strategic decision-making.  On one hand this is practical to do as it is quick, and you could easily formulate correlations. However, it can be difficult to organise and administer due to the scale of design.

Researching HR

[bookmark: _Hlk24827899]The following are examples of how research is used within HR: -

· Strategic Management: Survey or questionnaire issued to employees to help inform strategic direction by identifying areas of strengths and weaknesses
· Human Resource Development: Asses an employee performance using a format similar to a survey. This identifies training requirements
· Workforce Planning and Employment: Questionnaire issued to discover if employees and managers are complying with policies and procedures. 

It is evident that HR Professional’s play a strategic role within an organisation to help achieve their goals.











































Bibliography

Anon., 2011-2019. HR Research. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.mbaskool.com/business-concepts/human-resources-hr-terms/15681-hr-research.html
[Accessed Saturday November 2019].

Anon., 2019. Lexico. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/research
[Accessed Friday November 2019].

AqcNotes, 2010-19. Program Management. [Online] 
Available at: http://acqnotes.com/acqnote/careerfields/5-steps-in-the-reasearch-process
[Accessed Wedesday October 2019].

Bhat, A., 2019. Cross-Sectional Study – Definition with Examples. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.questionpro.com/blog/cross-sectional-study/
[Accessed Wednesday November 2019].

https://www.cipd.co.uk/

InsightApricalUk, n.d. The Action Research Process. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.insightafricauk.co.uk/action-research-challenges/
[Accessed Thursday November 2019].

Mcleod, S., 2017. Simply Psychology. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.simplypsychology.org/qualitative-quantitative.html
[Accessed Monday November 2019].

Miller-Merrell, J., 2016. 7 Awesome Resources for Finding HR & Recruiting Case Studies. [Online] 
Available at: https://workology.com/hr-recruiting-case-studies/
[Accessed Thursday November 2019].

Rivers, J., 2003-2019 . Cross-Sectional Study: Definition, Advantages, Disadvantages & Example. [Online] 
Available at: https://study.com/academy/lesson/cross-sectional-study-definition-advantages-disadvantages-example.html
[Accessed Wednesday November 2019].

Sagor, R., n.d. What Is Action Research. [Online] 
Available at: http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/100047/chapters/What-Is-Action-Research%C2%A2.aspx
[Accessed Saturday November 2019].

Studying Human Resources Management, 2nd Edition

University, T. O., 2013. Action research guide for associate lecturers. [Online] 
Available at: http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=14&ved=2ahUKEwjFhazzgv3iAhXUfMAKHZeNBuYQFjANegQICBAB&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.open.edu%2Fopenlearncreate%2Fmod%2Fresource%2Fview.php%3Fid%3D51626&usg=AOvVaw30pafDDVQfG8-z7Er3CDNA
[Accessed Friday November 2019].

USC Libraries, no date. Organizing Your Social Sciences Research Paper: Quantitative Methods. [Online] 
Available at: https://libguides.usc.edu/writingguide/quantitative
[Accessed Tuesday November 2019].

wikipedia, 2019. Comparative research. [Online] 
Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comparative_research#cite_note-Heidenheimer-1
[Accessed Sunday November 2019].

Zarah, L., 2019. 7 Reasons Why Research Is Important. [Online] 
Available at: https://owlcation.com/academia/Why-Research-is-Important-Within-and-Beyond-the-Academe
[Accessed Friday November 2019].

2 | Page

