Using Research in Human Resources

Research is a systematic approach to investigating a research question.  It is a methodical enquiry, which allows the collection of further knowledge on the subject (Collis, J and Hussey, R, 2017).  

Anderson, (2013) outlines the various stages in the research process.  These include the identification of a research project, the evaluation of what is already known (secondary data), the gathering of good quality data from a primary source and its interpretation, and the sharing of the results.

Identifying a research project can be achieved by various methods such as the ‘burning desire’ strategy and ‘practical problem’ strategy (Horn, 2009).  The burning desire strategy is used where the individual has a particular interest in the subject.  The practical problem strategy revolves around a problem or issue that has been highlighted as a concern within the organisation or business.  Examples could include low compliance with mandatory training or significant rates of mental health related sickness absence.  

Anderson’s research project journey highlights that it is important to evaluate effectively what is already known.  This involves the review of secondary data that is already available.  This data could include the review of previous research conducted in a similar setting or an academic paper.  This allows an individual to identify like for like/similar comparisons in order to structure the collection method of their primary data (Anderson, 2013).

It is important that when gathering primary data it is reliable, replicable and valid (Bryman and Bell, 2015).  Reliable data means that data collected should involve consistent methods, eg. participants in a research study should either all be interviewed or all be asked to complete a questionnaire.  There should not be a mix of both.  Replicable data ensures that the study can be carried out again by another individual in the same or similar setting.  Finally, data must be valid.  The conclusions drawn from a research project must be consistent with the information gathered and be supportive of the outcome of the evidence reviewed. 

The final stage of the research process is the communication of the results.  Anderson (2013) states that this involves the presentation of the findings in a way that is suitable for the stakeholder/s.  It is recommended that findings are reported in a structured way that allows an individual to understand how a conclusion has been achieved.  Key items to outline would include the summary of the project, details of the secondary data review, the process whereby primary data is collected, the conclusions obtained from review of both the primary and secondary data and, finally, the recommendations.

Anderson (2013) discusses four research designs; cross sectional, case study, action and comparative.  A cross sectional design can involve the collection of data via questionnaires or surveys in order to identify a pattern or make comparisons.  It allows the collection of a broad coverage of data at a single point in time and in a short time frame (Perkins, G and Woodhams, C, 2016).  A case study approach in comparison involves face to face interaction by way of interviews and observation to gather detailed information (Perkins, G and Woodhams, C, 2016).  This provides a more in depth, detailed overview of a situation.  However, this can produce data that is difficult to interpret, similar to a questionnaire that does not include suitable questions or allows an individual too much freedom to respond.    

An action design has a higher focus on problem solving and promoting change (Anderson, 2013).  It involves a continuous cycle of planning, taking action and observing the effects of that action.  This, in comparison with a cross sectional design, requires more time and effort in order to gain a deeper understanding of a problem and is likely to produce more qualitative data, which could prove hard to interpret (Perkins, G and Woodhams, C, 2016).

The fourth design described by Anderson (2013) is the comparative model.  This allows the compare and contrast of data collected from different groups or situations.  This model uses a combination of standardised surveys, similar to the cross sectional design, as well as interviews that can also be used in the case study design (Perkins, G and Woodhams, C, 2016).

There are numerous situations where research can be used in a HR setting.  Perkins  and Woodhams (2016) provide examples including the review of employee retention and satisfaction in a large organisation.  In this scenario, interviews of a sample of staff within each department are carried out in order to gain a fair representation of the organisation as a whole. 

Horn (2009) provides another example of research in HR as examination anxiety.   The case study highlights the importance of identifying useful secondary data and how this can be used to shape a research approach to a current problem.  
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