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

Often, when people hear or read the word ‘research’, actions such as reading articles or analysing data to find out more about a topic might come to mind. 

Research can be defined as ‘a process that people undertake in a systematic way in order to find out things, thereby increasing their knowledge’ (Saunders, M et al, 2016, p5).

In a human resource context, Anderson (quoted in Taylor and Woodhams, 2016) defines research as the “systematic enquiry into human resource issues to increase knowledge and underpin effective action”. 

Collis and Hussey (2013, p18) state that “many of the characteristics of good research can be developed by adopting a methodical approach”.

Anderson (quoted in Taylor and Woodhams, 2016, p.96) identifies four stages of the research process:
· Define the research topic;
· Evaluate what is already known;
· Obtain data of good quality; and
· Interpret information.

Underpinning research, is an evidence-based approach. Barends (2019) states that the official definition of evidence-based practice is that it’s “about making decisions through the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of the best available evidence and the aim is to increase the likelihood of a favourable outcome of your decision”. 

Using different and multiple sources of information to explore issues and to identify and test potential solutions will provide a good foundation upon which to deliver a desired outcome.

Compare and contrast different approaches to research

Depending on the research topic, consideration needs to be given to a research strategy; that is, what information will provide the best evidence to support any proposed recommendations and desired outcomes. Gov.uk (2019) describes strong evidence as coming from ‘good quality research and evaluation studies, replicated many times across different groups’.

Anderson (quoted in Taylor and Woodhams, 2016, p.96) identifies four types of research design.

· Cross-sectional research is based on the collection and review of quantitative data at a specific point in time. For example, using data to review sickness absence for two staff groups such as nurses and health care support workers during a particular month. The advantages of cross-sectional research are that the data often already exists and is easily available. However, this method does not provide context, or tell the ‘story’ behind the data. For example, the reasons why sickness absence rates differ between wards.

· A case study is used to understand, in detail, a specific issue within a particular context. For example, to look at why an organisation has difficulties retaining staff. The reasons may vary from organisation to organisation; for example, culture, pay or lack of growth opportunities. In case studies, qualitative information is gathered through interviews, focus groups and observation. Contrary to the cross-sectional design, this approach does ‘tell the story’. However, results and recommendations cannot be generalised and applied to other organisations. Qualitative data can be time consuming to collect and can be difficult to analyse due to the vast amount of information gathered.

· Action research is an iterative, cyclical process to problem-solve a particular issue within an organisation; identifying a problem; taking action; and evaluating the outcome. Often, the problem will be identified by staff members and research taken forward by a mixed group of staff representatives. This can create a sense of empowerment and ownership. An example of this type of research might be an investigation into the low uptake of staff surveys. The disadvantage of action research is that often the outcome is descriptive rather than explanatory. Quantitative or qualitative data might be used in action design research; for example, analysis of data identifies a problem and interviews conducted to identify potential solutions. 

· Comparative research seeks to understand differences in characteristics and behaviours between different groups, often across nations. Qualitative data collection methods are often used, such as standardised surveys or interviews, to gather information in a variety of situations. An example of comparative research could be the comparison of multi-disciplinary team models between England and Wales and their success in managing increased hospital demand due to COVID-19. Comparative research can require a significant effort to organise and deliver and can also present challenges in making legitimate comparisons due to the lack of standardised data collection methodology.


Give examples of how research can be used in researching Human Resources

Research can be used to inform decisions across all the core human resource functions and at an operational or strategic level, some already discussed above.

Areas of research at an operational level might include the impact of policies and procedures on staff behaviours. For example, the impact of a new study leave policy on the uptake of non-mandatory training.  

Research at a more strategic level might be to compare and contrast reward packages between similar organisations or, more recently, to evaluate the impact of COVID-19 on staff well-being at work.
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