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This assignment will provide an overview of the nature and stages of research and its role in HR.  This text will attempt to compare and contrast the varying approaches in research and will ultimately identify researchable areas in HR.

Crucially, we must understand what research is. Saunders et al (2009, p. 5) define research as “something that people undertake in order to find out things in systematic way, thereby increasing their knowledge”.  Oliver (2010, p.2) goes further to explain that systematic research provides explanation rather than information. Having a systematic approach to research means that the research is relevant and purposeful.  Systematic research is thoroughly planned, meticulously designed and rigorously carried out (Dickson et al, 2014).  

Once a practitioner understands what research is, it is imperative to understand its purpose and function.  At a basic level, research can be split into qualitative and quantitative research.  Quantitative data is that which can be quantified, such as numbers or statistics.  Qualitative data is that which cannot be measured using numerical methods and is abstract in nature.  Quantitative research proves useful in HR research for a plethora of reasons.  It can be used to gain workforce statistics, measure productivity and gain feedback.  Qualitative research can prove equally useful through examples of tracking customer complaints and monitoring staff behaviours.

Different forms of research are underpinned by different philosophical methodologies.  In simplistic terms, these can be defined by ‘objectivism’ and ‘subjectivism’.  An objectivist methodology would be heavily quantitative whereas a subjectivist one would be heavily qualitative (Holden & Lynch, 2014). 

There are various models of research across the breadth of academic disciplines.  Within the sphere of HR, Anderson (2009) discusses how mixed-methods research can be highly beneficial.  As HR is centered around humans it is vital for practitioners to use a variety of methodologies when undertaking research.  

An internet search of a ‘research process’ will provide thousands of results.  The vast majority cover a step-by-step approach that are all similar in design, although there are a varying number of steps in all the prominent models (Gelling, 2014).  In an HR context, Anderson’s guide to completing a research journey can be very useful.  It breaks down the research journey in to methodical, manageable segments.

At the beginning of the research process, the model focusses heavily on initial information-gathering and research design ideas.  A large amount of the process is then centred around reviewing secondary data and planning data collection.  Following this, Anderson’s process follows a linear route through data analysis to result communication.  Whilst this linear route is invaluable to a new researcher, Saunders et al (2009, p.10) are proponents of a more cyclical process, which highlights the importance of reflection and revisiting previous sections of the process.  Ultimately, the stages of both models are similar in nature.

Each model begins with identifying an area of research.  Horn (2009, quoted in Taylor & Woodhams (ed),2012, p. 100) explains the strategies in detail.  An interesting notion is the ‘burning desire’ strategy, where the researcher’s rationale comes from a personal interest to research a chosen area.  Whilst carrying out research, it is important that practitioners do not allow their ‘burning desire’ to cloud their judgement when tacking real-world HR issues. 

Anderson (2009) discusses the different strategies for the HR Practitioner when researching.  These are:
· Cross-sectional
· Case study
· Action research
· Comparative
A cross-sectional study takes a fixed set of data at one time.  Whilst cost-effective, this approach can give superficial and unreliable results (Wall & Wood, 2005).  A case-study approach, which offers a more in-depth look at an issue, can sometimes yield an unmanageable about of qualitative data (Perkins & Woodham, 2012, p.108).  Using an action-research approach involves researching as part of a continuous cycle of ‘plan, do, review’.  This model can be advantageous as it can address issues positively, however the increased workload can have a negative impact (Denscombe, 2014, pp.134-135).  Comparative research compares data between different groups.  This can give insightful contrasts for leaders but must be used cautiously as it can be difficult to make meaningful comparisons (Perkins & Woodham, 2012, p.109).

The HR sector is in the midst of an unprecedented shift in working lives.  The COVID-19 pandemic is changing the working landscape. The CIPD (2020) found that in April, 44% of respondents were anxious about returning to work.  This provides a prophetic insight into the potential research areas for HR as we go forward.  

In conclusion, the role of research and evidence-based is practice is crucial for the development and integrity of the HR profession.  The HR professional needs to be aware of the varying approaches and strategies to draw solid, proactive conclusions.
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