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Research is vital in any organization to understand the nature of a problem and identify the best possible solution. Anderson (2013) defines research in HR as “the systematic enquiry into HR issues to increase knowledge and underpin effective action”. This refers to the ability to gather relevant information on a topic, assess its credibility and then apply this information to your decision making. To do this the first element of any research process is to identify your research question. Horn (2012) suggests that this decision is reached using one of four methods, namely;

These models assist the selection of a research topic, either based on a strong urge to research a particular topic, or due to readily available data within your own organization. The needs of your stakeholders and the reports’ audience also need to be considered at this stage. Once done, you will have an understanding of the issues affecting your organization and how easy you can gain access to the organizational information and engagement you will need to complete the process.

The above forms the first stage of the research process, which Anderson (2013) describes as the below:



When a research topic has been decided upon, you must then collect all information known about it. This requires collating as much good quality, credible evidence as possible. This can be from sources such as CIPD, Acas, as well as academic research and credible media sources. This information forms secondary data sources.

The collection of primary data is then needed and can be achieved by many different methods but will usually be organisation specific. There will often be a requirement for a mix of data collection methods to add depth to your research. Bee (2005) suggest that there are generally four different types of data collection methods available to researchers, which are;


 
Each method has merits, as well as drawbacks which need to be considered at the outset of a project. An example of this would be questionnaires and surveys; which can provide large amounts of quantitative data, which are easy to analyse, however can lack the depth of some other methods. There is also a need to consider your sample size and Bee (2005) suggests several different methods, including random, systematic, stratified, cluster and quota sampling. These aim to ensure that your recipients represent your organisation make-up.
 
Whilst surveys and questionnaires provide large amounts of quantitative data, interviews and focus groups tend to result in qualitative data. Horn (2012) states that these can be either structured or unstructured in form which will depend on the type of questions being asked. These can be rigid questions or more topic based, allowing participants room for discussion. It is important to understand this prior to setting interview questions to gain the best result It should also be considered that qualitative data can be harder to analyse, often requiring specialist software.

In order to understand what type of information to gather, you must decide what type of research approach you intend to use. This will vary depending on topic; however, these fall into four categories. Anderson (2013) describes these as;


The decision of which method to use depends on your research question. If you are researching sickness levels in your department and comparing this with other departments within your organization then a cross sectional design would work best. This approach uses questionnaires or survey, administering these to a wide audience in a relatively cheap manner. This however lacks the ability to delve deeply into any of the responses. In contrast to this case study design provides greater detail and often involves the use of interviews and observations. This offers far richer data; however, can lead to difficulties in analysis.

Action research focuses on the process of plan – action - review, often involving larger groups of stakeholders in the process. This involves taking a particular action, then observing the outcome, which can promote change within an organization as it involves different organisational groups. This can be time consuming and costly due to the numbers of people involved, so must be considered carefully. 

Lastly, comparative research is a way of comparing the same topic across different parts of an organization or even internationally. This can be used to compare topics such as engagement, retention or employee satisfaction. Its drawback is, whilst it can provide standard responses to questions, it can be difficult to compare to different organisations due to their inherent differences.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Research is an important tool for HR practitioners to use in many different areas of HR. It can aid the measurement of employee satisfaction levels and compare these against other departments or sites. The use of standardized surveys and a comparative approach can assist with this. Additionally, staff retention and engagement can also be an important area to use research. Questions such as ‘what makes someone stay with an employer’ or ‘what makes someone leave an organisation’ are two questions which any employer would benefit from knowing the answer to. Exit questionnaires or one to one interviews can offer insights into this area. These are just two areas that benefit from HR research; however both require the ability to apply the above process and the ability to critically appraise evidence. 
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