The nature and stages of research process
Research is an investigation to obtain knowledge from data collection.  According to Saunders, et al (2015), research should be collected with a true purpose and this is collaborated by Perkins & Woodhams (2016), outlining that research should be a systematic process of enquiry, used to enhance knowledge of an issue.   Research should investigate an issue, provide a solution, ensure continuous improvement and allow for evidence-based decision making. 
Research methodology refers to the principles of how research should be undertaken.  Saunders, et al (2015) identifies four research philosophies, positivism, realism, interpretivism and pragmatism however, Anderson (2013) focuses on the two most commonly used in HR:
· Positivism is objective, a scientific approach, using facts to formulate conclusions.
· Interpretivism is mostly used in HR, has a subjective nature which focuses on meanings and understandings. 
Qualitative evidence provides detailed responses through text, including emotions and opinions, promoting understanding and reasoning. Quantitative evidence would provide patterns using statistical data, but would not provide an understanding as to why (Perkins & Woodhams, 2016).
According to Perkins & Woodhams (2016), for research to be credible, it must have reliability, validity and be replicable.   Research should be repeatable, data should have been collected consistently, implemented using agreed criteria and fit for the purpose. 


Anderson (2013) outlines that there are four stages to the research process: 
1. Identifying an issue clarifies the aims and objectives of a research project, producing a plan to enable success. 
2. Evaluating own knowledge relates to secondary research, reading published materials including organisational policies, academic journals, market research, books and websites.
3. Obtaining good quality information through primary research is the collection of raw data through questionnaires, interviews, observations or focus groups.  Sampling needs to be considered to ensure a wider representation of groups.  Ethical standards also need to be considered including conflict of interests, confidentiality, anonymity, codes of conduct and the need for objectivity. Failure to comply with ethical considerations could result in termination of the research (Saunders, et al., 2015).
4. Interpreting information and formulating conclusions includes analysing the data collected, preparing and presenting results to the audience.
Comparing and contrasting different approaches to research
Anderson (2003) identifies four basic research strategies: 
· Cross-sectional research is carried out at a single point in time to identify trends and patterns.   Cross-sectional research needs to be carefully planned to ensure that the data collected meets the purpose of the research (Cameron & Price, 2009). Surveys provide an inexpensive method for collecting quantitative data from a large number of individuals, completed at a time to suit them.  A drawback is there is no control over response rate.   Complex questions within surveys are difficult as there is no ability to clarify responses, resulting in depth being sacrificed for breadth.  Interviews are good for gathering rich, qualitative data, gaining a deeper understanding.  Interviews rely on confidence and competence of the interviewer consider responses given and question further if needed (Cameron & Price, 2009).
· Case Studies are effective in a detailed investigation, allowing for complex qualitative data.  Used where there are a small number of cases or to address a specific issue, it is difficult to generalise the research. Risk of overproduction of data can be a concern, making it difficult to analyse (Perkins & Woodhams, 2016).   Observations allows collection of evidence in a natural setting, listening and asking questions as appropriate.  Individuals may alter their behaviour when they are aware that they are being observed, affecting the reliability of the outcome. 
· Action research focuses on problem solving, with the sole aim of promoting change using a continuous cycle.  It requires planning, acting on research and observing the effects, making it labour intensive.  As is linked to a specific problem, it can be difficult to use any findings outside the research.  Data collection through focus groups (including key people) developing ideas, and promoting dialogue.  Focus groups need to be controlled as to ensure attendance, maintain focus and ensure all parties have their say (Cameron & Price, 2009). When observing the effects, it is often descriptive and may be difficult to identify why the outcome was achieved (Perkins & Woodhams, 2016).  
· Comparative research allows for a comparison between different groups.   Interviews and surveys are often used to gather data from different groups and this can be compared.  Difficulty in finding similar groups can often be an issue as there needs to be common elements.  Usually used internationally, it allows assessment of HR practices in different environments. 


How research can be used in Human Resources
· NHS Wales carry out cross-sectional research in the form of their annual staff survey, distributed to all staff.    Quantitative data analyses patterns in employee engagement.  
· Action research to agree a new process to comply with sector regulations without affecting staff morale.  
· Exit interviews are carried out to gain qualitative data to understand why staff are leaving the organisation.  
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