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Research is important in Human Resource Management as it allows HR professionals to be better informed when making decisions that impact the people and the organisation. Collis and Hussey define research as a ‘systematic and methodical process of inquiry and investigation with a view to increasing knowledge’ (2014, p. 2).  

A research question should be related to a specific problem or issue that an organisation has identified. If employee turnover has increased over a certain period of time, a research question such as, ‘how could employee retention be improved?’ can achieve a focus on reducing staff turnover. Such a specific question is exploratory, investigating an existing issue to solve a problem.  Having established the purpose of the research, the process must be given due consideration along with the method for the collection and analysis of quantitative or qualitative data. Interpretation of the findings can inform the research outcome.

Anderson, 2013 identifies the fundamental stages of the research project journey (2013, p. 71):
· Define the research topic and identify an appropriate research design;
· Review available literature to evaluate what is already known;
· Obtain good quality data and prepare draft findings;
· Analyse and interpret data and draft the conclusions and recommendations;
· Prepare the final report and distribute to stakeholders.
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Anderson, 2013 identifies four approaches to research; cross-sectional, case study, action research and comparative designs (2013, p. 60).  It is important to fully understand the pros and cons of each research design in order to determine an approach that fits the research question. 

Cross-sectional design is used to compare data or identify patterns or trends.  Typically, surveys or interviews are used to collect data, either from a target group or from individuals at a specific point in time. The cross-sectional approach is an efficient and cost-effective way to reach a large number of people, which in turn can produce a large amount of data. It is important to consider that a standardised approach to questionnaire design can result in misinterpretation which can produce poor quality and somewhat unreliable data. Cross-sectional design could be used to collect data from employees on a topic such as well-being, using a questionnaire.

In contrast, case study design requires a detailed investigation to take place. This approach allows researchers to focus on a specific issue by gathering data through interviews and observations.  The main benefit of this design is that the data can produce detailed and complex findings, mostly of a qualitative nature. This design is particularly useful when the investigation needs to be detailed and focused on a specific group, such as monitoring absence within a department. The downside is that the case study could produce a large amount of qualitative data which can be difficult to analyse.  Also, the data would be specific, not generalisable - the data would not necessarily be useful to understand similar issues in other departments or organisations.

Action research design is mainly used to understand and promote change.  This can be achieved by using a continuous cycle of planning, action and observation.  This is particularly useful when attempting to resolve a specific problem in an organisation, such as improving internal communications. This could be done by forming a working group, made up of employees, managers, HR and other stakeholders to work together to resolve issues.  This approach is time-consuming, and can be difficult to justify in terms of cost benefit analysis. 

Comparative design is used when a research question requires comparisons between different groups or situations, usually internationally, allowing researchers to compare findings. Like cross-sectional design, the comparative design often uses surveys or interviews to collect data, but in different settings rather than at a specific point in time. Anderson (2013) states that ‘comparative designs can tell researchers a great deal about how HR practices and frameworks operate in different situations.’ Comparative design has its own challenges, mainly the validity of data to make accurate comparisons. Comparative design could be used to compare the effectiveness of an employee onboarding programme at different sites of an organisation.  However, it is important for researchers to understand that there may be cultural differences to be considered.
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Research can be used in many areas of Human Resources such as recruitment, onboarding, retention, reward and well-being.  For example, comparative design research can be used to evaluate the effectiveness of a standardised approach to onboarding new employees across all sites by interviewing new employees and comparing the responses.

In 2019, ScienceForWork published a research report using a cross-sectional approach to critically evaluate the research question – ‘is an experienced hire a better hire?’  The research investigated the role of previous work experience in a new job, focussing on the work experience acquired before starting a new job. The research outcome identified that for jobs with high and low complexity, previous experience somewhat predicts job performance. However, experience is a poor predictor of job performance for jobs with moderate complexity (Dault, 2019). 
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