[bookmark: _GoBack]Using a Research Approach in Human Resources

As HR professionals, we are continuously looking to find out information on various topics in order to help justify our decisions and provide advice to others. The term ‘research’ can be defined as “the systematic investigation into and study of materials and sources in order to establish facts and reach new conclusions” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2019). Ghauri and Gronhaug (2010), as cited by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2012) suggests that ‘systematic research’ is based on logical relationships and not just beliefs. 

Anderson (2013) proposes that when looking to carry out a research project, there are four key components: firstly, the need to identify an opportunity for research whilst evaluating what is already known, and determining what further information is required to interpret and formulate conclusions. 
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Horn (2012) proposes a strategic approach to selecting a research topic, these include: 
· The Burning Desire – based on an issue/topic which one has wanted to investigate for a long time, having a personal importance. 
· The Replication – works by finding published research from an area of interest and adjusting the scope and context to replicate such research. 
· The Practical – unlike the ‘Burning Desire’ approach, this strategy aims to target practical organisational problems that exist with the view of providing recommendations to overcome such issues. 
· The Convenient Access – focuses on the more difficult elements of the project first, and then fitting the research around the access acquired. 

It is beneficial when conducting a research project to consider undertaking further alaysis of current sources of information that have been collected for some other purpose. Taylor and Woodhams (2016) refer to such information as ‘secondary data’, that can be found in books, webpages or professional reports.  

The analysis of such data may not be specific enough to answer individual questions, therefore ‘new’ data can be collected. Cameron (2009, p.309) defines this data as “primary data you collect yourself”. Primary data comes in many forms and may be categorised as quantitative or qualitative. CIPD (2019) explain that quantitative data can be measured and illustrated through numbers such as surveys and questionnaires, whereas qualitative data can’t be measured and often represent an individual’s view or opinion as a result of interviews and focus groups. 

In an organisation such as the Fire Service, we might to decide to use qualitative data collections methods such as one-to-one interviews or focus-groups with employees or mangers to find out ‘real-time’ information about employee morale, employee performance or to reveal any problem areas within the organisation. Cameron and Price (2009) believe that this data collection method is good for gathering rich data, however interviewee skills need to be robust, ensuring that the discussion remains on topic. 

Further to the above, a questionnaire or survey can be distributed to find out equality data for the workforce or employee satisfaction levels. The results from which can be presented in various formats such as percentages or graphs. Cameron and Price (2009) believe that quantitative data collection is a good option should a large quantity of data be required relatively cheaply, on the other hand it must be designed and analysed properly which can be very time consuming. 

Once a research topic has been agreed and the relevant sources of information have been identified, Anderson (2013, p.60) points out that HR professionals can choose from four basic research strategies or ‘designs’ when developing a research project. These are: 
1. Cross-sectional
2. Case study
3. Action
4. Comparative

Cross sectional research design is used to capture information at a specific point in time from a group of participants with varied characteristics and demographics. The aim of which is to remove assumptions and replace them with actual data. An example of this would be distributing questionnaires covering a topic such as work life balance and employee engagement, analysing the results for patterns and trends. 

Case study designs involve a detailed investigation into a situation that might be a single case, or a few small cases. By carrying out interviews or observations, HR professionals can identify more about their organisational culture focusing on one issue but as identified, qualitative data can be extremely time consuming to analyse.  

Action research designs are aimed to understand and promote change. Researchers continually plan, act and observe the effects of that action, going back and for when required. This design can be used to implement tools for continuous improvement, strategic planning and change management. 

The final design mentioned by Anderson (2013) is ‘comparative’ design, allowing for comparisons to be made between different groups of people. In terms of the Fire Service, comparative design can be beneficial when identifying practices carried out between operational employees and support staff. Due to the vast numbers of differences, this design can be difficult to make valid and accurate comparisons, as well administering.  
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