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Description
This reflection considers my experience of designing and conducting an independent research project investigating employee engagement, workforce retention, and operational performance at ASDA. The project moved through several stages: narrowing the topic, conducting the literature review, designing a sequential explanatory mixed-methods study, gaining ethical approval, collecting data through a structured survey (N = 247) across ten stores followed by fourteen semi-structured interviews, analysing the data, and writing up the findings and recommendations.
Feelings
At the outset, I felt uncertain whether a topic this broad, spanning engagement, retention, and performance, could be investigated properly within the time and word constraints available. Completing the literature review helped: once I had a clear conceptual framework built around the Job Demands-Resources model and Social Exchange Theory, the project felt more manageable. I felt real anxiety before the interview phase, aware that asking employees to speak candidly about their employer carried a sensitivity the survey alone did not. Seeing the quantitative and qualitative findings converge during analysis was the most satisfying part of the process.
Evaluation
Several aspects of the project went well. The mixed-methods design worked as intended: the survey established the scale and pattern of the problem, and the interviews explained it in a way neither method could achieve alone. Gaining ethical approval before data collection meant I could proceed without later concerns about consent or anonymity. What was harder was coordinating access across ten stores; some gatekeepers were more receptive than others, and negotiating access took longer than planned. I also found it difficult, at times, to maintain analytical objectivity when participants described difficult working conditions in detail.
Analysis
Reflecting on why these difficulties arose, the access challenges were partly a function of the same operational pressures the research was investigating: understaffed stores had less capacity to accommodate a researcher. The sensitivity of the interview topics reflects the power imbalance inherent in asking employees to discuss their employer, something I anticipated in principle during the ethics application but experienced more directly once interviews were underway. The sequential design proved to be the right structural choice: it meant the interview guide could focus on the constructs the survey showed to be most strongly related, rather than attempting to cover every theme in the available time.
Conclusion
If I were to undertake a similar project again, I would build relationships with store-level gatekeepers earlier and more deliberately, rather than treating access as a task to complete once data collection began. I would also pilot the survey instrument with a small group beforehand, since a handful of items required more careful wording than I initially gave them. I would consider including a small number of interviews with regional or HR-level staff, to set frontline and store-manager accounts against a broader organisational perspective.
Action Plan
Going forward, I intend to build stakeholder engagement into the earliest stage of any future research project, rather than sequencing it after the design is finalised. I will use structured piloting as standard practice before large-scale data collection, and continue the practice, established through this project, of letting quantitative results shape qualitative inquiry rather than treating the two as separate exercises. More broadly, this project has strengthened my confidence in managing a substantial, self-directed piece of research, a skill I expect to draw on directly in professional practice.
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