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The definition of research within Human Resources (HR) can be defined as a systematic process of testing ideas that an individual will undertake to increase their knowledge within a chosen area which underpins effective action (Saunders et al, 2016, p5). 

The research process is a multi-stage process which will vary depending on the research project. Saunders et al (2016, p11) suggests that the number of stages change, which usually comprise of formulating and clarifying a topic, reviewing literature, designing research methodologies, collating data, analysing data and writing up. He advises in order to formulate conclusions and recommendations for a research project, it is imperative to review and evaluate what is already known. This is obtained through reputable organisations, and is defined through the design, collation of date and analysis. 

Saunders et al (2016) suggests that research questions should always be accompanied by a set of objectives that are regularly reviewed.  Andersons (2013) ‘research project journey road map’ is a method of monitoring progress against research expectations. It highlights where issues may occur and where to plan for contingencies to meet final deadlines. Not all research maps are the same, they vary on the area of research. 

HR professionals use a wide range of evidence-based practice within an organisation when undertaking a research project. There are six steps to evidence-based research; asking, acquiring, appraising, aggregating, applying and assessing (Cebma.org). HR professionals evaluate decisions against data, expert opinions, real experiences and literature to ensure that the decision is likely to have the desired outcome, based on the best available evidence from a multiple of sources. Evidence decision making is based on four key sources; stakeholders, practitioners, organisation and scientific literature. 

Perkins & Woodhams (2016) state data exists in a variety of methods and HR professionals can use different techniques to gather and analyse data depending on their intention. The different types of data that are used within research projects can be categorised into Primary or Secondary and Qualitative or Quantitative. Both Primary and Secondary data can be collected using both quantitative and qualitative methods of research.  Qualitative data is based around words and meanings and in contrast quantitative data is based on numbers and statistics.    

Horn (2012) refers to Primary data as data that is new and has been collected by oneself for a specific objective, in order to evaluate an organisational need. Primary data can be obtained through interviews, observations and focus groups, whereby secondary data already exists from another source e.g. Information that has been discovered by previous research projects or academic writing. Anderson (2013) advises that a literature review of secondary data, such as books, professional reports and reputable web pages should be undertaken before collecting new primary data. 

HR professionals must consider how research rational will be impacted by their research methodology. The stakeholder will need to understand the rationale behind selected methods of data, and benefits of research to the organisation.  Bryman & Bell (2015) suggest that research should meet three basic criteria; Reliable, Replicable and Valid. 

Anderson (2013, p60) believes there are four fundamental research strategies; cross-sectional, case study, action, and comparative. Cross-sectional research designs can lead to large amounts of information from groups or individuals at a point in time e.g. within a survey. Its cost-effective and can uncover patterns to allow for scenario planning however, undertaking a survey including all employees may be time consuming and inefficient if the results are needed quickly. Creswell (2007) & Horn (2012) agree that HR professionals may interview a sample of employees to speed up data collection, but sampling must be representative of a wider group. Surveys can be a good research method to collate rich information however, poorly worded questions can affect the reliability of the data produced and misinterpretation. Anderson (2013).

In contrast Anderson (2013) case-study is a more detailed method of research design. It involves investigations into circumstances that are concerned with a single or small number of cases e.g. organisational culture. It’s usually conducted through interviews and detailed observations, but large amounts of qualitative data are hard to analyse and can be generalised within recommendations. Dissimilarly, his action design is more focused on understanding and promoting change to a specific organisational problem, through a continuous cycle of planning and following through of actions. e.g. A HR professional may involve all staff groups and trade unions when looking at retention within an organisation, to change patterns of thinking and increase levels of employee engagement. This design produces generalised explanations for the need for change and can be time consuming. This method fails to tell the organisation what has motivated the actions and why they have occurred.

Comparative research allows a researcher to make comparisons between different groups or situations e.g. organisational performance. It’s usually undertaken through surveys or interviews and can be difficult to obtain valid and accurate comparisons. Anderson (2013) suggests that this design can help professionals understand HR frameworks in different circumstances. 
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