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Introduction

In this free course, Understanding different research perspectives, you will explore the development of the research process and focus on the steps you need to follow in order to plan and design a HR research project. 

The course comprises three parts: 

· The first part (Sections 1 and 2) discusses the different perspectives from which an issue or phenomenon can be investigated and outlines how each of these perspectives generates different kinds of knowledge about the issue. It is thus concerned with what it means to ‘know’ in research terms. 

· The second part (Sections 3 to 7) identifies the different elements (e.g. methodologies, ethics) of a business research project. In order to produce an effective project, these different elements need to be integrated into a research strategy. The research strategy is your plan of action and will include choices regarding research perspectives and methodologies. 

· The third part (Sections 8 to 10) highlights the main methodologies that can be used to investigate a business issue. 

This overview of the research perspectives will enable you to take the first steps to develop a work-based project – namely, identifying a research problem and developing the research question(s) you want to investigate. 

By the end of this course you should have developed a clear idea of what you want to investigate; in which context you want to do this (e.g. in your organisation, in another organisation, with workers from different organisations); and what are the specific questions you want to address. 

This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course B865 Managing research in the workplace. 

Learning outcomes

After studying this course, you should be able to:

· understand the different perspectives from which a problem can be investigated

· consider the researcher’s involvement in the research process as insider and/or outsider

· reflect on the importance of ethical processes in research

· understand the development of a research strategy and how this is translated into a research design

· identify a research problem to be investigated.

1   Objective and subjective research perspectives

Research in social science requires the collection of data in order to understand a phenomenon. This can be done in a number of ways, and will depend on the state of existing knowledge of the topic area. The researcher can: 

· Explore a little known issue. The researcher has an idea or has observed something and seeks to understand more about it (exploratory research). 

· Connect ideas to understand the relationships between the different aspects of an issue, i.e. explain what is going on (explanatory research). 

· Describe what is happening in more detail and expand the initial understanding (explicatory or descriptive research). 

Exploratory research is often done through observation and other methods such as interviews or surveys that allow the researcher to gather preliminary information. 

Explanatory research, on the other hand, generally tests hypotheses about cause and effect relationships. Hypotheses are statements developed by the researcher that will be tested during the research. The distinction between exploratory and explanatory research is linked to the distinction between inductive and deductive research. Explanatory research tends to be deductive and exploratory research tends to be inductive. This is not always the case but, for simplicity, we shall not explore the exceptions here. 

Descriptive research may support an explanatory or exploratory study. On its own, descriptive research is not sufficient for an academic project. Academic research is aimed at progressing current knowledge. 

The perspective taken by the researcher also depends on whether the researcher believes that there is an objective world out there that can be objectively known; for example, profit can be viewed as an objective measure of business performance. Alternatively the researcher may believe that concepts such as ‘culture’, ‘motivation’, ‘leadership’, ‘performance’ result from human categorisation of the world and that their ‘meaning’ can change depending on the circumstances. For example, performance can mean different things to different people. For one it may refer to a hard measure such as levels of sales. For another it may include good relationships with customers. According to this latter view, a researcher can only take a subjective perspective because the nature of these concepts is the result of human processes. Subjective research generally refers to the subjective experiences of research participants and to the fact that the researcher’s perspective is embedded within the research process, rather than seen as fully detached from it. 

On the other hand, objective research claims to describe a true and correct reality, which is independent of those involved in the research process. Although this is a simplified view of the way in which research can be approached, it is an important distinction to think about. Whether you think about your research topic in objective or subjective terms will determine the development of the research questions, the type of data collected, the methods of data collection and analysis you adopt and the conclusions that you draw. This is why it is important to consider your own perspective when planning your project. 

Subjective research is generally referred to as phenomenological research. This is because it is concerned with the study of experiences from the perspective of an individual, and emphasises the importance of personal perspectives and interpretations. Subjective research is generally based on data derived from observations of events as they take place or from unstructured or semi-structured interviews. In unstructured interviews the questions emerged from the discussion between the interviewer and the interviewee. In semi-structured interviews the interviewer prepares an outline of the interview topics or general questions, adding more as needs emerged during the interview. Structured interviews include the full list of questions. Interviewers do not deviate from this list. Subjective research can also be based on examinations of documents. The researcher will attribute personal interpretations of the experiences and phenomena during the process of both collecting and analysing data. This approach is also referred to as interpretivist research. Interpretivists believe that in order to understand and explain specific management and HR situations, one needs to focus on the viewpoints, experiences, feelings and interpretations of the people involved in the specific situation. 

Conversely, objective research tends to be modelled on the methods of the natural sciences such as experiments or large scale surveys. Objective research seeks to establish law-like generalisations which can be applied to the same phenomenon in different contexts. This perspective, which privileges objectivity, is called positivism and is based on data that can be subject to statistical analysis and generalisation. Positivist researchers use quantitative methodologies, which are based on measurement and numbers, to collect and analyse data. Interpretivists are more concerned with language and other forms of qualitative data, which are based on words or images. Having said that, researchers using objectivist and positivist assumptions sometimes use qualitative data while interpretivists sometimes use quantitative data. (Quantitative and qualitative methodologies will be discussed in more detail in the final part of this course.) The key is to understand the perspective you intend to adopt and realise the limitations and opportunities it offers. Table 1 compares and contrasts the perspectives of positivism and interpretivism. 

Start of Table
Table 1   Positivism vs interpretivism

	Positivism (objective)
	Interpretivism (subjective)

	Regards the world as objectively ‘out there’, real and completely separate from human meaning-making.
	Claims that the only world we can study is a world of meanings, represented in the signs and symbols that people use to think and to communicate. 

	Asserts there is only one true, objective knowledge that transcends time and cultural location.
	Accepts that there are multiple knowledges, and that knowledge is highly contingent on time and cultural location.

	Views knowledge as based on facts that are ‘out there in the world’ waiting to be discovered.
	Views knowledge as constructed through people’s meaning-making.

	Asks of knowledge: 

· Is it true?
	Asks of knowledge: 

· What does it do?

· How can it be used – by whom, and to what end?

· Whose interest does it serve?

· What does it make possible?


End of Table
Some textbooks include the realist perspective or discuss constructivism, but, for the purpose of your work-based project, you do not need to engage with these other perspectives. This course keeps the discussion of research perspectives to a basic level. 

Start of Activity
Activity 1

About 90 minutes

Start of Question
Search and identify two articles that are based on your research topic. Ideally you may want to identify one article based on quantitative and one based on qualitative methodologies. 

Now answer the following questions:

· In what ways are the two studies different (excluding the research focus)? 

· Which research perspective do the author/s in article 1 take in their study (i.e. subjective or objective or in other words, phenomenological/interpretivist or positivist)? 

· What elements (e.g. specific words, sentences, research questions) in the introduction reveal the approach taken by the authors?

· Which research perspective do the author/s in article 2 take in their study (i.e. subjective or objective, phenomenological/interpretivist or positivist)? 

· What elements (e.g. specific words, sentences, research questions) in the introduction and research questions sections reveal the approach taken by the authors? 

End of Question
View discussion - Activity 1
End of Activity
2   The researcher as an outsider or an insider

The researcher’s perspective is not only related to philosophical questions of subjectivity and objectivity but also to the researcher’s position with respect to the subject researched. This is particularly relevant for work-based projects where researchers are looking at their own organisation, group or community. In relation to the researcher’s position, s/he can be an insider or an outsider. Here the term ‘insider’ will include the semi-insider position, and the term ‘outsider’ will include the semi-outsider position. If you belong to the group you want to study, you become an ‘insider-researcher’. For example, if you want to conduct your research project with HR managers and you are a HR manager yourself you will have a common language and a common understanding of the issues associated with doing the same job. While, on one hand, the insider perspective allows special sensitivity, empathy and understanding of the matters, which may not be so clear to an outsider, it may also lead to greater bias or to a research direction that is more important to the researcher. On the other hand, an outsider-researcher would be more detached, less personal, but also less well-informed. 

Rabe (2003) suggests that once outsider and insider perspectives in research are examined, three concepts can lead to a better understanding. First, the outsider and insider can be understood by considering the concept of power: there is power involved in the relationship between the researcher and the people and organisations participating in the research. As researchers are gathering data from the research participants, they have the power to represent those participants in any way they choose. The research participants have less power, although they can choose what to say to the researchers. This has different implications for insiders and outsiders. It is obvious that in the case of work-based projects conducted in your organisation, the ways in which you choose to represent your colleagues and your organisation places you in a position of power. 

Second, insider and outsider perspectives can be understood in the context of knowledge: the insider has inside knowledge that the outsider does not have. If you conduct research in your organisation, institution or profession you will have access to inside knowledge that an outsider will not be able to gain. 

The third way in which the insider/outsider concept can be understood is by considering the role of the researcher in the field of anthropology. In fact, anthropologists approach those being studied (e.g. remote cultures, tribes, social groups) as outsiders. As researchers experience the life of those studied by living with them, they acquire an insider’s perspective. The goal is to obtain both insider and outsider knowledge and to maintain the appropriate detachment. This approach applies to participatory research in general, not only anthropology. 

Figure 1 reports the various stages you are expected to follow in order to complete and write up your research report.

Start of Figure
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Figure 1   Stages of the research project

End of Figure
3   Deciding what to research

Selecting an appropriate research topic is the first step towards a satisfactory project. For some people, choosing the topic is easy because they have a very specific interest in an area. For example, you might be interested in studying training and development systems in multinational companies (MNCs), or you might have a pressing work issue you want to address, like why the career progression of women in the construction industry is slower than that of men in the same industry. Alternatively, your sponsoring organisation might like you to carry out a specific project that will benefit the organisation itself, for example, it might need a specific HR policy to be developed. 

While you may be among those who already have clear ideas, for other learners the process of choosing the research topic can be daunting and frustrating. So how can you generate research ideas? Where should you start? It is easiest to start from your organisational context, if you are currently in employment or if you are volunteering. Is there anything that is bothering you, your colleagues or your department? Is there a HR issue that could be addressed or further developed? Talking about your project with colleagues and family may also help as they may have suggestions that you have not considered. 

The following case study describes a process that might help you to identify opportunities in your daily activities that could lead to a suitable topic. 

Start of Case Study
Case study

Lucy works as a HR assistant manager for a large manufacturer of confectionery that operates at a national level. The company has three factories and a head office. While the company has a centralised HR function based at the head office, Lucy is based at one of the factories (the largest of the three) that employs 176 workers. The HR department at the factory comprises three HR experts: the manager and two assistants. Their focus is mainly concerned with the training and development of the on-site staff, with the recruitment of factory workers, grievances, disciplinary and day-to-day HR management. It excludes general issues such as salaries, benefits, pensions, recruitment and development of managerial staff and more centralised aspects that are managed by the HR function at head office level. 

Start of Figure
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Figure 2   Lucy thought to use research to work to solve problems in her workplace

End of Figure
For some time, Lucy has received feedback through the appraisal system and exit interviews that shop floor workers are dissatisfied by the lack of progression to supervisory level positions within the company. In fact, the company had no career progression plans nor a structured assessment of training needs for factory workers, who make up the majority of employees. Training was provided on-site by supervisors, managers and HR managers and off-site by external consultants when a specific skill or knowledge was needed. Equally employees could request to attend a course by choosing from a list of courses provided on a yearly basis. However, although the company was keen for employees to attend training courses, these were not systematically recorded on the employee file nor did they fit in a wider career plan. 

Lucy is doing a part-time postgraduate diploma in HRM at The Open University and she has to complete a research project in order to gain CIPD membership. She has fully considered this issue and thought that it could become a good project. It did not come to her mind immediately but was the result of talks with her HR colleagues and her partner who helped her to see an opportunity where she could not see it. 

Lucy talked to supervisors and factory workers and she analysed the organisational documents (appraisal records and exit interview records). Having searched the literature on blue-collar worker career development and training she compiled a loose structure (semi-structured) for interviews to be conducted with shop floor employees. At the end of her course she submitted a project which included the development of an online programme that managed a record system for each employee. The system brought together all the training courses completed as well as the performance records of each employee. It became much easier for managers and supervisors to identify the training courses attended by each employee as well as future training needs. 

End of Case Study
When people are employed in a job, or on a placement, and are undertaking research in the employing organisation they can be defined as (insider) practitioner–researchers. While the position of insider brings advantages in terms of knowledge and access to information and resources, there may be political issues to consider in undertaking and writing up the project. For example, a controversial or sensitive issue might emerge in the collection of data and the insider researcher has to consider carefully how to present it in their writing. Furthermore, while the organisation or some of its members may initially be willing to collaborate, resistance to full participation may be experienced during some stages of the project. If you are carrying out research in your own organisation it is therefore important to consider, in addition to its feasibility, any political issues likely to emerge and whether your status may affect the process of undertaking the research (Anderson, 2013). 

Another way that can help you to identify a topic of investigation is through reading a HR magazine (such as People Management, Personnel Today or HR Magazine), a journal article or even a newspaper. What topics do they include? Are you interested in any of them? Would the topic appeal to your organisation? Could it be developed into a feasible project? 

If you develop an idea, however rudimentary, it is worth writing down the topic and a short sentence that captures some aspects of the topic. For example if the topic is ‘diversity in organisations’, you might want to write a note such as ‘relationship between diversity policy and practices’. From here you can start to develop a map of ideas that will help to identify keywords that can be used to do a more in-depth search of the literature. Figure 2 shows the first step in developing the idea. 

Start of Figure
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Figure 3   An example of mapping approaches: diversity in organisations

End of Figure
The figure shows three general approaches that you might take in developing a research project on diversity in organisations. You may decide to focus on one of these aspects and you could brainstorm it and add elements such as relationships with the various other aspects, national and organisational context, organisational sector, legislation, and aspects of diversity (e.g. age, gender, sexuality, race, etc.). Obviously this is an example but you can apply this process to any topic. 

Start of Activity
Activity 2

About 15 to 30 minutes

Start of Question
If you have an idea of a topic for your project, take five minutes to think about the possible perspectives from which it can be investigated. Having done this, take a sheet of paper and write the topic in the middle of the page. Alternatively, if you are still uncertain about the topic you want to investigate, you might want to think about the role of the HR practitioner and the various activities associated with this role. As you consider the various aspects of the role of HR practitioner, you may realise that one of these can become your chosen topic. 

Starting from this core idea, now draw a mind map or a spider plan focusing on your chosen topic. 

Start of Figure
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Figure 4   A mind map for developing a research topic

End of Figure
End of Question
View discussion - Activity 2
End of Activity
Now that you have identified your research topic you can move on to work on the research focus. Activity 3 will help you with this. 

Start of Activity
Activity 3

About 180 minutes

Start of Question
Develop a research statement of approximately 600 words explaining your chosen topic, the research problem and how you are thinking of investigating it. 

You could start by using the mind map you developed in Activity 2. If you wished, you could do some online research around your topic to get a clearer focus on your own project. You might also read a few sources such as newspaper or magazine articles that are particularly relevant to your topic. These sources may yield some additional aspects for you to investigate. If your topic has been widely researched, try not to feel overwhelmed by the amount of existing information. Focus on one or two articles that appear more closely related to your topic and try to identify the specific area you want to focus on. 

Once you have researched the topic, consider the research problem and how this can be investigated. Would you need to interview specific people? Would a questionnaire be more appropriate if you need to access a large number of individuals? Would you need to observe work practices in a specific organisation? 

Your statement is a draft research proposal and should include:

· an overview of the topic area with an explanation of why you think this needs to be researched

· the focus of the research and the problem it addresses (and possibly the research questions if you have a clear idea of them at this stage, however, this is not essential if you are still developing the focus of your research) 

· how the problem can be investigated (i.e. questionnaire, interviews, secondary data).

You may want to show this proposal to colleagues and other contacts who may be interested in order to gain their feedback about the focus and feasibility. 

There is no feedback on this activity.
End of Question
End of Activity
The next section discusses the ethical issues that need to be considered when doing a research project.

4   Research ethics

Ethics is a fundamental aspect of research and of professional work. Ethics refers to the science of morals and rules of behaviour. It is concerned with the concept of right and wrong conduct in all stages of doing research. However, while the idea of right and wrong conduct may seem straightforward, on reflection you will realise how complex ethics is. Ethics is obviously applied to many aspects of life, not just research, and, in business, topics such as ethics and social responsibility and ethical trading are often brought to people’s attention by the media. 

Start of Activity
Activity 4

About 15 minutes

Start of Question
As the meaning of what is ethical behaviour is often subjective and may have controversial elements, think about the following questions and make some notes: 

· What does ethics in research mean for you?

· Why is ethical behaviour important for you?

· Why should ethics matter in research?

There is no feedback on this activity.
End of Question
Provide your answer... 

End of Activity
Research ethics is concerned with the prevention of any harm which may occur during the course of research. This is particularly important if your research involves human participants. Harm refers to psychological as well as physical harm. Human rights and the law must be respected by researchers with regard to the safety and wellbeing of their participants at all times. Research ethics is also concerned with identifying high standards of research conduct and putting them into practice. Cameron and Price (2009) suggest that researcher conduct is guided by a number of different obligations: 

· Legal obligations which apply not only to the country in which researchers conduct the project, but also where they collect and store data. 

· Professional obligations which are established by professional bodies (e.g. British Psychological Society, The Law Society, CIPD) to guide the conduct of its members. 

· Cultural obligations which refer to informal rules regulating the behaviours of people within the society in which they live. 

· Personal obligations which include the behavioural choices that individuals make of their own will. 

In planning and carrying out a research project researchers should consider their responsibilities to the participants and respondents, to those sponsoring the research, and to the wider research community (Cameron and Price, 2009, p. 121). Before embarking on a research project it is worth identifying all stakeholders and considering your responsibilities towards them. 

Generally universities and professional bodies have a list of principles or a code of ethics conduct that governs the research process. The principles to be followed in conducting research with human participants, and which you must follow when collecting data for your research project, are outlined below: 

· Informed consent: Potential participants should always be informed in advance, and in understandable terms, of any potential benefits, risks, inconvenience or obligations associated with the research that might reasonably be expected to influence their willingness to participate. This should normally involve the use of an information sheet about the research and what participation will involve, and a signed consent form. Sufficient time shall be allowed for a potential participant to consider their decision from receiving the information sheet to giving their consent. In the case of children (individuals under 16 years of age) informed consent should be given by parents or guardians. An incentive to participate (e.g. a prize or a small payment) should be offered only after consent has been given. Participants should be informed clearly that they have a right to withdraw their consent at any time, that any data that they have provided will be destroyed if they so request and that there will be no resultant adverse consequences. 

· Openness and integrity: Researchers should be open and honest about the purpose and content of their research and behave in a professional manner at all times. Covert collection of data should only take place where it is essential to achieve the research results required, where the research objective has strong scientific merit and where there is an appropriate risk management and harm alleviation strategy. Participants should be given opportunities to access the outcomes of research in which they have participated and debriefed, if appropriate, after they have provided data. 

· Protection from harm: Researchers must make every effort to minimise the risks of any harm, either physical or psychological. Researchers shall comply with the requirements of the UK Data Protection Act 1998, the Freedom of Information Act 2000 and any other relevant legal frameworks governing the management of personal information in the UK or in any other country in which the research may be conducted. Where research involves children or other vulnerable groups, an appropriate level of disclosure should be obtained from the Disclosure and Barring Service for all researchers in contact with participants. 

· Confidentiality: Except where explicit written consent is given, researchers should respect and preserve the confidentiality of participants’ identities and data at all times. The procedures by which this is to be achieved should be specified in the research protocol (an outline of the research topic and strategy). 

· Professional codes of practice and ethics: Where the subject of a research project falls within the domain of a professional body with a published code of practice and ethical guidelines, researchers should explicitly state their intention to comply with the code and guidelines in the project protocol. Research within the UK NHS should always be conducted in compliance with an ethical protocol approved by the appropriate NHS Research Ethics Committee. 

This guidance has been adapted from, and reflects the principles of, the Open University Research Ethics Guideline. The CIPD’s Code of Professional Conduct provides more information on professional standards in the field of HR. 

Start of Activity
Activity 5

About 75 minutes

Start of Question
Look at your research topic mind map and the research statement you wrote for Activity 3. Did you consider ethics? Regardless of whether or not you included ethics in your earlier outline of your research topic, consider what ethical factors could prevent you from conducting a research project on the chosen topic. Write your notes in the space provided below. 

End of Question
Provide your answer... 

Start of Question
Describe at least two types of risks that could be encountered in HR research.

End of Question
Provide your answer... 

Start of Question
What is informed consent? What factors would you want to know before agreeing to participate in a research study? What should be included in an informed consent form? 

End of Question
Provide your answer... 

View discussion - Untitled part
End of Activity
The next section considers the research question.

5   Developing research questions

By now you should have a clear direction for your research project. It is now necessary to think about the sorts of questions that you need to formulate in order to define your research project. Will they be ‘what’, ‘how’ or ‘why’ type questions? An important point to bear in mind, as discussed above, is that the wording of a question can be central in defining the scope and direction of the study, including the methodology. Your research question(s) do not necessarily have to be expressed as question(s); they can be statements of purpose. The research question is so called because it is a problem or issue that needs to be solved or addressed. Here are some examples of research questions that focus on different areas of HR. They are expressed as questions but they can easily be changed to research statements if the researcher prefers to present them in that way. 

· How do the personal experiences and stories of career development processes among HR professionals in the UK and in Romania differ? 

· To what extent do NHS managers engage with age diversity?

· How are organisational recruitment and selection practices influenced by the size of the organisation (e.g. small and medium-sized organisations, large national companies, multinational corporations)? 

· In what ways, and for what reasons, does the internal perception of the organisational culture vary in relation to the culture that the organisation portrays in official documents? 

· How are absenteeism levels linked to employees’ performance?

The process of producing clearly defined and focused research questions is likely to take some time. You will continue to tweak your research questions in the next few weeks even after you have written your research proposal, read the relevant literature and processed the information. The research questions above are very different but they also have common elements. The next activity invites you to think about research questions, both those in the examples above and your own, which may still be very tentative. 

Start of Activity
Activity 6

About 20 minutes

Start of Question
Make notes on the following questions:

· What constitutes a research question?

· What are the main pieces of information that a research question needs to contain?

End of Question
Provide your answer... 

View discussion - Activity 6
End of Activity
You should now note down possible research questions for your project. You might have only one question or possibly two. You do not need too many questions because you need to be realistic about what you can achieve in the project’s time frame. At the end of this course you will come back to your question(s) and finalise them. 

6   Research strategy

A research strategy introduces the main components of a research project such as the research topic area and focus, the research perspective (see Sections 1 and 2), the research design, and the research methods (these are discussed below). It refers to how you propose to answer the research questions set and how you will implement the methodology. 

In the first part of this course, you started to identify your research topic, to develop your research statement and you thought about possible research question(s). While you might already have clear research questions or objectives, it is possible that, at this stage, you are uncertain about the most appropriate strategy to implement in order to address those questions. This section looks briefly at a few research strategies you are likely to adopt. 

Figure 5 shows the four main types of research strategy: case study, qualitative interviews, quantitative survey and action-oriented research. It is likely that you will use one of the first three; you are less likely to use action-oriented research. 

Start of Figure
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Figure 6   Main research strategies

End of Figure
Here is what each of these strategies entails:

· Case Study: This focuses on an in-depth investigation of a single case (e.g. one organisation) or a small number of cases. In case study research generally, information is sought from different sources and through the use of different types of data such as observations, survey, interviews and analysis of documents. Data can be qualitative, quantitative or a mix of both. Case study research allows a composite and multifaceted investigation of the issue or problem. 

· Qualitative interviews: There are different types of qualitative interviews (e.g. structured, semi-structured, unstructured) and this is the most widely used method for gathering data. Interviews allow access to rich information. They require extensive planning concerning the development of the structure, decisions about who to interview and how, whether to conduct individual or group interviews, and how to record and analyse them. Interviewees need a wide range of skills, including good social skills, listening skills and communication skills. Interviews are also time-consuming to conduct and they are prone to problems and biases that need to be minimised during the design stage. 

· Quantitative survey: This is a widely used method in business research and allows access to significantly high numbers of participants. The availability of online sites enables the wide and cheap distribution of surveys and the organisation of the responses. Although the development of questions may appear easy, to develop a meaningful questionnaire that allows the answering of research questions is difficult. Questionnaires need to appeal to respondents, cannot be too long, too intrusive or too difficult to understand. They also need to measure accurately the issue under investigation. For these reasons it is also advisable, when possible, to use questionnaires that are available on the market and have already been thoroughly validated. This is highly recommended for projects such as the one you need to carry out for this course. When using questionnaires decisions have to be made about the size of the sample and whether and when this is representative of the whole population studied. Surveys can be administered to the whole population (census), for example to all employees of a specific organisation. 

· Action-oriented research: This refers to practical business research which is directed towards a change or the production of recommendations for change. Action-oriented research is a participatory process which brings together theory and practice, action and reflection. The project is often carried out by insiders. This is because it is grounded in the need to actively involve participants in order for them to develop ownership of the project. After the project, participants will have to implement the change. 

Action-oriented research is not exactly action research, even though they are both grounded in the same assumptions (e.g. to produce change). Action research is a highly complex approach to research, reflection and change which is not always achievable in practice (Cameron and Price, 2009). Furthermore action researchers have to be highly skilled and it is unlikely that for this specific project you will be involved in action research. For these reasons this overview focuses on the less pure action-oriented research strategy. If you are interested in exploring this strategy and action research further, you might want to read Chapter 14 of Cameron and Price (2009). 

It is possible for you to choose a strategy that includes the use of secondary data. Secondary data is data that has been collected by other people (e.g. employee surveys, market research data, census). Using secondary data for your research project needs to be justified in that it meets the requirements of the research questions. The use of secondary data has obvious benefits in terms of saving money and time. However, it is important to ascertain the quality of the data and how it was collected; for example, data collected by government agencies would be good quality but it may not necessary meet the needs of your project. 

It is important to note that there should be consistency between the perspective (subjective or objective) and the methodology employed. This means that the type of strategy adopted needs to be coherent and that its various elements need to fit in with each other, whether the research is grounded on primary or secondary data. 

Start of Activity
Activity 7

About 15 minutes

Start of Question
Now watch this video clip in which Dr Rebecca Hewett, Prof Mark Saunders, Prof Gillian Symon and Prof David Guest discuss the importance of setting the right research question, what strategy they adopted to come up with specific research questions for their projects, and how they refined these initial research questions to focus their research. 

Start of Media Content
Video content is not available in this format.

View transcript - Uncaptioned interactive content
Start of Figure
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End of Figure
End of Media Content
Make notes on how you might apply some of these strategies to develop your own research question.

There is no feedback on this activity.
End of Question
Provide your answer... 

End of Activity
7   Research design

In planning your project you need to think about how you will design and conduct the study as well as how you will present and write up the findings. The design is highly dependent upon the research strategy. It refers to the practical choices regarding how the strategy is implemented in practice. You need to think about what type of data (evidence) would best address the research questions; for example, when considering case study research, questions of design will address the choice of the specific methods of data collection, e.g. if observation, what to observe and how to record it? For how long? Which department or work environment to observe? If interviews are chosen, you need to ask yourself what type? How many? With whom? How long should they be? How will I record them? Where will they be conducted? 

The following list (adapted from Cameron and Price, 2009) shows some of the different types of data, or sources of evidence, available to draw on: 

· interviews

· observations

· diaries

· conversations

· reports

· statistics (e.g. government)

· surveys

· focus groups

· organisational records

· documents (e.g. organisational policies)

· workshops

· secondary data.

8   Research methodology

The most important methodological choice researchers make is based on the distinction between qualitative and quantitative data. As mentioned previously, qualitative data takes the form of descriptions based on language or images, while quantitative data takes the form of numbers. 

Qualitative data is richer and is generally grounded in a subjective and interpretivist perspective. However, while this is generally the case, it is not always so. Qualitative research supports an in-depth understanding of the situation investigated and, due to time constraints, it generally involves a small sample of participants. For this reason the findings are limited to the sample studied and cannot be generalised to other contexts or to the wider population. Popular methods based on qualitative data include semi-structured or unstructured interviews, participant observations and document analysis. Qualitative analysis is generally more time-consuming than quantitative analysis. 

Quantitative data, on the other hand, might be easier to collect and analyse and it is based on a large sample of participants. Quantitative methods are based on data that can be ‘objectively’ measured with numbers. The data is analysed through numerical comparisons and statistical analysis. For this reason it appears more ‘scientific’ and may appeal to people who seek clear answers to specific causal questions. Quantitative analysis is often quicker to carry out as it involves the use of software. Owing to the large number of respondents it allows generalisation to a wider group than the research sample. Popular methods based on quantitative data include questionnaires and organisational statistical records among others. 

The choice of which methodology to use will depend on your research questions, the formulation of which is consequently informed by your research perspective. Generally, unstructured or semi-structured interviews produce qualitative data and questionnaires produce quantitative data, but such a distinction is not always applicable. In fact, language-based data can often be translated into numbers; for example, by reporting the frequency of certain key words. Questionnaires can produce quantitative as well as qualitative data; for example, multiple choice questions produce quantitative data, while open questions produce qualitative data. 

Start of Activity
Activity 8

About 90 minutes

Start of Question
Go back to the two papers you started reading in Activity 1 and read the methodology sections (they may be called methods or something similar) of both papers. 

Now answer the following questions.

· What type of method(s) have the author/s in article 1 used to collect data?

· What method of analysis have these author/s used?

· What type of method(s) have the author/s in article 2 used to collect data?

· What methods of analysis have these author/s used?

· How do you think the methods used in both papers address the initial research aims or questions? 

· Why do you think the methods used in both papers are appropriate to address these initial research aims or questions?

End of Question
Provide your answer... 

View discussion - Activity 8
End of Activity
This course so far has given you an overview of the research strategy, design and possible methodologies for collecting data. What you have learned should be enough for you to have developed a clear idea of the general research strategy you want to adopt before you move on to develop your methodology for collecting data and review the methods in detail so that you are clear about the benefits and limitations of each before you collect your data. 

9   Further development of your research questions

Before you embark on collecting data for your project, it is necessary to have a clear and specific focus for your research – i.e. the research aim, purpose or question(s). Section 5 gave you some examples of research questions. As a research question does not necessarily need to be expressed as a question (it is called a question because it is a problem to be solved), a study can have one general research aim or question and a few secondary aims or questions. It may also have only one research aim or question. In the case of quantitative studies, a few hypotheses might be developed. These will emerge from gaps in the literature but would have to derive from, and be linked to, an overall research purpose. Section 10 discusses research hypotheses. 

The clear development of one or more research questions will guide the development of your data collection process and the tool(s) or instrument(s) you will use. Your research question should emerge from a specific need to acquire greater knowledge about a phenomenon or a situation. Such need may be a personal one as well as a contextual and organisational need. Box 1 gives an example of this. 

Start of Box
Box 1   An example of how to develop a research question

As a consequence of government cuts, your arts organisation has to re-structure and this is causing stress and tension among staff. You are involved in the planning of the change initiative and want to develop an organisational change programme that minimises stress and conflict. In order to do so you need to know more about people’s views, at the various organisational levels. 

What type of questions would help you to:

1. understand the context

2. demonstrate to the various research stakeholders (e.g. organisational members and research participants or supervisor, etc.) what you intend to do. 

Perhaps you would like to make some notes of your initial ideas and think about how you could apply this process to developing your own research question. 

End of Box
Reading around the topic will help you to achieve greater focus, as will discussing your initial questions with colleagues or supervisor. In the example above, assuming the literature has been searched and several articles on change management and business restructuring have been read, you are likely to have developed clearer ideas about what you want to investigate and how you want to investigate it. Figure 6 shows what the main research question and the sub-questions or objectives might be: 

Start of Figure
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Figure 7   An example of a research question and some sub-questions

End of Figure
This example is very well developed and would constitute a much larger project than the work-based project you might be doing. However the development of a general question and more specific questions focusing on different aspects should give you an idea of the relationship between the main question and the sub-questions. 

In developing your research questions you also need to be concerned with issues of feasibility in terms of access and time. You do not need to be over ambitious but you need to realistically evaluate how difficult it would be to get the data you are planning in the time you have available before submitting the project at the end of the course. You need to plan a project that is neither too broad nor too narrow in scope and one that can be carried out in the available time. 

Start of Activity
Activity 9

About 30 minutes

Start of Question
Revisit your research topic and look back at the notes you have made about the topic (including the mind map you developed earlier in the course). Expand and amend where you need to. 

Now think about what you need to do to re-write your statement as a research question and write the question in the space provided below. 

End of Question
Provide your answer... 

Start of Question
Write a maximum of four sub-questions or research objectives that will help you to answer the main research question given above. In formulating the sub-questions make sure you consider the scope and the feasibility of the project. Write your questions in the space provided below. 

End of Question
Provide your answer... 

Start of Question
There is no feedback on this activity.
End of Question
End of Activity
10   Research hypotheses

For quantitative studies a research question can be further focused into a hypothesis. This is not universally the case – especially in exploratory research when little is known and so it is difficult to develop hypotheses – however it is generally the case in explanatory projects. A hypothesis usually makes a short statement concerning the relationship between two or more aspects or variables; the research thus aims to verify the hypothesis through investigation. According to Verma and Beard (1981, p. 184) ‘in many cases hypotheses are hunches that the researcher has about the existence of relationships between variables’. A hypothesis differs from a research question in several ways. The main difference is that a question is specific and asks about the relationship between different aspects of a problem or issue, whereas a hypothesis suggests a possible answer to the problem, which can then be tested empirically. You will now see how a research question (RQ) may be formulated as a research hypothesis (RH). 

· RQ: Does motivation affect employees’ performance? 

This is a well-defined research question; it explores the contribution of motivation to the work performance of employees. The question omits other possible causes, such as organisational resources and market conditions. This question could be turned into a research hypothesis by simply changing the emphasis: 

· RH: Work motivation is positively related to employees’ performance. 

The key elements of a hypothesis are:

· The variables used in a hypothesis must all be empirically measurable (e.g. you need to be able to measure motivation and performance objectively). 

· A hypothesis should provide an answer (albeit tentatively) to the question raised by the problem statement.

· A hypothesis should be as simple as possible.

If you are planning to do an explanatory quantitative study, you will need to develop hypotheses. You will develop your hypotheses once you have read and reviewed the literature and have become familiar with previous knowledge about the topic. 

Conclusion

In this free course, Understanding different research perspectives, the various perspectives (subjective/objective and interpretivist/positivist) that a researcher can take in investigating a problem have been discussed, as well as the issues that need to be considered in planning the project (ethics, research design, research strategy and research methodology). This fits with the first two stages of the overall research process as shown in Table 2. 

Start of Table
Table 2   The research process

	Identify a research topic and draft research questions

	Refine research questions and define the research design

	Review the literature

	Determine the research methodology and test data collection tools

	Collect the data

	Analyse and interpret the data

	Write the research report

	Reflect on the research process


End of Table
The activities in this course have guided you through these first two processes.

Keep on learning

Start of Figure
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End of Figure
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Activity 1

Discussion

This activity has helped you to distinguish between objective and subjective research by recognising the type of language and the different ways in which objectivists/positivists and subjectivists/interpretivists may formulate their research aims. It should also support the development of your personal preference on objective or subjective research. 

Back to Session 1 Activity 1
Activity 2

Discussion

Mind mapping gives you a way to illustrate the various elements of an issue or topic and helps to clarify how these elements are linked to each other. A map is a good way to visualise, structure and organise ideas. 

Back to Session 3 Activity 1
Activity 5

Untitled part

Discussion

This activity added the ethical dimension to the research topic, which was likely to be missed out in a previous outline of the project topic and aim(s). It also compels you to reflect on the specific ethical risks of HR research. There are risks associated with most HR research (e.g. stress can be induced by an interview or questionnaire questions) and it is important to consider them before finalising the research proposal. The activity also encouraged you to consider the elements that should be included in the informed consent form. 

Back to Session 4 Part 3
Activity 6

Discussion

This activity helped you to focus further on your research aims. What you wrote will guide you towards the development of your research questions. Figure 4 shows that research questions can contain a number of elements. 

Start of Figure
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Figure 5   Elements relating to a research question

End of Figure
Back to Session 5 Activity 1
Activity 8

Discussion

If you have chosen two papers based on different methodologies, you should reflect on the link between the ways in which the purposes of the studies were developed and the specific methods that the authors chose to address those questions. In the articles there should be a fit between research questions and methodology for collecting and analysing the data. The activity should have helped you to familiarise yourself with processes of planning a research methodology that fits the research question. 

Back to Session 8 Activity 1
Uncaptioned interactive content

Transcript

REBECCA HEWETT:
I think it's essential to have the right question set for the project, the right research question. You need to know ahead of time what it is you're trying to find out, because otherwise you're going to be asking and answering the wrong question. And when it comes to making recommendations, coming to making conclusions, they're not going to be relevant and clear, because you're won't have said the right research question in the first place. The whole research process should flow out of the research question, so that's why it's so central. 

MARK SAUNDERS:
For me, a good research question is essential for a research project. And I would argue it's probably the most difficult thing for anybody to do. It's easy to come up with a question, but the time you need to spend refining it and getting it clear so you can see how that question is grounded in the literature and will actually help you do more than just describe – because remember, you need to be actually explaining as well as describing – is really crucial. 

So there are a few little tips to think about this. And one of the most crucial ones is the way you word that question. Questions that start with the word ‘why’ actually force you to explain. So they're really helpful. Questions that start with ‘what’ force you only to describe, so they're less useful. That's not to say you shouldn't be doing description, but remember, you should be explaining as well. So a question which has the word ‘why’ in becomes really helpful. 

However, you're not going to get your question right first go. And your question is actually going to metamorphose over time as you read more of the literature and as you do your research and start to understand your topic better. So what I would suggest is work hard and get a clear question grounded in the literature, which is probably a ‘why’ question or perhaps a ‘to what extent’ question, and sometimes a ‘how’, but definitely not a ‘what’ question. And then as you read more, refine that question. 

By that I mean you can make incremental changes, but it would be very worrying if your question changed from, say, something in marketing and ended up in something in operations research, especially given your doing a human resources masters. So you need to keep focus. The idea is working up a question and than narrowing the focus down. 

GILLIAN SYMON:
I think the issue of having the right research question in relation to student work is actually a bit more complex than it appears, especially for qualitative research. And I'm speaking as an expert in qualitative research. So for qualitative research, unlike quantitative research, you might have a much broader research question to start with. And in fact, the research question may narrow as you go along. 

So it's good to have some sort of broad research question at the start, because it helps you to think about it what literatures you should be looking at, what kinds of questions you want to ask people. But you might find in the process of doing the research that that question becomes more focused, or it might even change quite a lot in relation to what you hear from the participants in the research. You might decide, well, actually, what I thought initially was interesting is not. And I should be looking at this particular issue. So you might actually move a bit, in terms of your research question. 

So important to have one, but be prepared to perhaps change it. And this is where it's entirely different from quantitative research. You really wouldn't dare go with that at all. For quantitative research, you decide what your question is. You decide what your hypotheses are, and you test them. And anything else is cheating. 

DAVID GUEST:
First of all, it's got to be one which is doable, in terms of posing an opportunity to undertake realistic research, rather than ground theory. Ground theory is all very well in its place, but students have to be realistic about what they can achieve. So first of all, it has to be something which can be defined, contained, but which has a proper question behind it. And I think it's important to differentiate between saying, I'm interested in psychological contract breach, and something which is more like a research question which says, what impact does attribution of causes of psychological contract breach have on the consequences? 

You've narrowed it down. You focused it. It becomes researchable at that point. So I think you've got to tie it down into something which is doable and realistic and sufficiently narrow. 

The second thing, of course, is access. And you've got to find somewhere where you can test out your question and your research. Now, sometimes it's going to be quite easy. So if you take the example I've just given you, you can probably use a critical instant approach with all sorts of people. All of us have had our psychological contracts breached at various times. All of us have reached conclusions about the consequences of that. 

So you could almost do that with friends and relations, so to speak. Much better of course to do it in an organisational context where you can follow through the consequences understand why people felt more or less strongly about the impact of the breach and whether that influenced their attitudes and behaviour. So you need to think about the access question in the broader sense. 

And then the third issue, I suppose, is being able to, if it's going to be a good project, relate it a bit to literature and be sufficiently enthusiastic to want to understand how what you're doing relates to what's been done before and also to what is going to be useful in an organisational context. You may have some ideas which you think are great, which actually derive from the literature. 

If the organisation thinks they're a complete waste of time, and they have no interest in it at all, somehow you have to learn to compromise a bit. And so you may want to reshape what you're doing a little bit to fit in with what the organisation wants. Maybe if you give them what they want, they'll let you ask the questions you want. It's a matter of being able to negotiate. 

Back to Session 6 MediaContent 1
Page 1 of 2

21st August 2019

https://www.open.edu/openlearn/money-management/understanding-different-research-perspectives/content-section-0

[image: image11.jpg]