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PREFACE 

In the fall of 1989, while designing the course I was scheduled to 
teach the following semester at Cornell University, "Participatory 
Research and Development," I conducted an extensive review of the 
literature on participatory research in community development. 
Initially, I limited my search to material related to the term "participa­
tory research." However, I frequently came across other, apparently 
related terms, including "participatory action research," "action 
research," "participatory inquiry," "collaborative inquiry," "action 
inquiry," and "cooperative inquiry", among others. Thus, I began to 
wonder if participatory research in community development might be 
one among a number of research approaches whose practitioners view 
the individuals with whom they are working as "subjects" and active 
participants in research activities rather than "objects" to be studied. It 
should be understood that, at this point in my search, I was looking 
only for literature related to participatory research as understood and 
accepted by radical scholars, intellectuals, and practitioners in the com­
munity development field. Occasionally, I would glance at articles 
which, according to my orthodox ideological views, were unacceptable 
because they did not conform to my radical political paradigm. I 
labeled any other participatory research approach "pseudo-participato­
ry research," thoroughly convinced that the participatory research I was 
familiar with was the only legitimate approach in that it was the only 
one that would lead to genuine social and political change. 

After a critical review and detailed analysis of virtually all 
published and unpublished material on participatory research in com­
munity development, approximately 250 articles and reports, and after 
designing and teaching the course in participatory research in commu­
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nity development, I went through a period of conflict as regards the­
ory and practice, questioning certain definitions and assumptions 
implied in the main tenets of this research approach. The conflict arose 
from apparent contradictions I found between theory and practice, 
both in the literature and while observing a number of participatory 
action research projects in Latin America in the summer of 1989. 

This was a period of personal crisis. I had nightmares of peoples' 
trials, often thinking of myself as a traitor to the revolutionary cause. I 
even made an occasional attempt at intellectual and political suicide, 
reading some neoliberal works. But, in the end, I learned to balance my 
deep ideological beliefs and political commitment with my thirst for 
liberating knowledge. I decided to practice what I preach, i.e., to 
attempt to understand things from different points of view. 

The result was a study intended to foster a broad, holistic, com­
prehensive understanding of the theory and practice of different par­
ticipatory action research approaches. I began to explore other "claims" 
to participatory research, to analyze their main assumptions, and to 
learn all I could from them. My purpose was to explore whether other 
participatory action research approaches might contribute to social 
change. 

By identifying, describing, and critically analyzing these 
approaches in view of their potential for promoting social justice, I 
hoped to be of assistance to researchers, practitioners, and citizen 
groups interested in participation in research activities, so that they 
might explore and learn from one anothers' experiences. In some way, 
I reasoned, this would ultimately benefit all those who are involved as 
partners in research and evaluation activities in the pursuit of social 
and political transformation. 

I do not pretend to offer solutions for all the ills of our society in 
the pages that follow. I am simply presenting and discussing different 
options, a more open way of thinking about alternative research 
approaches, methods, and applications in the pursuit of social change. 
I hope that the better understanding this study is intended to bring 
about will serve as a catalyst for actions that will lead to a world more 
just for all. 



PARTI 

THE FOUR MAJOR APPROACHES 

TO PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 





CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Researchers, particularly those in the social sciences, have devo­
ted considerable time and effort to studying and implementing alterna­
tive research approaches in the last two decades. Some have focused 
their attention on the participatory and action-oriented dimensions of 
research. As a result, schools of thought have evolved in the various 
fields to address a series of key issues, including the purposes for which 
research is undertaken, the nature of participation in research, the way 
to conduct this type of research, and so on. 

At this point, an increasing number of scholars and practitio­
ners from different fields have taken an interest in this research 
approach and have appropriated the terminology of participatory 
action research for their own purposes. They are unaware, for the most 
part, however, that there are distinct approaches to this type of 
research, and that these approaches take a variety of forms and have 
very different connotations when applied in different fields. This is due 
to the compartmentalization of the social sciences and to the fact that 
there are no studies that present, in a comprehensive fashion, the major 
types of participatory and action-oriented research approaches. This 
situation has led to confusion as to the definitions, characteristics, and 
practices related to participatory action research. 

I propose to provide a comprehensive overview and analysis of 
participatory action research in the following pages, and thus to con­
tribute to the body of knowledge available in the social sciences, and 
also to enrich the work of practitioners. In addition, I hope to offer an 
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analysis that will be useful in the formulation of theoretical frame­
works, the design of research studies, and the implementation of par­
ticipatory action research by those in different disciplines. 

To that end, I will address issues like these in the following chap­
ters: Where are the participatory action research approaches being 
used? How are these being applied and for what purposes? What are the 
origins of the approach? What are the epistemological assumptions and 
methodological characteristics of the various approaches? What is the 
role of the researcher? What are the intended outcomes of research 
activities undertaken? 

In analyzing these issues, my purpose is twofold. In PART I of 
the book, I will identify the major approaches which a) view people as 
active participants, or subjects, of research rather than as objects to be 
studied—the traditional approach; and b) promote practical action. In 
the process, I will describe the nature and characteristics of the 
approaches identified, as well as the major tenets, practitioners, meth­
ods, and so on, of each. 

In PART II of the book, I will discuss the implications and 
potential for social change of each participatory action research 
approach. 

I will not judge the relative merits of the research approaches 
discussed in this work. All the approaches presented are valid. My pur­
pose is to offer a comprehensive description and analysis. I do con­
demn, categorically, the use of any of these approaches for social 
manipulation, domestication, or oppression. My agenda is to promote 
the use of these approaches for social change activities that will benefit 
the oppressed, the marginalized, and the downtrodden. 

The approaches described in this work are being used in speci­
fic settings for varied purposes. As readers may find themselves work­
ing in settings other than those in which participatory approaches are 
currently being applied, my purpose is to aid researchers and practi­
tioners in adopting and/or adapting those elements that will be useful 
in a particular circumstance, or to direct those working in the field to 
literature on a particular approach. This work is intended to generate 
new insights into, and identify options for, meaningful participatory 
action research. It is written especially for those interested in social and 
political change. 
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A typology should lead to greater freedom of choice. The rea­
lization that there is an array of participatory action research 
approaches may be disconcerting at first. But it is clear that no single 
approach can address the multiple realities existing within society. 
Choice will also facilitate learning and innovation as researchers bor­
row the most appropriate elements from a variety of frameworks. 
Thus, researchers, practitioners, and members of grassroots organiza­
tions, aware of the existing options, will be able to refine research 
methodologies according to their particular circumstances, contexts, 
and needs. 

I also provide an extensive bibliography with more than 1,200 
books and documents which will help academics and practitioners 
refer to useful publications on the topic. 

THE FOUR MAJOR APPROACHES 
TO PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

Participatory action research approaches have been developed 
and applied in four broad areas: 1 ) participatory research in commu­
nity development, 2) action research in organizations, 3) action 
research in schools, and 4) farmer participatory research. Though all 
are participatory and action-oriented approaches, there are differences 
among them which are presented briefly at this point by way of intro­
duction and for purposes of contrast. 

Participatory research in community development 

The community development approach has its roots in Latin 
America. It is characterized by concepts inspired by Paulo Freire and 
other radical intellectuals in the late 60s, including critical thinking, 
critical consciousness, conscientization, and empowerment. 

This approach is applied for the most part in community-based 
rural and urban development efforts in Latin America, Africa, Asia, 
North America, and Europe. The process includes research, education, 
and action activities usually applied by educators, community organi­
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zers, and facilitators working together with exploited and oppressed 
groups. This is a community organizing and problem solving tool. 
Short term objectives include the solution to practical problems with­
in a community. A distinctive characteristic of this approach is that, in 
the long term, those applying it hope to shift power relations within a 
community and, ultimately, within society as a whole. Participatory 
research in community development tends to be conflict oriented. 

Institutions and organizations that have traditionally promoted 
this participatory action research approach include the International 
Council for Adult Education, the Society for Participatory Research in 
Asia, the Latin American Council for Adult Education, farmers' orga­
nizations, non-governmental organizations, private voluntary organi­
zations, and left wing governments such as Nicaragua (1979-1990) and 
Tanzania (1961-1985). Rajesh Tandon, Yussuf Kassam, Orlando Fais 
Borda, Patricia Maguire, Keimal Mustafa, Marcela Gajardo, Francisco 
Vio Grossi, and Budd Hall have contributed to the literature available 
on the subject. 

Action research in organizations 

In 1946, Kurt Lewin proposed learning about social systems by 
trying to change them through action research. Action research in 
organizations is an inquiry process intended to solve practical pro­
blems and generate new knowledge through collaborative efforts by 
researcher(s) and client(s). It is generally used in the field of organiza­
tional behavior by members of industry and business management 
who embrace human resource theories, specifically those associated 
with the socio-technical systems perspective. The socio-technical con­
cept has focused on the fit between technical and social systems. Action 
research has been used as a tool for organizational change and deve­
lopment. Action researchers place a high value on developmental 
change. They seek to make social systems and organizations more effi­
cient and effective through a consensus-oriented approach. 

The Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in London and the 
Work Research Institute in Oslo are two organizations that have done 
extensive work in studying and promoting action research. Among 
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authors in this field are C. Alderfer, L. David Brown, William Foot 
Whyte, Davydd Greenwood, Chris Argyris, Robert Putnam, Peter 
Clark, E. Jaques, E. Thorsrud, F. Friedlander, Donald Schon, and B. 
Gustavsen. 

Action research in schools 

* The origins of this approach can be traced to B.R. Buckingham's 
Research for Teachers, published in 1926. It has long been assumed that 
if traditional researchers report their findings to educators, the latter 
will modify their practices to conform to these findings. Action 
research scholars and practitioners have produced extensive evidence 
casting doubt on the extent to which this type of research can be effec­
tively transformed into practical action. 

Action research has been undertaken in educational settings by 
teachers, principals, supervisors, and administrators. Those applying 
this approach maintain that practitioners are likely to make better deci­
sions and engage in more effective practices if they are active partici­
pants in this type of research activity. 

Authors identified with action research in schools include Hilda 
Taba, Richard Winter, Stephen Corey, Abraham Shumsky, Wilfred Carr, 
Stephen Kemmis, and Robin McTaggart. 

Farmer participatory research 

Farmer participatory research is also known as participatory 
» technology development. This approach was developed gradually, pri­

marily by agricultural researchers and other rural development wor­
kers, as an alternative to the traditional "transfer of technology" or 
"top-down" approach to agricultural research and extension. Critics of 
the top-down approach claim that low productivity by large numbers 
of small, resource-poor farmers is due to the philosophy, organization, 
and management of existing agricultural research and extension sys­
tems which hinder the development and dissemination of appropriate 
technologies that would fulfill the production needs of small farmers. 
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The farmer participatory research approach emphasizes the par­
ticipation of farmers in the generation, testing, and evaluation of tech­
nology to increase or promote sustainable agricultural production. 
This process is usually conducted in the farmers' fields through colla­
borative efforts between agricultural scientists and farmers. 

S. Biggs, Robert Chambers, John Farrington, Jacqueline Ashby, 
R. Rhoades, Roland Bunch, Clive Lightfoot, Janice Jiggins, and B.P. 
Ghildyal are major authors in this field. World Neighbors, ILEIA 
(Information Centre for Low External Input and Sustainable 
Agriculture in the Netherlands, CIAT (International Center for 
Tropical Agriculture in Colombia, and IIRR (International Institute of 
Rural Reconstruction) in the Philippines, have widely promoted the 
approach. 



CHAPTER 2 

PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH IN 
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

INTRODUCTION 

Technocratic approaches to improve productivity in our villages 
cannot put the tools of improved productivity into the hands of our 
poor, rural majority. Thus, increasingly, in our search for a key to 
rural development, we leave aside the conventional economists and 
technocrats and we turn to the sociologists. Then we encounter a 
paradox: the professional sociologist is very good at describing a 
social structure, at measuring attitudes to change, at diagnosing 
male/female roles and so on... But all these sociological exercises do 
not seem to be of much help when it comes to putting some equali­
ty into the power structure... 

(Kurien, quoted in Fernandez and Tandon, 1981, p. 19.) 

Social scientists working within the context of conservative 
philosophies and methodologies have been unable, apparently, to alle­
viate poverty or to solve the problems of social, political, and econo­
mic oppression. Consequently, many social scientists in the less indus­
trialized nations have been involved, since the 1960s, in the develo­
pment of approaches to research, evaluation and education that can be 
used as tools for social change. Participatory research is, in part, a result 
of these efforts. This approach is defined as a participatory research 
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process in which members of an oppressed community or group 
actively collaborate in the identification of problems, collection of data, 
and analysis of their own situation in order to improve it. Thus, it is a 
process which integrates research, education, and action. Though most 
participatory research has been conducted in developing countries, it 
has also been applied in industrialized nations. 

A major goal of participatory research is to solve practical pro­
blems at the community level. Another goal is the creation of shifts in 
the balance of power in favor of poor and marginalized groups in so­
ciety. These goals are viewed as conditions for promoting self-reliance 
and equitable development at both community and national levels, the 
ultimate goal of participatory action research in community develo­
pment. 

Participatory research is not value-free. It departs from tradi­
tional social science methodologies as a result of its emphasis on the 
political nature of research which leads to linking a research process to 
transformative actions, with the active participation of the oppressed 
throughout. 

Those who practice participatory research maintain that popu­
lar knowledge is a legitimate source of information about the world 
and must be used to promote solutions to the problems of poverty and 
exploitation. The researcher's role is that of catalyst for social change, 
as well as co-learner with the people. He or she does not pretend to be 
detached, as does the traditional researcher, in the name of objectivity 
and neutrality. 

Historical materialism and pragmatism are two main forms of 
participatory research. The difference between them is the relative 
emphasis each places on class and the historical analysis of the causes 
of exploitation. 

This chapter presents a synthesis of the main tenets of participa­
tory action research in community development through a review of its 
origins, principal characteristics and components, major assumptions, 
methodological guidelines, and possible outcomes. The chapter con­
cludes with a case study which illustrates the aspects of participatory 
research previously described. 
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ORIGINS OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 
IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

The emergence of participatory research can be linked to three 
major trends: 1 ) the radical and reformist approaches to international 
economic development assistance; 2) the view of adult education as an 
empowering alternative to traditional approaches to education; and 3) 
the on-going debate, within the social sciences, over the dominant 
social science paradigm (Hall, 1979; Tandon, 1981b; Vio Grossi et al., 
1983; Maguire, 1987). 

According to Enyia (1983), the origins of participatory research 
in community development are historical, philosophical, professional, 
and organizational in nature. 

Hall (1981) traces the historical origins to the field work of Marx 
and Engels. In 1835, Engels was involved in the social class struggle in 
Manchester, England, the center of the first Industrial Revolution. He 
participated in the strike against the New Poor Law which denied 
workers their basic rights. In attempting to understand the crisis, 
Engels used the participant observation method of research. In other 
words, rather than assuming the detached, allegedly value-free stance 
of the traditional researcher, Engels aligned himself with the oppressed 
through participation in their cause. 

During the same period, Marx was involved in the French 
Revolution, establishing his philosophy of the commune with the pro­
letariat. Bodeman (1977:8) describes the way Marx used "structured 
interviews," L'Enquete Ouviere, with French factory workers. 

Antonio Gramsci was another major influence on the historical 
origins of participatory research. Gramsci, an Italian political activist, 
was jailed by Mussolini. He wrote most of his works while in prison, 
from 1916 to 1936. The issues Gramsci dealt with include ideological 
hegemony, the organic intellectual, and working class culture (Jackson, 
1981:81). Gramsci advocated the "renovation" and the "making criti­
cal" of the workers' common sense (Lovett, 1978:81). 

Hall (1981) emphasizes the importance, for the field of partici­
patory research, of Gramsci's idea of the "organic intellectual." 
According to Hall, the term "organic" in this context indicates that the 
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intellectual is from the oppressed group and that leadership arises from 
and is nourished by the reality of peasants and workers. Organic intel­
lectuals, though not generally recognized as such by traditional intel­
lectuals and scientists, are the thinking, organizing members of a class. 
These individuals, who may be community organizers, farmers orga­
nizers, peasant or union leaders, etc., are instrumental in creating 
knowledge that will lead to actions to liberate the working class and 
peasants from oppression. 

But participatory research has its more immediate and deepest 
roots in Latin America, where it developed into its present form and 
where its principal tenets evolved in the early 1960s. "Liberation theo­
logy" and the "sociology of liberation," two participatory research 
approaches, demonstrate the commitment of Latin American social 
scientists to becoming active participants in the liberation of the poor 
from exploitation. Colombian sociologist and priest Camilo Torres, 
who joined the armed guerrillas and was killed in 1966, and Gustavo 
Gutierrez, one of the driving forces behind liberation theology, provide 
vivid examples of the role of social scientists in the struggles of the 
poor (Huizer, 1983:6). 

Paulo Freire, a Brazilian philosopher and educator, has also been 
fundamental in the development of participatory research. In his se­
minal work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), he introduced the con­
cepts of conscientization and critical reflection, among others. The 
term conscientization means the identification and critical analysis of 
social, political, and economic contradictions, leading to organized 
action to solve immediate problems and to counter the oppressive 
aspects of society. As a research approach, Freire proposes thematic 
investigation through which people identify and analyze their own 
problems in order to solve them. This process implies a change in the 
traditional role of the researcher, from that of "objective" external 
researcher to "committed" co-investigator, as well as a change in the 
role usually assigned to the target population, that is, from objects to be 
studied to active participants in the research process. 

The philosophical origins of participatory research can be traced 
back to the philosophical traditions of pragmatism and idealism 
(Bryceson, Manicom and Kassam, 1982) and historical materialism. 
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Students of pragmatism maintain that knowledge arises from human 
action, that it begins and ends in practice. In other words, the genera­
tion of knowledge begins with the identification of practical problems, 
and the main reason for generating knowledge is to solve those pro­
blems. The idealistic component of participatory research is reflected 
in the commitment of researchers and the people to come together to 
think, analyze, and act for the purpose of solving existing problems. 

» That is, both researcher and the people work together for social change, 
a manifestation of humanistic idealism. 

In the view of historical materialists, participatory research is, 
first of all, structured by democratic interaction between researcher 
and the oppressed classes, and takes the form of a dialectical relation­
ship between theory and practice. Second, proponents of this school 
maintain that the problems of the oppressed can be best understood 
and solved by analyzing social structures in light of certain fundamen­
tal concepts, i.e., mode of production, forces of production, and rela­
tions of production (Bryceson and Mustafa, 1982). 

The professional origins of participatory research focus on the 
inability of the dominant, classical positivist paradigm and research 
methods to promote social change. Critiques in this vein have been 
offered by Stavenhagen, 1971; Hall, 1972, 1975, 1979; Pilsworth and 
Ruddock, 1975; Apps, 1979; Gaventa and Horton, 1981; Huizer, 1973; 
Bryceson, Manicom and Kassam, 1982; Tandon, 1982; and de Schutter, 
1983. 

These researchers identify specific problems inherent in the epis-
temological assumptions and methodologies of traditional research 

* approaches. To begin with, experimental and quasi-experimental 
designs and statistical analysis have been widely used for the purpose of 
achieving "truth" and "objectivity." The emphasis on quantitative 
analysis, critics maintain, reduces the complexity, meaning, and rich­
ness of social systems and human beings to scores on socio-economic 
indices in order to facilitate computer tabulation (Bryceson, Mustafa, 
and Kassam, 1982:96). Researchers who rely on these quantitative 
instruments view qualitative research methods, ordinary people's 
knowledge, and knowledge derived from action as "unscientific." 



16 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

According to Hall (1877:4-8), because the survey research 
approach oversimplifies social reality, it produces results which are 
inaccurate in at least three ways: 1) by extracting information from 
individuals in isolation from one another, and aggregating this into a 
single set of figures, survey research diminishes the complexity and 
richness of human feeling and experience; 2) in seeking information 
through structured interviews or multiple-choice questionnaires, the 
respondent is obliged to choose a response which might not reflect his < 
or her perceptions; 3) in using surveys, instruments which are a-his-
torical and lack context, reality is presented as static, a snapshot of indi­
viduals with neither past nor future. 

Critics further charge that survey research is alienating and 
oppressive in character. To maximize objectivity and control of the 
research process, questionnaires and interview schedules are designed 
by researchers, and the data collected with these instruments are ana­
lyzed by researchers. This approach does not allow the people who are 
being studied to participate in the decision-making phase of the 
research process or in the analysis of data. The process regards people 
as mere sources of information or objects to be studied rather than 
active participants in the identification and analysis of their own prob­
lems. Thus, research is further mystified, presented as an activity that 
can be conducted only by university trained researchers. As a result, 
researchers may conduct studies that are irrelevant to solving practical 
problems. This also makes it difficult for the people themselves to 
implement subsequent actions since knowledge becomes the property 
of administrators, policy-makers, and program designers (Tandon, 
1982:81). ( 

The organizational origins of participatory action research 
involve a number of entities that promoted the application and study 
of the philosophy and methodology of this approach. Projects and con­
ferences were organized and funded, and research papers, monographs, 
and books were published by these entities, which include the 
International Council for Adult Education (ICAE) and the 
Participatory Research Network, both based in Ontario, Canada; the 
Latin American Council for Adult Education (CEEAL); the Society for 
Participatory Research in Asia (SPIA); and the African Adult Education 
Association, based in Nairobi, Kenya. 
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DEFINITION AND MAIN FOCUS OF 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

What is participatory research and what is its main focus? 

Participatory research is a process through which members of an 
oppressed group or community identify a problem, collect and analyze 

I information, and act upon the problem in order to find solutions and 
to promote social and political transformation. 

Conchelos (1983:335-6) defines participatory research as a poli­
tical economical activity, the purpose of which is to create shifts in 
power in favor of traditionally less-powerful groups. Power is measured 
by the degree to which members of a group increase their options for 
concrete actions, their autonomy in using these options, and their 
capacity to deliberate about choices for action. This is the specific goal 
sought in research conducted by community members. 

In the research setting, several parties compete for a) the disco­
very or creation of a broad range of resources, and b) the use and con­
trol of these resources. In this struggle, knowledge and its generation are 
crucial, as both a means and an end for conducting research. 

Shifts in power result from intentional, systematic, and perma­
nent social and political change. An important element in this process 
is non-formal learning. This learning is participatory in nature, ca­
talyzed by community members, and generated by activities loosely 
structured in order that the design and direction of learning will 
emerge during the research process. 

' Participatory research combines three principal activities: 
research, education, and action. It is a research method in which peo­
ple are actively involved in conducting a systematic assessment of a 
social phenomenon by identifying a specific problem for the purpose 
of solving it. It is an educational process because researcher and parti­
cipants together analyze and learn about the causes of and possible 
solutions to the problem addressed. It is an action-oriented activity 
since findings are implemented in the form of practical solutions. All 
three processes are conducted in a participatory way between outside 
researcher and participants (SPRA, 1982). 
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The distinctive features are a) the participation of the group or 
community in the entire research activity which is b) a process in 
which research is directly related to transformative actions. 

Participatory research is not value-free or ideologically neutral. 
Its practitioners emphasize the importance of working for a shift in the 
balance of power in favor of disadvantaged groups in society through 
overtly promoting the liberation of exploited and marginalized groups 
from society's oppressive and dominating structures. That is, the < 
research process is used to promote the identification, critical analysis, 
and understanding of social, political, and economic problems and 
their structural causes in order to change them. 

MAIN COMPONENTS AND CHARACTERISTICS 
OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

At a Participatory Research Project International Planning 
Meeting (PRP, 1977:2), those present identified the following compo­
nents in the process: 

1. The problem originates in the community itself and is defined, 
analyzed, and solved by the community 

A key issue in participatory research is the question of who cre­
ates knowledge and how they create it, as well as who makes the deci­
sions for actions to be taken. The definition and analysis of a problem 
in the research process is crucial as there is the danger that the outside ( 
researcher may impose his/her view and analysis of a given situation 
and this may lead to research and actions the community considers 
irrelevant. By emphasizing that the problem must be identified and 
analyzed by community members, proponents of participatory 
research ensure that the focus of research will be for the community's 
benefit, thus optimizing the search for solutions to problems (Selener, 
1996). The research process begins with a concrete problem or issue 
that the people themselves intend to address. Theories are neither 
developed beforehand to be tested nor identified by the researcher 
based on his or her experiences (Hall, 1975). 
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2. The ultimate goal of research is the radical transformation of 
social reality and improvement in the lives of the people involved. 
The primary beneficiaries of the research are the community 
members themselves 

The strategic and tactical goals of participatory research are to 
contribute to the formation of historical and collective subjects who 

• participate fully in the definition and fulfillment of their needs and 
longings, as equals in the global society. This is a dialectical process. It 
assumes an on-going struggle by the people to, on the one hand, satis­
fy their daily needs and, on the other, to develop as a class, as historical 
subjects, with the power necessary to create a new hegemony to defend 
their immediate and historical interests. Participatory research facili­
tates achieving these objectives because it is instrumental in three fun­
damental areas: 1) the participatory creation of knowledge; 2) the 
development or strengthening of grassroots organizations; and 3) the 
development of collective capacities (based on 1 and 2) that encourage 
an understanding of reality in order to change it (Cadena, 1987). 

3. Participatory research involves the full and active participation of 
the community in the entire research process 

All research includes at least four major phases: definition of a 
problem, choice of methods, analysis of data, and use of findings. In 
participatory research, the people are genuine participants in these 
activities rather than simply "involved" as data givers or recipients of 

I research findings. People actively participate by implementing and ta­
king control of all activities during the research process. They are the 
main actors in collectively identifying the research problem, the way 
said problem should be studied, the methods chosen to analyze data, 
the implementation of the research activity per se, and the transforma­
tion of results into action. This involves two kinds of participation. The 
first is tactical or technical participation wherein people are involved in 
all research activities. The second is strategic or political participation, 
through which people acquire power and control over a given situa­
tion, i.e., the research process itself and the problem they are working 
on (Conchelos, 1983:368). 
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4. Participatory research involves a whole range of powerless groups 
of people: the exploited, the poor, the oppressed, the marginal 

Power is one of the central themes in participatory research. 
Therefore, the results of this process should be ultimately judged sole­
ly on the basis of whether or not it promotes shifts in power so that the 
specific and real interests of the working class and other oppressed peo­
ples are served (Hall, 1981). 

5. The process of participatory research can create a greater aware­
ness in people of their own resources and can mobilize them for 
self-reliant development 

The lack of knowledge of human and material resources avai­
lable within a community may hinder the promotion of activities 
intended to improve the situation of a group of people or a communi­
ty. Sometimes resources are present but under-utilized. The process of 
identifying those resources and discovering possibilities for their opti­
mal use catalyzes self-reliant development. A variety of resources might 
be identified, e.g., local skills, land, new marketing channels or strate­
gies, appropriate agricultural techniques, local leaders, and existing 
knowledge or information, among others. 

6. Participatory research is a more scientific method in that com­
munity participation in the research process facilitates a more 
accurate and authentic analysis of social reality 

The process of participatory research enables participants to 
work as a collective, sharing objective and subjective aspects of reality. 
This is facilitated by eliciting and analyzing the popular, or common, 
knowledge people possess, and is complemented by the outside 
researcher's view of reality. The synthesis of knowledge provided by the 
people and that contributed by the outsider leads to a more holistic, 
contextual, and accurate interpretation of social reality, one which 
includes historical, social, political, and economic dimensions. 



PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 21 

7. The researcher is a committed participant, facilitator, and learner 
in the research process, and this leads to militancy, rather than 
detachment 

The "outside" researcher must be committed to the cause of the 
people, involving him/herself in the entire participatory research 
process, including the actions implemented. This commitment is like-

• ly to go against the "class" interests of the professional researcher, but 
he or she learns and develops through the process. The researcher can 
make significant contributions as a facilitator, for example, by assisting 
in the analysis of reality from different points of view, by bringing new 
information, and by helping find funds for training. The researcher is 
involved in developing community members' capacities for the collec­
tive identification and analysis of problems and the implementation of 
actions, as well as in stimulating their ability to generate new know-
pledge (Hall, 1981). 

UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS OF 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

Participatory research is based on a set of basic assumptions, 
especially in regard to the way society is structured and functions and 
how social change should occur, the role of knowledge in achieving 
power, and the use of power and control. 

I Theory of society and social change 

Participatory researchers view society and social change from a 
radical structural perspective. They question the basic structure of 
society, concentrating on those overall structural conditions, at both the 
macro (international and national) and micro (regional and communi­
ty) levels, that generate and promote processes of social, political, and 
economic exploitation of the poor majority by elite groups in society. 
Solutions are viewed as processes through which subjects become 
social actors, participating, by means of grassroots mobilizations, in 
actions intended to transform society. 
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The causes of underdevelopment can be conceptualized at both 
macro and micro levels. At the macro level (international and natio­
nal), proponents of participatory research maintain that Third World 
countries are underdeveloped because they have been relegated to the 
status of dependent satellites or peripheries of advanced capitalist 
countries or centers. Third World countries export raw materials to, 
and import finished products from, industrialized nations. Given that 
the terms of trade have always favored the industrialized countries, 
Third World nations have always been the losers in this international 
division of labor. The transfer of surplus from the underdeveloped to 
the developed world has been the basic cause of underdevelopment. 
The solution involves ending dependence on First World capitalism 
and following the path of self-reliant democratic socialism. 

Furthermore, dependency theorists stress that domination is 
expressed through ideological processes aimed at achieving a level of 
legitimacy and consensus which assures that national ruling elites will 
maintain their hegemony as the local representatives of the interna­
tional capitalist system (Tandon, 1981b; Mustafa and Bryceson, 1982; 
Vio Grossi et al., 1983). 

At the micro level (regional and community), all societies con­
sist of haves and have-nots. The haves are rich and educated; control 
positions of power in government, business, and trade; own resources, 
such as capital, land, and knowledge; have access to those who own or 
control resources; are members of the upper social strata, economical­
ly privileged and politically powerful. They are few in number, and they 
constitute an internally cohesive, well-organized group. The vast 
majority of people are have-nots. They are politically weak, unorga­
nized, poor, landless, unskilled, ignorant, and illiterate. 

Exploitation and oppression operate through direct and indirect 
mechanisms (Saint, 1981). The direct mechanism involves an exploiter 
who is immediately visible and available, and who uses local processes 
of exchange and control to maintain the position of the haves. A typi­
cal Indian village provides a good example of direct exploitation. The 
landlords and moneylenders are the haves. They use the ignorance of 
marginal farmers and landless laborers, together with customs and tra­
ditions, to perpetuate exploitation. This involves ignoring legal provi­
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sions, usurping land, and paying low or no wages. The have-nots are 
social outcasts; the haves act as political brokers for the village. In this 
situation the exploitation is visible, immediate, and identifiable. The 
resources in question are within the community; the have-nots are 
powerless to act collectively against the power of the haves. 

The indirect mechanisms of exploitation and oppression arise 
from process of "modernization" implemented during the last three or 
four decades. Exploitation takes the form of the villagers' increasing 
dependence on urban market mechanisms and the transfer of 
resources away from villages, with the construction of new plants and 
dams, for example, or the implementation of schemes that have nega­
tive impacts on local communities. The oppressors are invisible; sci­
ence and technology are used against the common people; advanced 
knowledge becomes the basis for maintaining control; governments, 
large corporations, financial institutions, and planning bodies influ­
ence small communities by "remote control." With increasing linkages 
in international arenas, such mechanisms operate globally. 
Multinational corporations, and foreign governments and agencies 
may collude with national institutions in this process. These indirect 
mechanisms are becoming increasingly more powerful; they are diffi­
cult to understand; they operate long-distance; they cannot be coun­
tered by local action alone (Tandon, 1981:22-23). 

The theoretical framework for social change focuses on the con­
frontation between oppressed groups and a dominant system. 
Solutions do not involve increased production rates or the generation 
of capital investment, but, rather, changing the mechanisms of domi­
nation through increasing people's awareness of the possibility for fur­
ther actions. Development implies a full-scale organizing process to 
prepare the oppressed to confront the state and society's dominant 
coalitions. Organizing the oppressed is a two-tiered effort, on the one 
hand addressing immediate needs and, on the other, institutionalizing 
an on-going process of social awareness regarding the nature of soci­
ety's dominant structure in order to develop viable alternatives. The 
aim is the radical transformation of society. It is within this framework 
that participatory action research in community development ope­
rates. 



24 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

Knowledge as power and the role of peoples' knowledge 

Knowledge is a fundamental element in the theory and practice 
of participatory action research. This approach assumes that social sci­
ence is not value-free or neutral. All research is political in nature, and 
has the potential to affect the distribution of power in society. Research 
can serve either to maintain or to challenge society's existing power 
relations. 

Participatory researchers maintain that knowledge has become 
the single most important basis of power and control (Tandon, 
1981b:23), and that the oppressors' power is, in part, derived from con­
trol of both the process and the products of knowledge generation 
(Maguire, 1987:38). 

Scientific knowledge is now viewed as the only legitimate and 
accepted form of knowledge, and knowledge production is big busi­
ness. Thus, knowledge has become a commodity. Commodities, as 
products for exchange, are subject to influences from the market eco­
nomy. For example, academics "package" their ideas in papers, journal 
articles, and books, and "sell" them at seminars and conferences where 
they are "bought" by other academics and decision-makers. 
Consultants sell their knowledge and serve the needs of the state and 
industry. Powerful elites monopolize control over the production and 
use of knowledge, and this facilitates the continued domination and 
exploitation of the oppressed, assuring that the status quo will remain 
unchallenged (Hall, 1979). 

Ordinary people are rarely considered knowledgeable in the sci­
entific sense or even able to know their own reality. They are excluded 
from the increasingly specialized "scientific method" through the use of 
intimidating concepts and jargon, complex research methodologies, 
money, time, skills, and experience (Maguire, 1987:36). Given that sci­
entific knowledge is viewed as the only "legitimate" form of knowledge, 
there is literally no recognition of the existence and value of common, 
popular, or indigenous knowledge. 

The importance of popular knowledge in processes of social 
change is an issue that has been addressed by Mao Tse Tung, 1968; 
Freire, 1970; Gramsci, 1976; Fais Borda, 1979, 1982, 1986; Hall, 1975, 
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1977,1979,1981; Fernandez and Tandon, 1981; Gianotten and De Wit, 
1982; Conchelos, 1983; Colorado, 1988; Gaventa, 1988; Merriefield, n.d. 

Indigenous, common, popular, or people's knowledge is a key 
feature of participatory research. Popular knowledge is the empirical, 
common sense knowledge belonging to the people at the grass roots 
and constituting part of their cultural heritage. This popular know­
ledge is not codified in the manner accepted by "science" and is, there­
fore, denigrated and excluded from those realms in which "scientific" 
knowledge is articulated. Nevertheless, popular knowledge has its own 
rationality and its own structure of causality; that is, much of this type 
of knowledge has demonstrable merit and scientific validity. But this 
kind of knowledge remains outside the formal scientific structure built 
by the intellectual minority of the dominant system because it involves 
a breach of that system's rules and, hence, has subversive potential (Fais 
Borda, 1982:27). A basic assumption of participatory research is that 
common people already have a rich popular knowledge base and are 
capable of generating knowledge necessary to guide actions for their 
own benefit. The development of a mass-based "popular science," in 
contrast to science exclusively by and for the dominant elite, is a strate­
gic goal of participatory research (Conchelos, 1983:178). 

We might ask why, if popular knowledge is so valuable and has 
so much potential for solving the people's problems, it hasn't yet done 
so. To begin with, there are many examples providing evidence that 
popular knowledge has been fundamental in solving practical commu­
nity problems and promoting broader social change (Warren et. al., 
1995; De Boef et. al., 1993; Gamser et. al. 1990; Richards, 1985; 
Brokensha et. al, 1980). Second, one of the reasons why more has not 
been accomplished is that the existing knowledge base is often "dor­
mant" in individuals within a community. This knowledge has been 
used for survival but has yet to be transformed into knowledge for li­
beration. Third, people may have lost the power to make decisions as a 
community. Thus, actions taken by individuals to solve a given pro­
blem in a community may be less effective, or may not benefit the com­
munity as a whole. Knowledge has to be "unearthed" in each indivi­
dual, collectively reformulated, and analyzed, so that it can be applied 
in collective actions to benefit a group or community. Knowledge, in 
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and of itself, is not necessarily conducive to taking action as this 
requires a certain level of organizational capacity as well. Thus, the 
importance of addressing the potential of popular knowledge to ca­
talyze the people's organizational capacity to implement community 
actions. Participatory research is intended to help a community to 
rediscover or create knowledge that will improve the quality of life. 

Popular knowledge is by no means the solution for everything or 
everyone. People do not necessarily know everything. They often lack 
the information, skills, and experience to understand and analyze, in a 
critical fashion, the social structures and relations which shape their 
powerlessness. Their lack of information, together with concern for 
survival, interferes with their understanding of how power structures 
work and affect their lives. Therefore, the oppressed often share the 
oppressor's point of view, blaming themselves for their poverty and 
powerlessness. One of the greatest obstacles to creating a more just 
world is the power of the dominant hegemony, the ideological oppres­
sion which shapes the way people think (SPRA, 1982:43; Tandon, 
1981b; Maguire, 1987). 

Maguire notes (1987:38) how dominant groups have this ability 
to shape and manipulate what is considered common, or popular, 
knowledge. For example, 

...many battered women believe the myth perpetuated by 
abusers and many societal institutions that the violence 
women experience is somehow their own fault. Women, we 
are told, provoke men's abusive behavior. That myth is sup­
ported by hundreds of messages about women's "irrational 
behavior" and inferior status. The entertainment and 
pornography industries, both male controlled, lend credence 
to the belief that "women enjoy violence." That line of thin­
king asks, "Why else do women stay in abusive relation­
ships?" Important questions, such as "Why do men brutalize 
women in love relationships" and, "Why does society sup­
port such violence?" are ignored. 
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The ability to shape both common and scientific knowledge is a 
source of power for dominant social groups. However, Vio Grossi 
(1981:46) warns against the tendency to romanticize popular know­
ledge. The spontaneous-naive participatory researcher understands 

that popular wisdom has to be idolized when participatory 
research affirms that the observation and analysis must start 

• from the representations of the community itself. They argue 
that the people have all the answers because they have the 
real knowledge. Nothing is farther from the truth. If that 
were the case, we would not need either adult education, nor 
activists, nor participatory research. To agree with this asser­
tion would be equivalent to denying nothing less than the 
very existence and efficiency of the whole apparatus of do­
mination set up by the hegemonic sectors. For ages the peo­
ple have been indoctrinated to make them unable to com­
prehend the reality beneath the superficial appearances of 
their situation or to mobilize to transform that situation. 
What participatory research attempts precisely is to initiate 
a process of'disindoctrination" to allow the people to detach 
from their own cultural elements, the elements that have 
been imposed on them and are functional to the status quo. 
In this way, they can discover their own socio-economic posi­
tion and orient their action for overcoming their condition of 
oppression. In other words, this process will allow them, in 
the final analysis, to distinguish the secondary contradic­
tions that exist within society, to locate the main one, and to 
act in consequence. The "investigative" aspect of participato­
ry research collaborates in the application of the method to a 
specific reality; the "participatory" component contributes to 
making this start as precisely as possible from the people's 
viewpoint or stage of development. 

With regard to knowledge generation and management, partici­
patory researchers do not limit themselves to the creation or use of 
popular knowledge alone. Rather, their aims are 1 ) to elicit, organize, 
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and systematize existing popular knowledge; 2) to identify and adapt 
existing "scientific" knowledge for the people's benefit; and 3) to create 
new knowledge from a synthesis of "popular" and "scientific" knowl­
edge. All these tactics are part of an overall strategy which is intended 
to use knowledge as a means to gain more power in society (Selener, 
1996). I have presented these aims separately for analytical purposes. In 
practice, however, they are part of an integrated whole, difficult to se­
parate. 

Participatory researchers promote empowerment of the com­
munity by encouraging ordinary people to participate in knowledge 
generation and to use the knowledge created to improve their situation. 
A deep and abiding belief in people's capacity to grow, change, and cre­
ate underlies the democratization of research. Participatory research 
assumes that returning the power of knowledge generation and use to 
ordinary, oppressed people will contribute to the creation of more 
accurate, critical reflection of social reality, the liberation of human 
creative potential, and the mobilization of human resources to solve 
social problems (Hall, 1975; Maguire, 1987). 

Power and control 

The goal of participatory research is to create shifts in the ba­
lance of power in favor of the oppressed. Greater control by communi­
ty groups may take place in three major areas: 1) control of the research 
process, 2) control of the context, i.e., where and when findings will be 
implemented into action, and 3) control over broader aspects of soci­
ety. 

Control over the research process ensures that new knowledge 
arises from the people's experience, is related to their perceived needs, 
and is used for their own benefit. 

Conchelos (1983:266) emphasizes the importance of promoting 
shifts in power and assuring that community groups are in control of 
those changes. Increases in power are the outcome of successful 
resource development and management, and are manifested by 1 ) an 
increased capacity for reflection developed by groups before taking 
action, 2) a broadening in the range of options for actions to be impie-
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men ted, and 3) a greater degree of freedom and autonomy in imple­
menting actions. 

The principle of shared power and complete control by the peo­
ple in the research process is central to participatory research. In con­
ventional research approaches, the researchers have absolute control 
over the process. In participatory research, power sharing begins with a 
shift in this, the most basic power relationship in research: the rela­
tionship between researcher and research participants. Participatory 
research is structured to shift power and control over decision making 
and actions increasingly into the hands of participants. Involving sub­
jects in the entire research process also increases the potential for a 
more equitable distribution of benefits. When the "objects" of research 
become "subjects" and partners, they benefit not only from the oppor­
tunity to learn about and understand their own reality, but also from 
sharing directly in subsequent policy and program decision-making 
and control (Maguire, 1987:39). The practice of participatory research 
has demonstrated that the central issue is not control over tools and 
techniques, but, rather, control over the process of knowledge genera­
tion and use. 

It is important to recognize that control over the participatory 
research process is initially exercised by the researcher. This is particu­
larly true when the initiative comes from the researcher. However, this 
control must gradually shift into the hands of local people and groups. 
Thus, it is not a priori control but, instead, this shift of control over 
time, during and after the process, that is important. However, this does 
not occur automatically. The people, along with the participatory 
researcher, have to consciously work to bring it about (SPRA, 1985:58). 

Control by participants over the participatory research process is 
one important step toward empowerment at a global level. 
Participatory research is a tool which oppressed people can use to begin 
to take control of the economic and political forces which affect their 
lives (SPRA, 1982:38). 
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TYPES OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH IN 
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ACCORDING 

TO EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 

Participatory research is a process in which knowledge is gene­
rated in order to guide actions. Knowledge is not created for the sake of 
knowing, or as an academic exercise. Knowledge creation is an on­
going process, and it is the basis for action; at the same time, new 
knowledge is generated from concrete actions. The main types of par­
ticipatory research in community development are idealism and prag­
matism and historical materialism, each based on specific epistemolo-
gical assumptions. 

Participatory research approaches: 
idealism/pragmatism and historical materialism 

The idealist/pragmatist and the historical materialist are the two 
primary approaches of participatory research, each characterized by 
specific epistemological assumptions. Kassam (1981:64-67) summa­
rizes the characteristics of both approaches, on the basis of works by 
Mbilinyi, Vuorela, Kassam, and Masisi, 1982; Bryceson, Manicom, and 
Kassam, 1982; and Bryceson and Mustafa, 1982. 

The idealist/pragmatist approach lacks a specific methodology 
and theoretical framework. Thus, it embodies a variety of research 
practices and approaches to political activism and has been described 
as "pragmatic," "ad-hoc," "eclectic," and "idealist." 

Critics claim that this approach accommodates itself to an array 
of political viewpoints because it is subjective, varying with a given 
researcher's world view. The idealist/pragmatist researcher empathizes 
with oppressed people, and idealizes or romanticizes possibilities for 
improving the lives of the poor. Idealist/pragmatist researchers are 
usually unaware of the contradictions between their good intentions 
and what is realistically possible. 

Critics further charge that practitioners who opt for this 
approach do not acknowledge, in any way, the class interests they are 
serving, or the extent to which the oppressed have internalized oppres­
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sion and socialization as a consequence of which they may come to 
accept the ideologies of the elite or to be concerned with their own 
property interests. The researcher who adopts the idealist/pragmatist 
approach ignores the forces of production and its relations. His or her 
progressive, "reformist" approach focuses on solving problems at the 
micro level, without relating them to broader social, political, and eco­
nomic elements at the macro level. 

The idealist/pragmatist approach is also questioned because it 
views knowledge as a means to an end. Within the pragmatist perspec­
tive, knowledge is believed to be created through the search for solu­
tions to practical problems; the role of theory in informing practice 
and influencing knowledge creation is ignored. Knowledge is impor­
tant only insofar as it contributes to solving immediate problems. 

Because the approach is pragmatic and the methodology eclec­
tic, according to critics, it is the practitioner who decides what metho­
dology to apply; the approach is thus prone to cooptation and may be 
amenable to reactionary ends, lacking, as it does, an articulate theory of 
social change. 

In response to the critics, advocates of idealist/pragmatic parti­
cipatory research insist that because this approach is flexible, it can be 
adapted creatively to a variety of challenging environments where 
needs are constantly changing. Proponents believe that rigidly limiting 
themselves to a specific methodology interferes with their ability to 
work for social change among diverse groups and disadvantaged peo­
ples. They argue that eclectic and pragmatic features are not problem­
atic if the ultimate objective is change in the conditions of the 
oppressed. They further view the pragmatic quality of the approach as 
a stage in the on-going struggle to liberate the oppressed. 

Critics of idealist/pragmatist participatory research hold that 
historical materialism in greater accord with the basic purpose of par­
ticipatory research, that is, radical social change. Participatory research 
based on historical materialism implies democratic interaction between 
the researcher and the oppressed classes. Because the approach is char­
acterized by the dialectical unification of theory and practice, this type 
of participatory research is consistent with the practice of historical 
materialism which consists of ideological, political, and economic 
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actions in favor of the class struggle. Proponents of methodology based 
on historical materialism maintain that it can be applied in all political, 
social, and economic contexts. They believe that solutions for the 
oppressed can be found only if their situation is understood by analyz­
ing the forces, modes, and relations of production. 

While practitioners of the idealist/pragmatist approach 
acknowledge that historical materialism offers a detailed framework for 
the analysis of society at the macro level, they charge that the approach 
is too theoretical and does not, therefore, aid in finding practical solu­
tions to improve the situation of the oppressed. More serious, accor­
ding to critics, is the danger that historical materialism will distract 
researchers from real life, everyday problems, that they will focus 
instead on just theoretical analysis. The idealist/pragmatist approach 
focuses on activities at the community level rather than emphasizing 
thorough analysis and change at the macro level of society. Finally, cri­
tics claim that methodology based on historical materialism is rigid, 
and therefore in contradiction to the fundamental principle of flexibi­
lity in participatory research as it was originally conceived. 

In the final analysis, however, practitioners of idealist/pragmatist 
participatory research believe that there is little difference, in practice, 
between the two approaches when they are used to work for social 
change. Historical materialists, on the other hand, claim that although 
both approaches may seem similar in practice, their theoretical and 
philosophical foundations are worlds apart. 

KEY ISSUES REGARDING EPISTEMOLOGICAL 
ASSUMPTIONS IN PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

According to the theoretical framework developed by participa­
tory researchers in community development, a) cognitive knowledge 
-or thinking- is not the only way to know; feeling and acting are also 
ways of knowing; and 2) the dialectical relationship between theory 
and practice, or praxis, is essential to the practice of participatory 
research. 
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Authors who have addressed the epistemological dimensions of 
participatory research include Oquist, 1978; Fais Borda, 1979; Hall, 
1981; Vio Grossi, 1981; Bryceson, Manicom, and Kassam, 1982; 
Bryceson and Mustafa, 1982; de Vries, 1982; Tandon, 1982; de Schutter, 
1983; Gianotten and de Wit, 1982, 1983; Conchelos, 1983; and Vio 
Grossi et al., 1983. 

Thinking, feeling, and acting as a way of knowing 

The dominant, classical, "scientific" research paradigm is based 
on the assumption that learning and knowing are essentially cognitive 
activities, i.e., thinking processes in which subjectivity is minimal. 
However, people are, by nature, thinking, feeling, and acting beings. 
Feeling and acting have been identified as ways of knowing by Polanyi 
(1959) and Lewin (1948), respectively. When the feeling and acting 
dimensions of learning and knowing are ignored, we are left with a lim­
ited view of human beings and their capacity to learn and know 
(Tandon, 1982). Participatory researchers maintain that thinking, feel­
ing, and acting are three integrated aspects in the process of creating 
knowledge. This is especially true of the ideological (feelings) and 
action-oriented characteristics of participatory research. Gowin 
(1981:49) explains why these three elements are essential: 

Thinking needs feeling in order to operate; thought by itself 
moves nothing; feeling shorn of thinking is without direc­
tion. Acting in an intentional way validates both the thin­
king and feeling. Acting tests ideas; it arouses and expresses 
feeling. Thinking leads to acting because thinking helps us to 
see and comprehend alternatives. Thinking shows us that 
things could be otherwise; thinking supplies us with a way to 
get beyond the evils of the moment; thinking establishes a 
basis in the regularities of knowledge and value claims so 
things can truly become closer to what is desirable. Acting 
with an interest based on thinking and feeling is a powerful 
individual mode of learning. Changing the meaning of 
human experience through educating comes from integra­
ting thinking, feeling, and acting. 
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The fact that people learn about a given oppressive or proble­
matic situation does not guarantee that they will take practical social 
action to solve the problems in question. Cognitive knowledge may be 
of limited strategic value in promoting change given the existence of 
other, more fundamental, structural factors unrelated to cognitive 
change that may prevent concrete actions. It is when cognitive know­
ledge is used to reflect, plan, and implement actions that knowledge 
assumes a fundamental role. Knowledge can only support action; it is 
not, in and of itself, action (Conchelos, 1983). 

Knowledge as Social Praxis 

Though participatory researchers believe that the interaction of 
thinking, feeling, and acting is a legitimate way of knowing, they do not 
automatically assume that this knowledge will be liberating or empo­
wering in nature. For this to be the case, knowledge must be generated 
through a process of social praxis, i.e., it must be generated by a com­
munity group to promote activities for social change. Praxis is the 
dialectical relationship between theory and practice, that is, between 
thinking and acting. 

Participatory researchers have adopted the Hegelian concept of 
praxis. According to this concept, it is not just any kind of action, but 
specific actions that lead to change in the fundamental conditions that 
generate and perpetuate poverty and exploitation (Vio Grossi, 
1981:46). 

The principle of praxis is present in eight of the eleven "Theses 
on Feuerbach" (1888), particularly in the second and the eleventh. 
These "Theses" by Marx are, for all practical purposes, the first mani­
festation of the new paradigm of critical social science committed to 
action as a means of transforming the world, in contrast to the posi­
tivist paradigm which interprets praxis as mere technological manipu­
lation and rational control over natural and social processes (Fais 
Borda, 1979:41). 

As mentioned above, praxis is essential to the participatory 
research process. When deciding to conduct participatory research, 
people set out to analyze a particular reality in order to transform it. In 
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the course of that process, they reflect upon and analyze facts and phe­
nomena as part of a constant changing reality. But the process of kno­
wing, a theoretical activity, does not, by itself, change reality. Change 
comes only when actions are informed and guided by reflection. In 
other words, knowledge must be applied when implementing actions. 
Subsequently, the implementation process and impact of said actions 
must be analyzed yet again, creating additional knowledge that either 

' modifies actions already undertaken or leads to the implementation of 
new actions. This is a continuous process of reflection and action, in 
which knowledge and practice form part of the same dialectical unit. 
That is, it is a dialectical relationship involving theory and practice, or 
praxis. This process guarantees, first, that the problem to be addressed 
and analyzed is not just an idea, but that it arises from practical expe­
rience. The problem of domination, for example, is found in objective 
reality, not in reflection about that reality. Second, the process guaran­
tees that actions will not be implemented without prior, and on-going, 
reflection, i.e., that actions will not be "blind." Participatory researchers 
emphasize the importance of implementing "reflected actions," reject­
ing the mere creation of knowledge for its own sake, as well as the 
implementation of actions that are solely spontaneous. Participatory 
research is legitimate if, in the process of knowledge generation, mem­
bers of community groups participate in the implementation of reflect­
ed actions, considering the interrelationships among the political, eco­
nomical, ideological, and scientific dimensions of the problem being 
addressed (Gianotten and de Witt, 1982:8-16). 

ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER IN 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

Social scientists who practice participatory research propose to 
eliminate the traditional gap separating researcher and research "sub­
jects" (Vio Grossi et al., 1983:21), by means of their ideological com­
mitment to the cause of the oppressed. This implies that the researcher 
assumes the role of activist or catalyst for social change (Stavenhagen, 
1971:339). This issue is central to the role researchers play in participa-
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tory research and is addressed by, among others, Stavenhagen, 1971; 
Cain, 1976; Huizer, 1979, 1983; Eiden, 1981; Hall, 1981; Vio Grossi, 
1981; Bryceson, Manicom, and Kassam, 1982; Gianotten and De Wit, 
1982; Conchelos, 1983; de Schutter, 1983; Brusilovsky, 1984; SPRA, 
1985; and Maguire, 1987. 

According to Tandon (Fernandez and Tandon, 1981:33), all 
research in the social sciences is political. It can, on the one hand, main­
tain, explain, justify, or serve the oppressive status quo. Or, on the other, 
research can challenge the status quo, whether or not the researcher 
takes an active part in changing it. Consequently, participatory 
researchers assume that research is a political act and that any research 
study has implications for the distribution of power in society. The 
dominant elite in society usually benefits most from research. Thus, 
social science is not neutral or value-free. Participatory researchers are 
clear about their role as agents of social change that will benefit pow­
erless groups. A researcher committed to participatory and democratic 
interaction is a key feature of participatory research, both in creating 
knowledge and in mobilizing, organizing, and implementing actions. 

In the participatory research process, there must be a balance 
between the knowledge and experience contributed by the researcher 
and that provided by members of the community. Assumptions that 
one party knows more than the other are at odds with the democratic 
essence of this research approach. 

Participatory researchers caution against either dichotomy: 
"They know, I don't know" or "They don't know, I know." 
Instead, participatory research offers a partnership: "We 
both know some things; neither of us knows everything. 
Working together, we will know more, and we will both learn 
more about how to know." Participatory research requires 
that both the researcher and the members of a group be open 
to personal transformation and conscientization. 
Participatory research assumes that both parties have know­
ledge and experience to contribute (Maguire, 1987:37-8). 
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In order to produce and share critical knowledge, the participa­
tory researcher abandons the detached stance usually assumed by the 
researcher and he/she does not attempt to control the research process 
or products. Detachment only makes sense in light of two assumptions 
generally underlying the work of traditional researchers: that the 
objects of research -people- are incapable of understanding their lives 
and reality, and that the researcher is capable of separating knowledge 
from feeling. However, when the researcher begins with different 
assumptions about people, detachment hinders rather than helps the 
research process (Maguire, 1987:38). 

Participatory researchers assume that if ordinary people have 
access to certain basic tools and opportunities, they are capable of cri­
tical reflection and analysis. Given this premise, the existence of reci­
procal, empathie adult relationships between the researcher and mem­
bers of the group is no longer an obstacle to the creation of knowledge 
but, rather, facilitates efforts to come to a better understanding of a 
given reality (Maguire, 1987:38). 

The participatory researcher performs a number of specific 
functions. On the one hand, he or she contributes to the formulation 
of theories that explain social reality from a historical perspective and 
demonstrates how historical processes have, directly or indirectly, 
affected the community (de Schutter, 1983:244). The researcher also 
participates as a facilitator in setting the research agenda, defining 
problems, collecting information or data, and analyzing problems in 
light of the social, economic, political, and technical context. The 
researcher further assists in the design and implementation of actions 
in order to solve the problem identified. 

Other general activities are also necessary in implementing the 
process described. Researchers must provide useful information for 
achieving the aims formulated by the group; they must build institu­
tional and organizational capacities and skills for self-reliant develo­
pment among community members, such as training in conducting 
democratic meetings; and they must teach skills in needs assessment, in 
getting, organizing, and analyzing information, in decision-making for 
action. 
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The researcher can make a significant contribution by building 
new understandings of reality so that he or she is no longer an outsider. 
This might include providing new information or helping to find funds 
for the development of technical skills. In all cases, the outside 
researcher is especially involved in creating a local capacity for collec­
tive analysis and action, and for the generation of new knowledge 
(Hall, 1981:10-11). 

The new roles that participatory researchers must assume are 
not without behavioral, emotion, or intellectual conflicts. These may 
arise from the historical separation between the researcher and the 
objects of research, from the increased use of popular knowledge rather 
than exclusive reliance on "scientific" knowledge, and from the new 
role as ally in a social struggle in contrast to the value-free, detached 
role assumed in traditional social science research. 

Vio Grossi (1981:47) notes that intellectuals interested in parti­
cipatory research frequently ask: How can I relate to the community? 
What must I do? How should I act in order to encourage community 
members to conduct the participatory research process themselves? 
What is my role as a participatory researcher? He stresses that the 
researcher need not "become a member" of the community or adopt 
"their culture." For example, intellectuals often assume that they must 
participate in manual labor, while peasants and workers are well aware 
of what the intellectual knows and what he or she doesn't, and would 
prefer that the lawyer contribute his or her knowledge of the law rather 
than waste time working ineptly in the fields. The level of communica­
tion frequently depends on the way community members view the ser­
vices the outsider can provide and his or her degree of loyalty to the 
short and long-term goals of the group. The point of encounter is not 
at the level of specific work activity but in the sphere of basic loyalties. 
Implied here is the recognition of the people's role as leaders and the 
subordinate role of the researcher. He or she is a facilitator in the 
process of creating knowledge for future actions. With time, the intel­
lectual will become immersed in the people's world, old roles and ten­
sions will disappear, and the "organic intellectual" envisioned by 
Gramsci, will emerge, prepared to assume active and full participation 
in the common struggle. 
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Thus, the researcher's personal development is an important ele­
ment in sustaining participatory research efforts. This development is 
not merely intellectual and cognitive, but involves increasing commit­
ment to the people's cause as well as growth in emotional and ideolo­
gical awareness (SPRA, 1985:62). 

I METHODOLOGICAL GUIDELINES 
FOR CONDUCTING PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

Among the various models for conducting participatory 
research, two of the most useful have been presented by Le Boterf 
(1983) and Vio Grossi, Martinic, Tapia, and Pascal (1983). Both follow 
the same basic guidelines and share similar methodological and ideo­
logical assumptions. They vary in the emphasis placed on major pha­
ses of the research process. But there is no "one way" to conduct par­
ticipatory research. The authors warn that although a set of guidelines 
is an important tool, the "final" methodology will develop inductively, 
in accord with the unique situation and setting in which participatory 
research is being applied. A complete detailed methodology is presen­
ted by Selener (1996). The four major phases listed below integrate 
both models: 

1) Organizing the research project and gathering knowledge 
of the working area. 

2) Definition of the problem by project participants. 
3) Critical analysis of the problem. 
4) Planning and implementing a plan of action. 

Phase 1: Organizing the research project and gathering knowledge of 
the working area 

This phase includes establishing relationships with grassroots 
organizations, local leaders, and institutions. It also includes defining 
the institutional, conceptual, and methodological framework of the 
project. The following tasks contribute to the fulfillment of these objec­
tives: 
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• defining the theoretical framework of the research activity, 
i.e., objectives, assumptions, methods; 

• defining the area of study; 
• designing an organizational framework for the project; 
• selecting and training researchers or the research team; 
• drafting and approving the budget; 
• drawing up a tentative timetable for the project; 
• setting up a structure for the systematization of the expe­

rience. 

The other major objective for the first phase involves gathering 
basic knowledge of the area. The preliminary diagnosis may include 
three steps: 

a) Identifying the social structure of the population con­
cerned. This will enable the researcher to differentiate the 
needs and problems of the population on the basis of 
social class, and to select the most underprivileged social 
group to work with. 

b) Discovering how members of the group view the world in 
which they live and the main events in their history. 

c) Assessing and collecting relevant information about the 
socio-economic, political, and technological context in 
order to facilitate the identification and analysis of a given 
problem jointly with members of the popular group. 

Phase 2: Definition of the problem 

This phase involves the joint identification, by researcher and 
members of the community group, of the most significant problems 
the latter would like to address. 

Phase 3: Critical analysis of the problem 

In this phase, the researcher seeks to facilitate collective interpre­
tation and analysis of the problem in light of social, political, econo-
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mic, and technical dimensions at the local, regional, national, and 
international levels. The problem is thus understood from different 
perspectives in which are included the immediate and structural caus­
es, and these perspectives will be the basis for implementing specific 
actions. The following steps are involved in analyzing the problem: 

a) Describing current perceptions of the problem: at this 
I stage, participants, working in discussion groups, state 

how they perceive and formulate the problem they want to 
solve. The facilitator's role consists in helping participants 
express their view of the problem and its causes, their 
analysis of its consequences, and their ideas as to solu­
tions. 

b) Questioning the representation of the problem: at this 
stage, the researcher's task is to develop in members of the 
group the ability to critically analyze everyday knowledge, 
encouraging them, in the process, to question their own 
perceptions and understanding of the problem. 

c) Reformulating the problem: on the basis of the questio­
ning described, participants should now be able to formu­
late the problem in a more objective fashion. This objec-
tivization includes: 

• describing the problem: identifying different aspects 
and points of view; listing, classifying, and comparing 
information; identifying contradictions among dif­
ferent elements of the situation; relating it to other 
problems; and so on. 

• explaining the problem: eliciting not only immediate, 
but structural, causes, laws, and relationships among 
various problems. 

• offering strategies for action: formulating hypotheses 
for action and speculating as to likely results; identi­
fying short- and long-term solutions, both those 
available to the participants and those which would 
require action at another level; examining the collec­
tive action and cooperation necessary. 
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Phase 4: Definition of the plan of action 

In this step, the plan of action is designed by community mem­
bers and researchers, based on the problems identified and analyzed. 
The implementation of actions will change the reality initially ana­
lyzed, new issues will arise, and these, in turn, will require farther 
analysis and new solutions. In other words, the broad phases of parti­
cipatory research constitute an on-going process. ( 

INTENDED OUTCOMES OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

Participatory research may lead to a range of outcomes. 
Conchelos (1983:137-142, 228-250) presents a comprehensive set of 
these, based on his analysis of several case studies. He states that the 
outcomes of participatory research are, in general, consistent with its 
main assumptions. 

As mentioned earlier, the overall outcome participatory 
researchers aim for is empowerment of the oppressed. With this in 
mind, Conchelos has identified other, more specific process and final 
outcomes. Process outcomes are changes that take place during the va­
rious stages of the project, and final outcomes are those results or 
achievements that are more likely to be identified or bear fruit at the 
end of the research project. Process outcomes may not be perceived or 
identified as clearly as final outcomes since they often occur in con­
junction with other events during the research process. Final outcomes 
include organizational change and development, social change, global 
consciousness, changes in technical knowledge and skills, dissemina­
tion of the experience, and changes at the personal level. 

Organizational change and development are important tactical 
and strategic outcomes since they are closely related to the creation of 
shifts in and maintenance of power. Members of a citizen group must 
achieve and sustain an increased capacity for reflection, mobilization, 
and action. This means that the short-and long-term effectiveness of 
research intervention depends, in large part, on the social, economic, 
and political organization of the group. An organized group can pro­
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mote change at the community and policy-making levels. And this is 
the reason, distinctly political in character, for involving people in all 
research stages. 

Intimately related to organizational change is social change. 
Shifts in power and the definition and solution by the oppressed of per­
ceived problems, are forms of social and political change at the micro 
level, with potential for generating similar effects at the macro level. An 

* array of outcomes related to social change depend on the group's 
increased organizational capacity and on community development. 

Global consciousness is the capacity of an individual, group, or 
community to become aware of problems that are present in other 
communities or at the global level. When individuals, communities, 
and even nations learn about and share common problems, they are in 
a position to undertake collective actions designed to solve very speci­
fic issues. 

When members of a group or community acquire and maintain 
control over new information, technical knowledge, and skills- impor­
tant outcomes in the research process- they are better equipped to 
implement self-directed actions in order to meet their most immediate 
and strategic needs. The skills referred to include literacy, appropriate 
agricultural techniques, knowledge about the law. The sharing of infor­
mation and skills among community members and between commu­
nities is another important outcome. 

Changes at the social, or collective, level are widely reported, but 
changes occur at the personal level as well. Improved communication 
skills, individual learning, and transformations in personal views of 
reality are some of the changes experienced by the outside researcher 
and members of the participating group. 

Participatory researchers pay special attention to specific aspects 
of the research process. These are broadly categorized as critical inci­
dents and political/economic forms of learning which promote 
changes in power relationships. Process outcomes appear to be the rai­
son d'etre of participatory research, since shifts in power include 
important events which may go largely unnoticed or unrecognized 
during the research process, and are thus seldom recorded. 
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Critical incidents reflect the ways in which groups exercise 
power. These outcomes exemplify the non-formal, incidental, and, at 
times, conflict-based nature of learning which takes place during the 
research process. They reflect the inductive, emergent character of par­
ticipatory research. 

Learning that occurs as a result of initiating actions to take 
advantage of unanticipated or previously unknown resources or events 
is another process outcome. This kind of learning may be conducive to 
gaining new knowledge, skills, or resources. 

Another process outcome consists of learning that takes place 
when opportunities are seized. This learning enhances members' 
capacity for reflection and action, and is complemented by the group's 
growing organization. When the members of a group begin to initiate 
actions and seize opportunities, they have clearly adopted a less passive, 
more power-oriented stance, and their capacity for reflection has 
moved to a new level. 

Gains in cognitive knowledge, and changes in feelings and opi­
nions about a given situation are other process outcomes. New know­
ledge and feelings can be instrumental in making better decisions for 
future actions. 

CASE STUDY 

Most of the major assumptions of participatory research, as 
practiced by historical materialists, are illustrated in the case study 
below, reported by De Silva, Mehta, Rahman, and Wignaraja (1982). 
This case also captures the significance of participatory research for 
community development and social change. 

Introduction 

In the Thana district of India, there is a strip of forest land in 
which members of an indigenous group live. They are known as the 
"adivasis," a generic term used to describe the aborigines of India. The 
adivasis, who have preserved their culture, are one of the most 
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oppressed groups in Indian society, with a long history of deprivation 
and humiliation. Consequently, they have mobilized, organizing a 
grassroots movement called Bhoomi Sena (Land Army). Members of 
this organization defend the rights and work to meet the needs of the 
people, and to combat injustices and exploitation originating in vari­
ous sectors of society. 

Historical context giving rise to the Bhoomi Sena movement 

The adivasis owned their own belt of land in India's Thana dis­
trict and controlled their means of production up to one hundred years 
ago. Then, with the development of urban centers in the south, a mar­
ket was created for the grain, timber, and grass produced in the Thana 
district. Due to the increasing value of these products, ownership of the 
entire area passed into the hands of a new landlord class whose mem­
bers were also moneylenders, grass traders, and forest contractors, and 
who began to exploit the adivasis in a variety of ways. When the adiva­
sis lost their land, they lost control over their means of production and 
became virtual slaves, forced to labor on the landlords' estates. They 
served as bonded labor against debts and were charged extremely high 
rents and interest on consumption loans. Beginning in the late 1930s, 
several relief organizations moved into the area to provide temporary 
relief. From 1945 to 1947, the adivasis spontaneously revolted against 
the landlords and their private armies. They were successful, bringing 
serfdom, forced labor, low salaries, high rents, and other exploitative 
situations to an end. 

Laws were passed to protect the rights of the adivasis. When the 
conflict was settled, the adivasis reverted to their former passive state 
because, though they had implemented a number of spontaneous 
actions, they were not politically aware nor organized. This left the 
door open for future exploitation by new classes. 

As a result of the 1945-1947 incidents, many landlords sold their 
land, primarily to members of three groups: large and medium far­
mers, their former watchmen and foremen, and small traders in the vil­
lages who were members of the middle class and who saw an opportu­
nity for profitable investments. The adivasis got virtually no land, and 



46 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

conditions reverted to those existing prior to the revolt, the only diffe­
rence being that now there were new laws which remained, for the most 
part, on paper. 

The more numerous Marathas caste, farmers who worked their 
own land, displaced the educated Brahmins in centers of political 
power in spite of the fact that the latter were members of a higher caste 
made up of feudal lords who did not work their own lands. The 
Marathas lobbied for "land for the tiller" and, in 1957, tenancy was 
abolished in the state. The adivasis benefitted, as non-producing class­
es were weakened vis-a-vis the mid-level castes, receiving an estimated 
40% of the land with the stipulation that it was not to be sold to non-
adivasis. However, this new situation did very little for the adivasis as 
they did not have the capital nor the inputs to work the land they now 
owned. Thus, they were forced to borrow for production and con­
sumption, and gradually they lost their land, returning once again to 
their laborer status so that by 1970 their situation was almost identical 
to that of the mid-1940s. 

By the 1970s, classes in the region included the feudal landlords, 
who no longer owned land but held power and influence; moneylen­
ders and traders, a non-producer mercantile class whose members 
owned some land; large and medium farmers who often employed adi­
vasis; poor peasants who were almost exclusively adivasis and who 
couldn't produce enough on their land to sustain their families and 
thus had to work as laborers; and adivasis who had lost their land and 
their freedom and were working as bonded laborers once again. 
Domination of the adivasis by the ruling elite of the area was complete. 

The evolution of Bhoomi Sena 

Bhoomi Sena emerged out of a nationwide land movement that 
took place in the late 1960s, initiated by leftist parties in India. The 
Praja Socialist Party organized peaceful civil disobedience to protest an 
unjust law on August 9,1970 in Palghar, on 2,000 acres of land belong­
ing to a trust. Approximately 150 people, among them some adivasis, 
took over the land and were arrested and sentenced to fifteen days in 
jail. In prison, the workers discussed the future of their cause, deciding 
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that after being released, there would be no more attempts to regain 
land. But Kaluram, a young adivasi leader, and his adivasi colleagues 
disagreed, arguing that the land belonged to the adivasis. They decided 
to continue the struggle alone. 

When they were freed, Kaluram and his colleagues shared their 
thoughts with adivasis in different villages. With active collaboration 
from villagers, they collected information about the illegal usurpation 
of land by landowners. This process of investigation created a general 
awareness of the problem in several villages. Kaluram and his col­
leagues then founded the Bhoomi Sena, with a membership of eight 
hundred adivasis. 

The first action planned by Bhoomi Sena was the appropriation 
of crops from land taken from the adivasis. Ten villages around Vadhan 
were targeted. Under Kaluram's leadership, some eight hundred adiva­
sis invaded a rich landlord's fields, harvesting the crop and carrying it 
away. This same action was carried out in several other fields. The land­
lords, taken by surprise, did not retaliate initially. In subsequent occu­
pations, they called the police. Members of Bhoomi Sena announced 
that they were taking the law into their own hands and harvesting crops 
from their own land. The police took Kaluram to the station for ques­
tioning, but did nothing against others involved in the harvest. 

Crop seizures continued and many adivasis acted spontaneous­
ly, taking crops from their own occupied lands. As a result of com­
plaints in the Maharashtra Assembly from members of the Socialist 
party, an officer and court were sent to the town of Manor to settle the 
issue. Eight hundred cases pending on land ownership were settled in 
three days, 799 of them in favor of the adivasis, and several thousand 
acres were recovered from landlords. Crop seizures spread. 

When Bhoomi Sena members harvested crops, they became the 
collective owners, threshing it and storing it in grain banks. Sometimes 
persons selected to guard the crop stole it and Kaluram and Bhoomi 
Sena were blamed, in part, for appointing the wrong people to guard 
the crop. 

As the planting season approached, some adivasis gave their land 
back to the landlords to cultivate, or borrowed agricultural inputs from 
the landlords at exorbitant interest rates. People began to forget their 
previous year's struggle. 
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During this low period, Kaluram decided to ask for help from 
some socialist friends, under whose paternalistic intervention the 
movement suffered. To help the adivasi movement, a social worker, SW, 
went to Vadhan. SW believed that increased agricultural production 
was the way to achieve development. Thus, he proposed a number of 
development projects and the formation of a Farmers' Association 
under his and Kaluram's leadership. After four years and many failed 
projects, SW had to leave the region, accused of misappropriation of 
funds. Kaluram apologized for the many mistakes of the organization, 
assuming his share of the responsibility, in a public meeting attended 
by representatives of thirty villages. 

In the four-year period from 1972 to 1975, Bhoomi Sena had all 
but disappeared, replaced by the Farmers' Association. But its power 
and potential were still alive in a few original cadres who had dropped 
out of the Farmers' Association. These individuals urged Kaluram to 
leave that organization as well, and to mobilize the people again. 

Early in 1975, members of the group built a hut where they held 
meetings to revive Bhoomi Sena and to resist the initiatives of the 
Farmers' Association whose staff treated people as "objects" of deve­
lopment. Members of the revived Bhoomi Sena worked in three areas, 
principally: a) harvesting crops on adivasi lands usurped by landlords; 
b) bringing law suits against landlords who had illegally taken adivasi 
lands; and c) fighting abuses by landlords. Several incidents and actions 
in the villages led to the gradual rebirth of the movement. 

The events in the town of Phitagaon were a small beginning. A 
village landlord had illegally appropriated the land of eight poor adiva-
sis who left town out of fear. Members of Bhoomi Sena confronted the 
landlord, both in court and outside, and succeeded in recovering half 
the land he had usurped. 

In the town of Purves, an adivasi farmer was beaten by a go­
vernment official. When Bhoomi Sena organized a mass demonstra­
tion against him, the official panicked, apologized, and was transferred 
to another town. 

A whole series of incidents occurred during this period, inclu­
ding one in the town of Jankop which was critical for Bhoomi Sena. 
The village was virtually controlled by one family which owned most of 
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the land. Many adivasi families had left, fearing forced labor and beat­
ings. The land of an old woman had been illegally taken by the land­
lord, and though the legitimate owner won in court, she had been 
unable to recover her land. In November 1975, she called on Kaluram 
to help her get the land back. Kaluram went to Jankop to mobilize the 
people, but they were terrified. Then the woman challenged the man­
hood of the young people at a meeting and the mood changed. The 
people in the village, led by young adivasis, decided to harvest the 
woman's crop the next day. When the adivasis entered the woman's 
field, they encountered strong resistance from the landlord's personal 
armed guards. The situation turned into a battle which the adivasis 
won, overcoming their fear and recovering the elderly woman's land. 

After this incident, the adivasis of Jankop were harassed by land­
lords in the neighboring town of Palghar where they went for work, 
marketing, and so on. The adivasis fought back by a) declaring the free­
dom of bonded laborers of the landlord in Jankop, b) quitting their 
jobs as domestics in the Jankop landlord's house in Palghar, and c) boy­
cotting work in his fields in Jankop. The landlord was forced to bring 
labor from other villages, paying two or three times the low salary paid 
to the adivasis in Jankop. 

By the end of 1975, after a number of successful actions like 
these, Bhoomi Sena came to life again as area residents' view of the 
movement changed. The leadership, or vanguard, group of Bhoomi 
Sena, in continuous contact with those involved in local struggles, 
decided that the movement was ready for actions on a broader scale. 
Their approach, more systematic this time, included a) learning from 
their struggles, b) sharing these experiences more widely, and c) 
emphasizing more research on the socio-economic situation. It had 
become apparent, both to the leadership and to the adivasis, that simi­
lar problems existed in different villages, the result of the same social 
reality. Villagers could not fight their problems in isolation. A level of 
shared awareness and unity was necessary to tackle these in a more 
organized fashion. By way of response to this need, camps were crea­
ted for collective reflection. These served as forums for sharing expe­
riences and reflection on oppressive situations, in order to take collec­
tive decisions for further actions. In preparation for the first camp 
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meeting, the cadres went around their own villages, talking to people 
and eliciting their perceptions of problems. They organized the infor­
mation and thoughts gathered, and systematized the experience to be 
shared in the camp. 

In February 1976, the first reflection camp was held, with twen­
ty-five youths, representing ten villages, present for the three-day event. 
The meeting began with accounts of the history of people's struggles in 
the area, resulting in the emergence of Bhoomi Sena. Then the group 
heard about and discussed the struggles going on in Jankop and Purves. 
They also examined the situation faced by landless laborers and small 
farmers, individually narrating and collectively discussing their own 
experiences. The camp helped to raise their consciousness, to increase 
their awareness of their social reality, to strengthen their sense of soli­
darity, and to stimulate actions against the oppressors in their own vil­
lages. 

Soon after, a second camp was held, with fifty people participa­
ting. In this case, no one went around the villages to listen to the peo­
ple; they were told, instead, what the problems were, based on the first 
camp. People listened, but were not satisfied with the process. An 
important lesson was learned by members of Bhoomi Sena: involving 
the people in gathering information for discussion and analysis was 
essential if the people were to take further actions in their villages. 

When those participating in the camps returned to their villages, 
they held discussions on the issues raised. They realized that the villages 
were dominated by landlords and that the oppressed had to unite in 
order to stop exploitation. Class consciousness thus began to emerge. 

In some villages, residents felt that local organizations were ne­
cessary to complement Bhoomi Sena's activities. Youth leagues were 
formed to serve the needs of the poor. They were organized in many 
villages; some were successful and some were not. Two major issues 
were addressed by these organizations: the existence of bonded labor 
and the payment of minimum wages. A survey taken in the village of 
Bagzari, for example, indicated that ten bonded laborers lived there. 
Members of the youth league informed the local official, but he took no 
action. So the league decided to take action. They informed the village 
head man that the bonded laborers were now free, in accord with the 
law, and that the issue should be made public; they further demanded 
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that the minimum wage law be enforced. Due to increasing pressure, 
the head man agreed to declare the bonded laborers free, but refused to 
address the minimum wage issue. After a short strike, the head man 
decided to hold a meeting with landlords, and the bonded labor issue 
was settled. Regarding the minimum wage situation, most of the land­
lords agreed to respect the law. Those who did not were boycotted by 
the adivasis. 

^ Since landlords would not be giving the adivasis any more loans, 
other issues were identified, analyzed, and solved through the succes­
sful intervention of the youth league. These included the creation of a 
collective contingency fund and a common fund for marriage. It was 
decided that individuals would contribute one rupee and one kilo of 
rice per month. The funds were administered by the people themselves, 
through an elected committee of five adivasis. Youth leagues evolved in 
different ways to solve different issues. Bhoomi Sena members began to 
share these experiences on a wider scale through the camps. 

Though Bhoomi Sena was known in an area comprising approx­
imately one hundred villages, it was active in only thirty. In June 1976, 
the leadership organized a survey of these thirty villages, plus forty 
additional villages. The survey was conducted over a three-month peri­
od. It was designed to provide information, essentially, on a) bonded 
laborers, b) actual wages paid to agricultural laborers, and c) the situa­
tion of small farmers. Bhoomi Sena representatives went to each vil­
lage, explained the objectives of the survey, and mobilized the people to 
collect information. 

Results indicated that there were 375 bonded laborers in the vil­
lages surveyed. This information was provided to local officials for 
immediate action. In addition, a total of 1,100 violations of the mini­
mum wage law were filed with the government. As no action was taken 
by government officials, Bhoomi Sena members mobilized the people 
to enforce the law. All the bonded laborers declared themselves free, 
and the struggle for a minimum wage began. Forty new villages joined 
the movement. In the February 1977 elections, representatives of 
Bhoomi Sena ran for office and won. Subsequently, members of the 
organization started working in new villages. 

A camp was organized in Variwadi in April 1977. The dynamics 
of this event illustrate the process of investigation and analysis adop-
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ted. Representatives of thirty villages were to attend the meeting. Prior 
to the event, eight facilitators from the Bhoomi Sena leadership spent 
approximately three weeks going to each of these village to discuss 
problems with the people and to inform them about the work of 
Bhoomi Sena. In this way, the word spread. From two to three hundred 
adivasis were present at most of the village meetings. Participants 
decided that each village would send two to three representatives to the 
camp. 

Twenty-four villages were represented by fifty delegates at the 
camp. On the first day, Bhoomi Sena's leadership gave an account of the 
organization, its history, successes and failures. On the second, dele­
gates from each village spoke, talking about their lives and the exploita­
tion they had experienced. It became apparent that problems fell into a 
number of categories. Some key problems were common to all and 
some were not. As a result, those present were able to develop a shared 
sense of reality as experienced by residents from all twenty-four vil­
lages. 

The problems selected for analysis were: 1) the causes of resi­
dents' poverty, 2) relations between the sawkar and the government, 3) 
the fact that small farmers and laborers shared common problems, 4) 
the nature of youth leagues and how they could help solve problems, 
and 5) the role assumed by government vis-a-vis the villagers. 

Through analysis of these issues, it became clear that society in 
the area was divided into four main classes: landless laborers, small 
farmers who also worked as laborers, medium size farmers who did not 
work as laborers, and landlords who owned a lot of land and engaged 
in money-lending and trading activities. Participants concluded that 
the landlords were the oppressors, exploiting members of the other 
three constituencies. 

Those present offered examples of the ways in which they were 
exploited. Babu, a small farmer, had borrowed 280 kilos of rice from a 
landlord as a consumption loan. Total annual production on his two-
acre farm came to 1,760 kilos. Out of that, he paid 1,120 kilos back to 
the landlord within six months at a 400% interest rate. He was left with 
640 kilos to feed his family until the next season. Because this was not 
enough, he would be forced to go back to the landlord and ask for 
another consumption loan. 
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Kalu was a bonded laborer who had borrowed 650 rupees six 
years before. In return, from a minimum wage of three rupees a day, he 
was paid one, i.e., 4,380 rupees had been withheld over the previous six 
years. 

Through stories like these, the adivasis were able to identify their 
common enemy and the mechanisms used to exploit them. It was also 
apparent that the government, in light of the way it reacted in adivasi-
landlord cases, was on the side of the latter. From many different 
accounts, a complete picture of the situation emerged. 

During the last day of the camp, decisions were made about 
actions to be taken to solve immediate problems. The most critical of 
these was the lack of jobs in the month of May. In an eight-day period, 
participants conducted a survey of the number of people requiring 
jobs, and the kinds of work that might be created under the govern­
ment's Guaranteed Employment Scheme. A group of thirty representa­
tives from Bhoomi Sena gave this information to local officials and 
requested that they act on the issue. Since nothing was done, Bhoomi 
Sena organized a demonstration as a result of which officials were 
moved to begin working. About twenty youth leagues were formed in 
order, initially, to assure that officials created the needed jobs. Thus, by 
identifying, sharing, and analyzing problems, villagers were able to 
select and implement actions in a collective fashion. 

The minimum wage struggle continued. Members of Bhoomi 
Sena came into conflict with a political party supported by the land­
lords. This party intimidated adivasis and attempted an attack on 
Kaluram. Bhoomi Sena's leadership met with the people and analyzed 
the cause of the harassment, i.e., the minimum wage issue. A few days 
later, a mass demonstration was organized, with 6,000 people partici­
pating. The struggle in new areas led to the formation of new youth 
leagues in different villages. These local organizations also dealt with 
education and other social and economic issues. 

Members of Bhoomi Sena relied constantly, in youth leagues and 
camps, on collective reflection, encouraging villagers to analyze their 
reality in order to take actions to change it. This analysis, both objec­
tive and collective, aided in the identification of forces facilitating or 
hindering social change. 





CHAPTER 3 

ACTION RESEARCH 
IN ORGANIZATIONS 

I 

INTRODUCTION 

Action research is a tool that has been used primarily in business 
and industry to improve organizational efficiency and success in areas 
of work relationships, authority structures, job satisfaction, and the 
quality of working life. Bolman and Deal (1984) present the major 
schools of organizational behavior research and theory from four per­
spectives: structural, political, symbolic, and human resources. Each of 
these frameworks is based on a particular view of organizations, spe­
cific theories and assumptions, and distinct ways of managing and pro­
moting organizational improvement. These frameworks are presented 
in summary form to demonstrate the role of action research in the field 
of organizational behavior. 

The structural framework includes organizational goals, formal 
roles and relationships, and technology. The central question is how to 
design and manage a structure that is appropriate for achieving the 
organization's purposes. Organizations are designed to be rational sys­
tems. Structures are created to fit organizational purposes, the 
demands of an organization's environment, and technology. 
Organizations allocate responsibilities to participants (division of 
labor), and create rules, policies, and management hierarchies to coor­
dinate diverse activities. Problems arise when the structure does not fit 
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the situation. At that point, some form of reorganization is needed to 
remedy the mismatch. 

Within the political framework, organizations are entities with 
limited resources, and the allocation of these among individuals or 
groups is constantly affected by power and influence. Conflict is 
expected because of the various needs and perspectives of individuals 
and groups. Problems arise when power is unevenly distributed, or so 
broadly dispersed that it is difficult to get anything done. Solutions are 
developed by managers with the political skills to understand and ma­
nage power, through the formation of coalitions, bargaining, and con­
flict resolution. 

The symbolic framework encompasses problems of meaning in 
organizations. According to this view, shared values and culture are 
more important to holding an organization together than are goals and 
policies. This is because rituals, ceremonies, stories, heroes, and myths 
count for more in the organizational balance than do rules, policies, 
and managerial authority. Problems arise when symbols lose their 
meaning and when ceremonies and rituals lose their power. Within the 
context of this framework, it is believed that managers must rely on 
symbols, myths, images, and luck to solve an organization's problems. 

Action research falls primarily into the human resource frame­
work, which emphasizes the interdependence between people and 
organizations. Malfunctions occur because of mismatches between the 
needs of the organization and those of the people working in it. The 
primary assumption underlying this framework is that people are the 
most critical resource in an organization. Human beings in organiza­
tions have psychological and social needs; self-esteem and self-actua­
lization are vital. When an organization does not meet the needs of its 
employees, conflicts arise (McGregor, 1960; Argyris, 1956, 1964). 
Employees may respond with disillusionment, frustration, lack of 
motivation, and apathy due, for example, to tasks that are boring and 
mechanical, or to working conditions that lead to job dissatisfaction. 
These conflicts diminish an organization's effectiveness. 

Human resource theorists recognize that conflicts between indi­
viduals and organizations exist. To reduce these, they resort to conflict 
resolution and collaboration rather than bargaining and power poli-
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tics. This is management's job. The effective manager is able to meet 
collective goals by tailoring an organization, including formal roles and 
relationships, to people's needs, skills, and values. In other words, man­
agement must find an organizational form that will enable people to 
get the job done while feeling good about what they are doing. This can 
be achieved, according to advocates of action research, by modifying 
the situation so that the organization accomplishes its goals and 
employees enjoy working conditions consistent with their needs. 
Problems arise when workers' needs are not fulfilled. 

In order to create this sort of environment, strategies have been 
used to improve the management of human and technical resources 
within organizations. Organizational development, one such strategy 
which has been widely used, is defined by Beckhard (1969) as an orga­
nization-wide effort managed from the top to increase organizational 
effectiveness and health through planned interventions in processes, 
using techniques from the behavioral sciences. Approaches associated 
with organizational development include techno-structural techniques 
such as socio-technical systems, job design, job enlargement, and job 
enrichment, and human process techniques including survey feedback, 
group development intervention, intergroup development interven­
tion, participatory management, organizational democracy, and quali­
ty of working life approaches, among others (Friedlander and Brown, 
1974). 

Action research has been used as a tool in organizational deve­
lopment to improve management and effectiveness. To be successful, 
practitioners require appropriate information that will aid in identify­
ing and analyzing a given problem for the purpose of solving it. 
Because action researchers emphasize the importance of developing 
knowledge that will lead to improvement, this approach underlies most 
effective organizational development programs (French and Bell, 1978; 
Margulies and Raia, 1978; French, 1985; Van Eynde and Bledsoe, 1990). 
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ORIGINS OF ACTION RESEARCH IN 
ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

Action research was born when social scientists and practitio­
ners, concerned not only with the generation of scientific knowledge 
but also with its usefulness in solving practical problems, worked to 
bridge the gap between theory and practice. The early origins of action 
research can be traced to four main sources in the U.S. and England: 
John Collier, Kurt Lewin, Elton Mayo, William Foot Whyte, and 
researchers at the Tavistock Institute (Rapoport, 1970; Foster, 1972; 
Frohman, Sashkin, and Kavanagh, 1976; French and Bell, 1978; 
Margulies and Raia, 1978; Susman and Evered, 1978; Voth, 1979; 
Warmington, 1980; Zietlow, 1980; Peters and Robinson, 1984). 

Action research was originally used to improve race relations at 
the community level by John Collier and Kurt Lewin, rather than for 
purposes of organizational improvement in business and industry. 
John Collier turned to this approach when he was the Commissioner 
of Indian Affairs during the Roosevelt Administration from 1933 to 
1945. He was charged with diagnosing problems and finding solutions 
to improve race relations. As early as 1933, the employees of the Soil 
Conservation Service used action research in their work with Navajo 
Indian communities. After years of experience, Collier found that effec­
tive action in the area of race relations involved a very complex process 
requiring a joint effort by researchers, practitioners, and people at the 
community level (laymen/women). 

Principle seven I would call the first and the last: that 
research and then more research is essential to the program, 
that in the ethnic field research can be made a tool of action 
essential to all the other tools, indeed, that it ought to be the 
master tool. But we had in mind a particular kind of 
research, or, if you will, particular conditions. We had in 
mind research impelled from central areas of needed action. 
And since action is by nature not only specialized but also 
integrative to more than the specialties, our needed research 
must be carried into effect by the administrator and the lay­
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man, and must be criticized by them through their experi­
ence; the administrator and the layman must themselves 
participate creatively in the research, impelled as it is from 
their own area of need (Collier, 1945:275-276). 

Collier used research as a tool for solving practical problems, 
with all parties collaborating in the process. He called this method 
action research. 

Kurt Lewin (1945, 1946, 1948, 1951) is probably the "founding 
father" of action research. With a view similar to that of participatory 
researchers in community development, he concluded that traditional 
social science was not helping to solve social problems. According to 
Lewin (1948:203) "research that produces nothing but books will not 
suffice." He was particularly interested in group dynamics, and thus 
used action research with groups to influence attitudes, values, and 
behaviors to promote social change. 

Lewin recognized the importance of participation in planned 
change processes. His experiments with group decision-making were 
effective because he encouraged decision-making by participants based 
on analysis of available factual information. Through this process of 
collective discovery, group members more readily accepted change 
rather than resisting it. Moreover, such participation had the potential 
to bridge the gap between social research and social action. 

A factor of great importance in bringing about a change in 
sentiment is the degree to which the individual becomes 
actively involved in the problem. Lacking this involvement, 
no objective fact is likely to reach the status of a fact for the 
individual concerned and therefore influence his social con­
duct... An individual will believe facts he himself has disco­
vered in the same way he believes in himself or in his group. 
The importance of this fact-finding process for the group by 
the group itself has been recently emphasized with reference 
to re-education in several fields. It can be surmised that the 
extent to which social research is translated into social action 
depends on the degree to which those who carry out this 
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action are made part of the fact-finding on which the action 
is to be based (Lewin, 1945:59 and 63-4). 

Lewin developed his ideas within the field of social psychology, 
based primarily on his experience with experimental studies on 
authoritarian, democratic, and leaderless groups; food habits in a com­
munity; and efforts to reduce prejudice and discrimination suffered by 
minority groups. Besides being interested in using social science to 
solve social problems, Lewin further intended to conduct research 
which would add to knowledge in the behavioral social sciences. This 
knowledge would not only deal with problems faced by a particular 
client but would be applicable to broader issues, such as the laws of 
human behavior and social phenomena, and problems faced by orga­
nizations. 

Lewin subsequently founded two applied research institutions: 
the Committee on Community Interrelations for the American Jewish 
Congress in 1944 and, in 1945, the Center for the Study of Group 
Dynamics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, later moved to 
the University of Michigan. The application of action research to social 
problems, as originally envisioned by Lewin, was gradually abandoned, 
probably because researchers at the Center for Group Dynamics were 
more interested in using this tool, together with group dynamics, 
almost exclusively for improving work organizations. 

Elton Mayo (1933) and William Foot Whyte (1964) were also 
among the early proponents of action research. Both worked in the 
field of applied anthropology, with particular emphasis on a branch 
whose practitioners sought to bring anthropological methods and 
insights to formal organizational settings. Mayo's (1933) work at the 
Hawthorne Plant of Western Electric Company included most of the 
characteristics of what is now known as action research. William Foot 
Whyte (1964) conducted a one year action research project in 1945 on 
management-labor relations at the Tremont Hotel. 

The fourth development occurred in England in the mid-1940s 
at the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations, an organization that 
continued work on action research being implemented by the 
Tavistock Clinic. Researchers at Tavistock initially focused their efforts 
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on people with emotional problems caused by the war. Working in 
small groups, they used a psychological action research approach. They 
also worked with British prisoners of war experiencing problems dur­
ing resettlement in their communities. Tavistock Institute researchers 
relied more heavily on psychoanalysis and social psychiatry than did 
Lewin whose emphasis was social and experimental psychology. 

Later in the 1950s, Tavistock researchers applied action research 
in industrial organizations. Classic case studies in this field include 
Trist and Bamforth's (1951) work in the coal mines of England, and 
Rice's (1958) efforts in the textile mills of India. The activities con­
ducted by Tavistock researchers were characteristically centered on 
solving clients' problems. Practitioners undertook long-term projects 
documenting, analyzing, and taking part in changes that occurred 
within organizations. They have also worked as consultants, contribu­
ting to solving organizational problems in particular settings and to 
enlarging the body of knowledge in the field of organizational beha­
vioral theory. 

DEFINITION AND MAIN FOCUS OF ACTION 
RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 

What is action research in organizations? 

The literature provides an array of definitions for action research 
in the field of organizational behavior (Benne, Bradford, and Lippitt, 
1964; Rapoport, 1970; Shepard, 1960; Cunningham, 1976; French and 
Bell, 1978). Basic tenets are taken from the conceptualizations of early 
proponents of action research in organizational behavior, group 
dynamics, and human relations. Differences among them are due to 
emphasis on one dimension or another rather than to matters of sub­
stance. Benne, Bradford, and Lippitt (1964:22) define action research as 

an application of scientific methodology in the clarification 
and solution of practical problems. It is a process of planned 
personal and social change... (I)t is a process of learning in 
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which attention is given to the quality of collaboration in 
planning action and evaluating results. 

Shani and Pasmore (1985) define action research as 

an emergent inquiry process in which behavioral science 
knowledge is integrated with existing organizational know­
ledge and applied to solve real organizational problems. It is 
simultaneously concerned with bringing about change in 
organizations, developing self-help competencies in organi­
zational members, and adding to scientific knowledge. 
Finally, it is an evolving change process that is undertaken in 
a spirit of collaboration and co-inquiry. 

The definition that is probably best known and most frequently 
applied is Rapoport's (1970:499): 

Action research aims to contribute both to the practical con­
cerns of people in an immediate problematic situation and 
to the goals of social science by joint collaboration within a 
mutually acceptable ethical framework. Action research is a 
type of applied social research differing from other varieties 
in the immediacy of the researcher's involvement in the 
action process. 

Hult and Lennung (1980) provide an integrated definition based 
on a review of the literature: 

Action research simultaneously assists in problem-solving 
and expands scientific knowledge, as well as enhances the 
competencies of the respective actors, being performed col­
laboratively in an immediate situation using data feedback 
in a cyclical process aiming at an increased understanding of 
a given social situation, primarily applicable for the under­
standing of change process in social systems and undertaken 
within a mutually acceptable ethical framework. 
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Although the literature contains additional definitions (Curie, 
1949; Shepard, 1960; Clark, 1972; Cunningham, 1976; French and Bell, 
1978; Margulies and Raia, 1978), all share the features described below. 

What is the main focus of action research in organizations? 

A basic feature of action research in organizations is the close 
relationship between the generation of knowledge and actions taken to 
improve organizational performance. Generally speaking, all defini­
tions emphasize the researcher's role in eliciting relevant information 
and creating knowledge for the solution of practical problems in a 
planned effort to bring about change. In this respect, it is important to 
emphasize that solutions to problems, the creation of additional 
knowledge in the behavioral sciences, and learning are not merely the­
oretical or cognitive exercises but, instead, part of a process intended to 
change a problematic situation. 

An action research project is an on-going, cyclical process of 
problem definition, data gathering, feedback to the client group, dis­
cussion of the data, action planning, action taking, and evaluation 
(Whyte and Hamilton, 1964; French, 1969; French and Bell, 1973; Hult 
and Lennung, 1980). 

As stated above, this type of project is oriented to problem-sol­
ving, and researchers initially focus on solving immediate, practical 
problems. An important distinction is made between practical and the­
oretical problems. The latter are usually dealt with in controlled expe­
riments using the scientific method, often with little thought given to 
the application of results for the immediate solution of a specific pro­
blem. By contrast, the action research process, though not conducted in 
a "social laboratory," also requires the use of the scientific method for 
the generation of knowledge. 

A collaborative relationship between the social science 
researcher, change agent, or consultant, and those who perceive the 
need for change is essential. Unlike traditional research approaches, the 
external agent participates not only in the research processes per se, but 
also, whenever possible, in the implementation of results. It is assumed 
that both the action researcher and the client have knowledge and 
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experiences that will contribute to solving the problem in question. 
Obviously, this relationship must be grounded in a common world 
view and mutual agreement as to project goals. 

Action research is also a learning process. Skills are learned in the 
process of fact-finding, working to change the situation, and evaluating 
results. 

In summary, action research is designed to achieve three goals 
simultaneously: problem-solving, adding to the body of scientific 
knowledge, and participant learning. Thus, action research is an inte­
grated process of research, action, and education (Margulies and Raia, 
1978). 

MAIN COMPONENTS AND CHARACTERISTICS 
OF ACTION RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 

Chein, Cook, and Harding (1948) identify four types of action 
research: diagnostic, empirical, experimental, and participatory. This is 
a useful classification for understanding the major characteristics of 
this approach. 

Diagnostic action research is undertaken by a consultant who col­
lects data on a problem identified by his/her client. The consultant then 
provides a diagnosis and recommendations for action. Changes may or 
not may not be implemented by the client. Empirical action research 
involves a consultant who tests hypotheses about the impact of actions 
taken by either researcher or client. The tests are designed to measure 
expected outcomes in an organization. In experimental action research, 
control groups are used to test the relative effectiveness of the changes 
implemented. 

The three approaches described above are not consistent with 
the tenets of Lewin's action research model in that they are not parti­
cipatory; that is, those affected by the problems are not involved as 
researchers or change agents. Participatory action research, on the other 
hand, is consistent with collaborative change efforts since it involves 
participants in both research and change processes. In contrast, the 
other three models are research on actions or research intended to lead 
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to actions; they do not integrate research and action in an on-going, 
participatory process. Since the focus of this book is participatory 
approaches to research, any mention of action research in these pages 
refers, explicitly, to participatory action research. 

The set of components and characteristics described below is 
based on an integration of those found in works by Frohman, Sashkin, 
and Kavanagh, 1976; Margulies and Raia, 1978; Susman and Evered, 
1978; Ketterer, Price, and Politser, 1980; Stebbins and Snow, 1982; 
Peters and Robinson, 1984; and Shani and Pasmore, 1985. 

1. Action research focuses on problems in order to solve them and, in 
the process, leads to the development of practical knowledge 

Action research is characterized, first, by its emphasis on the 
solution of practical problems, rather than theoretical questions, with­
in an organization. Practitioners work to identify and analyze factors 
contributing to said problems. In the course of diagnosing and under­
standing the nature of a problem through action research, those affec­
ted are likely not only to act upon the problem's most obvious sym­
ptoms, but also to find solutions to eliminate its main causes. Thus, 
action research is a tool to elicit, analyze, and use data in an organiza­
tional change effort in order to overcome obstacles to effectiveness and 
productivity. In the process, those involved develop and apply practical 
knowledge. 

2. Action research follows the scientific method and generates scien­
tific knowledge 

Although action research focuses on practical problems, theory 
and testing are fully relevant. The maintenance of a problem focus is a 
strategy for developing and testing theory, as well as for solving practi­
cal problems. Practical and scientific knowledge are pursued simulta­
neously, with the objective being to achieve a balance between the two. 
Moreover, Glasser and Strauss (1967), Parlett and Hamilton (1976), 
and Eiden (1983) provide evidence on the way research intended to 
solve specific practical problems through action can lead to the gene­
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ration of grounded theory and local theory. Theory is developed in this 
process when participants, guided by a "local" theory of a particular si­
tuation, take action and assess its effectiveness in solving problems 
faced by an organization. Through the research process, an important 
element in the formulation of the change program, participants either 
verify or disprove what they think they know about an organization 
and its functioning. In other words, research is aimed at testing 
hypotheses and assumptions about organizational factors. Thus, action 
research leads to the generation and application of scientific know­
ledge. 

3. Action research is a learning process 

Action research is designed to generate data which will guide 
organizational change. The general approach to learning involved inte­
grates both cognitive and experiential models; participants learn by 
using information as a basis for action and change. For members of an 
organization, learning occurs at two levels: they learn 1 ) about the spe­
cific problem they are experiencing through generating information on 
the basis of which actions will be formulated and implemented, and 2) 
how to treat information, action, and evaluation as processes related to 
their continued existence as an organization. In the process, partici­
pants create the conditions necessary for organizational learning: self-
diagnosis, information gathering, experimentation, practice, and appli­
cation. 

Through action research, participants learn the skills needed to 
contribute to organizational improvement on an on-going basis. In 
other words, in addition to its role as a tool for solving immediate 
problems, action research leads to the creation of an environment and 
a structure in which organizational learning and improvement is a per­
manent activity. 

4. Action research is collaborative and participatory 

Inherent in the action research approach is the active participa­
tion of the researcher or consultant and the client in the problem-sol-
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ving and change processes, with the action researcher and the client 
dependent upon one another's skills, experiences, and competencies in 
working to achieve the goals of the organization. The members of the 
organization are an important resources as they are likely to be aware 
of the problems under study, the kind of changes needed, and the 
resources available for investing in change. Because they are a signifi­
cant source of knowledge, their collaboration is critical. In addition, 
when participants are actively involved in deciding on changes to be 
implemented, responsibility and commitment to the change process 
are increased. Collaboration helps reduce resistance to change, while 
enhancing the organization's problem-solving capacity. 

5. The researcher is a change agent who becomes involved in the 
organization under study 

Unlike the traditional researcher who conducts research in a 
detached fashion, the action researcher becomes fully involved with the 
client organization, conducting research with its members. A thorough 
understanding of the organization's structure and functioning prior to 
the implementation of the research project, and the creation of an open 
relationship with members requires that the researcher become a close 
partner in the research and change effort. The action researcher plays a 
combination of roles which include coordination of the project, assis­
tance in diagnosing and understanding the problem, provision of tech­
nical expertise in solving the problem, and participation in the use of 
research results. 

6. Action research is a cyclical process 

Action research is an on-going, cyclical process in two respects: 
1) it involves a sequence of events and activities within each iteration, 
i.e., problem identification, data collection, feedback and analysis of 
data, and action based on research results; and 2) the cycle of activities 
is sometimes applied to the same problem several times and sometimes 
to new problems. The cyclical character of the process reflects the on­
going nature of action research (French and Bell, 1978). 



68 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

7. Action research is a flexible process 

Continuous evaluation and changes in plans of action within the 
research process and environment are important elements. On-going 
data analysis, regular discussions of the meaning of research results, 
and constant evaluation of the process may point to the need for 
changes in the original hypotheses and, therefore, in the problem focus. 
These changes, in turn, may lead to the incorporation of new research 
objectives, or the search for further data. The action research model, 
due to its flexibility, easily accommodates these types of changes. 

8. Action research is intended to bring about organizational change 

Action research is a process of planned change which relies on 
information and knowledg generated by means of an inquiry process. 
The objective is to identify changes desired by participants, and the way 
those changes should be achieved. This process involves both research 
(problem identification, hypothesis formulation, and testing) and 
action (planning, implementation, and evaluation). 

9. Action research aims at the development of the whole 
organizational system 

Action researchers view an organization as a holistic entity made 
up of interrelated subsystems within which change must occur in a ba­
lanced way, so as to promote balanced development for the sustainable 
improvement of the overall organization. Thus, the solution to a pro­
blem must include its human and technical elements. 
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UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS OF ACTION 
RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 

Systems Theory in Organizations 

Action researchers work within the context of systems theory in 
organizations. According to this perspective, working and business 
organizations are systems composed of subunits or subsystems that 
continually interact with, and are interdependent upon one another. 
These subsystems are both structural or technical, and human or 
behavioral, and are influenced by forces external to the organization. 
Actions that occur in one subsystem not only have an impact on that 
part of the system, but also affect other parts (Bowditch and Buono, 
1989). There are at least four main components, or subsystems, within 
an organizational system: 

1. The task/technological subsystem consists of the major 
activities or functions necessary to achieve the goals or 
carry out the tasks of an organization, along with the tools 
necessary for this purpose. 

2. The administrative/structural subsystem (formal organiza­
tion) includes units, divisions, and departments within 
which specific tasks are performed; these tasks are related 
to work rules and policies, authority systems, job design, 
and the physical work environment. 

3. The subsystem made up of individuals who perform di­
fferent activities, and have different natures and charac­
teristics, including knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 
expectations, and perceptions. 

4. An emergent subsystem (informal organization) which 
develops over time as people interact within the formal 
system. This subsystem includes norms, intra-organiza-
tional status, competition and cooperation between 
groups, and other non-programmed activities and inter­
actions (Bowditch and Buono, 1989). 
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In addition, organizations are open systems which interact with 
and are influenced by external forces, including the environment. 
These external forces are inputs which are used rationally to produce 
goods and services, or outputs, within certain constraints imposed by 
the environment. Inputs can be raw materials, changes in technology, 
competition, changing worker values, and governmental policies. In 
order to successfully transform inputs into outputs, organizations 
depend upon on-going feedback concerning their performance 
(Bowditch and Buono, 1989). Action research is a tool used to provide 
that information in order to improve the organizational system. 

Because organizations are systems, they seek equilibrium, regu­
larity, and balance. When the system becomes unbalanced, information 
and feedback are required so that informed actions may be taken and 
balance recovered (Bowditch and Buono, 1989). 

Management uses systems theory to determine how changes in 
one part of an organization will influence, positively or negatively, 
other parts of the organization, and how the environment might affect 
those changes (Bowditch and Buono, 1989). 

Systems analysis is based on the functionality of a particular 
event or behavior, that is, the extent to which the event or behavior 
contributes to the maintenance of the system. Any activity that con­
tributes to the disruption of the system is dysfunctional to that system 
(Bowditch and Buono, 1989). 

Action research is based on humanistic values and designed 
to further the development of human potential 

In the 1950s, management in some organizations began to take 
an interest in humanistic values. This was an innovation in traditional 
structural management strategies in vogue at the time. The humanistic 
philosophy, based on an appreciation of the unique and complex needs 
of individuals, is a characteristic of action research, organizational 
development, and the human resource framework (Margulies and 
Raia, 1979). 

According to the humanistic perspective, people are the most 
critical and valuable resource in an organization. Their skills, insights, 
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ideas, energy, and commitment are essential if an organization is to be 
effective. When a working environment is alienating and frustrating, 
workers are dehumanized, and this leads to apathy in the workplace, 
causing further deterioration in the organization's environment and 
creating obstacles to the achievement of its goals. But organizations do 
not have to be unpleasant, unfulfilling places. Through the application 
of action research, they can become positive, energizing, exciting, pro­
ductive, and rewarding environments (Bolman and Deal, 1984). 

Action research within a human resource framework is based on 
several major assumptions: 

1. Organizations exist to serve human needs; human beings 
do not exist to serve organizational needs. 

2. Organizations and people need each other, with the for­
mer dependent upon the ideas, energy, and talent the lat­
ter bring to their jobs, and the latter dependent upon the 
careers, salaries, and work opportunities the former pro­
vide. 

3. When the fit between the individual and the organization 
is poor, one or both will suffer: the individual will be 
exploited or will seek to exploit the organization, or both 
will occur. 

4. When the fit is good, both individuals and organizations 
benefit: people are involved in meaningful and satisfying 
work while providing the organization with what it needs 
to accomplish its mission (Bolman and Deal, 1984).] 

Action researchers base their assumptions on humanistic and 
democratic values, encouraging an open problem-solving climate, sup­
plementing the authority contingent upon role and status with the 
authority that comes with knowledge and competence, locating decision­
making and problem-solving as close to information sources as possible, 
building trust and collaboration, developing a reward system which takes 
into account the organizational mission and the growth of people, and 
providing opportunities for increased self-control and self-direction to 
people within the organization (Friedlander & Brown, 1974). 
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By way of summary, action researchers use strategies to create 
conditions conducive to the fulfillment of human needs within organi­
zations. They assume that people have needs, and that when these are 
not satisfied, they will experience frustration. By that same token, when 
working in an environment where they are able to satisfy important 
needs, people are likely to flourish and develop (Bolman & Deal, 1984). 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 

Action research is generally based on one of two major episte-
mological perspectives. French and Bell (1978) and Margulies and Raia 
(1978) maintain a logical positivist position, while Susman and Evered 
(1978) promote a mix of Aristotelian praxis, hermeneutics, existential­
ism, pragmatism, and phenomenology. 

According to French and Bell (1978) and Margulies and Raia 
(1978), action research is a scientific method of inquiry based on logi­
cal positivism. Consequently, it is used to test hypotheses and assum­
ptions about organizational factors and to generate knowledge in an 
objective way. The research process is rational (logical), empirical 
(data-based), and objective (controlled). Controls and empirical mea­
surement provide checks to ensure that the researcher's personal va­
lues, perceptions, and beliefs will not influence the research process and 
its outcomes (Margulies and Raia, 1978). 

The scientific method as used in action research, according to 
the positivist paradigm, is composed of the following phases. First, 
members of an organization realize they have a problem requiring 
solution. Then, together with the action researcher, they identify and 
think about the problem. Next, they formulate a hypothesis regarding 
ways to solve it. Finally, they observe, test, or experiment to verify or 
disprove the assumption formulated in the hypothesis. In other words, 
participants implement a plan of action intended to solve the problem 
and then evaluate the results to determine whether this has, in fact, 
occurred. 

Susman and Evered (1978) maintain that action research draws 
its scientific legitimacy from Aristotelian praxis, hermeneutics, existen­
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tialism, pragmatism, and phenomenology, philosophical traditions 
which do not fall within the province of positivist science. 

Praxis refers to actions taken by an individual or members of a 
group to change a given situation. Aristotle made a distinction between 
praxis and theoria, defining the latter as a way of knowing simply for 
its own sake, and the former as a quest for knowledge, an activity to 
improve a situation for a "truly human and free life" informed by 
reflection (Susman and Evered, 1978). 

Hermeneutics originally referred to the art of interpreting texts, 
primarily biblical, judicial, and historical. Today, hermeneutics is used 
in the interpretation of languages, culture, and history. Susman and 
Evered (1978) note that its most important contribution to action 
research is the hermeneutical circle, according to which knowledge 
begins with presuppositions. Social scientists who embrace the idea of 
the hermeneutical circle begin by developing a holistic understanding 
of a social system before undertaking an analysis of each of its parts. 
Knowledge is dialectically generated by moving back and forth between 
the system as a whole and its parts. Reconceptualizations take place 
when incongruences appear between a part and the whole. The fre­
quency of reconceptualizations decreases as the match improves 
between the researcher's view of the social system and that held by its 
members. Hermeneutics helps the action researcher to remember that 
she/he may never come to interpret a social system as it is interpreted 
by its own members. This enables the action researcher to better under­
stand his/her own preconceptions of a system and those of its mem­
bers, facilitating combined efforts to achieve more appropriate solu­
tions to problems (Susman and Evered, 1978). 

Action research draws on existentialism as well. Students of 
hermeneutics and existentialism share a concern with the limitations of 
rationalistic science; an emphasis on the importance of choice, values, 
and action; and an avoidance of traditional, causal explanations for 
actions. A key concept within existentialism is that the individual 
choices behind every action are always based on human interest. The 
ability to choose is central to action, and the need to choose is central 
to human development (Susman and Evered, 1978). The existential ele­
ment within action research is focused, primarily, on the acceptance of 
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people's experience and their personal choices and commitments with­
in an organization (Friedlander, 1976). 

Pragmatists maintain that knowledge arises from human action 
and that it begins and ends in practice. Knowledge is produced in the 
course and for the purpose of solving problems. Consequently, know­
ledge is eventual rather than antecedent, according to pragmatists, the 
means to an end, the end being the solution to problems. Theory and 
practice come together in experimental practice; we come to know in 
the course of doing. The practical application of knowledge for 
improving organizations is evidence of its pragmatic nature. Guided by 
pragmatism, the action researcher and members of an organization 
he/she works with, use practical knowledge originating in the organi­
zation, rather than mere theoretical conceptualizations. 

Phenomenology, broadly speaking, is based on a belief in the pri­
macy of immediate subjective experience as the basis for knowledge. 
The actions that an individual or members of a group undertake to 
improve their lives, and the values that guide those actions, have no 
objective reality that can be empirically tested, as required by positivist 
science. However, those actions and values are real, in phenomenolo-
gical terms, for the person or group taking action. The action 
researcher must be aware of this reality in order to predict and under­
stand the behavior of persons involved in the research and change 
process in organizations (Susman and Evered, 1978). 

The above positions are based on different perspectives on the 
nature of knowledge generated through action research in organiza­
tions. In addition, Ketterer, Price, and Politser (1980) describe five 
types of knowledge related to the way knowledge is used by members of 
the scientific community or an organization. 

First, action research results in the application of concepts which 
aid scientists and practitioners in understanding certain aspects of 
social reality. 

Descriptive information about the program or organization 
involved in an action research project is the second type of knowledge 
generated by action research. Though limited in terms of scientific 
value, descriptive knowledge provides important information for ma­
nagers and administrators who use it in policy formulation and pro­
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gram improvement. This information might include characteristics of 
clients and intended beneficiaries, activities performed by the organi­
zation's members, training needs, and so on. 

A third type of knowledge generated by action research is the 
identification of factors affecting program development, task achieve­
ment, and organizational effectiveness. 

Prescriptive guidelines for practitioners, the fourth type of 
knowledge generated through action research, aid client organizations 
in improving organizational practices in order to deliver better services 
or programs. 

A fifth type of knowledge is the development of innovative 
applied research methods and techniques useful to scientists and prac­
titioners. 

ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER IN 
ACTION RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 

The action researcher assists a client organization in problem-
posing and solving processes. The skills he or she needs, ideally, range 
from knowledge of research methodologies to the use of human rela­
tions skills. According to Shepard (1960:34), the role of the action 
researcher is 

to help the manager plan his [her] actions and design his 
[her] fact-finding procedures in such a way that he [she] can 
learn from them, to serve such ends as becoming a more 
skillful manager, setting more realistic objectives, discovering 
better ways of organizing. In this sense, the staff concerned 
with follow-up are research consultants. Their task is to help 
managers formulate management problems as experiments. 

Because the action research process involves collaboration and 
action, it is more time-consuming than traditional approaches and, 
thus, the action researchers should expect to make a long-term com­
mitment to a project. According to Cummings and Mohrman (1987), 
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the successful action researcher will have the following knowledge base 
and skills: 

1. Exposure to a wide variety of situations and theoretical 
frameworks in order to attain a broad understanding of 
organizations and potential alternatives; 

2. The ability to communicate this understanding to others 
so that they can assimilate it into their own world views; 

3. Process skills to help multiple stakeholders share their 
preferences, concerns, and understandings, and to agree 
on actions; and, 

4. Methodologies for systematic observation and recording 
of the process, and for sharing learning with the profes­
sional academic community. 

Organizational behavior theorists hold two major positions on 
the role of the action researcher in an organization. There are those 
who maintain that the action researcher should assist the client in the 
analysis of his/her situation, but should not provide advice on how to 
solve problems identified as this is the client's role (Argyris, 1970; 
French and Bell, 1973; Huse, 1975). This view is rooted, primarily, in 
the early efforts of practitioners who applied a non-directive approach 
to consultation, working with T-groups, sensitivity training, and group 
dynamics (Eddy, 1969). 

Others hold that the action researcher should facilitate the 
inquiry process and be proactive in informing the client about existing 
theory, research, and practice which will aid in solving a given organi­
zational problem. That is, the action researcher should participate in 
both the research and the search for and implementation of solutions 
(Argyris, 1971; Margulies and Raia, 1972). Given the body of theoreti­
cal and practical knowledge now available in the field of organization­
al behavior, it is indeed more feasible for consultants to intervene effec­
tively (Burke, 1976). In a study on action researchers' perceptions of 
their role as organizational development consultants, Lovelady (1984, 
a/b) noted that they rejected the purist idea of the neutral catalyst or 
process consultant, unaffected by the change process; instead, they sta­
ted, a consultant must be active, a doer as well as an adviser. 



ACTION RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 77 

Action research is an approach that falls within, and must meet 
the requirements of, the scientific community and the client organiza­
tion. Action researchers generate useful knowledge and apply "scientif­
ic" knowledge to action. This situation demands that action researchers 
go beyond the limits of academic disciplines to understand practical 
problems from an organization's perspective (Cummings and 
Mohrman, 1987). 

The action researcher is a person who performs many tasks and 
assumes multiple roles in the course of the research process. One of the 
latter is that of educator. Margulies and Raia (1978) point out that at 
the beginning of the project, the clients will generally lack the skills 
needed for research. Consequently, the action researcher's role, at this 
point, is to introduce members of the client system to the philosophy 
and methods of research so that they can engage in the project in a 
more meaningful way. 

According to Cummings et al. (1985), the action researcher also 
has a central role in two other important facets of an action research 
project: content and relationship. Content involves generating research 
questions, designing relevant methods, and collecting and analyzing 
data. The action researcher's role in designing and implementing an 
action research project helps to establish his/her legitimacy within an 
organization. The action researcher works with clients in problem 
identification, selection of alternative actions, and evaluation of out­
comes (Susman and Evered, 1978). This is a collaborative process in 
which both parties have valuable inputs to share. The action researcher 
contributes theoretical knowledge and practical experience while 
clients offer practical knowledge and experience of the specific prob­
lematic situation (Susman and Evered, 1978). 

The relationship aspect involves the interaction between members 
of the organization and the researcher, including the latter's role in the 
change process and his/her position vis-a-vis other stakeholders. Given 
that this element is less tangible than, for example, research design or 
data collection, it is often neglected. The relationship between 
researcher and members can have a substantial impact on research find­
ings and their usefulness for the organization. It provides the parties 
involved with an interpretive framework. For example, information the 
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researcher provides to members will be interpreted in different ways, 
depending upon whether the relationship established is based on trust 
or skepticism, whether the researcher is seen as neutral or biased, and 
whether he/she is acting as a partner in the process or in an authoritar­
ian way. The relationship between the researcher and members of the 
organization is critical for the successful implementation of an action 
research project. Thus, the action researcher must be aware of the rela­
tionship component and manage it skillfully (Cummings et al., 1985). 

A successful action research project also assumes that the 
researcher shares the values underlying a client's goals and objectives, 
since his/her close involvement with the client and value commitments 
to the project will determine, in part, the project outcomes (Susman 
and Evered, 1978). There is overwhelming evidence that action 
researchers have traditionally worked with and for management rather 
than the lower levels of an organization (Beckhard, 1969; Bennet and 
Oliver, 1988; Bennis, 1969; Blum, 1955; Borum, 1980; Bowen, 1977; 
Bradshaw, 1989; Clark, 1972; Clark, 1976; Cunningham, 1976; Foster, 
1972; French and Bell, 1973; Friedlander and Brown, 1974; Frohman et 
al., 1976; Huse and Cummings, 1985; Lovelady, 1984b; Santalainen and 
Hunt, 1988; Shani, 1981; Staw, 1984; Stebbins and Snow, 1982; Walton 
and Warwick, 1973; Warmington, 1980). Action researchers are hired 
and paid by, and work with the consent of, management to achieve 
goals and objectives set forth by the organization's hierarchy. Some 
authors maintain that even though they work for the upper strata of an 
organization, action researchers should promote not only the interests 
of management but also those of other members of an organization 
(French and Bell, 1973; Huse, 1975). 

METHODOLOGICAL GUIDELINES FOR 
CONDUCTING ACTION RESEARCH 

Planned change based on action research models is a cyclical 
process in which members of a client organization and the action 
researcher collaborate. Implementation of actions is carefully planned 
according to results emerging from the research process. 
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Methodologies presented by authors in the field are similar in 
terms of phases, tasks, and objectives. The methodology presented here 
integrates models described by Cunningham, 1976; Frohman, Sashkin, 
and Kavanagh, 1976; Gardner, 1974; Holmen, 1979; Huse and 
Cummings, 1985; Powley and Evans, 1979; and Warmington, 1980. The 
major phases of this integrated model are entry, formation and train­
ing of the action research team, problem definition, data collection, 
data analysis, data feedback, problem diagnosis, action planning, action 
implementation, and evaluation. The model includes only the broad 
guidelines of an action research approach, as any given methodology 
must accommodate the specific elements of the setting in which the 
process is being implemented. 

Entry 

Before starting an action research project, an individual or group 
within an organization must be committed to solving a problem that 
exists. Action research must initially be authorized by top management 
and may be needed when management perceives that the organization 
is not providing services or achieving its goals as expected, or that the 
way tasks are being performed is no longer acceptable. Members of an 
organization must be committed to working closely with an action 
researcher and to using research results to promote change. 

In this phase prior to the onset of the project, management and 
the action researcher need to take the following steps. The different 
groups in the organization must be informed that an action research 
project will be implemented. The action researcher needs to know with 
whom he/she is going to be working. Management must be apprised of 
the nature of an action research project, that is, what is usually involved 
in this type of process and what human and material resources will be 
needed. Both action researcher and members of the client organization 
must understand the organization's values. Ideally, the action 
researcher will make clear to the client her/his views and assumptions 
about management and improvement. At the same time, members of 
the client organization will express their own views so that both parties 
can assess their compatibility and, thus, their ability to establish a col­
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laborative working relationship. During this phase, all parties involved 
get to know each other, define their respective expectations, and build 
the trust required for an open relationship between the action 
researcher and the organization's representatives. 

When both parties have achieved a level of mutual understand­
ing and trust, and a degree of knowledge concerning what the action 
research project will involve, a contract should be drawn up between 
the client organization and the action researcher. The contract may 
include an agreement that the action research project will be initiated, 
a description of goals and limits, an explanation of the roles parties will 
play, a tentative time schedule, a list of resources to be committed, and 
an agreement that members of the organization affected by the project 
will be informed about project developments on an on-going basis. 

The action researcher will also become familiar with the client's 
characteristics. This information may include structure and size of the 
organization, services provided or merchandise produced, the nature 
of human and technical systems, customers, and internal and external 
forces which influence the organization. 

Formation and training of the action research team 

The formation of the research team requires special considera­
tions. Members should, ideally, be volunteers, and should include indi­
viduals in a position to initiate and promote actions. Recruiting inter­
views may be conducted by the action researcher, both to assess the 
interests and objectives of interested persons, and to introduce action 
research principles and objectives to potential participants. When the 
group is formed, members need to define goals. These should be flexi­
ble, open to change over time, and of importance to the team and orga­
nizational improvement. 

Members of the team will require training in group dynamics and 
research techniques to maximize human resource capacity within the 
organization. The team must work in an environment of mutual coop­
eration and understanding. New working relationships based on non-
hierarchical behavior must be fostered, given that members from differ­
ent levels of the organization may be participating on the research team. 
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Problem identification 

Before entering the problem identification phase, the action 
researcher needs to conduct an informal "survey" or "prediagnostic" to 
get a first hand "feeling" for the organization. This will involve meeting 
with different constituencies within the organization to elicit their 
views on organizational problems, possible solutions, working envi­
ronment, and so on. 

Accurate problem identification is the key to success in an action 
research project. The research team or a key person in the organization 
is responsible for identifying the problem to be addressed. When this 
process is undertaken by a team, there is less likelihood that problem 
definition will be seen as inappropriate, or that members of the orga­
nization will resist the effort. In some cases, the problem may be clear­
ly identified before the action researcher is called in to assist. It is 
important that both parties discuss the problem in order to arrive at a 
common definition and analysis of its nature and implications for the 
organization. When information is elicited from members at different 
levels of the organization, a variety of methods can be used, including 
questionnaires (open-ended or structured), group interviews, and 
individual interviews. 

Data collection 

In the next phase, the research team collects data that will shed 
light on the problem identified and aid in the formulation of solutions. 
Members of the client organization participate actively in decisions 
about which data collection methods to use and how to use them. 

There are no prescribed data collection methods in action 
research. Appropriate tools will be valid and reliable instruments which 
assure that data collected is of direct relevance to the problem identi­
fied. 

When qualitative data are needed, open-ended questionnaires or 
interviews may be useful. These techniques can be used to elicit in-
depth accounts and perceptions from various members of the organi­
zation on specific problems and possible solutions. 
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Quantitative data may already be available in the organization 
under study, as this type of information is generally collected for the 
routine control of operations or at the request of specific departments 
within an organization for decision-making purposes. If the data 
required to understand a specific organizational problem are not avail­
able, the team will proceed to collect this information. 

Data analysis, data feedback, and problem diagnosis 

Data analysis, though facilitated by the action researcher, is con­
ducted jointly by the researcher and the research team composed of 
members of the organization. The former must avoid interpreting data 
for members of the organization, as well as identifying problems for 
them. 

Data analysis must be conducted within a "holistic" framework. 
It is imperative that the framework not be limited to the action 
researcher's discipline but, rather, reflect the nature of the problem. 
Action research requires analysis from a systems approach and should 
include analysis across various disciplines. 

In the feedback phase, members of the research team share the 
results of the data analysis with others in the organization, usually at a 
meeting. Information feedback helps members to determine the 
strengths and weaknesses of the organization or department under 
study. The research team also needs to prove its value in helping mem­
bers of the organization perform their tasks more effectively and to 
gain a better understanding of the work methods they are using. 

The joint diagnosis of the problem involves a collaborative 
analysis of feedback data and further exploration of the nature, causes, 
and consequences of the problem. Members of the research team may 
decide whether they want to continue working on the problem origi­
nally identified. It is important that the parties analyze the problem 
from a common point of view. If they are diagnosing it from different 
perspectives, and are unaware of this fact, conflict may arise between 
the action researcher and the organization's representatives. This situa­
tion may lead to an inaccurate diagnosis or the rejection of the diag­
nosis by the organization's members, and, as a result, change may not 
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be implemented. Thus, it is necessary that all participants agree, in col­
laboration and from the outset, on an appropriate conceptual frame­
work for research, one that is acceptable to both parties. 

Data analysis should lead to identification of the causes of the 
problem and will include a design of the strategy to be implemented to 
solve said problem; an important feature of strategy design will be an 
analysis of its potential for success. 

Action planning 

Clearly defined actions intended to solve a problem are an 
important element in the research process. Members of the organiza­
tion participating on the research team must take a leadership role in 
designing actions, while the action researcher functions as a facilitator 
in this process. An appropriate diagnosis will, ideally, lead directly to 
suggestions for actions needed to solve the organization's problem. 

In planning actions, the research team first presents a series of 
hypotheses describing alternative solutions to the problem. These 
hypotheses include suggestions for possible actions, their rationale and 
justification, and the resources needed for their implementation. The 
team can simplify selection and development of action options by list­
ing numerous alternative activities in order to analyze factors that 
might hinder or facilitate their implementation. 

After identifying several alternatives, the research team will 
attempt to define action goals. These goals should be defined in such a 
way as to insure the organization's commitment of time, effort, and 
logistical support. Goals must be considered in light of data collected 
so as to assess whether the action will fulfill the major objectives iden­
tified, i.e., lead to the solution of the problem identified. The selection 
of priority goals—which may change during the research process—will 
provide a standard against which the progress of actions taken will be 
measured. 

After the research team has decided on overall goals, they must 
translate these into operational terms, i.e., what actions need to be 
planned and implemented to achieve the goals selected. A general plan 
of the tentative course of action must be developed, including a 



84 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

sequence of logical steps for implementing the plan, a timetable, and a 
list of people responsible for implementation. An attempt must also be 
made to predict unexpected consequences of actions to be taken. 

Action implementation 

Implementation is the most "active" phase of the process. A 
broad range of actions is often available, including individual or group 
training, and procedural or policy changes; decisions as to which will 
be pursued must be based on the action hypothesis. 

The research team needs to document the process of implemen­
tation, presenting a description of the program's operation in order to 
inform all concerned about efforts undertaken on a day-to-day basis, to 
demonstrate the resources required in terms of staffing, time, funds, 
and equipment; and to make sure that all are aware of the general pro­
cedures being followed. 

Ongoing monitoring and feedback during this phase will enable 
members of the organization to determine whether the action pro­
gram's original strategy continues to be valid. The research team will 
have to adapt the program to new situations which occur in the course 
of implementing actions, applying methodologies, and meeting goals. 

Evaluation and feedback 

The research team is responsible for assessing the effects of 
actions taken and for reporting them to the organization's members. 
The action researcher must be a technical resource in the evaluation 
effort. Methods applied must be in accord with the nature of the pro­
blems under study. 

The action plan includes evaluation procedures to be imple­
mented during and following the action phase. Evaluation is necessary 
to determine the impact of actions and to assess whether the overall 
objectives of the project have been fulfilled. It is also needed to provide 
a data base for further diagnosis and action planning. In addition, the 
evaluation will also contain a definition and a description of the 
process by which the program achieved certain outcomes. This aspect 



ACTION RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 85 

of the evaluation includes an explanation of the processes involved in 
the research program, with a description of the way in which these 
facilitated or hindered program development and implementation. 

Evaluation is important in that it provides a way for participants 
to assess the degree to which change has been accomplished, as well as 
the effect the process has had on the well-being of the organization, the 
extent to which participants have developed knowledge about the orga­
nization and the problem, and the degree to which the process has con­
tributed to individual and group freedom and growth. 

The nature of the action research process is the same, regardless 
of specific actions undertaken, and can be applied anew to additional 
problems in an organization. 

INTENDED OUTCOMES OF ACTION 
RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 

Action research is undertaken to improve effectiveness and 
increase productivity in organizations (Beer and Huse, 1972; Bennis, 
1969; Clark, 1972; Foster, 1972; French and Bell, 1978; Friedlander and 
Brown, 1974; Frohman et al., 1976; Kakabadse, 1982; Smith, 1985; 
Stebbins and Snow, 1982; Shani, 1981). The optimal production of out­
puts leads to long-term profitability and growth for employees and the 
organization (Beer and Huse, 1972). 

Shani (1981) maintains that the action research process is 
designed to lead to improvements in 1) the ability of the organization 
to accomplish its goals and mission, i.e., organizational effectiveness; 2) 
the quality of working life; 3) development, among members, of the 
capacity to learn on their own about their organization by using 
resources and knowledge existing within the organization, i.e., the cre­
ation of a learning system; and 4) the generation of new knowledge. 
Improvement in these areas will lead to greater organizational effec­
tiveness. 

Shani notes that action research, because it is oriented to the 
solution of problems through studying the ways in which an organiza­
tion functions and understanding organizational phenomena, has the 
potential to bring about change that will lead to more optimal achieve-
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ment of an organization's goals and mission, the first major outcome of 
action research. 

According to Suttle (1977), the second major outcome of action 
research, improvement in the quality of work life, depends on the 
degree to which members of an organization are able to satisfy impor­
tant personal and professional needs through their experiences on the 
job. For individuals, the quality of work life is determined by personal 
and situational characteristics, and by the way in which these interact. 
The action research process satisfies the personal needs of an organiza­
tion's members by involving them in the process. In addition, it leads 
to changes in problematic areas in the organization. Finally, the process 
and outcomes are designed to encourage better relations among an 
organization's members. All these factors enhance the quality of work 
life in an organization. 

The third major outcome identified by Shani, the creation of a 
learning system, occurs due to an increased capacity among members 
to mobilize existing internal resources in order to learn about the orga­
nization for the purpose of solving its problems. 

The fourth outcome, the creation of knowledge, refers to both 
practical and scientific knowledge generated and applied to to bringing 
about change in the organization. 

CASESTUDY 

The case study below, reported by Pasmore and Friedlander 
(1982), provides insights into an action research project in an industri­
al organization. The authors describe the use of action research to solve 
the problem of employee injuries, a factor leading to low productivity. 
Before opting for action research, management at this organization 
tried several other ways to solve the problem, none of which proved 
satisfactory. The action research project eventually implemented 
involved a research team, interviews, surveys, data feedback, and 
changes in working arrangements. The program led to a reduction in 
on-the-job injuries, thus achieving its intended goal. 
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Background 

This case study was conducted in a plant within a large electro­
nics corporation. The plant produced consumer products using mod­
ern technology; it employed 335 people. The working environment 
created by the plant manager and his subordinates was production-ori­
ented, with emphasis on meeting quotas while controlling costs. Most 
jobs were simple and repetitive. Good hand-eye coordination was 
required to assemble delicate electronic parts. Ninety per cent of pro­
duction workers were women, while 100 per cent of management were 
men. Except for the injury problem, the plant was similar to other pro­
duction facilities in the corporation. Working conditions were not 
unusually harsh; management operated according to a traditional hier­
archical style. 

The injury problem 

The plant manager brought Pasmore and Friedlander in to solve 
a serious problem involving work-related injuries. One specific injury, 
tenosynovitis, was affecting large numbers of workers in the plant. This 
condition affects muscles in the wrist, forearm, and shoulder. Even in 
minor cases, soreness slowed workers' production. In more serious 
cases, people required surgery, and the injury sometimes resulted in 
permanent impairment. When the study began, 104 of the 335 emplo­
yees had gone to the company infirmary for treatment. Within this 
group, there were 209 separate reports of injuries, with forty-nine 
employees visiting the infirmary from one to six times; eighteen oper­
ations were performed on thirteen employees; over twenty per cent 
were receiving workmen's compensation; at least one woman had per­
manently lost the use of her right hand. 

Despite intensive studies by medical and technical experts look­
ing for the cause of the problem, it worsened over a five-year period. 
The studies in question were based on traditional research methods; 
workers were not invited to participate actively in the search for solu­
tions. 
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The authors speculated that the plant manager was reluctant to 
include blue collar workers in the research process for several reasons. 
First, he believed in a hierarchical management style. Second, he was 
reluctant to have people talking about the problem openly and thus 
calling more attention to it. Third, he trusted outside consultants to be 
more objective in their assessment of the problem. And, fourth, he was 
afraid that organizing workers around this problem would reawaken 
earlier attempts to unionize. 

Despite initial reluctance, the plant manager called in behavioral 
scientists when results of previous studies suggested that the problem 
was due to management practices rather than technical or equipment 
problems. Although workers on all shifts used the same machinery, 
those on one particular shift tended to suffer more injuries, and when 
two particular foremen were in charge, the incidence of injuries tend­
ed to be significantly higher. Two doctors noted that the injuries were 
due not to the health of the workers, but to practices in the work envi­
ronment. 

The action research process 

Four main factors led consultants to use an action research 
approach. First, it was clear that employees had critical information 
about the injury problem. Second, steps taken by management to solve 
the problem had been ineffective. Third, they hypothesized that the 
problem was related to poor management-worker relationships leading 
to stress in workers. Fourth, an action research approach involving 
management and workers in a joint inquiry would facilitate assessment 
of the management-worker relationship while, at the same time, pro­
viding both constituencies with an opportunity to work together, 
thereby reducing feelings of mistrust. In addition, consultants would 
have access to data that might otherwise have been distorted or with­
held. 

The consultants began by forming the research team, the Studies 
and Communication Group. Its members assumed responsibility for 
directing the research project, providing feedback on results, and pre­
senting recommendations for change to management and workers. 
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Team members were selected from a representative group of plant 
employees identified by management at the request of the consultants. 
Members included 1) representatives of each plant area and shift, 2) 
employees who complained of pain and employees with no injury, 3) 
minorities and whites, and 4) employees with positive and negative 
attitudes toward management. The team included five employees who 
agreed to serve voluntarily, two foremen, the manager of employee 
relations, and the two outside researchers. 

At the first meeting of the research team, the consultants intro­
duced the philosophy and methodology of action research, and logisti­
cal concerns were discussed. By the end of the third meeting, the 
researchers had developed a list of questions to be asked of workers. 
These were based on ideas developed in a brainstorming session on the 
possible causes of the problem. The questions were to be included in 
interviews and surveys to be administered by members of the research 
team. The results of sample interviews with fifty employees and the 
survey of all employees were to be summarized by the researchers and 
shared with the team, and then fed back to management and employ­
ees. The group would then meet again to prepare recommendations for 
change which would be approved or rejected by management. 

The research team included several open-ended questions in the 
interview. Employees were to describe their work, including tools used, 
training received, and difficulties and gratification resulting from their 
jobs. Interviewees with injuries were also asked about actions they or 
management had taken to deal with the situation, and what they 
thought could be done to solve the problem. All employees were asked 
questions about the work environment, including their perceptions of 
management and co-workers, their ability to influence decisions, their 
ways of dealing with stress. In addition to the open-ended interviews, 
researchers developed and administered a survey including 134 ques­
tions. Answers to most survey items involved ranking statements on a 
one-to-five Likert scale, ranging from "not at all" to "completely." 

The authors of this case study conclude that the research team's 
performance was both successful and controversial. Success was appar­
ent at the first meeting, when plant employees expressed satisfaction 
with what they believed to be the first realistic approach to solving the 
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injury problem. The group worked with enthusiasm, bridging status 
differentials, collaborating on all study tasks. 

However, plant management believed the research team's role to 
be controversial. The team began work assuming that top management 
was committed to solving the problem, but after the first data feedback 
session, members of management were already feeling threatened. 
Relations were not positive, since the data fed back by the research team 
suggested that management style was one of the causes of injuries. 
Members of management, on the defensive, rejected the team's find­
ings. Because management feared losing control, the relationship never 
improved. Nevertheless, management did eventually accept the validi­
ty of the findings and gradually started to implement changes to miti­
gate the problem. 

The interview data 

Interview data suggested that a cycle of events contributed to the 
high injury rate at the plant. Employees identified the direct and indi­
rect causes of the problem within this cycle. 

Direct causes included certain equipment items, repetitive 
motions, inadequate training, and poorly adjusted equipment. 
However, employees realized that these causes alone did not explain 
why workers on different shifts did not suffer the same rate of injuries. 
They believed that indirect causes, that is, elements in the working 
environment leading to stress, would explain the discrepancy among 
shifts. They looked into issues such as treatment by supervisors, frus­
tration due to equipment malfunctions, material deficiencies, tense 
relationships with management and other workers, pressure from high 
production quotas, individual inability to deal with anxiety, sexism, 
general tension, and boredom. 

Thus, employees concluded that injuries were the result of direct 
causes together with each individual's ability to cope with stress from 
indirect factors. Research corroborated this conclusion: workers suffer­
ing from injuries reported feeling significantly higher levels of stress, 
lack of support from management, and physical discomfort, than did 
their uninjured co-workers. 



ACTION RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 91 

The injury problem itself increased stress. Injuries lowered pro­
duction. Even those not suffering from injuries admitted in interviews 
that they worked more slowly and occasionally took a day off to pre­
vent injury. Poor production was of concern to both managers and the 
workers themselves. Management reacted to the decrease in producti­
vity by instituting stricter controls and exerting more pressure on 
employees to produce. This increased stress, leading to even more 
injuries. 

Interviews further revealed that the work force was highly moti­
vated and anxious to comply with management's high expectations. So 
great was their identification with management that they overwhelm­
ingly voted against a union. Although workers were loyal to the plant, 
they did not feel in control of their working conditions because of hier­
archical management practices. Studies suggested that those least able 
to influence their supervisors and working conditions were most likely 
to feel stress at work and to sustain injury. 

By way of summary, direct and indirect factors combined to cre­
ate a vicious circle of declining productivity. First, direct causes, such as 
repetitive hand motions, exacerbated by poorly adjusted tools, forced 
workers to exert more hand pressure, setting the stage for injuries. 
Second, a tense working environment caused the initial injuries. 
Demands to increase productivity and unnecessarily tight supervision 
of an already disciplined work force created this tension in the envi­
ronment. Employees' powerlessness to control their working condi­
tions, due to the organization's structure and management methods, 
exacerbated the problem. After the first injuries were reported, work­
ers, especially those on shifts where colleagues had been injured, feared 
that the job was risky, and this increased stress. When injuries slowed 
production, management reacted by imposing even stricter controls, 
creating more tension, and the situation deteriorated even further. 

Actions taken and changes observed 

Using the data analysis, members of the research team prepared 
a list of sixty-one recommendations for changes in the plant, to be 
implemented according to one of two different plans of action. The 
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first plan was modeled on a socio-technical system design to be imple­
mented in a massive way. The second option proposed gradual changes 
to be introduced according to priorities established by management. 
The first plan fostered a more collaborative management-worker rela­
tionship; the second was more conservative, consistent with the exist­
ing management style. The plant manager preferred the first plan, but 
chose to implement the second since it could be executed almost 
immediately and was more in tune with financial constraints at the 
plant. 

Afterwards, the data were fed back to management and employ­
ees, along with the plan of action to be implemented. Some of the most 
important actions included 1 ) continual biomechanical adjustment of 
equipment, 2) maintenance of the research team as a sounding board 
for management's plans, with rotating members nominated by 
employees, 3) establishment of a joint employee-management methods 
redesign group to experiment with work arrangements in the area 
where injuries had been more numerous, and 4) training for foremen. 

Two events marked the action implementation phase. First, the 
group studying methods for redesigning equipment discovered that 
poor quality material was being used in their area in order to lower 
costs, and that the low quality metal could not be welded properly. 
Products manufactured by the workers were rejected, time and again, 
by quality control inspectors due to poor welding techniques. When 
the group informed management of the real causes for the rejections, 
the company went back to the original material. This finding alone had 
a major impact on quality and productivity at the plant. 

The second event was the transfer of the supervisor of opera­
tions to another position within the plant and a change in the plant 
manager. The new managers, more receptive to employee needs, con­
tinued to implement the plan. Although the authors of this case study 
do not think that these changes, involving two powerful members of 
management, were related to the action research project, they believe 
that employees may have interpreted the event in this way. 

Four years after the beginning of the action research project, the 
incidence of injuries declined from an average of seventy-five to ten per 
year, a considerable improvement. There were improvements in others 



ACTION RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS 93 

areas as well. Material usage efficiency increased from 91.1 to 93 per 
cent, an annual savings of $500,000. Labor efficiency increased from 
83.9 to 86.5 per cent, saving an additional $100,000 per year. Worker 
attendance improved from 96.9 to 97.3 per cent. 

Managers reported that employees participated more actively in 
decision making than they had prior to the action research project, and 
that employees seemed more willing to speak up. Foremen claimed that 

^ they were more receptive to suggestions from workers. In those sections 
where employees helped redesign work, jobs became more fulfilling. 
When they were allowed to set their own production goals, workers 
always produced in excess of goals set by management. Managers and 
employees, in general, agreed that the working environment had 
improved. 



i 



CHAPTER 4 

ACTION RESEARCH 
IN EDUCATION 

INTRODUCTION 

What is educational research? Disputation on irrelevant 
issues in impossibly esoteric journals? The testing of unwork­
able materials foisted upon schools by ivory-tower academics 
whose first-hand knowledge of the classroom is at best out-
of-date and at worst non-existent? Eye-catching reports 
which, with the help of the popular press, tarnish the repu­
tation of creative, experimental teaching? For many the 
answer to these questions will be an unqualified "yes": most 
educational research, both in principle and in practice, 
remains an activity indulged in by those outside the class­
room for the benefit of those outside the classroom. Teachers, 
if they are considered at all, are seen merely as the con­
sumers, never the producers, of original research 

(Nixon, 1981:5). 

Action research in education evolved in the early 1950s, mainly 
in the U.S. and the United Kingdom, as a reaction to a flood of "aca­
demic" educational research which did not provide enough answers to 
problems faced by school teachers, supervisors, and administrators in 
their day-to-day activities. 
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The approach has been applied by professionals involved in 
school-based curriculum development, teacher in-service education 
and professional development, and projects to improve schools or 
school systems. Classroom teachers-as-researchers have used action 
research to improve their own practices. Parents working together to 
improve educational practices and administration in schools have also 
adopted the approach. 

Action research is an approach that involves applying the tools ^ 
and methods of social science to immediate, practical problems in 
order to advance theory in the field of education and to improve prac­
tices in schools. 

The main assumption underlying this approach is that teachers 
and others working in the field of education, including principals, 
supervisors, administrators, and parents, need to reflect on their own 
practices, to become researchers and change agents in their own 
schools or school systems in order to improve them. 

Action research bridges the gap between educational theory, 
research, and practice. It is a tool for educational practitioners and 
researchers to conduct studies in order to solve practical problems. 
Action research projects promote concrete actions selected by the prac­
titioner-researchers themselves rather than by an outsider. 

Participation is an important element in action research. Those 
working in the school setting are actively involved in all stages of the 
research and action processes. This is a radical departure from tradi­
tional educational research conducted, exclusively, by "experts." 
Moveover, since the research question is, ideally, identified by practi­
tioners, this approach increases the likelihood that the research process 
and results will be useful in solving problems teachers encounter in 
their own practice. 

Action research catalyzes practitioners' creative potential by 
encouraging them to create and apply their own knowledge rather than 
merely implement results derived from "academic" research studies. In 
the process, teachers grow professionally and personally, developing 
skills which empower them to solve problems and improve education­
al practices. Finally, action research contributes to overall staff devel­
opment and organizational growth (Oja and Pine, 1987; Ham, 1987). 
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Collaboration, another important feature, encourages critical 
dialogue and analysis among actors. Thus, action research reduces or 
eliminates the distance created in traditional research approaches 
between the researcher and individuals participating in a study, and 
among those who are the subjects of research. 

' ORIGINS OF ACTION RESEARCH IN EDUCATION 

Action research was initiated in the early 1940s by Kurt Lewin 
and adopted by educators in the late 1940s. Interest in the approach 
declined in the mid-1950s, but during the 1960s and early 1970s, it was 
again used by practitioners working with consultants. In the mid-
1970s, new and expanded views of action research began to appear, 
leading to a revival that continued into the 1980s (Smulyan, 1984). 

According to educators and organizational behavior researchers, 
Lewin and Collier have been particularly influential in the develo­
pment of action research (Corey, 1953; Kemmis, 1982; Cameron-Jones, 
1983; Simmons, 1984; Ebbutt, 1985; McKernan, 1987; Oja and 
Smulyan, 1989; Elliott, 1991). Other proponents have contributed to 
the specific character of action research and its application in the field 
of education. Today, many researchers and practitioners, mainly in the 
U.S., the United Kingdom, and Australia, continue to promote and 
apply action research in education. 

As noted by Kemmis (1982), Hodgkinson (1957) has identified 
early evidence of action research tenets dating from the first applica­
tions of the scientific method to education research. He quotes 
Dewey's The Sources of a Science of Education (1929:33): 

The answer is that 1 ) educational practices provide the data, 
the subject matter, which form the problems of inquiry... 
These educational practices are 2) the final test of value of 
the conclusions of all researches... Actual activities in edu­
cating test the worth of scientific results... They may be sci­
entific in some other field, but not in education until they 
serve educational purposes, and whether they really serve 
can be found out only in practice. 
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As an early advocate of action research in education, Dewey 
(1929:17-18) held that teachers should participate actively in research 
studies: 

It is impossible to see how there can be an adequate flow of 
subject matter to set and control the problems investigators 
deal with, unless there is active participation on the part of 
those directly engaged in teaching. 

Stephen Corey, from the Teachers' College at Columbia 
University, was an early advocate of action research in schools in the 
U.S., especially in the area of curriculum improvement (Corey, 1949, 
1950,1952, 1953,1954). 

According to Corey (1953), some efforts had been made in the 
1920s and early 1930s to encourage teachers and other school practi­
tioners to conduct research. Buckingham (1926) was a proponent of 
this approach; in Research for Teachers, who encourages teachers to 
undertake research as a way of reflecting on their practices in order to 
improve them. The idea was not widely embraced at the time; Corey 
(1953:3) notes that research continued to be used to elicit data from 
teachers or for training teachers in problem solving, and that even 
when research was conducted by the practitioners themselves, it was 
used to confirm accepted beliefs about education. 

Corey maintained that educational research based on the scien­
tific method had little impact on educational practice. He suggested 
that action research was a more appropriate approach for improving 
education practices because teachers and supervisors working as part­
ners in the process would be more likely to implement results. His the­
sis was supported by teachers: 

We are convinced that the disposition to study, as objective­
ly as possible, the consequences of our teaching is more like­
ly to change and improve our practices than is reading about 
what someone else has discovered regarding the conse­
quences of his [her] teaching. The latter may be helpful. The 
former is almost certain to be (Corey, 1953:70). 
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Other educators in the U.S. who were very active in promoting 
action research include Taba (1955, 1957, 1963) and Shumsky (1956, 
1958, 1959,1962). 

Although Taba and Shumsky were applying action research suc­
cessfully, others were critical of this type of effort and, in general, 
between 1953 and 1957, interest in the approach declined in the field of 
education (Kemmis, 1982). University-based researchers charged that 
action research was methodologically poor and unscientific 
(Hodgkinson, 1957), and lacking sufficiently clear assumptions, scope, 
and uses (Wiles, 1953). Critics also claimed that the nature of the 
process as research or a teaching approach was not clear (Corman, 
1957). 

Sanford (1970) states (quoted in Kemmis, 1982 and Smulyan, 
1984) that the shift away from action research and back to a clear sep­
aration between theoretical research and practice was promoted in the 
1960s by the social science "establishment" in addresses at annual meet­
ings and in reports from commissions. This led to a widening of the 
gap between teaching and research, with colleges and universities pro­
ducing specialists in model building, research design, and experimen­
tation on the one hand, and experts in planning, implementation, and 
evaluation on the other. 

Sanford (1970) and Guba and Clark (1980) (quoted in Smulyan, 
1984), maintain that federal funding agencies in the United States insti­
tutionalized the separation between scientific inquiry and educational 
practice during this period. Between 1954 and 1972, the federal gov­
ernment's goal in educational research and development was to pro­
mote "improvement oriented change." Federal education agencies 
adopted a social science model and encouraged university scholars to 
apply for funding; the latter conducted their research and presented the 
funding agency with reports on their findings. The federal government 
made no provisions for linking research to the practical application of 
results that would lead to school improvement until after 1972. Due to 
criticism regarding the unscientific and unproductive nature of action 
research, together with emphasis in the social sciences and federal 
funding agencies on the separation of research and practice, action 
research in the 1960s and early 1970s was conducted by practitioners 
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with the help of consultants (Ward and Tikunoff, 1982 in Smulyan, 
1984). During this period, Shaefer (1967) in the U.S. maintained that 
teachers should be undertaking collaborative research in schools rather 
than being treated as mere channels for the dissemination of informa­
tion. In fact, in the 1970s and 1980s, the government approach lost 
credibility because 1) funds were in short supply and 2) large-scale, 
top-down efforts were viewed as less effective than small, individual­
ized action research projects (McNiff, 1988). 

Action research re-emerged in England in the 1970s during the 
teacher-as-researcher movement which focussed on school-based cur­
riculum reforms. This movement grew in opposition to the develo­
pment of a curriculum technology that stressed measurable, pre-spec-
ified learning outcomes. Movement activists emphasized the impor­
tance of education as a process in designing curriculum. Action 
research is consistent with this view as it is a reflective practice designed 
to promote the value of process-oriented curriculum development 
(Elliott, 1991:51). 

Renewed interest in action research in the 1970s was influenced 
by four factors (Kemmis, 1982): 1) interest on the part of university-
based researchers in helping practitioners solve practical problems in 
schools; 2) greater acceptance of interpretative methods which facili­
tated, to some degree, definitions and understanding of educational 
problems from the practitioners' point of view; 3) growing interest in 
participatory approaches to curriculum development and evaluation; 
4) a clear ideological commitment to addressing social and political 
problems in education through collaborative research conducted by 
practitioners on relevant issues. At the same time, there was and is a 
trend toward a more participatory educational research in terms of the 
sources of problems, subject matter, methods, the products of know­
ledge, and a community of inquirers (Kemmis, 1982:19). 

Lawrence Stenhouse (1975) was crucial in strengthening the 
movement that grew out of this renewed interest in action research in 
Britain. He summarizes the teacher-as-researcher concept as follows: 
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AU teaching should be based on research, and research and 
curriculum development are the preserve of teachers; the 
curriculum then becomes a means of studying the problems 
and effects of implementing any defined line of teaching. 
Practitioners increase their understanding of their work, and 
thus education is improved (in McKernan, 1988:181 ). 

Stenhouse was instrumental in implementing the Schools 
Council Humanities Curriculum Project from 1967 to 1972, at the 
Centre for Applied Research in Education, University of East Anglia. 
The purpose of the project was to create a liberating atmosphere in the 
classroom for students and teachers, one characterized by discussion 
and close interpersonal relationships. The role of the teacher in this 
environment was that of neutral chairperson rather than rigid author­
itarian. Stenhouse urged teachers to think of themselves as researchers, 
as the best judges of their own practice (McNiff, 1988). Many of 
Stenhouse's students later became proponents of educational action 
research, including John Elliott, Dave Ebbutt, and a number of col­
leagues who started the Classroom Action Research Network (CARN) 
in 1976, based at the Cambridge Institute of Education (Smulyan, 
1984). 

John Elliott (1978, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982, 1983, 1985, 1987, 
1989, 1990, 1991) was a key figure in the development of action 
research in the United Kingdom. His leadership, with Clem Adelman, 
in the Ford Teaching Project in Britain from 1973 to 1976 helped revive 
interest in this approach. 

At the same time (1976), John Whitehead was working with 
teachers through the Schools Council Mixed Ability Exercise in 
Science. He focused on setting up support networks through which 
classroom teachers-as-researchers shared their work (McNiff, 1988). 

In the last decade, Australian teachers, adult educators, and 
researchers at Deakin University, including Stephen Kemmis (1981, 
1982, 1984, 1987, 1989) and Robin McTaggart (1986), have been a 
source of renewed inspiration for action researchers. Interest in 
Australia was due, especially, to the spread of school-based curriculum 
development and growing professional awareness among teachers 
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seeking new ways to work and to understand their work (Kemmis and 
McTaggart, 1982:6). The Deakin school of action research is based on a 
critical theory perspective with a strong emancipatory character. 

Recent projects, articles, and books reflect the revival of action 
research in education in the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
Australia, including work by Elliott (1989, 1990, 1991); McKernan 
(1990); Fergus and Wilson (1989); Noffke (1989); Oja and Smulyan 
(1989); Parkin (1989); Soo Hoo (1989); Usher and Bryant (1989); and 
Whitehead (1989). 

Kemmis (1982:22) notes that the prospects for action research 
are good. Interest in school-based curriculum, school-based teachers' 
in-service education, school level evaluation, and practitioner research 
has led to a range of work modes (individual, cooperative, collabora­
tive between schools and universities), a variety of foci (improvements 
in schools, curriculum, and classroom practice), and an array of sup­
port mechanisms (universities, school commissions, education depart­
ments, consultants) for action research. 

DEFINITION AND MAIN FOCUS 
OF ACTION RESEARCH IN EDUCATION 

What is action research in education? 

The literature contains many definitions of action research in 
education. All stress two essential points: 1) action research is a rigor­
ous, systematic inquiry based on scientific procedures, and 2) it is 
implemented by participants who control both process and results in a 
critical-reflective fashion (McKernan, 1988:174). Stephen Corey and 
Hilda Taba were among early advocates of this approach. In his semi­
nal work, Action Research to Improve School Practices, Corey ( 1953:VIII) 
defined action research as: 

research that is undertaken by educational practitioners 
because they believe that by so doing they can make better 
decisions and engage in better actions. 



ACTION RESEARCH IN EDUCATION 103 

Another definition presented by Corey in the same work 
(1953:6) reflects the positivist paradigm believed, at the time, to be the 
"best" and most "scientific" way to conduct research: 

[Action research] is the process by which practitioners 
attempt to study their problems scientifically in order to 
guide, correct, and evaluate their decisions and actions... 

Taba and Noel (1957:1-2) define the approach simply as research 
carried on by educational practitioners in order to solve their own 
problems. Ebbutt (1985:156), for his part, suggests that action research 
is 

the systematic study of attempts to change and improve edu­
cational practice by groups of participants by means of their 
own practical actions and by means of their own reflection 
upon the effects of those actions. 

Grundy and Kemmis (1984) describe the attributes of action 
research: 

Educational action research is a term used to describe a fam­
ily of activities in curriculum development, professional 
development, school improvement programs, and systems 
planning and policy development. These activities have in 
common the identification of strategies of planned actions 
which are implemented and then systematically submitted 
to observation, reflection, and change. Participants in the 
action being considered are integrally involved in all of these 
activities. 

Kemmis, working from a critical theory perspective, presents a 
definition somewhat different from the above. He suggests that action 
research is a social and political process that occurs within a given his­
torical context, and that is intended, in broad terms, to contribute to 
human emancipation. From this perspective, the approach embodies 
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participatory democratic processes for social and intellectual recon­
struction (Kemmis et al., 1981:20). 

Action research is a form of collective self-reflective enquiry 
undertaken by participants in social situations in order to 
improve the rationality and justice of a) their own social or 
educational practices, b) their understanding of these prac­
tices, and c) the situations in which these practices are car­
ried out... The approach is only action research when it is col­
laborative, though it is important to realize that the action 
research of the group is achieved through the critically 
examined action of individual group members. 

Simmons' (1984:2) definition includes issues related to personal 
and professional growth and development: 

[Action research] is a process of systematic inquiry and of 
knowledge, skill, and attitude growth in which classroom 
teachers, on either an individual or collaborative basis, 
investigate a self-identified instructional problem and 
attempt to better understand and improve the teaching-
learning process occurring in their classrooms. 

What is the main focus of educational action research? 

Although more definitions are available in the literature (Elliott, 
1981; Kemmis et al., 1981; Carr and Kemmis, 1986; McKernan, 1988), 
all share at least some of the characteristics described above, and there 
are no major discrepancies or differences among them. A very brief and 
precise statement about the nature of educational action research is 
offered by McNiff (1988:3): 

The social basis of action research is involvement; the educa­
tional basis is improvement. Its operations demand changes. 
Action research means ACTION, both of the system under 
consideration, and of the people involved in that system. 
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Probably the most important feature of action research in 
schools is the fact that it is conducted by educational practitioners 
themselves; i.e., teachers, supervisors, and administrators become 
active researchers. This implies that they participate in the entire 
research process, including actions, rather than remaining detached 
from the process of reflection and action for the sake of "objectivity." 
Participation is also important as, in principle, practitioners control the 
research and change processes. In some cases, they conduct research in 
schools in partnership with university-based researchers. There is evi­
dence that teacher participation in action research leads to profession­
al growth, greater school staff collegiality and experimentation, and 
improved practice (Oja and Smulyan, 1989). 

Because educational practitioners are encouraged to develop 
their own theories of education within their own educational settings, 
action research is a powerful method for bridging the gap between the­
ory and practice in education (McNiff, 1988). 

Reflection is critical to this approach. According to action 
research theory, change does not come about as a result of spontaneous 
acts, but through reflection on and understanding of specific problems 
within their social, political, and historical contexts. Thus, there is an 
interplay between understanding and change: understanding is moti­
vated by interest in change. Moreover, change leads to a better under­
standing of a given situation (Usher and Bryant, 1989). 

Reflection is not merely an intellectual exercise but, rather, a tool 
for promoting actions. Action research is intended to lead to actions 
which promote improved educational practices. 

Ideally, and as conceived by Lewin, action research is a process 
characterized by on-going reflection and action. It involves a self-
reflective spiral of activities: planning, action, observation, reflection, 
re-planning, and action (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1982). 

The main priority of educational action researchers is to educate 
educators. 

Action research implies adopting a deliberate openness to 
new experiences and processes, and, as such, demands that 
the action of educational research is itself educational By 
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consciously engaging in their own educational development, 
teachers gain both professionally and personally; and it is 
this personal commitment that counts in the process of 
human inquiry. Without personal commitment, teaching is 
no more than what appears on the curriculum, and learning 
the product of a schooled society. For if we teachers are truly 
to fulfill our obligations as educators, then we must accept 
the responsibility of first educating ourselves. 

Despite the renewed enthusiasm by some educational 
researchers and practitioners for action research, it is still not widely 
accepted or used. Carr and Kemmis (1986:210) claim that this is 
because 

In the academy, it challenges the 'expert' authority of acade­
mic educational researchers, and in education systems, it 
challenges bureaucratic authority in its notion of participa­
tory control. 

MAIN COMPONENTS AND CHARACTERISTICS OF 
EDUCATIONAL ACTION RESEARCH 

Action research in education is composed of a number of char­
acteristics. The overall goal of this approach is to improve educational 
practice through the active participation of practitioners using a scientif­
ic problem-solving method in an on-going fashion. Action research is 
both flexible and inductive. It brings together, and leads to the further 
development of, theory and practice. Reflection and action are closely 
related in action research, which is implemented on a single case basis 
and where problems occur. The approach is methodologically eclectic 
and innovative. The description below of these components and char­
acteristics is based on works by Corey, 1953; Elliott, 1978; Kemmis and 
McTaggart, 1982; Grundy and Kemmis, 1984; Smulyan, 1984; Burton, 
1986; Carr and Kemmis, 1986; Nixon, 1987; McKernan, 1988; Oja and 
Smulyan, 1989; and Elliott, 1991. 
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1. The main objective of action research is to improve an education­
al setting and/or to solve practical educational problems 

Action research is concerned with day-to-day practical problems 
encountered by teachers, rather than with theoretical problems identi­
fied or described by university-based researchers. The primary goal of 
action researchers is to improve practice. The production and utiliza­
tion of knowledge is subordinate to and conditioned by this funda­
mental aim (Elliott, 1978:49). The research process usually starts with 
a "felt need" experienced by teachers, principals, administrators, or 
supervisors. Theory building is a by-product or concomitant activity 
rather than an immediate aim. The value of action research is deter­
mined primarily by the extent to which findings lead to improvement 
in the practices of those engaged in the research (Corey, 1953:13). 

Action researchers in schools investigate actions and social situ­
ations which are experienced by educational practitioners as a) unac­
ceptable in some respect (problematic); b) susceptible to change (con­
tingent), and c) requiring a practical response (prescriptive) (Elliott, 
1987:356). 

Action researchers seek improvement in three areas: 1 ) in prac­
tices; 2) in practitioners' understanding of practices; and 3) in the sit­
uations in which practices take place (Carr and Kemmis, 1986:165). 

Kemmis and De Chiro (1987:127) maintain that improving edu­
cation, the broad aim of action research, implies improving education­
al discourse and practices, as well as forms of educational administra­
tion. In concrete terms, this means changing not only people (ideas, 
activities, social relationships), but the way they interact (communica­
tion skills, material interaction in educational activities, and the power 
relationships which characterize social relationships). 

In addition to the immediate goal of improved educational prac­
tices, action research is designed to lead to personal and professional 
development, as well as refinements in theories of teaching and learn­
ing. 
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2. Teachers and other educational practitioners are active partici­
pants in the research process 

Because action research is a democratic process, it involves, by 
definition, active participation. Stenhouse's (1975:143) has stated that, 
"It is not enough that teachers' work should be studied: they need to 
study it themselves." These words capture the essential participatory 
nature of action research which is conducted by practitioners to gener­
ate information that they will use to guide their own practice. In this 
approach, all practitioners are involved in each phase of the research 
process—planning, action, observation, and reflection. All members 
are equal participants, ideally maintaining collaborative control of the 
research process. 

The participation required is not individual, but collaborative, a 
process in which all members of a group work as equals. Collaborative 
participation entails a special kind of communication among partici­
pants: values are recognized, all group members have relevant and 
authentic knowledge and information, and all points of view are 
important. Communication further enables participants to engage in 
political and practical dialogue concerning different aspects of practice 
(Grundy and Kemmis, 1984). 

Collaboration also brings teachers and university-based 
researchers or other facilitators together in the action research project. 
This entails setting common goals, planning the research design, and 
collecting, analyzing, and implementing results in a collaborative way. 
Although teachers and researchers may play different roles based on 
their respective skills, members of both constituencies work as equals. 

3. Action research is a scientific problem solving method 

Action research is a rigorous and systematic process of planning, 
data collection, data analysis, implementation of actions, and evalua­
tion. Action research is more scientific than other forms of common-
sense inquiry or problem-solving because evidence and experiences are 
systematically sought, recorded, and interpreted. 
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4. Action research is implemented in an on-going fashion, and 
involves a series of cycles 

An ideal action research process involves a series of continuous 
cycles comprised of the following activities: 

1 ) planning a course of action to improve a given practice or 
situation; 

2) acting to implement the plan; 
3) observing the effects of an action taken in the context and 

under the practical conditions it which it occurred; and 
4) reflecting on these effects as a basis for further planning, 

subsequent action, and so on, through a succession of 
cycles. 

These are closely related activities, systematically planned and 
implemented, and critically evaluated. 

To conduct an authentic action research project, more than one 
cycle consisting of the phases listed above is required. The cycle must 
be repeated several times as the initial problem will tend to shift and 
change as a result of the action implemented. Thus, after taking an 
action, researchers need to evaluate the process and effects in order to 
redefine the situation. This facilitates the development of informed 
judgments based on practical experience, allows for a more effective 
assessment of the situation as a whole, and leads to an organized 
process of learning. 

By way of summary, action research is not a one time, "one 
sequence" linear research activity but, rather, an iterative process com­
posed of several cycles. 

5. Action research is a flexible, inductive process 

The definition of a problem and its analysis, the action plan, and 
the methods employed may change as a project evolves. The process 
and research tools must respond to changing needs in order to improve 
educational practices. Because of the nature of action research, it is 
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unlikely that action researchers will know in advance exactly how 
research will develop and what changes may occur in the setting due to 
project implementation or other factors. Thus, the approach must be 
flexible and inductive, attuned to the particular context and circum­
stances in which action research operates. 

6. Action research bridges the gap between theory and practice 

Action researchers attempt to bridge the gap that traditionally 
exists between theory and practice. Because these are interdependent 
elements, participants involved in action research are able to contribute 
simultaneously to the advancement of social science theory and 
improvement in educational practices. 

Action researchers generate both practical and theoretical 
knowledge. The development of theory, however, is a secondary goal 
intended primarily to aid in understanding and solving practical edu­
cational problems. Thus, theory generated will be based on practical 
knowledge. This close relationship between theory and practice is 
instrumental in focusing an action research project on solving practi­
cal problems. According to McKernan (1988:173-174), action research 

aims at feeding the practical judgment of actors in problem­
atic situations. The validity of the concepts, models, and 
results it generates depends not so much on scientific tests of 
truth as on their utility in helping practitioners to act more 
effectively, skillfully, and intelligently. Theories are not vali­
dated independent of practice...they are validated through 
practice. 

7. Action research is characterized by a close relationship between 
reflection and action 

Action in an action research project is intentional, implemented 
for a clear purpose. Action does not result from technical views, habit, 
or prescribed behavior, but from reflection. Action is planned. 
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Above all, action is focused on social practice. This social prac­
tice is a strategic act undertaken by practitioners in a conscious and 
deliberate way on the basis of rational reflection rather than custom, 
habit, unreflective perception, or rumor (Grundy and Kemmis, 
1984:4). 

This intimate relationship between reflection and action is the 
essence of good action research. Reflection is the soul of action, for it 
strengthens and gives our intentions sustenance and elevates simple 
impressions to another level. Reflection is more than looking backward 
to what is known, or mere remembering. It is an "engagement of 
impressions" that reveals layers of meaning. Action, on the other hand, 
is the content of reflection, its substance and ground (Burton, 1986). 

8. Action research is implemented on a single case basis and where 
the problem situation takes place 

Action researchers examine a single case, not a sample popula­
tion. The experiences and findings are valid for and apply to that par­
ticular setting, and no other. The action researcher assumes that 
because each setting is unique, especially in terms of problem defini­
tion and actors, broad generalizations have little value. Action research 
is implemented where a problem is found, and no attempt is made to 
isolate a single factor for study divorced from the environment from 
which it draws its meaning. Thus, problems are studied in the actual 
situations out of which they arise. 

9. Action research is methodologically eclectic and innovative 

Action research does not follow any specific research methodol­
ogy. The nature of problems to be solved, the conditions in which they 
exist, and the action researcher's preferences and criteria will determine 
the appropriateness of the method to be used. 
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UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS OF ACTION 
RESEARCH IN EDUCATION 

Gail McCutcheon (1981:186) captures the essence of the main 
assumption underlying action research: 

What is it about teachers that might render their action 
research particularly important? The answer is that they are 
in a unique position to inform others about schooling for two 
reasons—the nature of their role as teachers, and their pres­
ence in school virtually every day...The teacher as action 
researcher can portray his or her own view and put forth 
interpretations of what happens in a classroom, why that hap­
pens, what rules and features of the school affect practice... 

In other words, practitioners are likely to make better decisions, 
improve the quality of educational practices, and develop as profes­
sionals if they are active participants in research activities involving 
critical analysis of day-to-day practices (Corey, 1953; Simmons, 1984; 
Ham, 1987; Oja and Pine, 1987; Oja and Smulyan, 1989). Thus, action 
research is based, first and foremost, on the assumption that the active 
participation of teachers in research will to lead to improvement in 
educational practices in the political, professional and personal realms 
(McNiff, 1988). 

In the political realm, practitioners assume that this approach 
will empower educators to create changes in their practices and in the 
educational system. In the last decade, some efforts have been made, 
based on practical needs, to encourage teachers and administrators to 
play a more central role in design and management of education. 
Examples of this include the school-based curriculum development 
movement and the trend toward research-based in-service education 
for teachers, strategies characterized by the participation of education­
al practitioners in solving their practical problems. According to 
McNiff (1988), because changes resulting from these efforts are school-
based, they promote a shift in power from the university to the class­
room and the school, and from the academic researcher to the school-
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based practitioner acting as researcher and change agent. Ham (1987) 
notes that schools are the best laboratories for educational research; the 
integration of research and practice through collaborative action 
research contributes to the development of schools as centers of 
inquiry. 

Professionally, it is assumed that if teachers work together on a 
common problem, clarifying and negotiating ideas and concerns, they 
will be more likely to change their attitudes and behaviors if action 
research suggests that such change is necessary. In this process of 
change through action research, teachers and other practitioners gain 
new knowledge useful in solving immediate problems, broaden their 
general knowledge base, and learn research skills that can be applied to 
future interests and concerns. Teachers who participate in action 
research projects become more flexible in their thinking, more recep­
tive to new ideas, and more able to solve problems as they arise. These 
qualities are critical for professional growth (Oja and Smulyan, 1989). 

On a personal level, it is assumed that a practitioner's commit­
ment to an action research project humanizes the art of teaching. The 
action researcher is a creative, active professional, rather than simply a 
skilled technician or a source of information. Instead of imposing ideas 
on their students, action researchers strive to discover knowledge in 
collaboration with them. Since practitioners are decision-makers and 
change agents in their own practices, they experience empowerment. 
This process enhances the personal growth of educational practitioners 
(McNiff, 1988). An effective in-service program based on appropriate 
approaches will promote the cognitive growth and psychological deve­
lopment of motivated educators (Ham, 1987). 

MAIN TYPES OF EDUCATIONAL ACTION RESEARCH 

The different types of action research in education can be classi­
fied according to the focus of improvement, or purpose of the action 
research project, or on the basis of epistemological assumptions. The 
first classification is discussed below, and the second in the following 
section. 
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The focus of improvement category includes four main types of 
action research: 1) curriculum development, 2) professional develop­
ment for teachers, 3) improvement in management and administration 
of schools, and 4) parent involvement in improving schools or school 
systems. The first two types are the most widely used and frequently 
mentioned in the literature. The third and fourth types, though occur­
ring more rarely, will be briefly addressed. 

1) Action research in school-based curriculum development 

Traditional curriculum development tends to be technical in 
nature. It is designed by theorists as a technology to be applied in dif­
ferent contexts and under different circumstances. The trend toward 
school-based curriculum development arose out of a need for curricu­
la designed and implemented on the basis of the practical needs, con­
straints, and concerns of students, and the school community as a 
whole. 

According to McKernan (1988), curriculum action research has 
recently re-emerged thanks to studies conducted by Berman and 
McLaughlin (1977) and Goodlad (1975, 1984) which suggest that 
school-based problem-solving approaches to curriculum change are 
more likely to succeed than are large, federally funded, central initia­
tives. 

In curriculum developed through action research, teachers are 
curriculum designers rather than mere "curriculum implementors." 
They play a central role in the process through analysis and decision­
making based on their knowledge, experiences, and practical teaching 
situations. 

School-based curriculum development is based on the theory 
that changes in curriculum derived from the individual and collective 
experience, or practice, of teachers in the course of experimentation are 
preferable to changes derived from general educational theories. In 
other words, rather than deriving practice from theories taken from 
research literature which have been generated and tested independent­
ly of teachers' practices, teachers develop their own theories in the 
course of searching for solutions to problems they encounter on a day-
to-day basis in the classroom (Elliott, 1991). 
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2) Action research in school-based professional development 
in-service education for the improvement of classroom practices 

Classroom teachers are seldom included in professional know­
ledge-sharing, dialogue, decision-making, or leadership activities rela­
ted to instructional improvement. Consequently, they lack the means 
to develop as professionals. Action research, an approach designed to 
facilitate professional development, goes beyond traditional short 
training courses where teachers are introduced to new ideas and mate­
rials for improving their practices. Action research for professional 
development focuses on the role of the teacher as an educational deci­
sion-maker, as a generator of knowledge, and as an active member of 
the educational community (Simmons, 1984). This model of profes­
sional development implies a "bottom-up" strategy rather than a "top-
down," hierarchical approach to professional development (Ebbutt and 
Elliott, 1984). 

As mentioned earlier, action research involves practitioners in 
conducting research about their own practices. In this process, teachers 
develop new knowledge, skills, and beliefs in their own capacity to solve 
the problems they encounter in the classroom. Specifically, through 
this approach, teachers 1) develop a professional knowledge base, 2) 
participate in collective reflection about themselves and their work in 
the classroom, 3) become efficient and autonomous decision-makers 
in the classroom, and 4) develop an on-going commitment to profes­
sional development (Simmons, 1984). 

Stenhouse (1975) states that the role of teachers-as-researchers 
of their own practices is a means for professional growth as it involves 
learning and development (Cameron-Jones, 1983). 

In summary, action research facilitates professional develop­
ment, creating self-reflective, self-critical communities of professionals 
interested in the development of their own skills as well as the deve­
lopment of the profession (Grundy and Kemmis, 1984). 
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3) Action research for the improvement of school administration and 
management 

This action research approach, used primarily by supervisors, 
administrators, and principals, involves experimental social research 
on administrative practices. Administrators participate in action 
research to improve school functioning. At times, the research focus is 
determined by outside funding sources or researchers. It is often con­
ducted by outside researchers as well, with the collaboration of the 
administration. The administrator's role is to reflect and provide feed­
back on findings. 

4) Parents' action research for school improvement 

Parent action research is part of a community-based movement 
to increase the influence of civil society on school systems. This 
approach is initiated by parents working as a collective to improve edu­
cation. The process involves definition of the research question, data 
collection, analysis, and the implementation of actions based on fin­
dings. Typical research topics might be the role or performance of a 
school in a specific community, the school system as a whole, or the 
relationship between the school system and broader issues in society. 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS OF 
EDUCATIONAL ACTION RESEARCH 

As mentioned above, action research is also classified on the 
basis of epistemological assumptions. According to this classification, 
there are three major types of educational action research: 1) "tradi­
tional" action research, based on the positivist paradigm (Corey, 1953; 
Shumsky, 1956; Taba, 1957), 2) "practical" action research reflecting the 
interpretivist paradigm (Stenhouse, 1975; Elliott, 1991; Hustler et al., 
1986; Nixon, 1981), and 3) "emancipatory" action research guided by a 
critical social science paradigm (Carr and Kemmis, 1986; Winter, 
1987). A wide variety of approaches to educational action research have 
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been developed on the basis of these epistemological assumptions and 
their corresponding methods (McKernan, 1988). 

Traditional-positivist action research 

From the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries, spe­
cialists in education, including Baine (1897), Boone (1904), and Dewey 
(1910), applied scientific methodology to improve school curricula. 
Early action research (Buckingham, 1926), highly quantitative and sta­
tistical, had its roots in the psychological-positivist tradition. By the 
early 1940s, teachers were participating actively in studies (Virginia 
State Board of Education, 1934; Aiken, 1942; the Southern Association 
of Schools and Colleges, 1945), using the scientific method to assess 
curriculum problems. These studies are among early examples of the 
implementation of action research. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, 
Corey (1953), Taba (1957), and others promoted the use of this 
approach in education, always under the aegis of the positivist para­
digm (McKernan, 1987). 

According to Corey (1953:71-85), action research based on the 
positivist paradigm includes the following steps: problem definition, 
hypothesis, test design, evidence gathering, and generalization. In the 
traditional-positivist approach, evidence is systematically sought, 
recorded, and interpreted as objectively as possible to assess whether 
the methods used and activities implemented have resulted in the 
anticipated improvements in an educational situation. Corey (1953:40-
41) notes that the significant elements in an action research design 
include: 

1. identification of a problem area about which an indivi­
dual or group is concerned and prepared to act; 

2. selection of a problem and formulation of a hypothesis or 
prediction that implies a goal and a procedure for reach­
ing it; 

3. careful recording of actions taken and evidence gathered 
to determine the degree to which the goal has been 
achieved; 
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4. inference from this evidence of generalizations regarding 
the relationship between actions and goal sought; 

5. continuous retesting of generalizations within the action 
situation. 

Traditional action research is a scientific problem-solving 
approach. Originating in the more industrialized countries, its assump­
tions are consistent with those of industrialized economies: task 
accomplishment, efficiency, social integration, and incremental social 
reform. Traditional action researchers assume that different groups in 
society share common interests and that problems can thus be solved 
through consensus. They hope to improve a situation without chan­
ging the existing structures within which the system operates. In short, 
traditional action research works with the system rather than against it 
(McKernan, 1988). 

Practical-interpretivist action research 

Two influential action researchers in the United Kingdom advo­
cate the use of interpretive methods. Stenhouse (1975), from the 
Humanities Curriculum Project, and Elliott (1973), with the Ford 
Teaching Project, are proponents of the naturalistic paradigm of edu­
cational research. 

The characteristics of action research outlined by Elliott include, 
first, an increase in teachers' understanding of a situation to facilitate 
accurate problem diagnosis. This implies an exploratory position vis-a-
vis preconceived assumptions and views of the problem. Though said 
understanding does not automatically lead to "the" correct course of 
action, appropriate actions are more likely to be selected when partici­
pants grasp, as fully as possible, all facets of a situation. 

Elliott further notes that teachers develop a holistic perspective 
of a situation when they explain or share their views in the form of an 
action research case study. This approach is helpful because case stu­
dies reveal the various dimensions of a situation, including contextual 
factors and interdependent contingencies; include a naturalistic rather 
than formalistic mode of explanation; and incorporate relationships 
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"illuminated" by concrete description rather than formal statements of 
causal laws and statistical correlations. In short, case studies provide a 
naturalistic theory of a situation embodied in narrative form, rather 
than a formal theory stated in prepositional form. 

The third feature of interpretivist action research is the interpre­
tation of a problematic issue from the point of view of those involved 
in the situation, i.e., teachers, supervisors, principals, students, and pa­
rents. Participants interpret events as the product of actions rather than 
natural processes subject to the laws of natural science. Actions are thus 
imbued with subjective meaning: they are the expression of an indi­
vidual or group's understanding of, or beliefs about, a situation; of 
intentions and goals; of choices and decisions; of principles and values 
underlying the diagnosis, goals, and courses of action selected. 

Because action research involves participants in self-reflection as 
they view problems from their own perspectives, individual accounts of 
a situation are validated through dialogue. Descriptions of partici­
pants' dialogues regarding interpretations and explanations emerging 
from research are an integral part of the action research report. 

Emancipatory-critical action research 

Emancipatory-critical action research emerged from new-
Marxist philosophy (Marcuse), European critical theory (Habermas, 
Adorno), and Freire's philosophy of "conscientization." Carr and 
Kemmis (1986), in Becoming Critical: Education, Knowledge, and Action 
Research, present the most articulate perspective on emancipatory-cri­
tical action research. They note than an appropriate education science 

must be concerned to identify and expose those aspects of the 
existing social order which frustrate rational change, and 
must be able to offer theoretical accounts which enable 
teachers [and other practitioners] to become aware of how 
they may be overcome. 

According to Carr and Kemmis (1986:179), the major character­
istics of emancipatory-critical action research include: 
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a) rejection of positivist notions of rationality, objectivity, 
and truth in favor of a dialectical view of rationality; 

b) the use of interpretive categories developed by teachers as 
the basis for language frameworks which practitioners 
explore and develop in the course of theorizing; 

c) efforts by teachers to overcome distorted self-understan­
dings through analysis of the way broader ideological con­
ditions shape their own practices and understandings; 

d) simultaneous reflection and action as a way to develop 
teachers' awareness of how they might overcome those 
aspects of the social order which frustrate rational change; 

e) a return to the question of theory and practice, to demon­
strate how self-critical communities of action researchers 
might create forms of social organization in which the 
determination of truth is related to practice. 

Those social scientists critical of the major assumptions under­
lying positivist science maintain that different groups in society are in 
conflict. Emancipatory action researchers focus on society's wider 
structures and promote its radical transformation through shifts in 
power relationships and the distribution of resources. 

The key feature of this action research approach is its emancipa­
tory character; i.e., through the application of this approach, the com­
munity of practitioners will become autonomous actors. Emancipation 
comes about as research participants are empowered in their quest for 
education that is more just, rational, and democratic in terms of prac­
tices, curriculum development, professional development, the organi­
zation and administration of schools, and the participation of parents 
and the community in school matters. 

ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER IN EDUCATIONAL 
ACTION RESEARCH 

Who is the action researcher and what roles does he or she play 
in an action research project? In answer to the first question, there are 
two possibilities. Action researchers are often teachers, as in the 
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teacher-as-researcher movement in England (Stenhouse, 1975; Elliott, 
1991; Nixon, 1981). Or, they might be academic educational 
researchers who conduct action research jointly with a teacher or group 
of teachers (Wallet et al., 1981; Oja and Pine, 1987; Tikunoff et al., 
1979; Bataille and Clanet, 1981; Oja and Smulyan, 1989). 

In the first case, the teacher's role is essentially that of active par­
ticipant in the entire action research process. This includes participa­
tion in all activities related to problem definition, data collection and 
analysis, reporting and implementation of results. According to Wallat 
et al. (1981), one of the main roles of teachers-as-researchers is that of 
"diagnosticians and predictors of consequences of behavior within 
[their] classrooms." When teachers become more aware of their prac­
tices, they are in a position to contribute to educational decision ma­
king, and to become power holders in their own profession. 

When an "outside researcher" works in partnership with teach­
ers, care must be taken that the former does not become too "influen­
tial" in an activity predicated on equal participation. According to Carr 
and Kemmis (1986:201), 

It is common for *outsiders' to be involved in the organiza­
tion of action research, providing material and moral sup­
port to action-researching teachers. The relationships estab­
lished between outside *facilitators' and [teacher] action 
researchers can, however, have a profound effect on the char­
acter of the action research taken. To varying degrees, they 
influence the agenda of issues being addressed in the action 
research process, the data gathering and analytic techniques 
being employed, the character of reflection, and the interpre­
tations reached on the basis of the evidence generated by the 
study. 

In Australia, where action research is usually based on critical 
theory perspective, the outside researcher is called a "facilitator." 

The term "facilitator' is employed because it encapsulates 
the stance (of) an outsider supporting the primary actors in 
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the sometimes hazardous task of self-reflection...This must 
be done in such a way that participants retain intellectual 
ownership of and responsibility for the problems addressed, 
and of the strategic action taken. Only under these condi­
tions can the understandings achieved be authentic and the 
risky decisions of practice justified by those responsible for 
them (Brown et al, 1981:7). 

Based on information from a report by Brown et al. (1981) on 
the National Invitational Seminar on Action Research, Grundy and 
Kemmis (1984) describe the various roles the facilitator may assume. 
These include providing access to appropriate theory, ensuring open 
communication, assisting in the organization of reflection and action, 
and participating in the dissemination of research results. 

The access to appropriate theory and case studies provided by out­
side facilitators might include literature on existing theoretical frame­
works about practices and case studies related to the problems teachers 
are dealing with. Relevant literature on the theory and practice of 
action research will also be useful. The facilitator's role also includes 
providing an explanation of the rationale for using action research. 

It is vital that the outside researcher facilitate open, clear, authen­
tic communication. A number of factors will contribute to this end. 
Since reflection and analysis are usually group activities, and language 
is the vehicle for these processes, both facilitator and teachers must 
share the same language, and the facilitator must assure that this is the 
case. 

The second factor contributing to open communication is on­
going assessment of the development and functioning of group 
processes. For this purpose, the facilitator moderates discussions on the 
group's dynamics throughout the action research process. 

The third factor is distribution and sharing of power. If action 
research is to be a process leading to empowerment, decision-making 
and the implementation of actions must be in the hands of teachers. 
Because outside researchers are usually regarded as "experts," they must 
make every effort to enable participants to make the action research 
process their own. 
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Facilitators also assist in the organization and implementation of 
reflection and action processes. This role involves collaboration, 

...teachers [and] researchers...working with parity and 
assuming equal responsibility to identify, inquire into, and 
resolve the problems and concerns of classroom teachers. 
Such collaboration recognizes and utilizes the unique 
insights and skills provided by each participant while, at the 
same time, demanding that no set of responsibilities is 
assigned a superior status (Tikunoff, Ward, and Griffin, 
1979:10). 

The facilitator aids teachers in problem identification and analy­
sis, in the search for explanations and understanding, and in acting on 
problems to solve them. 

Dissemination of the action research project report may be 
undertaken collaboratively by facilitator and teachers. 

METHODOLOGICAL GUIDELINES FOR CONDUCTING 
ACTION RESEARCH 

Action research is an intentional, rational, and systematic 
process of inquiry comprised of a series of phases involving planning, 
data collection and analysis, conclusions, and action. 

"Contemporary" educational action researchers have adopted 
the basic model developed by Lewin beginning in 1948. This consists of 
a cycle of activities in the following sequence (Elliott, 1985:244): 

1) clarification and diagnosis of a problem situation in 
teaching practice; 

2) formulation of action strategies for resolving the problem; 
3) implementation and evaluation of action strategies; and 
4) further clarification and diagnosis of the problem situa­

tion (and so on, into the next cycle of reflection and 
action). 
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As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Kemmis and McTaggart 
(1982:7-11) identify four key "moments," or aspects, of the action 
research process. Effective action researchers will 

1) develop a plan of action to improve what is already hap­
pening; 

2) act to implement the plan; 
3) observe the effects of action in the context in which it 

occurs; and 
4) reflect on these effects as a basis for further planning, sub­

sequent action, and so on, through a succession of cycles. 

Educational action research methodology is based on an induc­
tive approach to research which promotes learning and fosters the 
implementation of concrete actions. It is not a rigid, fixed "recipe." The 
methodology presented here, a synthesis of models presented by 
Lewin, 1948; Corey, 1953; Taba, 1957; Ebbutt, 1985; Elliott, 1981; 
Kemmis and McTaggart, 1982; and McNiff, 1988, involves six phases: 
problem identification and planning, problem analysis, formulation of 
a tentative hypothesis, design and implementation of the plan of 
action, data collection and analysis, and evaluation. 

Problem identification and planning 

Action research is implemented in response to an unacceptable 
or problematic situation. The first step—identifying the problem to be 
investigated and acted upon—is one of the most important phases in 
the process. The action researcher will identify and focus on a practical 
problem rather than a theoretical one. In this phase, he or she will also 
plan the research project and attempt to understand, as fully as possi­
ble, the situation requiring improvement. 

Problem identification can take place in group meetings with the 
help of a facilitator, or collaboratively with supervisors or principals. 
Some questions that will help participants identify, describe and ana­
lyze a given problem and plan the project are: 
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What are the major problems we are dealing with? 
Why have we concluded that these are problems? 
What would we like to improve, and why? 
What goals might be desirable and realistic? 
What steps should we take to achieve these goals? 
How important is this issue to the action researcher(s) and 
others? 
Is the problem within the scope of the practitioners' work? 
Who might be interested in helping or hindering the action 
research process? 
What are the practical and political constraints involved in this 
situation? 
Is the task manageable? 

Kemmis and McTaggart (1982:18) advise action researchers to 
avoid "issues which you can do nothing about...questions like the rela­
tionship between socio-economic status and achievement [which] may 
be interesting but may have tenuous links with actions." The problem 
must be one participants can do something concrete about. 

McNiff (1988:67-71) provides the following suggestions for 
starting an action research project: 

1 ) Start small; i.e., the study should focus, in the beginning, 
on specific aspects rather than the whole. 

2) Plan carefully but without being overly rigorous; i.e., 
determine in advance the research design, the problems to 
be tackled first, participants, individuals who need to be 
consulted and informed, human and material resources 
likely to be needed, and so on. 

3) Set a realistic time table, taking into account the unpre­
dictability of human beings and the circumstances in 
which they find themselves. 

4) Remember that action research requires that other people 
be involved, that it is research with rather than on other 
people. 
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5) Keep others informed of the activity and provide feedback 
on process and results; it is important that even those not 
participating be informed to avoid suspicion and/or mis­
understanding about what is taking place. 

6) Document the action research process. Writing helps to 
clarify ideas and sharpen wits, and assures that events will 
not be forgotten and data will not be skewed. Written 
material also provides a record of the way actions were 
interpreted by participants. 

In this phase, it is important to consider the nature of the pro­
blem. Though it is not necessary to be aware of all aspects of the pro­
blem in question, efforts must be made to identify not only the sym­
ptoms but also the causes. 

Due to changes in the setting where action research is being 
applied, the original nature of the problem may change. Thus, the 
problem needs to be reviewed periodically to determine if changes are 
required in some aspect of the study. This implies that researchers may 
start working on one problem and end up addressing a very different 
one. Consequently, problem identification is not confined to the begin­
ning of the project but occurs throughout the process. 

Problem analysis 

During the problem analysis phase, participants explore the 
underlying causes of a problem and its fundamental character, and 
develop a more adequate problem definition. To that end, they system­
atically analyze the nature, assumptions, causes, and consequences of 
the problem identified. In short, they describe and explain the nature 
of the problem. 

Since problem identification will not, in and of itself, lead to 
improvement in a situation, the issue originally identified must be sub­
jected to exhaustive analysis. The nature of the solution and the out­
comes of an action research project depend largely on the quality of 
problem analysis. If an analysis of the nature, causes, and effects of a 
problem is superficial or inadequate, actions implemented may address 
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the symptoms rather than the causes and factors which foster the 
maintenance of the problem under study. 

Moreover, critical analysis of and reflection on an undesirable 
practice help educational practitioners to "demystify" it, and to acquire 
knowledge about practices which have been implemented without 
questioning origins, purposes, or underlying assumptions. This process 
also leads to changes in the researchers' understanding of the nature of 
the situation. After collecting initial information, they may realize that 
they were mistaken about the nature of the problem. Through problem 
identification and analysis, participants go beyond superficial assess­
ments to understand the critical factors causing a problem. Assessment 
of the overall situation should lead to the formulation of a hypothesis, 
a strategic proposition to be tested in practice. 

Formulating the hypothesis 

The preliminary perceptions, understandings, and investigations 
described above will provide the data upon which a tentative hypothe­
sis will be based. The tentative hypothesis is the first step in determin­
ing the cause of a problem and identifying possible solutions. Action 
researchers generally hypothesize that certain desired results will follow 
from what appear to be better practices. The research hypothesis 
includes three aspects: 1) the nature of a situation, 2) a description of a 
desirable improvement or change in the situation, and 3) an explana­
tion of the relationship between the situation and the desired improve­
ment or change, or a procedure or course of action to achieve the goal 
selected. The search for solutions to problems is the basis of an action 
hypothesis. Subsequently, the hypothesis is tested in order to discover 
whether assumptions about the problem situation are valid. Corey 
(1953) offers the following example of an action research hypothesis: 

Curriculum committees made up of volunteers [nature] will 
be more productive [goal] than curriculum committees con­
stituted by appointment [alternative action]. 
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During this phase, action researchers focus more closely on the 
hypothesis than they did in the earlier phases of identification and 
analysis. Those early stages consisted of brainstorming about possible 
causes of the problem, clarifying questionable assumptions, and 
exploring different perceptions of the problem. While problem analy­
sis is dedicated to checking an array of possibilities, during hypothesis 
formulation, possibilities are narrowed to those which seem most like­
ly and therefore warrant more thorough study. 

On the basis of the hypothesis formulated in the terms 
described, the action researcher determines the types of data needed, 
selects data collection methods, and decides how the data should be 
analyzed. A well focused hypothesis will lead to more rational use of 
time and human and material resources. 

At this point, the action researcher will analyze the social and 
political context in which the hypothesis was formulated. He/she must 
take into account factors which facilitate or hinder actions to be taken 
based on the hypothesis. 

After conducting research on different aspects of the tentative 
hypothesis, participants define the actions to be taken to remedy the 
problem defined in the action hypothesis. The hypothesis will point to 
an appropriate course of action. 

Design and implementation of the plan of action 

After completing the above stages, participants will decide upon 
the most promising course of action; this is the "experimental phase," 
according to Corey (1953) and Taba (1957), during which a basic writ­
ten description of the plan of action is produced. The plan may 
include: 

a) a description of the present state of affairs or situation 
within which changes are going to take place; 

b) a definition of the problem, and reasons why solutions are 
needed; 

c) a list of practical, or tactical, and strategic actions to be 
taken to improve the situation; 
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d) description and analysis of why the actions described are 
likely to improve the practice or situation; 

e) a description of the intended effects of actions; 
f) a statement about the negotiations required before under­

taking the proposed course of action; 
g) an estimate of the resources needed; 
h) a description of how action process and outcomes will be 

monitored, i.e., research techniques to be used to docu­
ment and analyze the action process in order to provide 
evidence of the way the process was implemented and the 
results achieved. 

Before implementing the first action step, participants will check 
the plan of action. This includes a review of the general plan and the 
first action step, and a check on resources needs and participants' 
familiarity with the research techniques to be applied. Action 
researchers must also ensure that participants and others are aware that 
the first action steps are being implemented. 

Data collection and analysis: 
observing and reflecting on actions 

According to Kemmis and McTaggart (1982:33-34), observation 
is not a passive activity. It involves making sense of actions being imple­
mented. Observation is also the first phase in data analysis and critical 
reflection. Analysis in action research involves identifying factors that 
will help to explain whether improvement took place, and if so, why. 
The authors mentioned offer questions to facilitate the monitoring of 
the process: 

Am I reflecting on the issues? 
How can I enhance my understanding of what is happening? 
Am I discussing my experience with the relevant people? 
Should I be rethinking the original plan? 
What replanning can I envisage? 
Can I anticipate alternative action steps? 
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A project diary in which thoughts, feelings, and impressions are 
recorded as events unfold is an important tool. Kemmis and McTaggart 
advise participants to analyze circumstances as well as actions and their 
consequences, and reflect on their role and interpretations as part of 
the socio-political context in which actions take place. Documenting 
the development of the research process leads to insights that can be 
used later to redirect actions. Documentation will also provide infor­
mation needed for the final case study or report. 

As part of the analysis and reflection process, they further re­
commend writing a report that will help "to crystallize...thoughts." 
Areas for reflection include (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1982:35-36): 

a) The origins and evolution of perceptions of the problem, 
from the early stages to the present, including the deve­
lopment of the rationale for actions implemented. 

b) The way in which participants developed plans for action 
during the planning stages and how that might be done 
for future actions. 

c) The way in which participants collected and analyzed data 
(monitoring) and what they learned from that process. 

d) The context and circumstances in which the action took 
place. 

e) The strategic action selected and whether it was imple­
mented as originally planned or in a different fashion. 

f) The intended and unintended outcomes of actions. 
g) The perspectives of others regarding the project. 
h) Changes in the roles of those involved. 
i) Factors facilitating or hindering the project. 
j) Assessment of the degree to which participants improved 

or came to a better understanding of their practices. 
k) Rationale for changes in the next reflection and action 

steps. 
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Evaluation 

Evaluation of the process and outcomes of action research is a 
vital step in the course of which the researcher seeks to understand the 
effects of actions implemented and what was learned as a result. 
Participants use the evaluation to revise the original plan before under­
taking subsequent research cycles. McNiff (1988:87) offers the follow­
ing questions to guide evaluation: 

Is there a clear record of a validation process? 
Is this process in document or some other form? 
Is there a systematic procedure to make it public? 
Did the solution actually solve the problem? 
Is there clear evidence of improvement? 
Is there clear evidence of the researchers' development? 

Though the next plan implemented will follow the outline 
described above, participants will redefine the problem, problem 
analysis, and so on, on the basis of experience gained in the first cycle. 
This will also be the case for every subsequent cycle. Grundy and 
Kemmis (1982:85) note that this series of cycles is important 

to bring action research under the control of understanding, 
in order to deve-lop and inform practical judgment, and in 
order to develop an effective critique of the situation. 

INTENDED OUTCOMES OF 
EDUCATIONAL ACTION RESEARCH 

According to Oja and Smulyan (1989), studies on action 
research (Elliott, 1977; Hord, 1981; Little, 1981; Tikunoff, Ward, and 
Griffin, 1979) describe three major outcomes: 1) contributions to edu­
cational theory, 2) improved practice, and 3) personal and profession­
al growth and development of teachers and other educational practi­
tioners. They note, however, that project outcomes depend, in reality, 
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on a number of factors, including project control and focus; the rela­
tionship of the researcher(s) or research team to the school or system; 
the interests, developmental stages, and skills of participants; the choice 
of research topic; and the interaction among members of the group 
and the leadership which emerges from the group. The authors suggest 
that the integration of these elements may lead to an action research 
project that succeeds in achieving one, perhaps two, of the intended 
outcomes, but not necessarily all three. 

Oja and Smulyan (1989) find evidence in the literature sugges­
ting that action research is not contributing significantly to the devel­
opment of "generalizable" educational theory. According to Adelman 
(1985), action researchers find it difficult to contribute to educational 
theory and, at the same time, to improve practice. Kemmis (1980:13) 
also acknowledges that "preliminary analysis suggests that the theore­
tical prospects for action research are only moderate." And James and 
Ebbutt (1981) and Florio (1983) admit that they have concentrated in 
their projects on solving practical problems rather than developing 
generalizable educational theory. 

Though developing traditional educational theory while 
improving practice through action research is a difficult task, Oja and 
Smulyan (1989:206), citing Carr and Kemmis (1986:122) point out 
that this approach leads to a different kind of educational theory, one 
"grounded in the problems and perspectives of educational practice." 
These local theories are based on the practitioners' experiences and 
developed using a range of social research techniques. Their position is 
that when this theory is taken to be legitimate, action research does 
achieve both aims. 

Action research does seem to be fulfilling its most tangible and 
immediate goal, i.e., that of improving educational practice. Obviously, 
since each educational practitioner applies this approach to a very spe­
cific problem, each action research project will result in different out­
comes. But the major principle is that the outcome of the action 
research project is a solution to the problem under study. 

In addition, some authors provide detailed accounts of other 
outcomes in the projects in which they have been involved. These 
reported outcomes suggest that besides solving specific problems, 
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action research projects may result in a set of common outcomes. One 
of the most significant and thoroughly documented is the personal and 
professional development experienced by teachers. A literature review 
conducted by Simmons (1984), substantiated by her own practice and 
research (Simmons, 1985), and works by Smulyan (1987), Noffke and 
Zeichner (1987), Oberg and McCutcheon (1987), Oja and Pine (1987), 
and Oja and Smulyan (1989) indicate that precisely this type of deve­
lopment and growth is one of the main outcomes of action research 
projects. Specifically, teachers experience: 

a) increased ability to generate knowledge through acquiring 
new knowledge concerning effective teaching and 
research skills, learning abilities, and educational prac­
tices; and increased confidence in their own ability to 
identify, confront, and solve classroom and school-based 
problems; 

b) more conscious decision-making skills, demonstrated 
through changes in reflection practices, improved pro­
blem-solving skills, flexibility in thinking, better analytical 
capacity, and greater receptivity to new ideas; 

c) changes in attitudes: 
• toward themselves as teachers and teachers-as-
researchers, that is, belief in their professional efficiency, 
due to their having experienced action research as a 
source of personal and professional renewal; 
• toward the need for on-going professional develop­
ment; 
• toward research and its usefulness for teachers; 
• toward change; 

d) collegiality illustrated by changes in patterns of communi­
cation, knowledge of the dynamics of collegiality, and 
openness to communicate concerns and confront prob­
lems as a team; 

e) better understanding of the school and its context, including 
greater understanding of problems faced by school 
administrators and of the hierarchy of decision-making at 
school; 
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f) changes in classroom practices and in schools due, according 
to action research participants, to the more positive feel­
ings teachers develop about themselves as people and pro­
fessionals; 

g) appreciation for action research as an effective problem-solv­
ing strategy, as a means for professional development, and 
as a way to liberate teachers' capacity for reflection and 
action. 

In addition to these changes related to their own growth and 
development, teachers also noted evidence of student growth, manifes­
ted by changes in knowledge and behavior, and attitudes in the class­
room and/or school. 

Simmons (1984:35-38) also reports case studies by Little (1981), 
Huling (1981), and Sanders and McCutcheon (1984) that provide 
empirical evidence for professional development as a result of action 
research projects. Little's (1981) study reveals changes in participants' 
patterns of collegiality, communication, and sharing with other educa­
tors in the work place. 

Huling (1981) found that teachers who participated in action 
research projects demonstrated significantly greater interest in the use 
of research findings and practices, and better research, teaching, and 
development skills than did a group of similar teachers who did not 
participate in the project. Significant changes were also reported in stu­
dent behavior and attitudes in the classrooms of participating teachers. 

Sanders and McCutcheon (1984) reviewed the outcomes of va­
rious studies on practitioner action research projects in order to ana­
lyze the development or evolution of previous "theories of action" held 
by teachers. Evidence from studies on changes in teachers' "theories of 
action" in action research suggests increased knowledge of teaching, 
learning, and schooling practices, and an enhanced sense of profes­
sional efficacy and purpose. 

Based on their work in the Action Research on Change in 
Schools Project, Smulyan (1987) and Oja and Pine (1987) note that 
participants experienced personal and professional growth. Teachers 
attributed this to their understanding of the action research process, 
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one of the project's primary outcomes, and probably its most mean­
ingful aspect. Teachers participating in the Ford Teaching Project 
(Elliott, 1977) and the Written Literacy Forum (Florio, (1983) also 
cited their understanding of the action research process as its major 
outcome. 

CASE STUDY 

This case study, selected to illustrate the action research process, 
was originally written by Taba and Noel (1957). Participants applied 
traditional action research, described in the typology section above, 
focusing on both curriculum improvement and in-service education. 
This particular study included a series of small-scale case studies. In 
this section, we provide an overview of the entire project and a detailed 
description of the work of one teacher. 

Approach of the study 

An action research study in Yolo County, California was under­
taken to help teachers 1) modify classroom practices, 2) study class­
room problems, and 3) design a curriculum relevant to the local stu­
dent population. 

The Schools Curriculum Department of Yolo County asked Miss 
Taba to work with the county staff to this end. The study was a pilot 
project designed to be replicated in communities elsewhere in the 
United States. 

The project aim was two-fold: to help teachers solve problems in 
their classrooms and to train county staff, district administrators, prin­
cipals, and district consultants to work with teachers. County staff and 
the consultant agreed on the following guidelines (Taba and Noel, 
1957:6-7): 

1. The in-service program for teachers was to include re­
education together with the production of "models" of 
curriculum organization or teaching methods. Above all, 
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the program would enhance democratic teaching and 
supervisory leadership. 

2. The program was to be based on an action research 
approach. Participants would begin by dealing with con­
cerns and problems identified by teachers, and proceed 
from this step to the diagnosis of causes of in these prob­
lems. After these preliminary steps had been taken, partic­
ipants would formulate the program itself. 

3. The program was to take place over a three-year period, 
with the first year, devoted to exploration, the second to 
experimentation, and the third to consolidation. In other 
words, there would be no pressure for immediate produc­
tion. 

4. County staff was to be involved in all aspects of the pro­
gram: planning with teachers, recording, evaluation. In 
addition, special training sessions would be scheduled 
with staff so that, by the end of the project, their leader­
ship skills would have developed to the extent that they 
would be able to implement a similar program without 
assistance from consultants. 

Context in which the study took place 

Yolo county was a rural community with thirty-nine elementary 
and five high schools, employing more than 400 teachers, seven con­
sultants, and a curriculum director. Because the teaching staff was 
thought to be representative of those in rural communities in general, 
project organizers believed that by working with this staff, they would 
be able to produce a pilot study on the usefulness of the action research 
process for other, similar communities. 

Organization of the project 

Prior to beginning the project, county staff asked principals to 
select a group of volunteers to participate in the study. Teachers select­
ed were to be those who wanted to study and solve problems they were 
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experiencing in their classrooms. These teachers would then work indi­
vidually and in groups with county staff, administrators, principals, 
and the consultant, using an action research approach. 

Volunteer selection was an issue. Normally, school officials either 
asked everyone to participate or attempted to choose a "representative" 
sample. The first approach was problematic as many teachers were 
unwilling to cooperate; their participation would have been obligatory 
and, thus, unenthusiastic at best. The latter method would not have 
ensured that the teachers selected had concerns they wanted to work 
on. The selection process was further complicated by the fact that vol­
unteers would not know what they were being asked to work on until 
they actually met to select the problems they wanted to address. 

The principals developed the following bases for selection (Taba 
and Noel, 1957:9): 

1 ) Select persons: 
• who have something to work on and who want to 

work; 
• who believe they can stay with the project for more 

than a year; 
• whose problems or projects seem significant to the 

school; and 
• who are likely to exercise some leadership with other 

teachers so that the limited pilot program will eventu­
ally affect the school's overall program. 

2) The distribution of grade levels and subject areas should 
be wide, but this criterion should not be decisive in selec­
tion. 

3) Representation of all schools is not essential, nor should 
individuals selected assume that they represent anyone 
but themselves and their own concerns. Small teams from 
a few schools are preferable to representation from every 
school. 

Guidelines describing the project and distributed to potential 
volunteers contained the following information (Taba and Noel, 
1957:9): 
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1) A work group should be composed of individuals who 
want to work, either singly or cooperatively, on some 
problem or project. Participants may work on individual 
issues, or small teams may work on a common project. 
There are no limitations, either in terms of the content of 
the work projects or the grade level. 

2) A person may start wherever he [she] wishes, but, in gen­
eral, the group will go through the following process: 
• careful study of the problem, 
• production of a tentative action plan, 
• learning and testing of appropriate skills for solving 

the problem identified, and 
• development of necessary revisions in approach and 

methods used. 
3) No one in the group should be forced to do things requir­

ing skills that someone in the leadership team cannot help 
him [her] acquire. 

4) There will be much work to do, but all of it will be rele­
vant to what each person is trying to accomplish; that is, 
there will be no general lectures or readings for their own 
sake. 

5) If possible, persons participating in the workshop should 
share knowledge with a larger group in their schools. 

Problems studied 

Teachers selected to participate in the project were concerned 
with the following problems in their classrooms: 

A. Slow learners: sixteen teachers had "slow learners" in their class­
es and wanted to know how to help them through a systematic 
process of inquiry. 

B. Slow readers: the nine teachers who focused on this issue want­
ed to experiment with methods for improving reading skills. 

C. Development of concepts: four teachers were experimenting 
with ways to organize curriculum around ideas, e.g., the ways 
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science and technology increase production, or how contempo­
rary life differs from primitive ways of living. 

D. Classroom control, grouping, and group work: several teachers 
were interested in patterns of interpersonal relations, and how a 
better understanding of this issue might help them group chil­
dren for work. Issues such as grouping children to increase atten­
tion span or to increase motivation were of interest. 

E. Reporting to parents: twenty teachers were studying this issue; 
their concerns included parent reactions to report cards, how to 
hold more effective parent-teacher conferences and meetings, 
ways of interviewing parents to learn more about the emotional 
and cultural climate at home and parents' feelings toward school 
and teachers. 

F. Methods for identifying maladjusted children: several teachers 
were interested in a new test to identify potential maladjustment, 
and other teachers wanted to analyze their children's behavior to 
get a better idea of the factors leading to maladjustments and 
methods for preventing it. 

G. Replanning the activities program: a staff group wanted to 
redesign the activities program in a new high school where many 
students were not interested in academic work and, because the 
community was new, also tended to have little sense of belong­
ing or loyalty to the school. 

H. Human relations: a group of teachers wanted to study interper­
sonal problems and how students understand these. 

Steps followed in the action research process 

The action research process applied with all participants fol­
lowed, for the most part, this sequence: 

1. identify problem; 
2. analyze problem and identify possible causes; 
3. develop tentative ideas about the causes of the problem; 
4. gather and interpret data to analyze these causes and 

develop an action hypothesis; 
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5. formulate plans for action and implement them; 
6. evaluate results of action. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the action research process 
is flexible. Consequently, a sequence like the one above is not meant to 
be dogmatically adhered to. It is subject to change as researchers learn 
more about the problem 

Mrs. King's action research study 

Mrs. King was one of the teachers who participated in the Yolo 
County study. Her case illustrates how the action research process 
worked in practice. She was a member of a subgroup of teachers in the 
Washington district interested in studying slow readers. Teachers in the 
subgroup used the action research process in their classrooms to try to 
solve their particular problems, and then shared results. The steps they 
followed were consistent with the action research process. Mrs. King 
identified her problem and the consultants helped her analyze it. They 
explored possible causes and gathered data to eliminate irrelevant ones. 
Together, the consultants and Mrs. King formulated an action hypothe­
sis, and designed an experiment to be conducted in her class. They also 
worked out a method for recording outcomes so the experiment could 
be evaluated. The process was tailored to fit Mrs. King's particular si­
tuation. 

Step 1: Problem identification 

Mrs. King was a third grade teacher who wanted to improve per­
formance of a group of "slow" readers in her class. She indicated that 
these students stumbled over easy words, misidentified words, tended 
to forget what they had learned the day before, had difficulty sounding 
out words, and lacked interest in their easy second grade book. She 
wanted to be able to teach this group of ten boys and two girls more 
effectively without spending more time with them, since the rest of the 
class also needed her attention. As the approaches she was using were 
not effective, she was eager to experiment with new teaching methods. 
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Because Mrs. King was willing to change her teaching practices, action 
researchers did not have to design experiments that would lead to an 
open attitude to new approaches. 

Step 2: Problem analysis of possible causes 
and preliminary data gathering 

Action researchers met to explore reasons for slow reading. They 
hypothesized that the problem was due to: 1) poor habits, b) develop­
mental delay, c) emotional difficulties in school or at home, and d) 
deficient background experience that would provide context and hence 
aid in understanding reading material. 

In a meeting with Mrs. King and the county curriculum director, 
consultants posed a series of questions based on the above hypotheses 
in order to determine causes for the children's slow reading: "Is the 
book too hard? Are they just slow learners? Are they "emotionally 
blocked'? Is the home situation to blame? Not enough phonics? Did 
they fail to acquire good reading habits in the first two grades?" 

Mrs. King realized that she did not know why her children were 
slow readers. The research consultant helped her identify the most 
probable cause for reading problems by gathering a multitude of infor­
mation from school records, pupils, the principal, and other teachers. 
They discovered that the students were of average ability or above, with 
normal IQs; they had been in the school district for most of their lives; 
they came from middle class homes and all but two from intact fami­
lies; they did not have serious emotional problems. The county cur­
riculum director observed the students as they read and realized that 
they did not know many basic sight words, were fearful when trying to 
sound out unfamiliar words, read word by word without awareness of 
punctuation or thought units, and did not look for pictures or context 
clues. When the group listened to others read aloud, on the other hand, 
their comprehension was good. Finally, the students demonstrated 
signs of boredom and restlessness when working on assigned tasks. 
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Step 3: Formulation of action hypothesis 

Initial data gathering and analysis implied that a) poor reading 
habits and b) lack of background experience or meaningful "reading 
readiness" were the reasons for the group's poor performance. The 
experiment designed for Mrs. King was intended to increase motiva­
tion and self-confidence by improving comprehension and emphasi­
zing reading as a process rather than a mechanical activity. Researchers 
hypothesized that reading skills would improve if: 

1 ) reading were more exciting so that students could grasp 
meaningful relationships from words; 

2) concrete materials directly related to reading matter were 
used; 

3) the whole group were to share a non-reading experience 
which would be discussed so that they would understand 
the relationship between the written and spoken word; 

4) reading practices were more fun. 

Step 4: Implementation of actions 

Researchers designed an experiment for Mrs. King to use in her 
classroom to test the action hypothesis. They opted for an activity that 
would not require that she redirect undue attention away from the rest 
of the class. They also found new material for her to use which includ­
ed pictures and context clues, as well as listening activities. The set of 
materials included a film about squirrels, a booklet incorporating pic­
tures from the film, and a filmstrip which summarized the content of 
the film in captions using phrases that appeared in the film and the 
booklet. 

The experiment included a series of steps for Mrs. King to fol­
low. She began by previewing the material to determine its appropri­
ateness for her pupils. Though it was designed for fifth rather than 
third grade students, Mrs. King decided to use it. 

A vocabulary list was made up, consisting of words from the 
material with which the students were unfamiliar. To identify these 
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words, she made flash cards of all the words in the booklet and pre­
sented these to the students. 

Then, the entire class viewed the film and had a discussion gui­
ded by Mrs. King to ensure that words students would encounter in 
reading the booklet came up in the dialogue. 

Next, the slow readers read the booklet while the rest of the class 
worked at their desks. The reading was approached step by step. Before 
beginning a new page, students talked about the picture at the top and 
Mrs. King made sure that the vocabulary they would be reading came 
up in these discussions. This was the second time students heard the 
words spoken, the first being in the class discussion after the film. 
Students were asked to read words, phrases, or sentences in answer to 
questions about the picture. Next, each student was asked to read a sen­
tence or two to the group until the page was finished. 

In addition to reading, the group drew pictures, made clay mo­
dels, wrote stories, and filled in blanks in sentences related to the story. 

When students needed to hear the vocabulary words repeated, 
Mrs. King showed the film again. She also showed the filmstrip to the 
entire class to involve them once more in the story. The slow readers 
were asked to read the captions in the filmstrip to the whole class. 

Midway through the story, another film about squirrels was 
shown to renew interest and increase students' knowledge about this 
particular animal. The class discussed and compared the films. This 
process of combining reading with other experiences reinforced the 
meanings of vocabulary words. 

Slow readers took the booklet home to read to their parents. 
Finally, students made a large scrapbook of sentences, exercises, and 
letters they had written to thank the audio-visual director who sup­
plied the film, and to students at another school who had also seen the 
film. 

Step 5: Evaluation 

Mrs. King kept a record of the experiment, and followed four 
students' progress in detail. These students represented the spectrum of 
abilities in her group: the best, the slowest, the average, and a somewhat 
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disturbed, very shy student. Below are two excerpts on student 
progress. 

Bobby J. (IQ 82, and the most difficult) is beginning to have 
some feeling of success. Attitude toward school seems to 
improve with an improved feeling about reading. This is 
especially noticeable in Bobby J. who previously seldom fin­
ished his work, who was indifferent in class and who did not 
play or work well with other children. Now he often says, 
'Okay, let's go to work...I did not like school until I got into 
third grade. Best teacher I ever knew! School goes fast, doesn't 
it?' 

Some children even began to interpret the film in light of 
what they had read instead of using the film to give mean­
ing to reading, as they did in the beginning. In place of their 
usual passivity and anxiety about being called, they began 
referring to those who were called as 'lucky dogs' 

The curriculum director observed the class on several occasions 
and checked student comprehension by having them answer written 
questions. 

Several days after the project ended, Mrs. King and the consul­
tant checked the slow readers to see how many of the new vocabulary 
words they had learned. Jhe four students did well. Two weeks later, 
they were rechecked to determine whether they had retained the vocab­
ulary. Mrs. King and the consultant asked students to read a page of 
about thirty-five words. Eight students missed one word per page and 
one missed five words; two words was the average number missed. 

About five months after Mrs. King began the experiment, nine of 
the slow readers took an alternate form of the reading achievement test. 
Improvement ranged from one month to one year and three months. 
The best reader gained nine months in total reading scores, with a 
vocabulary gain of five months and a comprehension gain of one year 
and three months. The average student gained four months overall, six 
months in vocabulary and less in comprehension. The slowest gained 
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five months overall, two months in vocabulary and eight months in 
comprehension. The somewhat disturbed, shy child, who had been 
absent frequently, experienced a one month gain. 

Mrs. King also benefitted from the experiment. She came to 
appreciate the advantages of a combined approach to reading, inte­
grating direct experience and the printed word. The combination of 
activities with the entire class and individual work with slow readers 
was beneficial for both groups. Mrs. King found this teaching strategy 
rewarding, not only because the skills of slow readers improved but also 
because their interest, responsiveness, and ability to direct their own 
learning increased. Mrs. King also realized the importance of a step-by-
step remedial program that addresses the particular psychological and 
reading mechanics problems of each student. 

For a successful evaluation, Mrs. King needed a detailed record 
of the entire experiment. It is often difficult for teachers to maintain an 
accurate record of this type because of time limitations and because 
they do not always have the perspective necessary while going through 
the process to know what to save or document. Nevertheless, accurate 
records are particularly important if the process is to be disseminated, 
as was the case for this pilot project. 

General results 

Before the action research project was implemented in Yolo 
County, teacher training and curriculum improvement had been 
approached in a top down, hierarchical manner in terms of procedures, 
roles, and concepts. The supervisory staff and administrators had 
developed an authoritarian reputation with teachers. The action 
research method reduced friction, thus improving relationships. 

Roles were reversed. Supervisors were asked to become learners 
with teachers rather than functioning as experts. This reversal opened 
lines of communication. Administrators, initially resistant to working 
out problems in a group, formed an action group of their own. 

Initially, the research consultant directed the process; as the pro­
jects evolved, leadership training became a part of the program. 
Training sessions were held with county staff on a number of subjects, 
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including how to conduct a problem census, develop and verify 
hypotheses, use diagnostic techniques, adjust assignments for different 
teachers, help teachers by asking questions instead of giving answers. 
During the second year, county staff began to develop its own projects, 
with guidance from the consultant. Leadership training was also 
extended to principals so that they would be able to help teachers in 
their schools. Finally, teachers began to train their colleagues. 

Local groups also became more self-directed. A growing number 
of people began to facilitate meetings. During the third year, members 
of the local advisory group at one of the workshops planned their own 
procedures, administered an evaluation, and came to conclusions con­
cerning the types of reports they needed. In summary, the action 
research process promoted the formation and growth of local leader­
ship. 

Teachers gained confidence in identifying and analyzing pro­
blems in their classrooms, and in designing intervention programs. The 
self-study approach confirmed that teachers can evaluate their own 
approaches and teaching techniques. When the process was learned, it 
could be applied successfully over and over again, each time with 
greater ease. 

The procedure for teacher training prior to the action research 
project involved individual meetings between supervisors and teachers. 
At these sessions, teachers often asked supervisors for suggestions as to 
how to deal with their concerns; frequently, the latter were unable to 
help. In addition, teacher training had taken place through lectures at 
large area meetings. 

In contrast to these short-term sessions, the action research pro­
ject was designed to build on itself over the course of three years. The 
first year was spent selecting volunteers and identifying and analyzing 
problems. The second was devoted to classroom experiments based on 
the action hypothesis. During the third year, time was spent replicating 
the experiments and writing up experiences. Instead of quick answers, 
the process began with research. This slow initial pace was difficult for 
teachers and administrators to accept. Many teachers were impatient 
with the idea of doing research in order to get answers. An explanation 
of the rationale for the process did not convince teachers; motivation 



ACTION RESEARCH IN EDUCATION 147 

came from practical applications in the classroom, beginning as early 
as the preliminary analysis stage. Administrators also had to be reas­
sured that the process would eventually lead to better training and 
morale. 

Administrators were also disconcerted, initially, by the fact that 
only a small group of volunteers would be involved in the process. They 
needed to be convinced that a pilot project would one day benefit the 
entire school. And, in fact, the project demonstrated that a small begin­
ning can grow into something influential. Thirteen people were 
involved in this project during the first year; by the third, the number 
had grown to 100 teachers and twenty-six administrators. 

In the last step, the experience was written up for dissemination. 
Participants kept careful records of materials and methods used 
throughout the process. Teachers and county supervisory staff shared 
record keeping duties. Training was provided to ensure that record-
keepers were able to document the dynamics of the process accurately. 
The final report included teachers' descriptions of what had taken place 
in their classrooms and interpretations provided in staff meetings; 
these materials were compiled and edited by supervisory staff and the 
consultant. 

Throughout the action research project, support, especially for 
teachers, was emphasized. Research consultants stressed the fact that 
there was no final authority, that it was OK to experiment and learn. It 
was difficult for administrators to accept this attitude, contrasting as it 
did with their usual role as ultimate authority, and their emphasis on 
results. 

Participants learned some lessons about the methodology of 
action research: 

1 ) Though a distinction is made in action research between 
training and taking steps to correct a problem, in practice 
these activities cannot be separated. 

2) No job should be undertaken that demands skills beyond 
the abilities and knowledge of the project advisors. 

3) The word "research" frightened some participants and 
thus, though this was a research process, the word was sel­
dom used. 
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4) People worked together better when everyone was direct­
ly involved with the classrooms in which experiments 
were taking place. This helped focus methods on actual 
problems. It also provided a reference system shared by 
everyone. 

5) It was important that everyone share the assumption that 
action research is an experimental process, an attempt to 
answer questions to which no one has pre-packaged 
answers. 



CHAPTER 5 

FARMER PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

INTRODUCTION 

Farmers rightly sense that there is danger in the counsel of any 
man [woman] who does not himself have to live by the results. 

John Kenneth Galbraith 

The main obstacle in providing farmer participatory research is 
the research workers themselves, both social and biological sci­
entists. It is my general experience that a vast majority of 
research workers prefer to do research about a problem rather 
than research to solve a problem. Thus biological scientists keep 
busy, and happy, breeding new varieties, developing disease con­
trol systems, and new store designs...the socio-economists under­
take their low-risk surveys and describe systems, but all leave the 
actual solving of farmers'problems to someone else and hence we 
hear of poor extension services and backward farmers. This, to 
my mind, is simply passing the buck and avoiding the reality 
that research results are rarely extendable in the state that 
research workers publish them. Solving problems is much more 
difficult than doing research about a problem so why get too 
close to this danger area by including farmers with real problems 
in your teams! I think those who have ventured into this high 
risk area have enjoyed the risks (and high payoffs, if successful!) 
and have seen that farmers are not only good research workers 
but excellent and efficient extension workers. 

(Robert Booth, quoted in Rhoades, 1987) 
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Traditional approaches to agricultural research, one aspect of 
agricultural and rural development initiatives in the less industrialized 
nations, fail to generate technologies that fulfill the production needs 
of small farmers. These approaches are based on the top-down model 
which continues to be preferred by international and national research 
centers for the generation and transfer of technology. The technologies 
developed in these centers generally benefit the larger, better endowed 
farmers, those with access to good land, credit, external inputs, irriga­
tion, and so on. The small, resource-poor farmers are usually by­
passed. Given that more than a billion people in the world are resource-
poor farmers, the consequences of this policy are devastating (Kassorla, 
1977; Chambers, Pacey, and Thrupp, 1989). 

When agricultural researchers using this top-down model do 
take into account the small, resource-poor farmer, they develop tech­
nologies without the participation of farmers, and without an adequate 
understanding of their problems, resources, and practices. Research is 
conducted at stations where conditions do not reflect those under 
which farmers work. Thus, the technologies developed are usually 
unsuited to the problems of small producers who farm under very 
complex agricultural and environmental conditions in different politi­
cal, economic, and social settings. This explains why these technologies 
are so seldom transferred successfully to farmers' fields (Chambers and 
Ghildyal, 1985). 

Increasing population growth, fluctuating markets, site specifici­
ty, and decreasing soil fertility are among the problems requiring alter­
native research methods to improve the efficiency and sustainability of 
farming systems used by small farmers. 

In order to surmount the limitation of traditional research phi­
losophy and methodologies, new approaches evolved in the 1970s to 
better serve small farmers by taking into account their production and 
socio-economic conditions. The major objective of those working in 
this field was to develop more effective research approaches that would 
generate more appropriate technologies designed to solve the produc­
tion problems of farmers. 
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ORIGINS OF FARMER PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

Farmer participatory research emerged as a response to the ge­
neration of inappropriate technology by scientists at research stations 
whose work was based on the transfer-of-technology model. Those 
working in this field began to develop a series of new research 
approaches that would result in technologies that would be beneficial 
to, and therefore adopted by small farmers. 

The transfer-of-technology model was predominant in the 
1950s and 1960s. The fact that small farmers did not adopt the tech­
nology packages developed at research stations led researchers to con­
clude that they were backward or ignorant, and that the key to success 
lay in creating a better extension service. Thus, the Training and Visit 
System of agricultural extension was widely implemented. In the 1970s 
and early 1980s, non-adoption, still a problem, was attributed to con­
straints occurring at the farm level. Farming Systems Research arose as 
a response, emphasizing research at the farm level to diminish con­
straints to the adoption of new technologies. Finally, in the 1990s, some 
researchers came to believe that the problem was not the farmers, but 
the inappropriate technologies they were being encouraged to adopt. 
This marked the emergence and gradual evolution of farmer participa­
tory research, an approach aimed at creating appropriate technology 
for small farmers (Chambers, Pacey, and Thrupp, 1989). 

Transfer-of-technology model 

In the transfer-of-technology model, still dominant in agricul­
tural research circles, scientists based in research centers and experi­
mental stations determine the agenda and develop the agricultural 
technology that is subsequently passed on to extension services for dis­
semination among farmers. Those who embrace this model assume 
that there already exists sufficient appropriate scientific and technical 
agricultural knowledge to be transferred to and implemented by Third 
World farmers (Horton, 1984; Haverkort et al., 1988). However, this 
assumption has been proven wrong: small farmers do not adopt these 
technologies. The traditional approach facilitated, and continues to 
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facilitate, increased productivity and profitability for resource-rich 
farmers whose large operations are generally commercially oriented, 
monocropped systems requiring large amounts of capital and external 
inputs (Chambers and Ghildyal, 1985). 

Though proponents of this model attribute non-adoption to the 
ignorance and traditional beliefs of small farmers, in fact, the techno­
logy is simply not consistent with the physical, social, and economic 
conditions under which they work (Chambers and Ghildyal, 1985; 
Fernandez and Salvatierra, 1986). Conditions in research and experi­
mental stations do not reflect those in the farmers' fields, nor do they 
take into account differences in resource availability and land, and 
access to capital, external inputs, labor, and markets (Chambers and 
Ghildyal, 1985). 

Modified transfer-of-technology model 

Due to inadequacies in the transfer-of-technology model, as 
regards small farmers, modifications were developed. These are best 
reflected in the Training and Visit System of Agricultural Extension 
(Benor, Harrison, Baxter, 1984) and Farming Systems Research 
(Shanner, Philipp, and Schmel, 1982). 

Those who designed the Training and Visit System (T&V) of 
agricultural extension assumed that the problem was due not to avai­
lable technology but to deficiencies in existing extension services. The 
solution, therefore, was to create a better extension service where far­
mers could get timely and appropriate information about agricultural 
technologies which they would then adopt without question. Those 
working with T&V also promoted feedback from farmers to research 
centers, and increased interaction between researchers, extension 
agents, and farmers. Though the level of farmer participation remained 
low, their opinions were at least heard to some extent. Theoretically, 
this helped researchers understand the farming systems of small far­
mers as well as reasons why technologies did not work. 

However, after studying the T&V system in developing coun­
tries, Selener (1989) concluded that it failed to serve the needs of small, 
resource-poor farmers for several reasons: 1) T&V was created to dis-
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seminate recommendations on agricultural technology only. Farmers, 
however, did not perceive their problems as due to a lack of technolo­
gy. Agricultural technology is just one element that must be taken into 
account in developing solutions to the complex problems faced by 
small farmers. The T&V was not equipped to deal with the other 
aspects of the farmers' complex reality. 2) Extension recommendations 
often required external inputs; consequently, technologies were not 
adopted because small farmers' generally lack access to inputs and 
credit. 3) The systematic training of extension agents envisaged by 
T&V proponents did not materialize due to lack of material and 
human resources for training activities. 4) Farmers were not visited by 
extension agents on a regular basis due to a lack of transportation and 
fuel and, as a result, they did not receive appropriate and timely infor­
mation. 5) Extension agents demonstrated new technologies to a hand­
ful of "contact farmers" who were then to disseminate the technology 
to other farmers. Because contact farmers tended to be those with large 
holdings who were not in contact with smaller farmers, information 
was not disseminated. 6) Technology disseminated served the needs of 
larger farmers rather than those of resource-poor farmers. 7) The suc­
cess of the T&V system is predicated on continuous research findings; 
these were not forthcoming due to inadequate research capabilities. 8) 
The lack of effective linkages between research and extension because 
of poor performance by Subject Matter Specialists contributed to 
T&V's inefficiency. 9) Feedback from farmers to extension agents and 
then to researchers was inadequate due to the lack of effective channels 
of communication. 10) Although proponents of the T&V assumed that 
implementation of the model would boost the motivation and morale 
of extension agents, problems in this area were more often aggravated. 

As demonstrated by the issues listed, the T&V, an example of the 
modified transfer-of-technology model, did not solve the production 
problems of small farmers because the basic tenets of the model are 
inoperative. However, the T&V did, in theory, include farmer partici­
pation, albeit in a limited fashion, and this subsequently became the 
basis of a movement among researchers to encourage this type of par­
ticipation. Specifically, scientists began to promote regular meetings 
between farmers on the one hand, and researchers and extension agents 
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on the other, so that the latter might begin to understand the circum­
stances in which the former work. 

A paradigm for agricultural research and development which 
emerged in the 1970s focused on the production problems of small 
farmers. Proponents of this model stressed the need to: 1) recognize 
that the small farmers possess valuable knowledge that must be incor­
porated into the research process; and 2) conduct holistic studies of 
indigenous production practices and interacting subsystems to be used 
in developing new technologies (Kassorla, 1977). 

Beginning in the late 1970s, the Farming Systems Research (FSR) 
approach was developed, once again intended to benefit the small 
farmer. The Technical Advisory Committee's Review Team (1978) 
defined FSR as research 1) focusing on the inter-dependencies and 
inter-relationships existing among the elements of farm systems, and 
between these and the farm environment; and 2) aimed at enhancing 
the efficacy of farming systems through agricultural research designed 
to facilitate the generation and testing of improved technology. 

Proponents of FSR recognize that, in order to help small farmers 
increase productivity and improve general welfare, researchers must 
have a firsthand understanding of their situation. They also maintain 
that scientists from different disciplines must work as a team to under­
stand the farm as an integrated system rather than studying isolated 
components within that system. FSR researchers further advocate the 
participation of farmers in technology development so that the results 
will be consistent with the physical, biological, and socio-economic 
aspects of the farming system. 

FSR is a major departure from the traditional transfer-of-tech-
nology model, but it has not achieved its stated objectives as a result of 
limitations related to implementation. First, while FSR researchers 
experiment with farmers in their fields, they often do so using tradi­
tional research methodologies transferred from the experimental sta­
tion. Consequently, the farmer does not become an active partner in 
the research process (Lightfoot, 1986). 

Transferring this on-station research methodology to farm­
ers' fields has led to the exclusion of the farmers from the 
design process and reduced them to laborers (Baker, 
Knipscheer, and De Souza Neto, 1988:281). 
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Other authors also criticize the approach on the basis of its fai­
lure to incorporate farmer participation (Baker, 1991; Ashby, 1990; 
Barker and Lightfoot, 1986; Gladwin et al., 1984; Chambers and 
Jiggins, 1986; Tripp et al., n.d.). 

Second, scientists have had problems working in a collaborative 
fashion in multidisciplinary teams. Third, because practitioners intend 
to study the farm as a system, quantities of data have been gathered for 
later analysis and use, leaving researchers overwhelmed by the sheer 
mass of data collected. Fourth, most FSR/E projects do not focus 
specifically on helping small, resource-poor farmers. Fifth, scientists 
often lack skills for communicating with and learning from farmers. 
Sixth, when FSR researchers communicate problems to research sta­
tions, staff there resist studying matters derived from the farm. The 
problems listed above have been detailed by Chambers and Jiggins 
(1986). 

Chambers and Jiggins (1986), Haverkort et al. (1988), and 
Lightfoot and Barker (1986) argue that although the approaches 
described above (T&V and FSR) were designed to surmount problems 
in conventional research and extension, these approaches continue to 
be top-down, transfer-of-technology models, with knowledge flowing 
from researcher to farmer: 

Information has been obtained from farmers by outsiders, 
and analyzed by them to decide what would be good for the 
farmers, leading to the design of experiments for testing and 
adaptation (Chambers, 1990:240). 

One basic problem is that researchers do not take the practical 
problems of farmers as the starting point for agricultural research 
activities (Biggs, 1980). 

Nevertheless, FSR practitioners have made substantial contribu­
tions. The theory inherent in this approach includes important com­
ponents and, in practice, many researchers have been persuaded, as a 
result of FSR efforts, of the need to work in collaboration with other 
researchers and farmers in looking at the farm as a system and in rec­
ognizing farmers' knowledge and experience. FSR has also involved 
researchers in the implementation of on-farm trials. Kotschi (1989) 
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maintains that FSR was key to the emergence of farmer participatory 
research. Tripp (1989:3) comments that 

much of the writing on farmer [participatory research] 
points to a strengthening rather than a rejection of research 
methods associated with conventional FSR...[R]ather than 
constituting a new research approach, [proponents] tend to 
reinforce principles consistent with various types of adaptive 
research with a farming system [research] perspective. 

For technical, environmental, political, social, and economic rea­
sons, the agricultural sciences have had little to offer small, resource-
poor farmers. Farmer participatory research has emerged in response 
to this situation as a viable solution to the problem of developing 
appropriate technology. 

Farmer participatory researchers view the lack of interaction 
between researchers and farmers as one of the principal weaknesses in 
the methods described above. To correct this deficiency, proponents of 
this approach propose to work in collaboration with farmers to identi­
fy their most urgent agricultural problems and to develop appropriate 
technologies at the farm level. As a result, researchers learn about an 
array of interrelated matters at the farm level that need to be consi­
dered in the development or adaptation of technologies. This process 
involves tapping into the farmers' own agricultural knowledge. In the 
process, researchers come to appreciate and respect small farmers. The 
challenge for development workers, researchers, and farmers is to 
design and use research methodologies that ensure the development 
and adoption of improved agricultural technologies to create susta­
inable agricultural production that will benefit the resource-poor 
farmer. 
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DEFINITION AND MAIN FOCUS OF FARMER 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

What is farmer participatory research? 

The term "farmer participatory research" was coined by 
Farrington and Martin (1987), but the approach has also been called 
farmer-back-to-farmer research (Rhoades and Booth, 1982), farmer-
first-and-last research (Chambers and Ghildyal, 1985), and participa­
tory technology development (Tan, 1985; ILEIA, 1989). 

Harwood (1979:33) explains that farmer participatory research 
is a method in which "the major emphasis is on production research, 
planned and carried out by and with the farmers on their own fields." 
Tan (1985) states that this is "a systematic approach of evolving or 
adapting technology among the people of a community..." According to 
Ashby, Quiros, and Rivera (1987:2), farmer participatory research is a 
process "in which the farmer acts as a subject who investigates, mea­
sures, and studies in collaboration with researchers." Haverkort et al. 
(1988:5), define participatory technology development as "the practical 
process for bringing together the knowledge and research capacities of 
the local farming communities with that of the commercial and scien­
tific institutions in an interactive way." 

What is the main focus of farmer participatory research? 

The focus of farmer participatory research is the development of 
agricultural technology to increase productivity. Practitioners empha­
size the participation of farmers in the process of technology genera­
tion. They concentrate on the identification, development or adapta­
tion, and use of technologies specifically tailored to meet the needs of 
small, resource-poor farmers. 

A basic tenet of this approach is that agricultural technology 
must emerge from the farmers' needs as they identify them. Farmers 
conduct experiments and evaluate the appropriateness of a technology 
on the basis of their own criteria. According to Rhoades and Booth 
(1982:132), 
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The basic philosophy upon which the model is based holds 
that successful agricultural research and development must 
begin and end with the farmer. Applied agricultural research 
cannot begin in isolation on an experimental station or with 
a planning committee out of touch with farm conditions. In 
practice, this means obtaining information about, and 
achieving an understanding of, the farmers' perception of 
the problem and finally accepting the farmers' evaluation of 
the solution. 

Researchers and farmers collaborate in the identification of the 
research agenda, thus assuring that studies will be relevant to the farm­
ers' needs. Scientists learn from farmers and support their ideas and 
innovations. They also cooperate in the implementation and evalua­
tion of agronomic experiments in the farmers' fields. 

Supporters of farmer participatory research maintain that tech­
nologies intended to be used by small farmers must be developed and 
evaluated on site and with the farmers' active participation. On-farm 
experimentation and trials aid in determining the viability of tech­
nologies according to the farmers' criteria. 

The indigenous technical knowledge of farmers and their capa­
city for experimentation are key aspects of the process. Both the 
researcher's and the farmer's knowledge will be crucial for the genera­
tion of technologies that fit the local environment and circumstances 
and are thus more likely to solve the farmer's agricultural problems. 

Proponents of farmer participatory research promote low cost 
technologies and a minimum of external inputs by using locally avai­
lable resources and strengthening the farmer's experimental capacity. 
These features aim at sustainable and environmentally sound develop­
ment. 

The ultimate goal of farmer participatory research is to increase 
productivity by generating technologies that will solve farmers' pro­
duction problems. 
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MAIN COMPONENTS AND CHARACTERISTICS 
OF FARMER PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

Farmer participatory research falls into what Chambers and 
Ghildyal (1985) call the "farmer-first" paradigm. Chambers (1990:240) 
notes that the essence of this approach is a reversal of the transfer-of-
technology paradigm in terms of explanation, learning, and location. 

A reversal of explanation looks for reasons why farmers do 
not adopt new technology not in the ignorance of the farmer 
but in the deficiencies in the technology and the process that 
generated it. A reversal of learning has researchers and 
extension workers learning from farmers. Location and roles 
are also reversed, with farms and farmers central instead of 
research stations, laboratories, and scientists. 

The characteristics of farmer participatory research are fully 
compatible with the "farmer-first" paradigm. Chambers (1989:182) 
succinctly summarizes these as follows: 

With farmer first, the main objective is not to transfer 
known technology, but to empower farmers to learn, adapt, 
and do better; analysis is not by outsiders—scientists, exten-
sionists, or NGO workers—on their own but by farmers and 
by farmers assisted by outsiders; the primary location for 
research and development is not the experimental station, 
laboratory, or greenhouse, necessary though they are for 
some purposes, but farmers' fields and conditions; what is 
transferred by outsiders to farmers is not precepts but prin­
ciples, not messages but methods, not a package of practices 
to be adopted but a basket of choices from which to select. 
The menu, in short, is not fixed or table d'hote, but a la carte 
and the menu itself is a response to farmers' needs articulat­
ed by them. 
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The following set of components and characteristics is based on 
an integration of elements taken from works by Ashby, 1990; 
Chambers, 1990; van der Kamp and Schuthof, 1989; Kotschi, 1989; 
Chambers, Pacey, and Thrupp, 1988; Haverkort et al., 1988; Gubbels, 
1988; Farrington, 1988; Farrington and Martin, 1988; Gibbon, 1986; 
Chambers and Ghildyal, 1985; and Tourte, 1984. 

1. The main goal of farmer participatory research is to develop 
appropriate agricultural technology to meet the production needs 
of the small, resource-poor farmers 

The main objective of farmer participatory research is not to 
transfer technology, but to work with small, resource-poor farmers to 
generate or adapt appropriate technology on-farm. 

The criterion of excellence is not the rigor of an on-station or 
in-laboratory research, or yields in research station or 
resource-rich farmer conditions, but the more rigorous test of 
whether new practices spread among the resource-poor 
(Chambers and Ghildyal, 1985:11). 

In addition to developing appropriate technology, the goal of 
farmer participatory research is to include farmers in decision-making 
regarding the generation of agricultural technologies. In other words, 
another objective is to find out which aspects of an agricultural prac­
tice or technology the farmer would like to work to improve (Ashby, 
1990; Maurya, Bottrall, and Farrington, 1988; Gladwin, 1980). 

2. Farmers participate actively in the entire farmer participatory 
research process 

Farmer participation in research is a key aspect of this approach. 
Research starts with the knowledge, problems, analysis, and priorities 
of farmers. Their participation ensures that research will focus on their 
own needs. 
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[T]he farmers' role in technology development becomes 
more critical and increasingly cost effective as the proposed 
technology becomes more multi-faceted and complex; as 
research is focused on limited-resource producers farming 
under highly variable conditions...it is the farmers them­
selves who hold the keys for developing, evaluating, and val­
idating [technologies] (Sumberg and Okali, 1988:336). 

Farmers become the researchers, experimenters, and evaluators 
in this process. They actively participate in the identification of pro­
blems, needs, opportunities, and priorities, in the design and imple­
mentation of experiments, and in the evaluation of results. 

Indigenous knowledge of local conditions and the capacity for 
experimentation are aspects of the research process as these factors 
facilitate the generation of technology. The knowledge farmers possess 
of their own farming systems, including climate and soils, and the 
social, institutional, and economic environment, is vital to the deve­
lopment of appropriate technologies. 

Farmer participation assures the development of technologies 
suited to the very specific needs and constraints of the physical, social, 
and economic conditions found on the small, resource-poor farm. 
Horton (1986:105) suggests that 

[FJarmers have a substantial comparative advantage over 
researchers and extensionists in arriving at the most appro­
priate input levels and blending component technologies 
into cropping and farming systems which meet their specific 
needs and are consistent with their resource endowments. 

3. Research is conducted in the farmers' fields 

Agricultural research institutions now generally agree that 
technologies intended for small farmers should be identified, 
designed, and evaluated within the context of the farming 
systems practiced by farmers themselves (Matlon et al, 
1984:7). 
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The farm is the place where farmer participatory research is con­
ducted as this is where production occurs and farmers make their 
major production decisions. When developed under real conditions, 
the characteristics of agricultural technology will reflect the objectives 
and criteria of farmers, based on their access to resources and inputs, 
agronomic constraints, marketing possibilities, and so on. Appropriate 
technology is thus more likely to be developed and adopted to fulfill 
farmers' needs. 

Since farmer participatory research is location-specific, research 
must be conducted on farms representative of those in other areas so 
the technology developed can be more broadly disseminated. 

4. The scientist is an investigator, colleague, and advisor 

Scientists learn and work with farmers, facilitating and provi­
ding support. In collaboration, researchers and farmers set the research 
agenda, and experiment with and evaluate technologies. 

The scientist's role is that of colleague and advisor who brings 
new ideas and/or unknown technologies to the community. He or she 
can also facilitate analysis of the farming system for the purpose of 
identifying potential areas for improvement and supporting the infor­
mal agricultural research of farmers. 

5. Farmer participatory research is based on a systems perspective 

A farm is a system composed of interacting subsystems. Farm 
subsystems include land, labor, capital, crop and animal production, 
off-farm income, social and economic components, physical and bio­
logical components, and so on. 

Farmer participatory researchers emphasize the importance of 
understanding the entire system. The research effort focuses on solving 
an agricultural technology problem in order to benefit the farm as a 
whole. Farmer participatory research promotes gradual, adaptive 
changes in the farming system rather than the abrupt transformation 
of the system. 
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According to Byerlee et al. ( 1982:898), the complexity of farms as 
systems is due to: 

(a) direct physical interactions between production activities 
generated by intercropping and crop rotation practices, (b) 
competition and complementarity in resource use between 
different production activities, and (c) the multiple objective 
function of the farm household. These interactions, from 
both biological and socio-economic sources, underlie the 
need for a farming systems perspective and a multidiscipli-
nary approach in research on improved technology. 

6. Farmer participatory research requires interdisciplinary collabora­
tion between researchers and farmers 

Interdisciplinary analysis of the farming system is imperative for 
successful farmer participatory research. This involves collaboration 
between farmers and agricultural and social scientists. The research 
agenda must be established and the entire process conducted in a col­
laborative mode, focusing on farmers' real needs. Dialogue between 
scientists and farmers is essential. 

What farmers can bring to the dialogue is a wealth of knowl­
edge and skills to deal with the environment's harsh con­
straints: the true value of these assets must be recognized and 
understood. The researchers' contribution is innovation and 
resources... (Tourte, 1984:7) 

Interaction between farmers and scientists can be contractual, 
consultative, collaborative, or collégial (Biggs, 1989). Ideally, this is a 
relationship between legitimate colleagues and partners working as 
equals. Direct interaction between researchers and farmers increases 
the former's understanding of the farmers' decision-making criteria, 
and of the conditions in which they work. Researchers have to make 
sure that solutions, rather than developing along the lines of any spe­
cific discipline, emerge from a holistic analysis by farmers and 
researchers. 
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7. Farmer participatory research promotes innovative methodologies 
and flexibility 

Proponents of farmer participatory research encourage the use 
of a variety of innovative methods. Creative methodologies are neces­
sary in developing appropriate technologies for resource-poor farmers 
working under very different conditions. 

Because this approach is broad, flexible, and adaptive, scientists 
and farmers must be in continuous contact to agree on research proce­
dures, monitor trials, and respond to unexpected changes along the 
way. Because initial assumptions, hypotheses, needs, and local condi­
tions may change over time, flexibility facilitates adaptation to new cir­
cumstances. 

UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS OF FARMER 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

One of the principal tenets underlying farmer participatory 
research is that farmers act rationally in using resources available to 
achieve their production needs. Farmers manage a complex set of bio­
logical processes which transform these resources into useful products, 
either for home consumption or for sale. Decisions about crop and 
livestock production, and the methods and timing of cultivation, hus­
bandry, and harvesting are determined not only by physical and bio­
logical constraints but also by economic, socio-political, infrastructur-
al, and policy factors that make up the larger milieu within which farm­
ers operate. In undertaking a farmer participatory research project, 
researchers assume that farmers 

1) possess indigenous knowledge of their farming systems 
and their environment; and 

2) have a capacity for experimentation that must be used and 
strengthened for technology development. 
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Farmers' indigenous knowledge system 

Traditionally, the technical knowledge of farmers has been 
regarded as "backward and irrational" by researchers who rely on sci­
ence-based knowledge. However, the fact that scientists are unaware of 
the scientific value, principle, or explanation for a practice does not 
mean said practices or knowledge do not work well for farmers, nor 
that they lack a scientific basis.1 Instead, it may be that no one has con­
ducted research on traditional farming practices and thus little is 
known about them (Selener, 1987). According to Howes and Chambers 
(1979:7), this is due, at least in part, to 

the fact that officials—agricultural extension staff, planners, 
research workers, *experts' and others—depend on scientific 
knowledge to legitimize their superior status. They thus have 
a vested interest in devaluing indigenous technical know­
ledge and in imposing a sense of dependence on the part of 
their rural clients. 

Consequently, scientists often do not allow farmers to partici­
pate in the process of generating new technical knowledge and agricul­
tural practices. The task of scientists involved in farmer participatory 
research is to engage farmers in research so that they will gain confi­
dence and knowledge (Howes and Chambers, 1979). 

In the last decade, a growing body of literature has demonstra­
ted the importance and validity of indigenous knowledge and its cru­
cial role in rural development activities (Thurston, 1992; McCorkle, 
1989; Thrupp, 1989; Farrington and Martin, 1988; Haverkort et al., 
1988; Carlier, 1987; Selener, 1989; Wilken, 1989; Richards, 1985, 1979; 
Compton, 1984; Biggs, 1980a; Howes and Chambers, 1979; IDS, 1979; 
Conklin, 1957). 

According to McCorkle (1989:4), indigenous knowledge systems 
consist of the 

l For an example of this phenomena see Box, 1988, p.71. 
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theories, beliefs, practices, and technologies that all peoples 
in all times and places have elaborated without direct inputs 
from the modern, formal, scientific establishment 
(McCorkle, 1989:4). 

These systems are concrete, practical, utilitarian (Howes and 
Chambers, 1992), broad, detailed, comprehensive, and usually sustain­
able (Thurston, 1992). They are based on empirical observation, trial 
and error, and controlled experimentation over centuries. Years of 
experience have led to the development of sustainable farming prac­
tices involving a minimum of risk (Selener, 1987). Farmers are fully 
cognizant of their physical and biological environment, including 
microclimatic conditions, rainfall patterns, water retention capabilities 
of soils, appropriate plants for specific soils, mixed cropping patterns, 
ways of controlling or eliminating plant and animal diseases, and so on 
(Compton, 1984). Haskell et al. (1981) describe traditional farming 
systems based on indigenous knowledge as follows: 

[TJraditional peasant systems of agriculture are not primi­
tive leftovers from the past, but are, on the contrary, systems 
finely tuned and adapted, both biologically and socially, to 
counter the pressures of what are often harsh and inimical 
environments, and often represent hundreds, sometimes 
thousands, of years of adaptive evolution in which the 
vagaries of climate, the availability of land and water, the 
basic needs of the people and their animals for food, shelter, 
and health, have been amalgamated in a system which has 
allowed society to exist and develop in the face of tremen­
dous odds. 

Indigenous knowledge systems do not focus exclusively on far­
ming practices. In addition to agricultural knowledge, the adaptations 
farmers have evolved lead to knowledge about health, education, hou­
sing, community organization, management of local resources, and so 
on. The inclusion of indigenous knowledge in the development of 
technologies to be used by small farmers increases the likelihood that 
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innovations will be more sustainable and environmentally sound 
(McCorkle, 1989). Further, the inclusion of local knowledge, ideas, and 
experiences in research and development projects assures that local 
people's self-respect, confidence, and pride will increase, leading to 
empowerment (Thrupp, 1988). 

Cost-effective research and the development of appropriate 
technology for farmers requires that indigenous knowledge systems be 
strengthened so that the capacity of farmers to experiment, evaluate, 
and anticipate the performance of new agricultural practices under 
local conditions can complement the science-based development of 
technology. This implies that researchers view farmers as more than 
mere sources of information. 

Farmers' capacity for experimentation 

Along with growing recognition of the value and usefulness of 
indigenous knowledge systems, scientists are increasingly aware of 
farmers' capacity for experimentation, resulting in the evolution and 
adaptation of indigenous knowledge systems to production needs 
(Ashby, 1990; Box, 1988; Bunch, 1988, 1982; Farrington and Martin, 
1988; Harverkort, 1988; Waters-Bayer, 1988b; Lightfoot, 1987; 
Rhoades, 1987; Gibbon, 1986; Tan, 1986; Richards, 1985; Rhoades and 
Booth, 1982; Kirkby et al., 1981; Biggs, 1980a,b; Brammer, 1980; 
Johnson, 1972). 

Farmers' capacity for research and experimentation generally 
goes unacknowledged by agricultural researchers and society at large. 

When we think of a technological invention, we may think of 
the telephone of Alexander Graham Bell, the light bulb of 
Thomas Edison, or polio vaccine of Dr. Jonas Salk. But who 
of us in the supermarket, after seeing literally hundreds of 
foods, thinks of the farmers who cultured, domesticated, and 
constantly improved them for our use today? (Rhoades, 
1987:3). 
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Rhoades (1987:3) argues that for 10,000 years farmers have been 
experimenting to develop their farming systems, and that before the 
arrival of science "farmers already had an evolutionary impact on 
plants, animals, and the land. The advances they made were not only in 
production but in processing and storage as well." He also notes 
(1987:3) that all theories on the evolution of farming include the view 
of the farmer as "an active actor in the process: selecting, consciously 
observing, and manipulating and experimenting with plants, animals, 
tools, and the environment to improve production output." 

Farmers experiment in one way or another in order to adjust to 
changing circumstances. This experimentation has led to the develop­
ment of productive and sustainable farming systems well suited to their 
needs, environment, and resources. 

Box (1988) notes that farmers experimented in the past to 
domesticate "wild species." They selected, bred, and promoted particu­
lar qualities of a species, and turned it into a crop. Even today, farmers 
do not control all aspects of their physical and biological environment, 
and so they must continue to experiment because success depends, to 
a great extent, on the continuous adaptation of a given practice or tech­
nology to changing local conditions. 

Major breakthroughs in technology generated by scientists in 
experimental stations have been based on experiments conducted by 
farmers. Byway of example, Rhoades (1987) describes the invention of 
diffuse light storage in Peru and the introduction of paddy rice pro­
duction in the Amazon basin, and Biggs (1980) points to rice produc­
tion in Bangladesh and wheat in Mexico. Biggs also describes farmers' 
successful adaptations of high-yield varieties of wheat in India and 
Bangladesh in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as other innovations in 
Bangladesh. Kirkby et al. (1981) explain the practices developed by 
farmers and the ways they adapt technologies introduced by extension 
agents to local conditions in Ecuador. Based on successful experiences 
in Guatemala and Honduras, Bunch (1988) reports that the emphasis 
on improving farmers' inherent capacity for experimentation is an 
important element in the sustainability of agricultural development 
programs. When an organization withdraws from a region, farmers 
continue to conduct experiments and share information with members 
of farmers' groups and organizations. 
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According to Biggs (1980:25), the examples above demonstrate 
that rural communities throughout the world are more than "passive 
recipients of technology that is transferred to them from Western 
countries or formal research and development programs." He identifies 
three inter-related types of information generated by farmers' informal 
research: 1) technical and organizational innovations that use scarce 
resources efficiently, 2) signposts for new research that scientists in for­
mal research and development systems might start to work on, and 3) 
methods for conducting cost-effective research and classifying know­
ledge, with the farmer as principal researcher. 

Scientists must facilitate farmers' experiments "to bring back or 
affirm [their] inherent ability to adapt technical options to specific 
farm conditions" (Lightfoot, 1987:81), and "to improve the transfer of 
information and technology from the grassroots up to high levels of 
decision-making" (Biggs, 1980:26). 

In addition to the value and use of indigenous knowledge sys­
tems and farmers' experimentation, Ashby (1990:246) has identified 
other benefits resulting from participation by farmers in the process of 
technology development: 

a) improved understanding by scientists of the needs of 
small farmers, leading to better identification of problems 
appropriate for adaptive, on-farm research; 

b) improved feedback on farmers' needs and objectives to 
guide applied research in research stations; 

c) accelerated transfer and adoption of improved technolo­
gy by small farmers; 

d) efficient, cost-effective use of scarce resources in on-farm 
research through better linkages among farmers, 
researchers, and extensionists; 

e) development of organizational models, professional skills, 
and values appropriate for demand-driven, problem-ori­
ented technology design. 



170 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

MAIN TYPES OF FARMER PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

It is useful to classify research conducted on farms according to 
the level of control and management exercised by farmers and 
researchers. This classification includes four categories (figure 1): 

1 ) researcher-managed on-farm trials, 
2) consultative researcher-managed on-farm trials, 
3) collaborative farmer-researcher participatory research, 
4) farmer managed participatory research. 

The first two types are not examples of farmer participatory 
research, but simply conventional on-farm research. The last two types 
are forms of farmer participatory research and, as such, reflect the 
characteristics and are based on the assumptions presented earlier in 
this chapter. 

on-farm trials farmer participatory 
non-participatory 

I 
research 

I 
If f f f 1 

1) researcher 2) consultative 3) collaborative 4) farmer 
managed managed 

Figure 1. Types of On-Farm Research 

On the left side of the spectrum are the non-participatory on-
farm trials conducted by researchers in farmers' fields; on the right side, 
the forms of farmer participatory research in which farmers are deci­
sion-makers. Between these poles, there exists a range of possibilities, 
combining farmer and researcher participating in the control and 
management of the research process. The four approaches are present­
ed below to differentiate non-participatory on-farm trials (1 and 2) 
from genuine farmer participatory research (3 and 4). 

A review of the literature suggests that the tendency in the 1970s 
and 1980s was to conduct non-participatory, researcher-managed on-
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farm trials, often in conjunction with FSR projects. In the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, farmers began to participate more actively in the 
research process. Current literature (Proyecto IPRA-CIAT, 1993; 
Chambers, Pacey, and Thrupp, 1989; ILEIA, 1988, 1989) indicates a 
strong move toward farmers assuming the role of principal researcher, 
or farmers and researchers engaging in a truly collaborative process. 

Researcher-managed on-farm trials 

Proponents of researcher-managed trials work in farmers' fields 
to develop technology for farmers or to test and validate research fin­
dings obtained in the research station. However, farmers do not partic­
ipate actively in this process. Instead, researchers generally design, 
implement, and evaluate the technology in the farmers' fields, or they 
define the research agenda and design trials which farmers are allowed 
to implement under their supervision. Occasionally, scientists may also 
allow farmers to comment on the outcomes of experiments. The expe­
rimental designs used in this approach are similar to those used in 
research stations. 

Thus, the relationship between the researcher and farmer is hie­
rarchical. Researchers are the main decision-makers, setting the 
research agenda and designing and implementing trials. Researchers 
identify the problem upon which research is based. 

Participation by farmers in conventional on-farm trials is mini­
mal. They often rent their land to researchers conducting experiments, 
or are paid for their labor. But farmers do not define the research agen­
da or participate in decision-making. Because scientists bring techno­
logy from the experimental station to the farm for testing and valida­
tion, farmers are not involved in technology generation. Ultimately, 
farmers become the passive recipients of researchers' recommenda­
tions. 

Scientists using this approach include Collinson, 1987; 
Knipscheer and Suradisastra, 1985; Effendi, 1985; Hildebrand and 
Poey, 1985; Gomez, 1985; Harrington and Tripp, 1984; Shanner et al, 
1982; Zandstra et al., 1981; and Byerlee et al., 1980. 
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Consultative researcher-managed on-farm trials 

In this approach, farmers are consulted by researchers about 
their needs, problems, goals, and preferences. They are also asked about 
their agricultural practices and knowledge of the local environment, 
resource availability, and so on. Researchers may also ask farmers for 
feedback on their perceptions of the new technology under study. 

Although farmers may be consulted at the beginning of the 
research process, "such consultation is aimed primarily at assisting 
researchers in interpreting farmers' circumstances, problems, or needs, 
and to arrive at experimental designs for trials which often will not 
include farmer participation in the initial stages of on-farm testing 
(Ashby, 1987:237). Technologies are developed for farmers based on the 
researchers' understanding of their farming systems. 

The relationship between researcher and farmer is consultative: 
scientists interview farmers about their problems and needs at the 
beginning of the process, with the former making decisions as to 
appropriate solutions, designing and implementing trials, and assum­
ing responsibility for all data collection and analysis. 

Some researchers may allow farmers limited participation in the 
testing, validation, and evaluation of the new technology developed at 
the experimental station. Experiments are conducted for the purpose 
of answering researcher's scientific concerns as related to farm-level 
conditions. Trials are designed to acquire accurate information about 
the response of technologies in the farmer's fields, but do not incorpo­
rate the farmer's criteria on testing or evaluation. If farmers are asked 
to evaluate technology, it is "only after the outcomes of the on-farm 
testing are well-rehearsed and predictable to researchers and extension 
workers" (Ashby, 1987:236). 

This type of on-farm trial is the last step of research conducted 
at the experimental station, as trials are usually aimed at adapting a 
given technology to farm conditions through testing and modifying 
practices most likely to be recommended to farmers. 

Compared to the conventional on-farm trial conducted solely by 
scientists, this approach involves more interaction between researchers 
and farmers. However, researchers continue to control the research 
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process and develop technology. The farmer's minimal involvement 
does not include decisions regarding the research agenda, trial imple­
mentation, or evaluation criteria. 

The power of choice in practice mostly remains with scien­
tists: information is extracted from the farmers and their 
farms and analyzed by scientists, in a manner which enables 
the scientists to diagnose and prescribe for the farmers. Even 
if farmers' diagnosis of problems is one of the starting points, 
the diagnosis is translated into terms testable by scientists 
and the solutions are derived from scientists' knowledge sys­
tems. The key decisions about what to try and what to do 
remain with the scientists (Chambers and Jiggins, 1986:11). 

Representative examples of this approach are found in works by 
Collinson, 1987; Martinez and Araujo, 1984; Byerlee et al., 1982; 
Rahman, 1985; Tripp, 1982; and Kirkby et al., 1981. 

Fussell (in Chambers et al., 1988) describes the approaches pre­
sented above as "lip service" to genuine farmers participation in tech­
nology development, since scientists develop technology at research 
stations for farmers who are not involved in any substantive way in the 
process. The finished product is tested by researchers to assess its per­
formance in the farmers' fields. Because farmers do not participate in 
problem definition, experiment design, and evaluation, these 
approaches are consistent with the transfer-of-technology model, and 
therefore likely to result in agricultural practices and technologies that 
fail to meet farmers' needs. 

Collaborative farmer-researcher participatory research 

Farmers and researchers work together in this approach on 
problem definition, design, management and implementation of trials, 
and evaluation. In the early phases of the process, scientists and farm­
ers discuss potential areas for collaborative research and choose deci­
sion-making and evaluation criteria. By combining informal research 
by farmers with formal on-farm testing procedures, indigenous know­
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ledge and science-based knowledge are mixed to meet farmers' needs. 
Ideally, a collaborative relationship means balanced participation in 
and control over the research process in order to achieve the objectives 
of both farmers and scientists. 

Proponents of this approach include Kotschi, 1989; Conway, 
1988; Lightfoot et al., 1988a/b/c; Maurya et al., 1988; Ashby, 1987,1986; 
Box, 1987; Fernandez and Salvatierra, 1986; Matlon, et al., 1984; 
Rhoades and Booth, 1982; and Harwood, 1979. 

Farmer-managed participatory research 

Farmers are the main actors and decision-makers in this 
approach, developing technology through a process that includes pro­
blem definition, trial design, the implementation of experiments, and 
the evaluation of results. 

In the diagnostic phase, farmers identify the problems and needs 
they want to address. In the planning and design phase, they choose the 
most important problem, identify potential solutions, design prototype 
technology, and decide how to test it. In the experimentation phase, 
they test and evaluate the technology. Finally, in the adaptation and va­
lidation phase, farmers further test the technology developed prior to 
dissemination (Ashby, 1991). 

The experimental capacity and indigenous knowledge of far­
mers are used to the maximum in this approach. The scientist's role is 
to assure that the community's local experimental capacity is fully uti­
lized and to link farmers to information and resources for which the 
community has expressed a need but which are unavailable at the local 
level. 

Proyecto IPRA-CIAT, 1993; Ashby, 1991, 1986, 1987; Scheuer-
meier, 1988; Lightfoot, 1987; Chambers and Ghildyal, 1985; Chambers 
and Jiggins, 1986; Tan, 1985, 1986; Shiva, 1982; Bunch, 1982, 1988; 
Brammer, 1980; and Biggs, 1980 report on the application of this 
approach. 
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EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS OF 
FARMER PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH: 

COMBINING SCIENCE-BASED AND 
INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS 

Practitioners of farmer participatory research generally agree 
that the technologies developed through this approach will, ideally, 
contain a balance of science-based and indigenous knowledge (Ashby, 
1990; Chambers, 1989; Jiggins, 1989; Kotschi, 1989; Thrupp, 1989; 
Waters-Bayer, 1989; Farrington, 1988; Farrington and Martin, 1988; 
Loux, 1988; Lightfoot, 1987,1985; Gibbon, 1986; Lightfoot and Barker, 
1986; Compton, 1984; Rhoades, 1984; and Kassorla, 1977). 

However, there is a difference between recognizing the value of 
indigenous knowledge and romanticizing it. Farmers' practices are not 
always optimal, especially when external factors (population pressure, 
climatic changes, sharp decline in soil fertility) lead to rapid evolution 
in traditional farming systems in response to changing conditions. 
Scientists and development workers must merge science-based knowl­
edge with farmers' indigenous knowledge (Selener, 1987). 

With respect to the design of an experimental program, 
farmers should be seen as researchers who are willing and 
able to test new techniques. But it should be emphasized that 
their observations will generally be more valuable than their 
explanations, and the criteria they apply for selecting new 
technologies more exacting than their experimental methods 
(Tripp, 156:7). 

Since experimentation by farmers cannot entirely replace con­
ventional scientific research and conventional scientific research can­
not replace farmers' on-farm research, practitioners of this approach 
favor a "symbiotic relationship" between the two. The result is the 
incorporation of the most important and valuable aspects of each into 
a new system which will both benefit the small farmer and contribute 
to the scientific knowledge base. 
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[N]either 'on-farm' nor 'on-station' trials are the solution, 
but it is precisely the mixture of the two which generates new 
knowledge (Loux, 1988:62). 

Indigenous knowledge systems refine or enhance science-based 
knowledge which, in turn, complements farmers' knowledge. By capi­
talizing on indigenous knowledge, scientists can develop technologies 
at research stations more likely to benefit resource poor farmers who, 
for their part, can adapt or reject these according to their own criteria. 
Farmers experiment with and make decisions about a technology, 
bringing to bear their knowledge of the environment. Trials by farmers 
in their fields further reveal the kind of basic research still needed to 
generate information that will complement experimentation and lead 
to appropriate recommendations for refining the technology to meet 
their needs. 

Science-based knowledge results in the refinement and strength­
ening of indigenous knowledge systems by providing the previously 
unknown scientific rationale or principle behind successful indigenous 
practices. A principle that is known and understood can be used to 
design additional appropriate technologies. Therefore, science-based 
knowledge plays a critical supportive role when it is conducted with the 
consent and active participation of farmers, thus assuring that scien­
tists do not fall into the trap of designing new packages of technologies 
for the farmer, like in the transfer-of-technology model. 

Farmers can also use modern science for their own benefit, 
adapting science-based knowledge to solve their practical production 
problems. In the process, they are "counter-coopting" conventional 
empirical science, controlling and using it to their own advantage. 

Scientists, or "converts," committed to helping resource-poor 
farmers may explain to their conventional colleagues, or "non-con­
verts," the scientific value behind traditional practices by using scien­
tific language, thus legitimizing indigenous knowledge. But Thrupp 
(1989:19) warns that scientists risk "scientizing" indigenous knowledge 
in an irresponsible manner: 
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[TJraditional knowledge may be marginalized or lose its 
value when well-intentioned scientists and researchers 'sci-
entize' it by examining it with formal empirical methodolo­
gies and using laboratory controlled trials. Although such 
studies can be somewhat useful to verify or demonstrate the 
function of local people's practices and ideas, this form of sys-
tematization can be inappropriate to an appreciation of the 
true function and the subtle complex nuances of such know­
ledge systems. This 'scientization' in 'Western terms, there­
fore, is not a true form of legitimization, and is abstracted 
from the value of the peoples' knowledge on their own terms. 
From the perspective of small farmers who have been sub­
jected to this kind of scrutiny, the 'scientization' of tradition-
based practices by foreign researchers is a farce. 

In summary, farmer participatory research attempts to synthe­
size farmers' indigenous knowledge and experience and researchers' 
science-based knowledge to complement each other: 

...[Indigenous knowledge systems is important for its] capac­
ity for location-specific classification of aspects of the bio­
physical environment, though it may [also] supplement sci­
ence in the functions of explanation and prediction. Science's 
principal role lies in the provision of technology options to 
address the problems and constraints identified by farmers, 
and those relevant to their conditions of which farmers may 
be yet unaware" (Farrington and Martin, 1988:29). 

ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER IN FARMER 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

In supporting farmer participatory research, scientists play a 
new role. 

Instead of the missionary role of those who transfer technol­
ogy, the new role is that of a convener, catalyst, colleague, 
and consultant. The outsider sets up discussions and analy-
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ses by farm families and acts as a catalyst, in the strict chem­
ical sense of that term, meaning an agent which speeds up 
reactions. The outsider is a colleague for farmers in their 
experiments, and a consultant who can search for and sup­
ply ideas and technologies (Chambers, 1988:35). 

Researchers must respect farmers' needs and knowledge, as the 
relationship between researcher and farmer is a crucial aspect in imple­
menting the process. 

In the early stages of the project, scientists direct their efforts 
toward understanding the farmers' socio-economic, cultural, and bio­
physical milieu. They identify key informants and "local agricultural 
researchers" or innovators in the community who are experimenting 
with different crop varieties and agricultural practices. 

Researchers learn and understand farmers' practices, indigenous 
knowledge, and decision-making criteria. Dialogue with farmers is 
vital to understanding problems, opportunities, and potential solutions 
from the farmers' point of view. When farmers feel that researchers are 
genuinely interested in their practices, they take pride in their own 
knowledge and are willing to work in a collaborative mode. As they 
become more knowledgeable about the farmers' practices and environ­
ment, researchers are better able to participate collaboratively in the 
design, implementation, and evaluation of on-farm trials (Waters-
Bayer, 1990). 

Researchers promote the formation of farmers' groups by orga­
nizing field days during which farmers consult with one another, iden­
tifying common technical problems they might solve with the know­
ledge they already have and through experimentation. Researchers 
arrange group meetings, ask key questions, and promote discussion 
and analysis (Norman et al., 1988). 

Scientists act as facilitators and advisors when farmers engage in 
problem definition, experiment design, and evaluation. They support 
farmers' criteria and choices. In identifying priority problems, 
researchers facilitate and participate in discussion and analysis of the 
situation. After the problem has been identified, participants begin to 
examine potential solutions. If a solution is not available at the local 
level, the researcher informs farmers of appropriate, low cost technolo-
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gies which may be available and already in use by other farmers in dif­
ferent regions or countries. As the technology's potential and limita­
tions are analyzed, the researcher provides critical information or seeks 
planting material, seeds, scientific information, and so on. In some 
cases, researchers may arrange for farmers to visit research stations or 
other communities where they can learn from other farmers' experi­
ences (Chambers, 1990,1989). 

When solutions are not readily available, participants must 
experiment. Researchers have to avoid imposing their own research 
agenda on farmers when working in a collaborative relationship 
(Ashby, 1987). When scientists conduct trials with farmers, they 
become acquainted first hand with the limitations faced by farmers and 
learn how they cope with risk and ensure family sustenance (Waters-
Bayer, 1990). 

By participating in farmer-managed research, researchers 
strengthen farmers' capacity for experimentation, facilitating rapid and 
efficient accommodation to changing circumstances. Researchers strive 
to help... 

farmers decide what to observe and measure so that they can 
assess their results in a meaningful way to them and show 
farmers how they can obtain information from formal 
research services to aid in interpreting their results (Waters-
Bayer, 1989:12). 

METHODOLOGICAL GUIDELINES FOR CONDUCTING 
FARMER PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

There is no single way to implement farmer participatory 
research. Researchers may choose from a variety of appropriate tech­
niques, always keeping in mind that their primary task is to work in 
collaboration with small farmers to solve their agricultural production 
problems. 

When conducting farmer participatory research activities, the 
researcher first needs to be apprised of what farmers are producing, 
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and how and why. The researchers should assess problems and poten­
tial within the existing farming system in order to work from and build 
on that system rather than introduce alien technological packages or 
try to change the entire system. In other words, this is a bottom-up 
strategy based on the existing farming system, and the research process 
and outcomes must reflect its complexity, responding to and taking 
advantage of the opportunities it offers (Sumberg and Okali, 1988). 

Ashby (1990:250) identifies a number of principles associated 
with different farmer participatory research methods which reflect the 
dynamic and iterative nature of the process. According to Ashby, meth­
ods applied in this approach are: 

• Interactive, emphasizing immediate two-way information flows 
both in the farmer-researcher-extensionist interface, and in the 
farmer-to-farmer information exchange. 

• Flexible, tending to minimize researcher control and maximize 
farmer intervention in research design. 

• Multiple, such that different techniques are applied simultane­
ously or overlapping in time, rather than sequentially. 

• Rapid, to maximize ability to respond to farmer initiatives or 
unanticipated areas of research. 

The stages of farmer participatory research include: 1) problem 
identification, 2) search for solutions, 3) on-farm experimentation and 
trials, and 3) evaluation of technology. In practice, these constitute a 
continuum rather than discrete stages. The methodology presented 
below is meant to be a guide rather than a fixed methodology, and 
includes elements from methodologies proposed by Kotschi, 1989; 
Waters-Bayer, 1989; Lightfoot et al.,. 1988c; Sumberg and Okali, 1988; 
Tan, 1986; Rhoades and Booth, 1982; Biggs, 1980; Byerlee et al., 1980; 
and Harwood, 1979. Detailed descriptions and analysis of operational 
approaches to farmer participatory research are presented by 
Farrington and Martin (1988), ILEIA (1989), and Lightfoot et al. 
(1991a), and Proyecto IPRA-CIAT (1993). 
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Problem identification 

Before researchers begin working with farmers to define a pro­
blem, they observe, characterize, and understand the context within 
which farmers function, including circumstances, practices, and 
indigenous knowledge. To this end, researchers may conduct short 
rapid appraisals in the target area where a majority of the population 
consists of small, resource-poor farmers. 

Researchers are advised to identify groups of farmers who work 
under similar conditions and share similar problems and potential. 
Norman et al. (1988) notes the advantages of working with groups, 
including 1) improved dialogue leading to increased farmer participa­
tion, 2) increased efficiency and use of research resources, 3) opportu­
nities for field days with more farmers sharing their knowledge and 
experience, and 4) potential for improving linkages among researchers, 
farmers, and extension agents. 

In addition, farmers and scientists identify the major technolo­
gical problem, limiting production from the farmers' point of view. 
Problems usually focus on practices related to technology, such as pest 
control, soil erosion and declining fertility, post-harvest technology, 
cultivation practices, and so on. Scientists research the problem per­
ceived by farmers to be the most significant, thus assuring, as far as pos­
sible, that solutions will be adopted. Researchers must make every 
effort to view the problem through the farmers' eyes. 

Because research resources are usually limited, and farmers are 
generally amenable to the gradual modification of elements in their 
farming systems rather than the transformation of the entire system, 
emphasis is on the identification of priority problems, the solutions to 
which will lead to the maintenance of or increase in production levels. 

Researchers act as catalysts, facilitating discussion by assisting in 
problem analysis and needs identification, and recognizing possibilities 
for overcoming these. Participants analyze the problem in order to dis­
cover its causes. Researchers do not impose their own views but enrich 
the dialogue, participating as equals with farmers. 

Effective communication between researchers and farmers 
increases understanding of problems farmers face in their production 
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systems and limitations they encounter in the process of developing or 
adapting technologies. Both social and bio-physical elements are equal­
ly important in problem analysis, which is a learning process for both 
researchers and farmers. 

Exploring and selecting potential solutions 

In the second stage, participants identify potential solutions or 
alternatives to technological problems experienced by farmers. 

Farmers and researchers determine whether a solution already 
exists. Alternatives based on science-based knowledge may be available 
at research centers or universities. Similarly, the appropriate solutions 
may be found in the indigenous knowledge system of the local com­
munity or other farming communities. The researcher's role is to 
broaden the range of options available, but farmers always choose tech­
nologies to be tested. 

A special effort is made to search for solutions in similar farm­
ing systems. A visit to neighboring villages may reveal practices worth 
testing under conditions in farmers' fields. Because proposed solutions 
are seldom fully compatible with the particular farming system under 
study, it is imperative that participants test and adapt these. 

Testing and adapting the technology 

Farmers and researchers begin by agreeing on a simple working 
hypothesis in which the main objectives of trials are explicitly stated. 
They then plan experiments, determining who will conduct trial activ­
ities, care for plots, provide material such as seeds, plants, and animals 
to be tested, and so on. 

After identifying a potential technology or practice, participants 
conduct further study to assess its biological and/or physical character­
istics and value, that is, to find out why the technology is likely to work. 
When the biological principle of a given technology is known and its 
validity demonstrated, participants develop a broad understanding of 
the way the principle can be adapted to the farmers' production needs. 
This should include an appreciation of the range of management 
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options available to farmers and how they might apply these to fulfill 
their objectives (Sumberg and Okali, 1988). 

When technologies are designed, tested, and adapted in the 
farmers' fields, taking into account local conditions, they are more like­
ly to meet farmers' needs. Thus, the next step involves on-farm trials so 
that farmers can appraise the appropriateness of the technology, vari­
ety, treatment, and so on, selected to solve a given problem. 

In this process, potential solutions are compared with practices 
currently used by farmers. Ideally, all activities are recorded in simple 
ways for later analysis. The testing and adaptation process might go on 
for several seasons before farmers are ready to adopt a technology, and 
even after adoption they will continue to adapt it as necessary. 

As farmers assess innovations during on-farm trials, the ways in 
which they adapt a technology to their conditions and the criteria on 
which they base adaptations is described and analyzed collaboratively 
by researcher and farmers. This process facilitates critical reflection 
and why changes did or did not fulfill intended objectives. 

Evaluating the technology 

In this final stage, farmers assess their experiences in using the 
technology on their farms prior to recommending that it be adopted by 
members of other communities farming under similar conditions. The 
evaluation validates or negates research results. It also points to ways 
for further refining the new technology. 

In practice, evaluation takes place throughout technology deve­
lopment, usually under the guise of an on-going informal exchange of 
ideas. The final evaluation is a stock-taking of the final product. 

The new practice or technology is assessed using farmers' deci­
sion-making, risk aversion, cost-benefit, use of labor and other criteria. 
Usually, the researchers' final evaluation involves an explanation for the 
adoption or rejection of a technology or principle, or the modification 
of some element in an existing practice or technology. 

Analysis of the research process with farmers who have shared 
costs, inputs, labor, and ideas is an important learning experience, 
enhancing their capacity to develop technologies on their own in a sus­
tained manner. 
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At the conclusion of the experiment, participating farmers plan 
further technology development, assuring that everyone has access to 
and benefits from new findings. 

If farmers did not adopt the innovation resulting from the 
research, an in-depth analysis will be conducted to learn why. This 
process may lead to changes in the research program in order to arrive 
at more appropriate recommendations. 

INTENDED OUTCOMES OF FARMER 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

The main result expected from farmer participatory research is 
the generation and adoption of new, appropriate technologies by small, 
resource-poor farmers to aid in solving production problems in order 
to increase farm productivity and income. 

Other outcomes are related to this primary objective. One of the 
most important of these is better understanding, on the part of 
researchers, of systems used by resource-poor farmers, including the 
rationale behind agricultural practices, indigenous knowledge systems, 
and decision-making criteria, i.e., the goals, needs, and incentives 
affecting the selection of production alternatives. 

It is equally important that scientists characterize and under­
stand the complex bio-physical and socio-economic constraints to sus­
tainable production, and that they identify potential agricultural pro­
blems requiring basic research in experimental stations. 

In addition, it is likely that technologies developed through a 
combination of conventional research and farmer experimentation, 
with farmers participating in the development and adaptation of tech­
nical innovations, will meet farmers' production needs. (Lightfoot, 
1987). 

An improved research and extension system is another probable 
outcome, with increased interaction among researchers, extension 
workers, and farmers at the farm level leading to a redirection of on-
station research and extension practices more in line with farmers' 
needs and circumstances. 
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The implementation of farmer participatory research also leads 
to empowerment by improving resource-poor farmers' capacity for 
self-directed technology development and ability to adapt farming sys­
tems to changing conditions. Farrington and Martin (1988:65) note 
that increased democratization and cost-effectiveness are likely out­
comes of this approach. 

Farmer participatory research has the potential to generate 
user-demand for technology which historically has sharp­
ened the focus of research in developed countries, but hither­
to has been widely absent in less developed countries. As part 
of this process, indigenous knowledge systems would be made 
more dynamic, and especially community-level mechanisms 
for the implementation and enforcement of indigenous tech­
nical knowledge strengthened. This is to be welcomed as -in 
philosophical terms- a move towards democratization of the 
processes of technology development and -in practical terms-
towards a greater cost-effectiveness in the design, implemen­
tation, and diffusion of technology. 

CASE STUDY 

The following case study, illustrating farmer participatory 
research, is based on experiences with small, resource-poor upland 
farmers in Eastern Visayas, the Philippines. The original studies were 
written by Lightfoot, de Guia Jr., Aliman, and Ocado (1989b); 
Lightfoot, de Guia Jr., and Ocado (1988a); Lightfoot and Ocado 
(1988c); Lightfoot, C., O. de Guia Jr., A. Aliman; and F. Ocado (1987b). 

Conventional agricultural researchers working in the area tradi­
tionally focused on improving cropping patterns. However, poor 
upland farmers did not adopt technologies generated in research sta­
tions because these did not meet their needs, requiring, as they did, 
high inputs of fertilizer, pesticides, and labor from farmers. Hoping to 
do research that would be adopted, researchers in this case study deci­
ded to involve farmers in all stages of the process. Participating 
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researchers and farmers used systems logic in order to conduct a holis­
tic analysis of the problem. Systems logic links the biological, social, 
political, and economic components of agricultural production to 
arrive at a full description of all aspects of a problem. This approach 
was vital to developing solutions appropriate to the conditions faced by 
small farmers. 

Research was undertaken in three villages in the Philippines, 
Natimonan, Santo Nino, and Simun, in the Municipality of Gandara 
on Samar. The villages were small, with a combined population of 
about 150 households. The site was characterized by rolling hills with 
infertile soils. Farmers participating in this project cultivated in four 
agro-ecological zones: sloping forest; rolling fallow land where tall 
grass, or cogon, grows; flat upland areas; and bunded or dammed rice 
fields. 

The farmer participatory research process involved three stages. 
During the first stage, farmers identified and analyzed problems. 
Identification involved 1) group meetings to find out what farmers 
generally talked about, 2) farm visits to clarify issues that had come up 
in group meetings, and 3) a group meeting to arrive at a consensus as 
to which problem farmers considered a priority. In the next step, scien­
tists worked with farmers to understand and diagram the problem 
identified. This involved a) developing guide topics, b) conducting a 
qualitative survey to gain a holistic understanding of the problem and 
determine if the entire community agreed that this was an important 
issue, and c) interpreting survey results and drawing a systems dia­
gram. 

In the second stage, scientists and farmers identified potential 
solutions for further research. This involved 1) looking for potential 
solutions and 2) selecting those on which to experiment. 

In the third stage, participants experimented with the potential 
solution selected. This included 1) defining a test hypothesis, 2) design­
ing an experiment, 3) conducting the experiment in on-farm trials, and 
4) analyzing and evaluating the experiment. 
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STAGE I: Researchers help farmers identify and analyze a problem 

Step 1. Problem identification by farmers 

Group meetings 

Scientists met with approximately twenty farmers, self-selected, 
who attended because they were simply interested and/or had partici­
pated in other cropping pattern trials. Researchers found that they were 
able to stimulate more discussion by asking farmers what they general­
ly talked about rather than inquiring directly about problems. 
Although participants were free to talk about anything, they focused on 
agricultural issues, possibly, researchers speculated, because farmers 
knew they were from the Department of Agriculture. Researchers 
encouraged farmers to brainstorm on a variety of topics. They wished 
to avoid the emergence of a strong leader ór minority interest group 
that would inhibit free discussion. 

Farmers focused on specific topics they wanted to explore fur­
ther. Initially, they talked about credit and seed supply. Researchers 
believed they were probing to determine if they would be given free 
inputs, as had previously been the case. When it became clear that free 
supplies were not available, participants began to discuss declining soil 
fertility on cogonal lands, an extremely important issue in the area. 
They invited researchers to visit their fields so that they could explain 
the problem more clearly. 

Farm visits 

Researchers visited four farms. In the course of conversations 
ranging from one to two hours, farmers explained their view of the 
linkages between soil productivity and other aspects of their farming 
systems. Researchers came to understand that farmers were forced to 
clear and cultivate cogonal lands knowing that soils were poor because, 
due to population pressures, they needed more land and better areas 
were too far away. A typical cycle on a newly cleared field began with 
two years of corn or rice. These crops depleted soil fertility, causing 
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yields to diminish significantly. In the third year, farmers grew root 
crops. During this time, cogon grass began to invade fields, making cul­
tivation increasingly difficult. Farmers then allowed fields to lie fallow 
for nine to twenty years, the time required for the land to recover its 
fertility. During this time, the cogon became a thick mat and other 
shrubs took root. When a farmer believed that a field was sufficiently 
fertile, she or he cut or burned the brush and plowed as many as ten 
times to prepare the field for the first planting. In spite of this intensive 
preparation, cogon still sprouted from rhizomes for the first year or 
two. It would also reestablish itself when seeds blew in from fallow 
fields in the vicinity. In addition, the land included hard soils and steep 
slopes. Farmers said that more draft animals, plows, and/or labor or 
cash to hire laborers, all in short supply, would make cultivation easier. 

Consensus building group meeting 

The same twenty farmers met to select a problem for study. 
Researchers emphasized the need for initial consensus to avoid a drop 
in interest and cooperation. However, they also realized that declining 
interest would probably have indicated that the research undertaken 
was not considered relevant by farmers and therefore ought to be redi­
rected. Members of the group agreed that the study of cogonal lands 
was central to their interests. Issues discussed included control of 
cogon, declining soil fertility, and the high cost of labor and draft ani­
mals. 

Step 2. Understanding and diagramming systems problems 

Development of a topics guide by researchers and "key informants" 

During step 1, researchers gathered enough information to pre­
pare a list of key issues for further study. They discussed these topics 
with four "key informants" and developed a guide of topics to be elicit­
ed through a qualitative random sample survey. This guide, pretested 
with five farmers, included: 1 ) the types of farms in the area, including 
farm size, family size, and number of livestock; 2) a description of cul-
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tivation processes, including land selection, cultivation procedures, and 
crop rotations; and 3) the nature and causes of the problem, including 
the reason cogon was present, why farmers needed to cultivate cogonal 
lands, and the constraints involved in cultivating them. Data gathered 
in the survey was used later to select farmers for experiments and dis­
semination. 

Qualitative survey 

Researchers surveyed twenty-four randomly selected households 
from a total of one-hundred-fifty. A qualitative rather than quantitative 
methodology was selected, involving informal, free-flowing conversa­
tions with interviewees. Topics in the guide were not necessarily dis­
cussed individually or in any specific order. Researchers returned to the 
site several times to continue discussions. Farmers usually requested 
that they visit a specific part of their land so that they could explain cer­
tain things more fully. According to researchers, the time and patience 
required by this approach were justified by the enormous amount of 
information they gathered. During the survey, researchers also made 
estimates of the amount of cash, labor, and draft power required to cul­
tivate cogonal lands. 

Interpretation of results and drawing of systems diagram 

Participants analyzed survey data. Bio-physical causes and socio­
economic constraints related to cogonal lands were illustrated in boxes 
on a blackboard. Five "key informants" explained the relationships, 
between the boxes by linking them with arrows. Based on this diagram, 
a circular systems diagram was drawn. A meeting of all survey respon­
dents confirmed that the diagram accurately represented their perspec­
tive of the problem. 

The problem summary, based on data analysis, included bio­
physical and socio-economic factors. On the basis of the bio-physical 
systems analysis, participants concluded that cogon was the cause of 
difficulties in cultivation. Infertile soils contributed to this problem. 
After only four years of use, farmers had to let fields lie fallow for 



190 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

decades while they regained fertility. But because they did not have suf­
ficient lands, and because fields were frequently burned accidentally, 
they were not always able to let the land lie fallow long enough for the 
soil to recover fully. Soils were infertile because extensive cropping 
exhausted them. In addition, soils exposed to the elements as a result of 
accidental burning and intensive tillage were subject to erosion and this 
increased soil infertility. Farmers needed to cultivate lands that had 
returned to cogon, a process involving two to four months of labor and 
costing 1200 to 1600 pesos per hectare; the average annual income of 
farmers in the area was 3000 pesos. 

Socio-economic constraints included labor, draft power, and 
land shortages. Labor was scarce due to poor health, lack of cash to hire 
workers, and the need to work off the farm for income. Insufficient 
income also made it difficult to rent draft animals Access to land was 
restricted by lack of tenure, money, peace and order, and population 
pressures. Researchers and farmers brainstormed ways to solve the 
problem arising from limited land, labor, and capital. 

STAGE II: Identifying a possible solution for study 

Step 1: Looking for potential solutions 

According to researchers, the systems diagram helped farmers 
analyze the problem by presenting visually all bio-physical causes. This 
led to suggestions for solutions, while the analysis of socio-economic 
constraints provided a realistic basis for discussing the viability of solu­
tions suggested. 

Key informants suggest solutions 

For each bio-physical cause in the systems diagram, four "key 
informants" suggested solutions based on their indigenous knowledge, 
observations, and experiments. They had observed that shade would 
eliminate cogon grasses, an observation validated by experiments with 
legumes. In Jaro, a study indicated that Kudzo, a legume used as a live 
mulch under coconut trees, was effective in shading out cogon grass. In 
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addition, this land was easier to prepare for new crops, and carabao, 
goats, and sheep could graze on it. Further, since legumes fix nitrogen, 
scientists assumed they would improve soil fertility. On the basis of 
another study, researchers concluded that Desmodium ovalifolium, 
another legume, could reduce the fallow period to three years follow­
ing the typical four-year cultivation period. Kudzo was found to be 
more effective in controlling cogon, but Centrosema, also a legume, 
was easier to furrow into when planting. 

Farm visits in search of solutions 

Following the lead of farmers, as originally planned, researchers 
visited five farms to encourage farmers to suggest solutions. They 
observed experiments and natural phenomena. Farmers offered a 
number of suggestions, including plowing and planting cassava and 
sugar cane. Researchers complemented these ideas by suggesting the 
use of herbicides. 

Step 2. Screening possible solutions 

Group meetings 

Researchers presented these ideas to a group of farmers for fur­
ther analysis and final selection. Participants discussed the ideas, but 
before coming to a decision as to implementation, some proposed a 
field trip to see how these potential solutions worked in practice. 
Researchers opted for taking as much time as necessary to get unani­
mous approval rather than advocating an experiment about which 
some farmers were skeptical. After the field trip, participants selected 
an idea for implementation. Having decided that plowing would be too 
costly in labor, draft animals, and cash, and that herbicides would also 
be expensive, they chose to experiment with vining legumes. 
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STAGE HI: Experimenting with a possible solution 

Step 1 : Defining test/trial hypothesis 

Farmers intuitively believed that vining legumes would shade 
out cogon and improve soil fertility, and that fields of vining legumes 
would be easier to recultivate than those covered with cogon. This was 
the hypothesis they tested. 

Step 2: Designing an experiment to test the hypothesis 

Farmers suggested the use of Pueraria and Centrosema legume 
species. They underbrushed or burned cogon-covered fallow land and 
then broadcast the legume seeds which, they hypothesized, would cre­
ate shade that would control cogon. The legume dominated vegetation 
would then be underbrushed and seeded with another legume, 
Desmodium ovalifolium, which, due to its higher nodulation activity, 
regenerates soil more quickly. Each farmer adapted this general plan to 
their own farms. They selected plot location and size from a range 
defined by researchers who also set the total number of replicates or 
farms within acceptable limits. Farmers selected parameters for mea­
surement based on what they wanted to determine. Researchers relied 
on farmers' assessments, together with standard biological measure­
ments. 

Step 3: Implementing the experiment on farms 

Together, researchers and farmers marked out the experimental 
plot. The latter then prepared the site and broadcast seeds provided by 
the former. Researchers documented the densities of cogon, took soil 
samples, and measured the labor required for planting. Periodically, 
researchers and farmers visited the plot to take measurements and 
observe progress. When the legumes were damaged by drought or acci­
dental burning, researchers encouraged farmers to plant again. Eight 
months after the experiment began, thirty farmers had seeded plots 
with Pueraria and Centrosema, and twelve began nurseries of 
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Desmodium ovalifolium. Due to lack of rain, legume growth covered 
only 25% of the plot. Some fields also burned accidentally. Ten farms 
required reseeding and seven nurseries replanting. Nevertheless, inter­
est remained high, and farmers from the neighboring villages of 
Casandig and Datag asked to participate. 

Step 4: Analysis of the experiments 

Because the most recent publication on this experiment was 
written soon after researchers began the process, it is too early, in tech­
nical terms, to assess the hypothesis that legumes will shade out cogon, 
enrich soils, and make recultivation easier. However, we have enough 
information to assess other aspects of the experiment. One surprising 
result is the long-term holistic perspective adopted by farmers, as evi­
denced by their decision to study fallow land rather than ways to 
increase present yields. 

[T]his experiment is very different from typical agronomic 
work. Agronomists usually experiment in maximizing crop 
grain yield per hectare while economists want to maximize 
income returns to cash investment. Upland farmers not only 
led us away from immediate increases in crop yield through 
cash input but took us right out of the cropped area into long 
term rehabilitation of cogonal fallow areas. They were inter­
ested in stabilizing production over time and saving labor 
(Lightfoot, de Guia Jr., Aliman, and Ocado; 1987b). 

It is also too early, to make long-term assessments of the process. 
Researchers do not yet know whether farmers have learned the process 
itself and used it to solve other problems, or even whether the initial 
group of farmers followed the experiment through to its conclusion. 
However, initial results are promising. Due to the participation of 
farmers in all stages of research, including the crucial problem defini­
tion and methodology selection phases, adoption rates are high. The 
high level of participation and the interest evidenced by residents of 
other villagers indicate that the problem farmers chose to focus on is 
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relevant to their community. An evaluation of the Farming Systems 
Development Project in Eastern Visayas, conducted in 1989, indicates 
that farmers are adopting the technologies at a high rate. This case 
study was among a number of projects evaluated in the report and thus 
data are representative of, but not specific to, the case study. 

In Jaro, about 55% of the adopters applied the enriched fal­
low technology in less than a month after their first know­
ledge of the idea. Another 10% adopted within three months, 
2% within a year, and one-third of the farmers after more 
than one year. Reasons given for quick adoption included the 
need to control cogon grass, and for the value of the forage 
produced. Reasons given for slow adoption included off-farm 
commitments and a 'wait and see' attitude (Mandala and 
Experience, 1989:47). 

The process led to another positive outcome: extension workers 
learned a new methodology for reaching resource-poor farmers and 
changed their view of members of this group. 

The project has proven that extension in the upland and 
hilly land is not an exercise in futility. It was earlier believed 
that no new technology can be extended to solve the pro­
blems of soil erosion and the resource-poor farmers. Equally, 
it was believed that the isolated and resource-poor farmers of 
the upland and hilly land are extremely conservative and 
will not respond to educational assistance. These were dis­
proved in this project. While there was a lack of technology 
produced by research institutions there was available con­
ventional wisdom and practical technologies which had been 
successfully practiced by farmers in other regions... 
(Mandala and Experience, 1989:40). 

The process also has the potential to empower farmers: now that 
they have learned this method of problem analysis, they can apply it to 
other issues. 
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But what if the technology does not work? If legumes do not 
provide the hoped-for results, interest will no doubt decline, in spite of 
the initial success in generating participation leading to adoption of the 
experiment. Technically, of course, the experiment will be a valid con­
tribution to science, even if the technology does not solve farmers' 
problems. However, it may well be that positive initial experiences, in 
terms of both process and technology, are essential if farmers are to 
adopt the process. 





PART II 

REELECTION, DISCUSSION, AND 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL CHANGE 





INTRODUCTION 

Chapters 6,7, and 8 contain an analysis of the broader ramifica­
tions of the participatory action research approaches described in the 
preceding chapters, and the implications of this methodology for social 
change. 

Those who participate in research and social change efforts 
generally base their activities on certain assumptions. Many liberal and 
radical social scientists hold that traditional research approaches, usu­
ally reflecting positivist paradigms and relying on statistical, non-par­
ticipatory methods, instead of promoting empowerment and social 
change, maintain or reproduce social injustice and inequality. They 
also believe that alternative research approaches, including the partici­
patory action research approaches, are more likely to result in empow­
erment and social change. Though both beliefs needs to be reassessed, 
I have limited my study to the latter, specifically to the four participa­
tory action research approaches described in previous chapters. 

Prior to beginning this work, one assumption I held was that 
participatory action research in community development was the only 
legitimate research strategy conducive to social change. I viewed all 
other approaches as "pseudo-participatory action research" whose 
practitioners had co-opted the terminology of participation but who 
were not genuinely committed to social change. I now realize that this 
assumption is wrong. There is a place for other participatory action 
research approaches in processes of social change, even though they 
may not have been originally conceived for that purpose. 
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I now believe that all participatory action research approaches 
have the potential for empowerment for social change or manipulation 
for social engineering, depending on the characteristics of a particular 
project. Whether a research project empowers or domesticates those 
involved is determined by who is using the approach and for what pur­
pose. In order to discover said purpose, questions such as the following 
must be posed: Who is participating? How? What is the focus of 
research? What types of actions are being undertaken? Who is involved 
in this process? What is the context in which they are working? 
Ultimately, whether or not these approaches promote social change 
depends on the ethics of those who apply them. 

In the final chapters of this work, I hope to explain how the va­
rious participatory action research approaches have the potential to 
empower and liberate or to maintain an oppressive status quo in a 
given situation or society. While unequivocally supporting the use of 
the approaches for social change, I explore the necessary characteristics 
and conditions that turn these approaches into tools for domestication. 
Social action oriented researchers, practitioners, and citizens must be 
aware of this possibility in order to recognize and avoid it. 

In chapter 6, the four participatory action research approaches 
described in the preceding pages are analyzed, in terms of the type-
technical, political-empowering, and pseudo- and degree of participa­
tion and action involved in each. Examples of participatory research in 
community development, action research in organizations, action 
research in schools, and farmer participatory research are presented to 
illustrate the type and level of participation, the degree of democracy 
involved, and the outcome in terms of empowerment. 

Chapter 7 presents an indepth analysis of the implications of 
participation for power and control, issues which include control of 
problem definition, results, change, and the setting in which research 
takes place. I also examine who benefits from the research process and 
its outcomes. Once again, these issues are discussed in terms of the four 
participatory action research approaches. There follows an analysis of 
the way context influences the process and outcomes of participatory 
action research oriented to social change. 
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In Chapter 8, I examine the way the theories of social change 
embraced by those implementing a participatory action research pro­
ject may influence the focus of research and the nature of change. 
Chapter 9 ends with a description of the implications of the four 
research approaches dealt with in this book. Tentative recommenda­
tions are also provided as to the conditions and practices that must pre­
vail when implementing participatory action research to promote 
social change. 





CHAPTER 6 

PARTICIPATION, DEMOCRACY, 
POWER, AND CONTROL 

TYPES OF PARTICIPATION 

Conchelos (1985) and Deshler and Sock (1985) present useful 
frameworks within which we can look at types of participation in par­
ticipatory action research. These frameworks are pertinent to an analy­
sis of participation and democracy, and participation in relation to 
empowerment, domestication, and oppression. 

Conchelos (1985) assesses the way and the purposes for which 
participation is used, providing an understanding of the approach in 
both technical and political terms. Deshler and Sock (1985) focus on 
the extent to which participants hold power over and control a given 
activity. 

Conchelos's framework considers two types of participation: 
technical and political. From a technical point of view, participation is 
a tactic for involving people in practical activities in the process of 
problem definition, data collection, data analysis, and implementation 
of results. Methods of encouraging people to participate in a research 
study include community seminars, analysis of pictures or representa­
tions, popular theater, diagnostic and analytical tools, and so on. 
Participation is "characterized by the application of certain pre-estab­
lished methodological [tools],..disregarding all that concerns political 
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action" (Gianotten and De Witt, 1982). Participation of a technical 
nature can be manipulated by power holders to fulfill their own needs 
and thus may not promote empowerment or social change (Conchelos, 
1985). Practitioners of participatory research for community develop­
ment who adopt a pragmatist perspective, and those applying action 
research in organizations, action research in schools, and farmer par­
ticipatory research, often opt for technical participation. 

Participation of a political nature means acquiring power and 
taking greater control of a situation by increasing options for action, 
autonomy, and reflection, especially through the development and 
strengthening of institutions (Conchelos, 1985). Participation is 
understood to be the involvement of people in a process of change 
which involves critical reflection and action with political, economic, 
scientific, and ideological dimensions coming together in social praxis 
(Gianotten and De Witt, 1982). Participatory research in community 
development from a historical materialist perspective (Hall, Vio Grossi, 
Tandon) and action research in schools from a critical theory perspec­
tive (Carr and Kemmis) are usually political in nature. 

Deshler and Sock (1985) propose a different framework, accord­
ing to which types of participation are categorized on the basis of the 
degree of control exerted by participants (figure 2). The metaphor they 
use to illustrate this concept is a ladder with eight rungs (reconceptu-
alized from Arnstein, 1969) representing: 1) manipulation, 2) therapy, 
3) informing, 4) consultation, 5) placation, 6) partnership, 7) delega­
ted power, and 8) citizen control. Deshler and Sock then group these 
categories into four classes based on the relationship between extent of 
control or power and participation. The classes include 1 ) domestica­
tion, 2) assistencialism (or paternalism), 3) cooperation, and 4) 
empowerment. They define domestication and assistencialism as cate­
gories of pseudo participation, while cooperation and empowerment 
are genuine participation. 

The four categories described are used below to assess the types 
of participation involved in each of the research approaches, and as 
guidelines to discuss participation in relation to issues of power and 
control. 
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• Manipulation 
• Therapy 
• Informing 

• Consultation 
• Placation 

h Domestication 

Assistencialism h 
Cooperation 

Citizen control ^ Empowerment 

Pseudo-participation 

• Partnership 
• Delegated power 

Genuine participation 

Figure 2. Participation types 

Source: Deshler, D. and D.Sock (1985), "Community Development 
Participation: A Concept Review of the International Literature." 

In participation as domestication, power and control over a given 
activity are in the hands of planners, administrators, local elites, scien­
tists, or professionals. Domestication is achieved by using pseudo-par­
ticipatory techniques to manipulate people to do what these outsiders 
perceive as important for their own benefit (or for that of those they 
represent) rather than to empower the participants. It is important to 
keep in mind that research falling in the "domestication" category may 
or may not result in oppression. 

The rationale behind participation as assistencialism, or pater­
nalism, is that power and control remain in the hands of an external 
agent or elite. Members of the participating group receive information, 
and are consulted, assisted, or placated. Researchers may focus on 
assisting a group to attack the symptoms rather than the causes of 
social ills. Participants are treated as passive objects, incapable of ta­
king an active part in the process. They may be informed about activi­
ties, but have no influence over decision making or control over bene­
fits. 

Participation as cooperation involves people working with out­
siders to implement activities intended to benefit participants. 
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Decision making takes place through dialogue between insiders and 
outsiders. Participants are also actively involved in implementation. 
Power and control are shared throughout the project, which is, ideally, 
an inductive, bottom-up, rather than a top-down process. 

Participation as empowerment is an approach in which people 
hold complete power over and are fully in control of a program or an 
institution, including decision-making and administrative activities. 
Participation occurs at the political, social, cultural, and/or economic 
levels. Empowerment is achieved through conscientization, democrati­
zation, solidarity, and leadership. Participation for empowerment usu­
ally characterizes autonomous processes of mobilization for structural 
social and political changes. 

The broad categories included in these frameworks can thus be 
grouped into three types of participation: 1) technical, 2) political and 
genuine, and 3) pseudo. This conceptual presentation of the types of 
participation is illustrated below by means of a series of examples of 
each of the four participatory action research approaches. The purpose 
for presenting these examples is three-fold: 

a) To demonstrate that the full range of participation -technical, 
political, and pseudo- may occur in any of the approaches 

Regardless of the approach in question, participatory action 
research can be used for empowerment or domestication, for social 
change or manipulation, using technical, political, or pseudo participa­
tion. 

b) To demonstrate that political-genuine participation in research is 
not necessarily empowering, and that technical participation is not 
necessarily domesticating or oppressive 

The examples illustrate how participation in research activities 
can range from empowering to domesticating regardless of whether it 
is political-genuine, technical, or pseudo. Rather than leading to 
empowerment, participation can be co-opted for manipulative pur­
poses. 



PARTICIPATION, DEMOCRACY, POWER, AND CONTROL 207 

c) To analyze the implications of the level of participation of stake­
holders in the various phases of the research process 

Participation of researchers and participants in the four main 
stages of a project -problem definition, data collection, data analysis, 
and use of results- will be discussed. Traditionally, in participatory 
research in community development, both researchers and participants 
are involved on an equal basis in all stages of research. In action 
research in organizations, researchers and management are active in 
problem definition and data analysis, while workers participate in data 
collection and implementation of results. In action research in educa­
tion, outside researchers identify a problem with or without teacher 
participation, or teachers identify a problem in their practice. All other 
stages may be conducted collaboratively. In farmer participatory 
research, the research agenda may be proposed by farmers or 
researchers, or by members of both groups working collaboratively. In 
some cases, researchers bring technology to be tested in the fields of 
farmers who participate in data collection and analysis. In other cases, 
farmers participate in the entire research process. The implications of 
participation by intended beneficiaries in the various phases of the 
process will be analyzed. 

In the twelve examples below, the three types of participation 
will be illustrated in the context of the four research approaches. 
Whereas actual case studies were presented in previous chapters, most 
of the examples below are simplified examples based on real case stud­
ies presented for analytical purposes. In presenting each example, I will 
address the following questions: 

What type of participation is involved? 
At what phase of the process do people have input; i.e., what is 
the level of participation? 
Does participation lead to democracy; why or why not? 
Does participation lead to empowerment, manipulation, or 
oppression; why or why not? 
Does participation involve a redistribution of power; why or why 
not? 
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CASES ILLUSTRATING TECHNICAL PARTICIPATION 

The cases presented below demonstrate that 1 ) technical parti­
cipation can be applied in all four research approaches; 2) technical 
participation is not necessarily domesticating as it can be used to 
empower participants or at least to aid them in fulfilling their self-iden­
tified needs; 3) even though some intended beneficiaries do not partic­
ipate in the use of results phase, they benefit from the implementation 
of actions; 4) technical participation can support democratic process­
es; and 5) in cases where the solution to a problem does not require 
shifts in power, technical participation may be appropriate. The cases 
further demonstrate that technical participation involves pseudo par­
ticipation when it is used by power holders to avoid changes in power 
relations. This is achieved by eliciting information only from relatively 
powerless groups, thus avoiding conflict and overcoming resistance to 
change. 

Participatory research in community development 

In a community in the southwest of the U.S., the local govern­
ment was not maintaining roads. Residents decided to form a neigh­
borhood association in order to solve the problem. Because members 
did not have a clear understanding of the problem and held a variety of 
views, they proceeded to conduct research on the reasons for the pro­
blem; who was in charge of road maintenance, why they were not doing 
their job, and so on. After determining that the Department of Public 
Works was the office responsible for the problem, members of the 
neighborhood association presented officials with their findings and a 
petition for repairs. After reviewing the case, officials agreed to begin 
road repairs. 

Type of participation. This example is illustrative of a technical 
approach to participation. The research process is not undertaken in 
order to change power relations but, instead, for a practical reason, in 
this case, to repair roads in a community. 

Level of participation. Neighbors participated in all stages of the 
research project except in the implementation of results undertaken by 
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the Department of Public Works because they did not have the know­
ledge or material resources to repair roads. Had the town officials 
involved disagreed with the neighborhood association's findings and 
refused to implement results, members would have been in a powerless 
position. 

Participation and democracy. Participation, though technical, did 
lead to democracy as members exercised their rights as citizens to get 
roads fixed. 

Participation and empowerment. Because neighbors took the ini­
tiative in solving a problem while maintaining control of the research 
process, it is evident that even though the Department of Public Works 
controlled the implementation phase, participation led to empower­
ment rather than domestication or oppression. 

Participation and power. In this case, participation did not 
involve a redistribution of power, but simply the provision of an 
improved service. This suggests that in situations which involve solu­
tions to practical problems, shifts in power may not be needed, that this 
type of problem can be solved with a strategy based on consensus. Is 
participatory research in community development less legitimate when 
it involves technical participation with no shifts in power? Clearly, it is 
not. Not all situations need to be viewed from a radical perspective; 
those which are purely technical can be solved without shifts in power. 

Under other conditions, participatory research in community 
development involving technical participation can lead to social trans­
formation. This occurs when technical participation in research is a 
first step to revealing technical problems. For example, let us suppose 
that research reveals that a technology or product is unsafe. Citizens 
inform the appropriate authorities who refuse to take action. They then 
decide to lobby for a solution to the problem. In this instance, techni­
cal participation is the beginning of a process of social transformation. 
Critical analysis by citizens to determine who is in charge of laws, tech­
nology, and so on, leads to an awareness of who holds power at the 
community and/or government level, and that awareness, in turn, 
demands a more sophisticated form of organizing against corpora­
tions, government officials, lobbies, and other entities in order to legis­
late a consumer protection policy. These actions lead to the empower-
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ment of the citizens' groups challenging government or corporations 
on the basis of research results. Thus, participatory research in com­
munity development often begins with technical participation. Then, 
due to the nature of the problem, and the need to alter power relations 
to bring about change, participation becomes political. 

Action research in organizations 

The case study presented in chapter three is an example of tech­
nical participation in action research in organizations. A sore arm 
problem in a factory was creating problems for both management and 
workers, with the former concerned about a drop in productivity and 
the latter about their health. Management hired two consultants to 
conduct an action research study. The consultants formed an action 
research group composed of themselves and representatives of man­
agement and the workers. The consultants designed the study while 
members of the research team assisted in selecting questions. After 
conducting several interviews to identify possible causes of the injury, 
the team presented management with two courses of action. Four years 
after management implemented one of the proposals, the incidence of 
injuries had declined from an average of seventy-five to ten per year. 
Both management and workers benefitted in other ways as well. 

Type of participation. This is a clear example of technical parti­
cipation. Workers and management worked together to solve an injury 
problem; participation did not lead to domestication. 

Level of participation. Management unilaterally defined the 
problem and called in consultants to solve it. The consultants decided 
to conduct an action research project and also designed the study. Both 
management and workers were involved in data collection while 
researchers did the bulk of data analysis, feeding results back to wor­
kers for discussion. The research team came up with two sets of rec­
ommendations, and management decided which would be implement­
ed. In summary, management defined the problem and selected 
changes for implementation. Workers, on the other hand, simply par­
ticipated on an issue important for both parties, but had no power to 
make decisions. 
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Participation and democracy. Did worker participation lead to 
democracy in the work place? The answer to that question depends on 
whether we view the issue from a technical or a liberal perspective. In 
functionalist or technical terms, and in contrast to traditional hierar­
chical management practices, the action research led to demo-cracy 
through involving workers in collecting information upon which a 
solution would be based. The solution was subsequently accepted by 
workers who had played a part in producing it and who would benefit 
if implementation led to a reduction in injuries. 

From a liberal perspective, Eiden and Levin (1989:11) point out 
that "there need be no change in power relations or authority structure 
for participation to have psychological impact." In other words, work­
ers may be happy when technical changes they propose are adopted, 
even if this involves no change in power relations. The authors note 
that participation is possible within a non-democratic setting, and that 
it can be "humanizing" by changing behavior without necessarily lead­
ing to "democratization" or shared power and control in a given situa­
tion. They also hold, as do Deshler and Sock (1985) and Conchelos 
(1985), that for participation to be empowering, all participants in the 
action research process must have equal power throughout; no one 
should be viewed as a mere source or collector of data. 

Participation and empowerment. This case study suggests that 
whether technical participation results in empowerment or domestica­
tion may be a matter of perspective. Management would view the 
process as empowering for workers, but individuals with a liberal per­
spective would conclude that it was somewhat manipulative, since 
management allowed workers to participate only to the extent of pro­
viding information on possible solutions which would ultimately ben­
efit management. Since workers were the source of this information, 
they readily accepted the solutions to be implemented while manage­
ment avoided resistance to change. In a case study by Coch and French 
(1948), action research was used in a factory to "overcome resistance to 
change" by employees whose work arrangements were being changed. 
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The authors demonstrate that 

It is possible for management to modify greatly or to remove 
completely group resistance to changes in methods of 
work...[C]hange can be accomplished by the use of group 
meetings in which management effectively communicates 
the need for change and stimulates group participation in 
planning the changes...[MJanagement has long felt that 
action research such as the present experiment is the only key 
to better management-labor relations. 

In other words, management, having decided that change was 
necessary, used workers as sources of information. In the case cited and 
the one described above, the problem was defined by management 
while workers were used as data providers or co-opted to feel like par­
ticipants in order to "overcome resistance to change," an approach that 
could be interpreted as manipulative. In fact, in addition to being reluc­
tant to share power, management may not be interested in action 
research for two reasons: 1) interviewing workers may make them 
aware of a given oppressive situation within an organization, and 2) if 
workers already perceive a problem, the researchers' intervention could 
become, unintentionally, a catalyst for conflict (Whyte, 1987). In order 
to determine who has the power to define and implement change, the 
following questions are helpful: Who defines the problem to be studied 
and who benefits most from the changes to be implemented? Are work­
ers allowed to propose changes in managerial style or in salary arrange­
ments? This issue will be discussed in more depth later in the chapter. 

Participation and power. Given that management used participa­
tion as a tool for eliciting information, it is clear that a redistribution of 
power did not take place. Nevertheless, the problem was solved as the 
incidence of injuries declined and management succeeded in increas­
ing organizational effectiveness. Is action research less legitimate 
because it involves technical participation? Drake and Griffiths (in 
Clark, 1976:183), who hold a radical perspective, maintain that genuine 
collaboration and participation necessarily involve a redistribution of 
power. However, this is not always so: a redistribution of power is not 
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necessary when workers own the means of production and/or where 
power is in the hands of the workers, such as in the kibbutzim of Israel, 
or where a problem is unmistakably technical and power is not an 
issue. It is unrealistic to think that all workers in all factories with tech­
nical problems need to be involved in struggles to change the power 
structure. 

It is important to note that action research in organizations has 
the potential to promote social change that will benefit workers. 
Workers must be aware of the effect of power relations in the organi­
zation on the research process. When employees have the power to 
define the research agenda on an equal basis with management, to par­
ticipate in the research process, and to be part of decision-making and 
implementation of changes resulting from the study, the process is 
more likely to fulfill their needs and to result in empowerment. 
Conversely, employees have to be aware that they can be co-opted by 
participating in action research intended to solve a problem identified 
by management, particularly when the research process is designed to 
address technical problems while avoiding those which may be more 
important from the workers' point of view, i.e., quality of life in the 
work place, benefits, salaries, and so on. Workers in this situation can 
negotiate, agreeing to provide information for the manager's project if 
other issues are included in the research agenda. These small steps 
intended to diminish the power gap will, in the long run, lead to greater 
equality in power relations or to shifts in power. 

Action research in schools 

The case study presented in chapter four is an example of tech­
nical participation in action research in schools. Mrs. King, a teacher in 
Yolo County, was interested in solving a problem she was having with 
slow readers in her class. In collaboration with a consultant, she ana­
lyzed possible causes of the problem, identifying which seemed most 
probable and formulating an action hypothesis. They then designed an 
experiment to be conducted by Mrs. King in her classroom, and 
worked out a method for recording outcomes so that results could be 
evaluated. The evaluation indicated that students' reading ability had 



214 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

improved. Students were re-evaluated several days, two weeks, and five 
months after the experiment; results continued to be positive. Students 
benefitted from the project, as did Mrs. King who was able to do a bet­
ter job as a teacher and who also gained confidence in her ability to 
identify and analyze problems in the classroom in order to solve them. 

Type of participation. Mrs. King used technical participation to 
solve the problem of slow readers in her class; she did not attempt to 
change the power structure of the school or society. Corey (1953), in 
discussing action research in schools, and Drake and Griffiths (in 
Clark, 1976), in reference to action research in organizations, maintain 
that participation in research activities is important because: 1 ) people 
who are in direct contact with the setting in which research takes place 
are likely to know more about the situation; and 2) people are more 
likely to use results, and to learn and change, if they participate in the 
process. 

Level of participation. The consultant and the teacher collabora­
ted in a balanced way. The latter participated actively during the entire 
process, especially in the very important problem identification and 
implementation phases. 

Participation and democracy. Participation seems to have fos­
tered democracy in this case because teachers were involved in a 
research process which included collaborative decision-making so that 
principals shared a degree of power with them. 

Participation and empowerment. Analysis of this case study sug­
gests that technical participation can be empowering. Sockett (1989) 
maintains that, regardless of the type of action research used, teachers 
are empowered because 1 ) their knowledge is increased and this leads 
to greater power and status, thus challenging the status quo established 
by administrators; and 2) school-based teachers' research challenges 
the dominance of university-based research. 

Participation and power. Decision-making was shared in this case 
by administrators and teachers, leading to a degree of redistribution of 
power, at least in the sense that the knowledge, experience, and ability 
of teachers were recognized as important in improving the quality of 
education. Though no shifts in power occurred in the sense of teachers 
taking over school administration, they did benefit from the process 
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and outcomes. Again, technical participation, even when it does not 
lead to change in the power structure, can be empowering. 

Even when action research in schools is used within the class­
room to improve teaching techniques and to facilitate changes in teach­
ers' behavior, it can be oriented to social change, especially when teach­
ers engage in certain practices, specifically, the application of improved 
teaching methods and curriculum design. Action research designed to 
encourage more democratic, reflective teaching methods is likely to 
contribute to social change. This may include research on how to 
engage students in social and political analyses which include activities 
that enable students to be in closer contact with their community's 
reality, with activities organized to assure that every student exercises 
leadership and shares responsibility. When curriculum includes issues 
such as class, gender, or race which lead to a critical analysis of reality, 
and when students are permitted to set their own educational agenda, 
they are more likely to participate in social change activities. In brief, 
action research in the above areas is more likely to result in a critical 
education which will, in turn, contribute to social change. 

Farmer participatory research 

In a remote mountain village of a democratic republic in the 
Central American tropics, small farmers realized that their fertile soil 
was being washed away by heavy rains, a problem common to many 
farmers in the region. A group of farmers contacted an extension agent. 
Though she did not know how to solve the problem, she agreed to help 
in developing and testing appropriate technologies. After two years of 
farmer participatory research, a solution was found. The extension 
agent and farmers worked together to develop an integrated system of 
agroforestry on terraces, using local indigenous technical knowledge 
and material resources. No revolution occurred, but everyone grew 
more corn and beans, and the standard of living improved. 

Type of participation. Technical participation was applied in this 
project. The need to develop agricultural technology to solve the pro­
blem of soil erosion was the participants' primary motivation. Is there 
anything wrong with technical participation used to help farmers grow 
more food? Clearly, there is not. 
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Level of participation. The extension agent and farmers collabo­
rated throughout the research process. Especially important was the 
fact that farmers defined the problem, experimented with alternatives, 
and implemented research results that solved the erosion problem. 

Participation and democracy. Participation did not lead to 
democracy as farmers already lived within a democratic system, with 
access to land, education, health care, and so on. 

Participation and empowerment. Though participation was tech­
nical, it led to empowerment since farmers made a decision to change 
a situation that was jeopardizing their livelihood, and succeeded in sol­
ving the problem. 

Participation and power. While power was not redistributed, it 
was acquired through a research process that resulted not only in a 
solution to a technical problem but the development of participants' 
capacity for organized action. After solving the problem, farmers decid­
ed to "institutionalize" the group by forming a small cooperative. While 
radical social scientists maintain that legitimate participation is that 
which promotes shifts in power, this case demonstrates that legitimate 
participation can occur without such a shift. 

In cases where farmers' problems are technical in nature, social 
change is more likely to come about through farmer participatory 
research when the scope of research is broadened to include such mat­
ters as new marketing strategies, community organization to meet their 
needs, analysis of non-technical factors that hinder farm production, 
and so on. An approach that includes more than technical issues may 
reveal areas where oppression is more evident. Furthermore, the appli­
cation of farmer participatory research may demonstrate that no mat­
ter how much technical improvement occurs at the farm level, the 
farmers' overall situation will not change because the real problems are 
to be found at the structural level. Therefore, the identification of tech­
nical issues, though important, is a first step and must be linked to crit­
ical analysis of non-technical issues that may be limiting productivity. 
This is especially important in situations where poor farmers lack land 
due to unjust land tenure, or have little or no access to credit and 
inputs, or where government funds intended to benefit the poor are 
channeled to larger farmers. These structural phenomena affecting 
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production require research and analysis which may lead to social 
mobilization. To illustrate the above, Tan (1985:13) maintains that 

The knowledge and possession of...appropriate technologies 
is not enough to uplift the conditions of the poor, nor can it 
guarantee their liberation from relationships of dependency, 
oppression, and control-

He further states that social change can only be promoted in the 
course of developing appropriate technologies through the... 

formation and/or eventual strengthening of a people's orga­
nization...New forms of relationships are expected to emerge 
as the people learn to be critical of existing technologies; rea­
lize the futility of tapping existing institutions which pro­
mote the use of inappropriate technologies; discover that 
they have the capacity to evolve or adapt their own tech­
nologies; and in the process, develop their own alternative 
technology and institution which serve their interest and 
that of their entire social class. Evolving technologies and 
building people's organizations are inseparable. 

CASES ILLUSTRATING POLITICAL-EMPOWERING PARTICIPATION 

The case studies below demonstrate how all four research 
approaches can include political-genuine participation, and that polit­
ical participation is likely to lead to empowerment, democracy, and 
shifts in power. 

Participatory research in community development 

In chapter two, we described the growth of the Bhoomi Sena 
Movement in India, where landless farmers came together to imple­
ment a conflict-oriented strategy to take back lands that had been 
usurped by rich landlords. 
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Type of participation. This is a typical example of radical politi­
cal participation with the main focus of research and action oriented to 
taking lands back from landlords. Poor farmers not only participated in 
the research process but were also involved in the land take-overs, a 
political move. Radical social scientists and community organizers 
would agree that this was "politically correct" participation. 

Level of participation. Farmers participated fully in the process of 
research and action at each site where lands were recovered. This 
involved lively discussions about the fate of their lands and the organi­
zation of takeovers. 

Participation and democracy, empowerment, and power. As lands 
were recovered, democracy was enhanced for landless farmers. 
Participation led to empowerment, with farmers organizing and par­
ticipating in a major social movement that fulfilled their needs. Shifts 
in power occurred as Bhoomi Sena challenged rich landlords in the 
struggle for land and helped recover farmers' property. 

When implementing participatory research in community 
development for the purpose of empowering the oppressed, the fol­
lowing needs to be considered. First, the participatory research activity 
should be initiated and organized by an oppressed group strongly com­
mitted to collective decision-making and action. People must believe 
that they are in control of research and actions. 

Second, emphasis must be on collective analysis of the underly­
ing causes of a problem. If causes are not systematically identified and 
analyzed, we cannot expect people to find solutions. The researcher's 
role is to facilitate critical reflection on the meaning of people's day-to­
day experience in oppressive situations. This process of reflection leads 
to practical action to solve the problems identified. When participants 
see the links between the micro and macro levels, and realize that their 
problems are not isolated from those of the larger society, they have the 
potential to promote effective social change. 

Third, a critical mass of participants must be solidly organized to 
promote action since these are usually long-term efforts, because par­
ticipatory research is an on-going process. Activities that start as unor­
ganized, isolated experiences may turn into a series of "mini-revolu­
tions" which eventually become a social movement. 
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Fourth, the participatory research activity should not, ideally, be 
carried out in isolation from similar efforts in the community or in 
society as a whole. Conchelos (1985), Gianotten and De Witt (1982), 
and Hall (1981) emphasize the need to work within an existing group, 
organization, or social movement. Working in isolation can create 
organizational, practical, and strategic problems. The researcher must 
be aware of the organizational and political context in which the par­
ticipatory research activity is taking place, including supporting net­
works and linkages at regional, national, and international levels. The 
community group's level of organization must be thoroughly analyzed 
to determine where its activity fits in the bigger picture and to identify 
possibilities for working for social change. This is not to suggest that a 
group, after carrying out this analysis, should not start participatory 
research because the time is not "right." Rather, participants need to 
analyze contextual issues in order to take advantage of them, set realis­
tic objectives in terms of social change, and realize that the research 
effort of a single group may not benefit the group's members immedi­
ately, but may contribute to furthering a larger cause at the communi­
ty, national, or international level. Participatory research activities of 
one group linked with those of other groups are more likely to achieve 
their objectives than are "isolated" efforts. 

At issue is also whether a group conducting participatory action 
research can benefit from support at the organizational, political, or 
community level, or from information networks or other types of 
leverage from outside the project which might complement or support 
their efforts. In conducting participatory research with battered 
women, Maguire (1987:156) recognized how difficult her job was with­
out support or linkages: 

Organizing, particularly without the support of other orga­
nizers or an organizational base, was lonely work. 

Linkages between participatory research at a grassroots level and 
activities of other groups at the macro level may increase the impact of 
both, fulfilling immediate needs and having greater long-term strategic 
results in terms of social change. Maguire (1987:195-196) notes that 
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Experience with this project leads me to believe that the most 
effective participatory research projects should be an integral 
part of a long-term, community or organizationally based 
change effort. Perhaps short-term projects are effective when 
conducted through already established peoples' organiza­
tions, or through agencies with specific research needs. In 
these instances, organizational structures and processes are 
already in place. Otherwise I doubt the long-term effects of 
short-term projects which do not work towards, or leave in 
place, a functioning organization, with the structure, per­
sonnel, and resources for continuation... 

Action research in organizations 

In an industrialized nation in northern Europe, a group of fac­
tory workers decided to conduct research because they suspected that 
management was not complying with safety standards. A study of re­
gulations confirmed their suspicions. After failed attempts to present 
their findings to management, representatives of the workers took their 
case to the union. The union found that the company was nearly bank­
rupt and thus not in a position to repair faulty equipment. The go­
vernment ordered that the factory be closed after deciding that it could 
not operate under those conditions. Workers negotiated with the go­
vernment and management to look for a solution, a step involving fur­
ther action research. After six months of study, workers proposed to 
buy 51% of the factory with a special government loan, and assumed 
responsibility for repairs. Management agreed to the proposal. After 
becoming majority shareholders, workers participated with manage­
ment in all decision-making. 

Type of participation. A combination of technical and political 
participation was applied in both research processes. In the first, wor­
kers attempted to solve a series of technical problems in regard to safe­
ty regulations. In the second, they worked to change the distribution of 
power vis-a-vis management, a clear example of political participation 
in action research in organizations. 
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Level of participation. Workers were in complete control of the 
entire research process, including hiring and paying consultants. 

Participation and democracy. Participation led to democracy at 
two levels. First, the research process was conducted in a democratic' 
way by workers. Second, the ultimate outcome at the macro level was 
the democratization of the work place with workers owning 51% of the 
company and thus in a position to deal with management as equals. 

Participation, power, and empowerment. Participation led to 
empowerment, as workers mobilized for a major shift in power which 
led to ownership of more than half the company. That is, through a 
process of political participation, workers moved from powerlessness 
to power in running the company and a fair share of benefits. Political 
participation took place within a business organization, suggesting that 
action research applied by workers in organizations leads to empower­
ment. 

Action research in business organizations is more likely to be 
empowering when it is carried out by an organized group of workers 
who define the research agenda, conduct the research, and have suffi­
cient bargaining power to guarantee that results will be implemented 
or to implement them themselves. This example also demonstrates that 
an organized group of workers can begin by addressing a technical 
issue and move towards addressing more political issues, leading to a 
change in the type of participation required, i.e., from technical to 
political research, when the nature and context of a problem change. 

A willingness on the part of workers to look beyond technical 
solutions, and to risk their jobs if necessary as they challenge estab­
lished authorities, may lead to social change in their favor. 

Workers need to know where power and control lie in a compa­
ny. If a plant is part of a multinational corporation, local management 
may not have the power to implement changes recommended by wor­
kers. Major decisions may be taken at headquarters in other cities or 
even in other countries. 

Eiden (1985) notes that for workers' participation in action 
research to be empowering, two conditions must be met: 
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First, there must be some way of worker interests being 
authoritatively represented through a union or workers' 
council. Second...democratization implies not just imple­
menting certain forms of organization such as semi-
autonomous groups, but real participant control over orga­
nizational self-study and change. Organizational develo­
pment as planned organizational democratization requires 
worker-managed organizational change supported by a 
power base not totally dependent on managerial authority 
(Eiden, 1985:220). 

According to Eiden, participants in research activities must be 
represented by an organization with genuine authority and must con­
trol the research and change processes. But while representation and 
control are important aspects leading to empowerment in action 
research projects, of equal importance are the ethics, focus, and pur­
pose of the research activity, matters illustrated in the case studies pre­
sented earlier in this chapter. 

Action research in schools 

A group of parents in an university town were unhappy with the 
way the local school was run. Racism seemed to be a major problem. 
Complaints accumulated but no action was taken until a group of 
mothers organized a committee to investigate charges, inquiring into 
the details of each case. After several attempts to talk to the principal, 
committee members went to the region's Department of Education. 
Government officials ordered an investigation, inviting the mothers to 
participate as researchers. After the allegations were confirmed, the 
principal and three teachers were dismissed. The mothers participated 
in the selection of the new principal and teachers, and also on a task 
force to monitor school activities. 

Type of participation. The group of mothers who investigated 
allegations of racist comments made in their children's classes were 
involved in political participation as they sought a change in school 
policy. 
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Level of participation. Mothers participated fully in all research 
activities. 

Participation and democracy, empowerment, and power. The par­
ticipation of the mothers in the research process led to a more democ­
ratic school and to the empowerment of the mothers who took more 
control of the formal education of their children. Participation 
involved a redistribution of power, with mothers building a power base 
from which they changed the situation, sharing power as a result in the 
monitoring of school activities. This case demonstrates that political 
participation in action research in schools is possible and can lead to 
shifts in power. 

As this case illustrates, action research in schools can be used in 
a political-genuine way and lead to democracy and empowerment. 
This is more likely to happen when parents, teachers, administrators, 
and/or students focus on issues not only in the classroom or school but 
also in society at large. This case also demonstrates how traditional 
action research to improve classroom practices can promote change in 
society as a whole, a view supported by Carr and Kemmis (1986) and 
Winter (1987). 

It should be noted that research must be conducted by a critical 
mass of people who have the power and organization to make their 
claims heard by authorities and to implement solutions. 

Ideally, another condition will also be present, one concerning 
the nature of the problem in relation to the broader society. Action 
research in schools seems to be more effective when there is an ethical 
consensus in society. That is, if research is conducted in a context that 
includes ethical standards, and the action research uncovers behavior 
which is no longer tolerated by the larger society, the research is likely 
to have a greater impact. There needs to be an emerging social consen­
sus and awareness with which the research conducted is consistent, and 
which forms the basis from which to take action. If the context is not 
"right," participants will have more difficulty in eradicating the prob­
lem. Again, even if the context is not right, participants should go 
ahead, keeping in mind that their efforts may not bear fruit. 
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Farmer participatory research 

In a country where the Popular Revolutionary Front was recent­
ly elected, small, resource-poor farmers received parcels of land as part 
of an agrarian reform program. One group of farmers aligned with the 
political party committed to social reform decided to look into form­
ing a cooperative, hoping in this way to: 1) increase their organization­
al capacity, facilitating access to better education and health services; 2) 
solidify their political power by enhancing participation in the restruc­
turing of the country; and 3) make farming more viable in economic 
terms. After contacting members of existing cooperatives to learn the 
pros and cons, they decided in favor of the move. Subsequently, they 
tackled their first problem, specifically, a disease affecting corn, their 
most important staple crop. They conducted on-farm research to dis­
cover ways to combat the disease. After experimenting for a year with 
different methods, they solved the problem. Production increased as a 
result, leading to a new problem: selling the surplus. This time, they 
researched marketing strategies. In the course of that study, they came 
to realize that they did not have the experience needed to administer 
their cooperative effectively. Thus, they decided to learn about man­
agement. Years later, the cooperative was well established and running 
smoothly. 

Type of participation. Technical and political participation were 
applied simultaneously in this case. The former was used to solve agri­
cultural problems within a social reform context, whereas the latter was 
implemented for purposes of organizing a cooperative with a solid 
grassroots political base in order to increase production and gain 
greater access to services. 

Level of participation. Farmers were active in all stages of research 
and in the organization of the cooperative. They conducted a study to 
decide whether a cooperative would be consistent with their interests, 
to solve agricultural problems, and to learn how to administer the 
cooperative. 

Participation and democracy. Participation led to political and 
economic democracy and, thus, to empowerment. Political democracy 
was achieved through the formation of a cooperative which became 
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part of a major cooperative movement that shared power with the po­
pular democratic government. Participation in on-farm research, 
which solved the corn disease problem, led to economic democracy as 
it enabled farmers to achieve a degree of self-sufficiency by means of 
selling their surplus. Their wives invested money from the sale of the 
surplus in a cooperatively owned and run food stand, thus gaining 
more political independence and a measure of economic independence 
from their husbands. 

Participation and power. It is interesting to note that shifts in 
power in this community did not occur, though power was acquired 
through the creation of a cooperative within the context of a major 
social and political movement. This suggests that the acquisition of 
power does not always involve taking it away from somebody else, espe­
cially in the context of social change-oriented governments or institu­
tions in which empowering the poor does not require changes in power 
structures. However, the participation of women in decision-making is 
evidence of the redistribution of power formerly held exclusively by 
males in this society. 

Participation and empowerment. Farmer participatory research is 
more likely to be empowering when it occurs in the context of social 
reform-oriented governments characterized by a commitment to 
restructuring in favor of the poor. In this type of supportive environ­
ment, technology generation and farmer organizing can be comple­
mentary activities. Identification of technological problems can lead to 
more realistic solutions when they are analyzed in light of social, eco­
nomic, and political phenomena which constrain farm production. 

CASES ILLUSTRATING PSEUDO-PARTICIPATION 

This last set of examples demonstrates that any of the four 
research approaches can be used for domesticating or oppressive ends, 
even when the research process is conducted in a democratic fashion. 
In other words, participation may be part of a process of manipulation 
or oppression rather than empowerment. When this is the case, shifts 
in power may be toward a constituency intending to use their new 



226 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

power for oppressive and unethical purposes. It is important to 
remember, however, that these approaches were not originally designed 
to serve unethical ends. The use of any research approach to co-opt 
participants for oppressive ends must be categorically condemned. 

Participatory research for community development 

In a town in the southeast of the U.S., a small group of indivi­
duals belonging to a racist organization decided to engage in participa­
tory research to fight the mayor who was working to guarantee fair re­
presentation in town government for African Americans. The group, 
interested in promoting social change from their point of view, i.e., 
through creating a more segregated society, looked into the mayor's 
past for evidence that could be used in a media campaign to discredit 
her. They wanted their own candidate, who claimed to be a "former" 
member of the organization, to be the next mayor. Members recon­
structed the mayor's life from documents and interviews with people 
close to her. Finally, they discovered that she had smoked marihuana in 
her college days. When this news reached the media, the mayor, who 
has just completed her first year in office, was forced to resign. This is 
a case of participatory research used to promote social and political 
change based on racism and inequality, violating basic principles of 
human rights. 

Type of participation. Participants adopted a political approach, 
conducting research in order to change the power structure in the 
town. 

Level of participation. Members of the group participated demo­
cratically in making decisions as to how to conduct the research 
process, what type of information to gather, how to implement data 
collection and analysis, and how to use results. 

Participation and democracy. In this case, the research process led 
to oppression, forcing the African American mayor to resign and aid­
ing in the election of a "former" member of a racist group. The new 
mayor, known for not hiring African Americans, was against affirma­
tive action in general, a stance leading to oppression against African 
and Hispanic American communities. 



PARTICIPATION, DEMOCRACY, POWER, AND CONTROL 227 

Participation and power. Research led to a redistribution of 
power, and to social change. The question is: social change for whom? 
Can participatory research promote social change and shifts in power 
that benefit oppressors and harm the powerless? Unfortunately, yes? 
Participatory tools and techniques devoid of commitment to ethical 
social change can be used for oppressive purposes. 

This example illustrates the centrality of means and ends when 
judging participatory action research approaches. In this case members 
of an organization engaged in a democratic research process were 
backed by a well organized movement. They were involved in bringing 
about change which eventually led to the mayor's resignation. 
Participation clearly resulted in shifts in power, with a racist mayor 
winning the election. In theory, this was a democratic research process. 
However, it was not an ethical one. It is important to look at a project 
in its entirety, including its purposes and the nature of the change 
envisaged, to determine whether it leaids to democracy and who it 
harms or benefits. In this case, participation benefitted a racist organi­
zation while weakening democracy. 

The case is pseudo-participatory because no matter how much 
participation occurs during the research process, if the ends are uneth­
ical, the whole research activity is pseudo-participatory, leading as it 
does to oppression. Ethical means like participation do not justify 
unethical ends like racism, likely to promote or reinforce injustice. In 
order for participatory research in community development to be gen­
uinely empowering, it must promote social justice, and this entails the 
application of ethical means in the pursuit of ethical ends. 

Action research in organizations 

In a textile factory owned by a multinational corporation in 
Southeast Asia, management decided to introduce new machinery that 
would increase production by 40% without any additional material 
inputs, but with more intensive labor. After installing the machinery, 
management conducted action research to determine how to use the 
machinery at full capacity without causing major conflicts with work­
ers. Workers had to accept the "invitation" to participate since they 
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feared losing their jobs in the midst of an economic depression. 
Management proposed three different working arrangements, or trials. 
After each trial, workers and management participated in a discussion 
on the productivity of the arrangement. Data revealed that trial "A" led 
to increased production but was excessively demanding in physical 
terms; trial "B" was technically unacceptable because the finished prod­
uct did not meet consumer quality standards; trial "C" was preferred by 
workers, but production levels were below those achieved in trial "A". 
Management decided to implement trial "A" working arrangements, 
promising that adjustments would be made to meet workers' needs 
without jeopardizing production levels. 

Type and level of participation. In this action research project, 
workers "participated" in data collection and analysis but were not 
involved in problem definition and were at the mercy of management 
in the implementation of results. Participation was technical, and was 
literally forced, since workers could not refuse to be involved. 
Furthermore, control of decision-making and change was in the hands 
of management. Managers were proud of using participatory methods, 
sincerely convinced that they had given workers a fair opportunity to 
be involved in the study. Workers felt that they had been used to 
increase productivity without deriving any benefit from the introduc­
tion of the new machinery; instead, work loads increased. Therefore, 
this case study is a clear example of pseudo-participation as regards 
type and level of participation, as workers were treated as mere sources 
of data. 

Participation, democracy, and power. Participation did not lead to 
democracy and did not involve a redistribution of power. Abrahamsson 
(1977) and Eiden (1985) note that participation does not necessarily 
lead to democracy. Though action research is participatory, it is not 
democratic when it does not transform authority structures to produce 
autonomy, power equalization, and self-management. Action research 
within a top-down hierarchy usually allows for worker participation in 
problem-solving groups, quality control circles, and so on, for the pur­
pose of "humanizing" the work place without "democratizing" it. 
"Management may want to increase flexibility, motivation, productivi­
ty, and quality without diminishing hierarchical control..." But while 
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management may want worker participation for these ends, they do 
not want to increase workers' political or economic power. Worker par­
ticipation may simply mean no control "over the few but very impor­
tant decisions and [a high degree of] control over the many and large­
ly trivial or routine decisions." This is generally true of participation 
that leads to little or no democratization (Eiden, 1985:213), a point 
illustrated by the case study concerning sore arms in chapter 3. 

Participation and empowerment. This action research project led 
to the manipulation of workers by management. Participation in 
action research in organizations is legitimate when used to humanize 
the work place in a genuine way while increasing productivity. 
Participation may be legitimate, as Bolman and Deal (1984:87) 
observe, since "many studies of participation at work have found sig­
nificant improvements in both morale and productivity. Participation 
is one of the very few ways to increase both at the same time." In a re­
ference to Pfeffer (1981), Bolman and Deal (1984:141) note that 
human resource theorists, who most often use action research in orga­
nizations, focus on the use of participation to improve the quality of 
working life while achieving organizational goals. On the other hand, 
worker participation in action research is manipulative when workers 
are used as sources of information without being informed about man­
agement's objectives and when improvement in workplace conditions 
is not a goal. Pfeffer (1981) and Bradshaw (1989) note that participa­
tion leads to co-optation when an organization forces people to be 
involved in an action research process to induce them to side with orga­
nizational needs and purposes defined by management. Walton and 
Warwick (1973) also describe how participation can be co-opted as 
part of a conservative strategy to reduce potential opposition and con­
flict and thus stabilize the system. Whyte (1987) points out that as early 
as the late 1940s, people involved in human relations work, of which 
action research was a part, were accused by sociologists and labor econ­
omists of being unethical and unscientific. The individuals in question 
were funded by management and thus their work was interpreted as 
aiding management in manipulating workers, undermining unions, 
and/or preventing unionization. 
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Management may be promoting pseudo-participation in an 
action research project when they pursue an agenda about which wor­
kers are uninformed. Pseudo-participation may also occur when the 
power differential between the parties is large. When workers are aware 
of attempts to co-opt them, they can avoid cooperating. 

Genuine participation in action research in organizations is 
entirely feasible when workers own the means of production, or when 
management and workers share equal power. One condition for ge­
nuine participation is that some degree of trust exist between the par­
ties, and channels of communication remain open to work on pro­
blems from which all parties stand to benefit. When managers co-opt 
a democratic research process to achieve their own objectives, they are 
acting unethically. 

Action research in education 

In a small tropical country ruled by a right-wing military dicta­
tor, the minister of education was asked by the generals to conduct an 
action research study collaboratively with a group of teachers. The aim 
of the study was to produce educational methods that could be used by 
elementary teachers in evening adult literacy classes. The curriculum 
had already been designed by the military "intelligentsia" and was ori­
ented toward gaining peasant support for the government. The teach­
ers selected went back to their villages and formed local action research 
groups with other teachers, informing them of the focus of the study, 
i.e., to find the best methods for adult literacy. Different methods were 
tested simultaneously in different villages and teachers met regularly to 
reflect on the implementation process. After six months of research, the 
leading teachers shared their findings with the minister of education. 
He opted for what happened to be Freirian literacy techniques, and 
launched a country-wide campaign called "Empowerment to the 
Countryside." The teachers involved were delighted to have been 
involved in this working and learning experience. They were subse­
quently rewarded by being appointed coordinators of the literacy cam­
paign. 
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Type of participation. From the teachers' perspective, participa­
tion was technical; from the point of view of the military and the min­
istry of education, it was political. The military planned this action 
research study in order to strengthen their political base with and 
power over the peasantry. Thus, the whole project was an example of 
pseudo-participation, with the military co-opting teachers to impose 
their own agenda on peasants, unbeknownst to members of both 
groups. 

Level of participation. The military and the ministry selected the 
focus of research; teachers were instrumental in data collection, analy­
sis, and use of results since they coordinated the subsequent literacy 
campaign. 

Participation, democracy, and empowerment. This action research 
project was manipulated by the military government for their own 
unstated purposes. The teachers, unaware of the military's agenda, were 
sincerely empowered by the experience. The action research project per 
se was a success, conducted in a climate of cordiality and collegiality, 
with all teachers participating and learning appropriate methods for 
achieving adult literacy. The military understood that teachers were 
involved in an action research process designed for political ends. 

Of the three action research in education cases presented, the 
first, involving Mrs. King, illustrates a fairly participatory and demo­
cratic research process. Shifts in power were not contemplated or nec­
essary, as changes were to occur at the classroom level and the teacher 
already had the authority to make these. 

In the second example, parents conducted research in a partici­
patory process leading to democracy and a change in power relations. 
Research by members of the parent organization resulted in the dis­
missal of four individuals who exhibited racist attitudes. In the process, 
parents gained access to decision-making and monitoring of school 
activities. 

In the third example, the military's research process was demo­
cratic, but teacher participation was co-opted and used to indoctrinate 
peasants. This demonstrates how "democracy" can occur at a lower 
level in society when power holders permit this to happen because they 
will benefit in some way. In the military case study, rather than pro­
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moting shifts in power, participation strengthened the oppressive 
power structure. 

Participation and power. Rather than leading to a redistribution 
of power, this project was a premeditated and organized effort designed 
to aid the military in oppressing citizens. 

A participatory action research project is pseudo-participatory 
when the study is used to serve unethical purposes, in this case, to 
domesticate the peasantry. If party A is in a powerful position vis-a-vis 
party B, pseudo-participation is likely to occur when: 1 ) party A con­
ducts a participatory research study and co-opts party B to achieve 
their own objectives; 2) party A, having determined the changes to be 
implemented "invites" party B to participate in research in order to 
reduce resistance to or gain approval for said changes; and 3) party A 
"invites" party B to participate, knowing that party B cannot decline 
without risking punishment or retaliation. 

A number of practices may help reverse or ameliorate this situa­
tion. First, potential participants need to analyze the broader context in 
which the study will take place and the implications of their participa­
tion to determine whether the study will promote social change. If they 
decide it will not, they may choose not to participate. 

Or, they may decide to participate, even after concluding that 
party A wants to co-opt them. In this case, their strategy will be to 
"counter co-opt" the study by conducting activities that will redirect 
the process, turning it to their own benefit. This may diminish the ori­
ginal unethical objectives set by the powerful party. 

In order for a study to be genuine participatory action research 
for social change purposes, participants must have sufficient power to 
set the research agenda, conduct data collection and analysis, and be in 
charge of changes based on results. 

Farmer participatory research 

As part of a project funded by a multinational corporation 
which produced animal food in an agricultural research center in 
Africa, a plant breeder field tested a variety of cassava developed in a 
European research center. The new variety was to be used mainly in 
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concentrated hog feed in Germany and Holland. According to the plan, 
small farmers were to grow the crop and then the company would buy 
it from them at a very low price, maximizing profits. The researcher 
identified small farmers willing to volunteer their plots and to partici­
pate in on-farm research. Farmers were told how to plant and care for 
the cassava, and were given the necessary inputs, i.e., seeds, fertilizer, 
and pesticide. Very few plants survived the trial. Some had been eaten 
by farmers and their families and others died for unknown reasons. 
The researcher conducted structured interviews to find out why farm­
ers thought the cassava did not perform well. The farmers knew that it 
did not do well because the soil was extremely poor in nutrients and 
that they had sold the fertilizers and pesticides provided instead of 
applying them to the fields. None of the questions in the interview 
dealt with these issues. The researcher returned thoroughly confused to 
Europe where the variety had worked so well in his research center. 

Type and level of participation. Farmers were involved in techni­
cal participation, used as a source of data and to perform on-farm tri­
als under natural conditions in their fields. Legitimate collaboration, 
with researcher and farmers working as partners in research, did not 
take place. 

Participation, democracy, and power. In the first example of 
farmer participatory research, farmers and the extension agent were 
engaged in a fairly democratic process. Farmers achieved their goal, 
producing more food, with no need for changing the power structure 
since the government was already a democratic one which looked out 
for the interests of small, poor-resource farmers. Participation helped 
solve a technical problem. 

In the second example featuring the cooperative, participation 
led to empowerment and democracy at different levels; an increase in 
organizational capacity, political power, and agricultural production. 
Participation did not involve a shift in power but, rather, the acquisi­
tion of power where no problems with power had existed before. 

In the third example, in Africa, participation led neither to 
empowerment nor to domestication. Farmers were not in control of 
research or change, but benefitted nevertheless by selling the inputs 
and eating the cassava. The researcher manipulated farmers when he 
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did not inform them of the project's purpose. Because he viewed the 
farmers as subservient, legitimate dialogue never took place. Under 
these circumstances, the process did not lead to democracy or to a 
redistribution of power. 

However, farmers "counter co-opted" the research study, turning 
it to their immediate benefit by selling inputs provided by the 
researcher. Had they analyzed the situation prior to participating in the 
study, they might have been able to achieve long-term benefits. This 
would have involved questioning the researcher as to his/her agenda, 
how they would benefit, how the company would benefit, and so on. 
An analysis of this information might have created a knowledge base 
that would have allowed farmers to negotiate on equal terms regarding 
the nature of the research to be undertaken. This might have led to a 
truly collaborative research project based on the commercial produc­
tion of cassava with both farmers and the company benefitting. This 
implies that when people are invited to participate in a study, they may 
be in a position to negotiate the conditions under which they will do 
so, so that the research can be used to their advantage. This involves 
knowledge of the study's intended objectives, the role of participants, 
and the benefits to be gained from the process. 

Participatory action research approaches based on deceit and 
withholding of information regarding research agendas or intended 
objectives result in pseudo-participation. Researchers who engage in 
unethical practices may be contributing to oppressive ends. Open dia­
logue and communication, clearly stated intentions, and an equal dis­
tribution of power must be present if genuine participatory action 
research is to take place. In addition, the research agenda must be 
defined by participants alone, or participants and researchers together. 
Outside researchers can best contribute to social change if they define 
the research agenda in collaboration with participants in a process of 
critical reflection. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
ON TYPES OF PARTICIPATION 

The examples demonstrate that participatory action research 
approaches, as traditionally used, are not necessarily empowering, nor 
do they always contribute to social change. 

Whether or not they are used for social change depends on the 
circumstances, on who is involved and on their aims. A participatory 
research approach based on technical or political participation can 
contribute to empowerment or domestication. Pseudo-participation 
always involves unethical means and/or ends. Co-optation and the use 
of participatory techniques and methods to maintain the status quo of 
powerful actors who promote oppressive situations in society are never 
acceptable under any circumstances. 

In participatory action research directed toward social change, 
initial technical participation may gradually become political-empo­
wering participation. Furthermore, a combination of the technical and 
political may be necessary for democratic and empowering purposes. 
For example, when technical participation is used in a non-profit orga­
nization instead of a business or industrial organization, the nature of 
participation will change. Suppose, for instance, that members of a 
non-profit neighborhood organization working on low-income hous­
ing have adopted a technical focus to improve management. In order to 
evaluate the process, we need to view it in a holistic fashion, analyzing 
issues such as who is participating and how, why research is being con­
ducted and in what context, and so on. We cannot assume that because 
political participation is not being applied, the project has no value. In 
this hypothetical case, both types of participation could be implement­
ed harmoniously for the benefit of the organization and the communi­
ty. The very process involved in improving neighborhood association 
management through technical participation, that is, the process of 
defining the problem, collecting and analyzing data, and implementing 
results, may lead to social and political change. 

Analysis of the above examples demonstrates how citizens' 
groups can participate in both technical and political fashions in 
research and action to promote social change. These approaches can be 
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viewed either as strategic starting points within the context of a broad­
er movement or as full exercises in the pursuit of social transformation. 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS ON 
DEMOCRACY AND EMPOWERMENT 

Participation in research activities does not always ensure or lead 
to democracy and empowerment. As previously noted, participation 
can be used as a manipulative tool to serve oppressive ends. In other 
words, from the perspective of democratic political theory, there can be 
participation without democracy (Pateman, 1970). However, when 
used in an ethical manner, participatory action research approaches 
have the potential to promote democracy. 

The examples above demonstrate that participation may or may 
not lead to democracy and may or may not be instrumental in chan­
ging power structures. A change in power relations is not always neces­
sary, especially when the issues are technical or when the poor have 
access to social and political representation. Change is needed when a 
powerless constituency is being oppressed. 

Participatory action research may serve the cause of the oppres­
sors or an unethical course of action, as exemplified by the actions of 
the military and the racist group whose members furthered their caus­
es through this approach. Participation may be a tool for domestica­
tion, a way to use people to conduct research, the consequences of 
which they are unaware. Even if participants know how the results are 
to be used, they may be obliged to participate through fear of losing 
their jobs. However, if participants are aware of potential co-optation 
for non-democratic or unethical purposes, they are in a position to 
redirect the research process to serve their own ends. 

Participation, democracy, and the redistribution of power can 
take place on the micro or macro levels. For example, in the case of 
action research in organizations, a democratic research project can be 
implemented on the production line (micro level) without affecting 
the power relations of workers and management at the decision-ma­
king level (macro level). Participation at this level may also lead to 
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pseudo-democracy with workers co-opted by management who can 
order that action research be conducted to improve production at the 
line, or micro level, to serve company objectives. 

If participatory action research is to serve social change, demo­
cratic forms of interaction and decision-making leading to empower­
ing and democratic ends to benefit the powerless are essential. A par­
ticipatory process does not ensure that democracy will occur in the set­
ting where the research takes place. For this to happen, participants 
must develop strategies that will lead to greater democracy. 

In all cases, those intending to use participatory action research 
need to explore the project prior to its initiation. This involves a holis­
tic analysis of the activity and the context to determine whether the 
process will empower or domesticate and whether there is room for 
action. 

It is important to explore the interrelationship between micro 
and macro levels to identify areas with potential for social change. The 
democratic principles of a participatory action research approach can 
be transferred permanently to the setting where the process is taking 
place. This occurs when participants succeed in identifying and gradu­
ally transforming non-democratic spaces into democratic ones. This 
requires that participants be aware that powerful actors at the middle 
and macro levels with a vested interest in retaining power may resist 
even minor changes in the structure of society or an organization. 
Actors at the micro level must develop strategies to take advantage of 
weak links in systems dominated by the powerful. Even if objectives 
seem unrealistic, action is always preferable to inaction, particularly 
since action gradually reveals new opportunities that lead to unexpec­
ted outcomes. 





CHAPTER 7 

PARTICIPATION, POWER AND 
CONTROL OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

«Ts 

The various types of participation, the participation of people at 
different stages of the research process, and the context in which par­
ticipation takes place have different implications in terms of power and 
control of the research process per se, and power and control of the si­
tuation where research is taking place. 

Who initiates and conducts research, who defines the research 
agenda, and who uses results and thus controls changes are key ques­
tions with implications for participatory action research implemented 
to bring about social change. The answers to these questions reveal, at 
least in part, the major beneficiaries of the activity. 

Of the four stages in the research process -problem definition, 
data collection, data analysis, and use of results- we will address the 
first and the last as these phases are critical in terms of power and con­
trol over the research process. 

CONTROL OF PROBLEM DEFINITION AND THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

Those who are in control of problem definition are likely to con­
trol the entire research process. When there are two constituencies at 
different levels of power involved in problem definition, the con­
stituency determining the research agenda will probably determine the 
other constituency's role in the research process. Participatory action 
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research can bring about social change only if identification of research 
problems and definition of the research agenda are in the hands of the 
powerless group rather than the researcher, whose role should be that 
of facilitator in helping participants identify the problem. 

Participatory research in community development 

In participatory research in community development, partici­
pants generally work collaboratively in identifying a problem. When 
outside researchers are involved, their knowledge of a specific field may 
lead to restrictions in problem definition as they attempt to keep the 
process within their area of expertise. As a result, they may impose 
agendas unrelated to the priority problems perceived by the group. Vio 
Grossi (1981) notes that participation can be used as a tool for mani­
pulation in these cases, with outsiders imposing their ideas, instead of 
being used to pursue the group's interests. Manipulation is likely to take 
place when participation diminishes or disappears in the problem de­
finition stage, leading to a diminution of participant control and an 
increase in control by outside researchers. In the process, the interests 
of the community may not even be addressed, or may be dealt with in 
a superficial way. 

To avoid this situation, participants must be fully involved in 
problem definition to assure that research results will meet their needs. 
If community members cannot solve a problem they have identified, a 
specialist can then be called on for assistance, but the community must 
always determine the kind of knowledge or solution needed. 

Technical experts need to keep in mind that community pro­
blems will not always fall within their area of expertise. A holistic analy­
sis of the community will lead to a more accurate identification of ge­
nuine problems. 

Action research in organizations 

Management usually defines the problem unilaterally or in col­
laboration with a researcher in action research in organizations. Eiden, 
referring to employee involvement, comments that 
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for participation to be meaningful and consequential I 
assume it must involve more than being merely consulted 
but not necessarily as exercising control (1981:258, my 
emphasis). 

According to Eiden, participation is usually sought after a new 
technology has been selected, and is instrumental in implementing said 
technology. Thus, participation is confined to data collection and 
analysis; management makes all decisions. This reflects the situation in 
the example provided earlier, concerning action research in a factory in 
Southeast Asia. Management sought worker collaboration to deter­
mine optimal working arrangements after installing a new technology. 
Had workers been involved at the outset, they may not have approved 
the new machinery as it made greater demands on them. Excluding 
workers benefitted management, however, by eliminating conflict and 
increasing productivity. 

Liberal organizational theorists criticize this use of action 
research. Bolman and Deal (1984:105) maintain that human resource 
theorists have been allied with power elites. They note that these prac­
titioners, some of whom apply action research, 

have worked with management on the premise that it is pos­
sible to make improvements that benefit both employer and 
employee at the same time. They have focused on improve­
ments in organizational climate, management style, and 
management skills but not on radical changes in the distri­
bution of power. Their theories have often received a hos­
pitable welcome in American management circles. Why not, 
if the theories promise to improve productivity and morale 
without any loss of management authority? 

Since action research in this context is generally carried out by 
an outside researcher, hired and paid by management, management's 
view of the problem usually guides the research process. Although 
workers may be obligated to participate, management controls the 
research process and implementation of changes. Walton and Warwick 
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(1973:684) raise important questions related to the ethics of the con­
sultant in organizational development involving participatory action 
research: 

A critical and obvious factor shaping the structure of orga­
nization development is the immediate source of sponsorship 
and the ultimate point of accountability. With few excep­
tions, the [consultant] gains access to the organization 
through management, which also pays for his [her] services. 
While many argue that they are working for the entire orga­
nization, the fact remains that they enter the system as 
management consultants. Without stereotyping a wide vari­
ety of situations, it is fair to say that in most organization 
development interventions, issues of sponsorship, point of 
entry, and accountability are far from inconsequential. 

Foster (1972:539) comments that "not uncommonly those who 
are funding the research do not relish the prospect of sharing project 
control and information with other parties." Moreover, Walton and 
Warwick (1973) warn that the action research process will deal with a 
problem already defined by management, the solution to which is 
intended to benefit them. Foster's (1972:535) question is to the point: 

Is the interventionist [action researcher] being called in to 
add external sanction to a course of action already deter­
mined by the initiator [management]? 

Friedlander and Brown (1974:335) note that consultants or 
action researchers typically represent management's need to remain in 
control, with the needs of blue collar workers seldom explored or acted 
upon. Finn (1980) maintains that it is difficult for consultants hired 
and paid by management to remain neutral. It may be impossible to 
consider workers' interests under these circumstances. 

Action research projects are more likely to benefit workers when 
they are participants on an equal basis with management in problem 
definition. For this to occur, workers need to be organized and have a 
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strong power base or at least share power with management so that the 
research agenda can be decided upon collaboratively for the benefit of 
both. This is more likely to occur in firms with democratic and colla­
borative management styles. When this is not the case, workers are like­
ly to be co-opted to participate in a research process which will ulti­
mately benefit the interests of the company or organization first, and 
those of workers second, if at all. 

Management needs to be aware that the problem may not neces­
sarily be a technical one at the production line level, but due, instead, 
to a management style which leaves no room for worker participation 
in decision-making processes. 

Action research in schools 

Problems may be defined in one of two ways in action research 
in schools: 1) by a researcher or research team; or 2) by teachers. Oja 
and Smulyan (1989) assert that most educational action research pro­
jects in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia are initi­
ated by university professors. Under these circumstances, practitioners 
will be less likely to define the research agenda and control the research 
process. This issue is addressed by Oja and Smulyan, who point out 
that the most critical questions in relation to power and control are 
these: Who defines the research agenda? If the focus of research is pre­
determined, how are the interests of teachers going to be accommoda­
ted? Can action research reach its goals if teachers are not involved in 
problem definition from the outset? 

In a review of case studies, Oja and Smulyan found that teachers 
do not participate in problem definition in many action research pro­
jects. Instead, research is based on a topic selected by outsiders, without 
regard for immediate problems perceived by teachers. Carr and 
Kemmis (1986) are of the opinion that teachers are co-opted when 
control of the process is in the hands of an outside researcher, an 
approach they term "technical action research." When participatory 
techniques are employed to initiate and conduct research on issues 
defined by an outsider, there may be improvement in teachers' prac­



244 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

tices, and "participants" may even regard the results as legitimate. 
However, the criteria for legitimacy will be that of the outsider; it will 
not be based on teachers' reflection, analysis, and understanding of 
their own practice and situation. The main goal of technical action 
research is to increase the body of theoretical knowledge on a given 
topic rather than to develop teachers' practices through their collabo­
rative and self-reflective control. 

Teachers, students, or parents who engage in action research 
must either define the research agenda unilaterally, or at least partici­
pate as equal partners with university-based researchers in said defini­
tion. This will ensure that participants' concerns are the focus of the 
action research project. 

Farmer participatory research 

In this approach, agricultural researchers may select a problem 
with farmers or do so unilaterally. If the researcher sets the research 
agenda, farmers may be participating in activities that have nothing to 
do with their self-identified needs. In addition, researchers may define 
an agenda which involves taking into account farmers' perceptions 
from a political-economy perspective. In this regard, McCall (1981:66) 
contends that 

The issue we face is not the technology of food production, 
but who controls the resources and the levers of power and 
who therefore benefits from them. Inequality in control over 
productive resources is the primary constraint on food pro­
duction and on equitable resources. 

For instance, agricultural researchers may be looking at a crop 
disease because there is money for that purpose, while from the far­
mers' point of view the most pressing problem is lack of title to lands. 
Fear of losing their land to government or large landowners discou­
rages farmers from investing in improved farming systems. 

Farmers must define the research agenda and analyze their pro­
blems in a holistic way to assure that analysis does not focus solely on 
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agricultural technology issues. Other areas requiring exploration 
include land tenure systems, access to inputs and markets, possibilities 
for organizing for production, marketing, and so on. 

CONCLUDING STATEMENTS ON PROBLEM DEFINITION 
AND THE RESEARCH AGENDA 

In order that participatory action research approaches oriented 
to social change benefit constituencies, the intended beneficiaries must 
participate in problem definition to prevent subversion of the process. 
It is also important to consider whether roles assumed and tasks per­
formed in the research process are determined for or by participants. 
According to Noffke (1989), 

it is important to note that the role of the research process 
itself in effecting attitude change can he seen as a form of 
social engineering—making the implementation of aims, 
determined at least partially from outside the participants, 
more "effective 

When roles and tasks are determined by outside researchers, the 
process does not lead to empowerment. If people are not involved in 
problem definition, they are subject to manipulation in a process of 
change they may not have perceived as necessary. 

USE OF RESULTS AND CONTROL OF CHANGE 

The fact that participants in a research study are engaged in 
problem definition, data collection, and data analysis does not ensure 
that they will use the results, or that they will benefit if they do. When, 
for example, management and workers participate in a study whose 
results do not benefit the former, those results may not be implemen­
ted if the powerful party, i.e., management, has unilateral control over 
decision-making in this regard. On the other hand, when participants 
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conduct research on their own and there is no power structure imped­
ing the implementation of results, findings may indicate that changes 
are required at the structural level, e.g., national or macro economic, 
and there may be no immediate action that the community can take to 
solve the problem. Ideally, however, people conducting research will 
also be in charge of changes to be implemented, a condition likely to be 
conducive to social change. 

Participatory research in community development 

Conchelos (1983) holds that, from a radical perspective, control 
of change is an important aspect to consider in participatory research 
for community development and social change. He emphasizes that in 
order to be more effective and empowering, options for actions and the 
autonomy to exercise said options should be in the hands of intended 
beneficiaries. However, this is not always possible. Of the three exam­
ples presented on participatory research for community development, 
only participants in the Bhoomi Sena case study were in control of 
changes. In the community research on road repair and the racist 
group examples, constituencies were instrumental in providing infor­
mation but other parties implemented change. 

Each case is unique. The major players and power relations in 
the research setting, the particular characteristics of the case, and the 
nature of the problem and solution will determine whether people can 
implement change, and whether change is more likely to come about 
through the discovery and release of new information, or through lob­
bying by different means. 

Practitioners need to assess realistically the potential of partici­
patory action research approaches. Success is by no means guaranteed. 
As with any other social change-oriented strategy, these approaches are 
implemented in complex socio-political contexts, with a broad range of 
actors, resources, and forces affecting successful implementation. 
Participatory action research cannot solve all of society's ills. It i^, how­
ever, a powerful tool which can play an important role in efforts to 
transform society. Though participatory research is a necessary strate­
gy, it may be insufficient when success depends on other factors which 
may or may not fall within the domain of a given research project. 
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Action research in organizations 

Even when all parties within an organization participate colla­
boratively in a research process, management may still have the power 
to choose and implement actions. In a case study reported by Levin 
(n.d.) with The Norwegian Chemical Workers Union, the project was 
partly successful, with workers generating knowledge on how to 
increase their control over the work place and the implementation of 
new technology. However, it was ultimately unsuccessful because man­
agement, in charge of implementation, was not interested in changes 
proposed by workers. In one of the three examples presented in the 
previous chapter, the sore arm case, management implemented pro­
posed changes because it was in their interest to do so. In the safety reg­
ulations case, both the release of information and the active participa­
tion of workers in changing the situation were instrumental in solving 
the problem. Simply informing management that it was not complying 
with safety regulations would not have led to change. In the Southeast 
Asia case, managers decided to take the course of action most benefi­
cial in terms of productivity but least desirable from the workers' point 
of view. 

If action research in organizations is to benefit workers, they 
must be in control of implementing changes. They should anticipate 
this possibility from the beginning of a study, but even if it turns out to 
be impossible, workers should conduct research as the process of 
knowledge generation often creates unexpected situations which may, 
in turn, lead to changes in power relations. 

Action research in schools 

Oja and Smulyan (1989:16) note that whether an action research 
project leads to change in a school or system depends to a large extent 
on the involvement and support of administrators or principals who 
are generally in control. Whitford (1984) maintains that this approach 
is more likely to lead to change if the teacher herself conducts the 
action research in her classroom so that she is in control of imple­
menting changes in her day-to-day tasks, avoiding constraints from 
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school authorities. The case study in Yolo county exemplifies this fact. 
In the case of teachers studying the effectiveness of adult literacy meth­
ods, the military decided to implement the literacy campaign. In the 
case of parents conducting action research on racism, their findings 
moved the Department of Education to conduct further collaborative 
research that ultimately led to the dismissal of the principal and three 
teachers. That is, the mothers presented a critical piece of information 
leading to the implementation of necessary changes. 

Farmer participatory research 

In the first two examples of this approach farmers were in charge 
of change, controlling soil erosion in the first case and solving the dis­
eased corn problem in the second. In both, farmers, motivated by a felt 
need, controlled the process, initiating research, finding solutions, and 
making changes on their farms. In the last example, the farmers in 
Africa did not implement results because they were not informed of the 
purpose of research or the results obtained. 

COMMENTS ON THE USE OF RESULTS 
AND CONTROL OF CHANGE 

Power relations and control of change are related issues. Power 
relations may predetermine, or at least suggest, who will define the 
research problem and control implementation of change. Only when 
an oppressed group defines the research agenda, carries out the study, 
and implements results will participatory action research lead to 
empowerment and social transformation. 

When these conditions do not hold, participants must adopt 
another strategy, remaining alert to the possibility of co-optation and 
attempting to subvert, or "counter co-opt," the study to serve their own 
ends as far as possible. Participatory action research rarely takes place 
in ideal circumstances. Consequently, participants need to take advan­
tage of every small opportunity, attempting to turn it into a "mini-rev­
olution." 
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CONTROL OF THE SETTING IN 
WHICH RESEARCH TAKES PLACE 

There are three broad levels of control and change within a par­
ticipatory action research project setting. Different constituencies may 
have different degrees of control at each of these levels. A business 
organization having economic problems, for example, may decide to 
make the factory more efficient. To that end, an ideal democratic action 
research project is conducted at the line level with workers. Workers 
decide on optimal work arrangements (micro level). Though these 
changes do not affect the distribution of power in the factory (medium 
level), production is increased, thanks to the participation and change 
that occurred at the line level. Nevertheless, the company still barely 
makes a profit. Another action research effort, conducted by managers, 
indicates that the company has to improve marketing strategies. This is 
done, but no improvement occurs. In the meantime, inflation brings 
the company to the edge of bankruptcy. In this case, the workers have 
relative power over the line (micro level) but are unable to solve the 
problem because management has power over the company as a whole 
(middle level) in terms of marketing strategies. But even they are 
unable to solve the problem because the Finance Ministry has power 
over inflation (macro level). Structural problems like this one may be 
impervious to solution through action research, because constituencies 
at the micro and middle levels have no power over the causes of the 
problem. The only solution, once the real problem -inflation in this 
case- is identified, is to learn how to live with it. 

This may also be true in farmer participatory research. For 
instance, suppose farmers using participatory research increase corn 
production by 20% (micro level). Due to the increased quantity of corn 
in the market, intermediaries pay less. Farmers are not in control of 
prices and thus do not benefit from increased production on their 
farms. Intermediaries (macro level) benefit, paying last year's prices for 
20% more corn. 

An oppressed constituency may have control over change in the 
work place or on the farm, but this may not result in benefits because 
those at the next level in the social system have the power to neutralize 
changes at the micro level where the research activity took place. 
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Levin (n.d.) illustrates this with an example of action research 
projects conducted in Norwegian industries. Though these projects 
were conducted by unions, they were not participatory from a radical 
perspective since research did not involve "investigating the possible 
change in the power positions by the parties involved." In most 
research, this aspect is not even considered because power positions are 
taken as a given. Action research in these cases, based on a conventio­
nal "increased effectiveness" agenda, should not be confused with par­
ticipatory research for social change from a radical perspective. Even 
though action research projects conducted by unions are legitimate 
and empowering, Levin's case illustrates the importance of considering 
the various levels of power in different settings and their effect in pro­
moting change, especially those changes oriented toward empowering 
the poor, the oppressed, the marginalized, workers, and so on. 

We should not assume that nothing can be done when powerful 
actors curtail action at the micro level. Participatory action research 
should not be focused solely on knowledge generation and action at the 
micro level and thus it is not enough to make recommendations for 
those constituencies who intend to promote social change at that level. 
We also need to conduct research on the factors and players at the mid­
dle and macro levels impeding action at the micro level. When actors 
at the local level realize that power lies elsewhere, they need to move the 
struggle to that level. 

This implies an analysis of interrelationships between micro and 
macro levels in order to determine how these create or man tain oppres­
sion or dissatisfaction. Constituencies need to be more sophisticated in 
their organizing strategies to combat the sophisticated strategies of the 
powerful. Knowledge generation will then become vital in denouncing 
activities conducted by the powerful against the powerless. 
Information networks, including computer networks, television, radio, 
and newspapers, are important tools for the dissemination of informa­
tion. 

New strategies are needed to uncover injustices that originate at 
the macro level and directly affect those at the micro level. We have to 
identify people at the macro level prepared to commit "class suicide" 
and enlist them -as proposed by Paulo Freire- to work from within the 
dominant system for a worthy cause. 
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Effectiveness in attacking problems at the macro level is 
increased when groups around the world doing research on similar 
topics exchange information on an on-going basis. In this way, we con­
solidate our power base at the macro level to benefit people at the 
micro level. In summary, we have to change the locus of research and 
action from the grassroots to the macro level. 

WHO BENEFITS? 

For researchers and practitioners concerned with social change 
and the empowerment of people, the question of who benefits from the 
process and outcome of a participatory action research approach is 
crucial. The examples presented in this chapter suggest that there is a 
relationship between those who control and those who benefit, i.e., the 
party controlling the research process, especially at the outset, during 
problem definition, and in the implementation of changes, is most like­
ly to benefit from outcomes. Beneficiaries will be different in each case, 
depending on each party's view of potential benefits. 

In the participatory research in community development example 
focusing on road repair, the party conducting and controlling research 
benefitted most. In the racist group case, the group conducting 
research benefitted but another constituency (minorities) and society 
at large were harmed. This, of course, implies another important ques­
tion: Who might be harmed by the process? 

In the action research in organizations case dealing with arm 
injuries, management and workers' views appear to be similar. Both 
parties benefitted, with productivity increasing for management and 
workers suffering fewer injuries. 

In the example involving safety regulations, management could 
look at the outcome in one of two ways: 1) that they had lost half of the 
company to workers, or 2) that they had been lucky to sell half of the 
company to workers since the company was nearly bankrupt and they 
were about to lose it all. The workers, for their part, may have felt that 
they benefitted most by becoming owners of 51% of the company. 

In the case study in Southeast Asia, management thought that 
they had obviously benefitted but also that workers had benefitted 
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since increased production ensured job security for the latter. The 
workers, on the other hand, were worse off than before, experiencing 
an increased workload for the same pay. 

In the action research in schools case study in Yolo county, the 
teacher and her pupils benefitted. In the example of racism in the 
school, parents, pupils, and society at large benefitted. In the action 
research conducted on literacy methods, the military believed that 
farmers ultimately benefitted since they were being saved by the mili­
tary from an international communist conspiracy. Through the litera­
cy campaign they were supposed to learn to support the military. The 
teachers felt that they had benefitted by being put in charge of the 
countrywide literacy campaign. 

Finally, in the three case studies on farmer participatory research, 
the farmers benefitted most. 

COMMENTS ON THE QUESTION OF WHO BENEFITS 

Before engaging in participatory action research, practitioners 
and citizen groups need to recognize that who benefits is central to the 
pursuit of social change and thus analyze this issue in terms of the 
process and probable outcomes of the proposed study. Although the 
answer is complex, subject to different interpretations by different 
groups, the constituency aiming at social change should address this 
question at the beginning of the study. If analysis determines that the 
powerful are more likely to benefit, people may decide to "collaborate" 
in the study for strategic reasons, as mentioned above, attempting to 
"counter co-opt" it by redirecting the activity to increase the possibili­
ty that they will benefit. 

For participatory action research to favor powerless groups, it is 
necessary that members of these groups exercise control over change. A 
powerful constituency that encourages the participation of subordi­
nates to fulfill their own needs is acting in a manipulative and unethi­
cal fashion. The ultimate goal of the use of participatory action 
research for social change is to benefit the powerless, the downtrodden, 
and the marginalized. 
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CONTEXT IN WHICH THE RESEARCH 
PROCESS TAKES PLACE 

Context is important in determining the nature of a research 
approach. According to Smith, 

The meaning of participation changes depending on the 
context and on whose system of attribution we are talking 
about. To understand the meanings attached to behaviors, 
we must look at the relationships between events and the 
contexts in which they occur (Smith, 1982:321, quoted by 
Bartolke et al, 1985:163). 

The context will also determine, in part, whether research is ra-
dical-empowering-emancipatory or conservative-oppressive-manipu­
lative. Holly (1987), in the conclusion to his case study on action 
research in schools, stresses that this type of project occurs within a 
politico-cultural context that controls, or at least conditions imple­
mentation. 

A virtually complete range of case studies, from oppressive to 
empowering, available in the literature on action research in organiza­
tions, indicates that any participatory approach to research can be used 
in different contexts which will determine the nature of the research. 
Case studies exist for the other approaches as well, but these do not 
cover an equivalent range of examples. Figure 3 provides a summary of 
this range, from empowering to oppressive, and is followed by a brief 
list and analysis of the case studies. 

Emancipation-empowerment 

1. Self-managed organizations: Kibbutz and Mondragon Co-ops 
2. Organized workers' groups: Scandinavian unions and XEROX 
3. "Classic" action research: Sore arm case study 
4. Hierarchical management style: Bank in Norway 

, r 5. Oppressive organization: U.S. Military 

Oppression-domestication 

Figure 3. Range of action research case studies 
from empowerment to oppression 
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Examples of action research in organizations at the first rung in 
figure 3 include self-managed and owned enterprises such as the kib­
butzim in Israel and the Mondragon cooperatives in Spain. The latter 
are the subject of a case study by Greenwood and Gonzalez (1989). For 
the kibbutzim and moshavim in Israel, involving on-going action 
research in industries and agricultural production units, no systematic 
studies have been published, though documents exist in the form of 
internal reports. However, a brief analysis of kibbutzim industries 
sheds light on the nature of action research in self-managed firms. In 
these cases, the promotion of power shifts is not an issue since power is 
already in the hands of workers. 

In the Kibbutz plants the high degree of participation, its 
overall democratic mechanisms, and the non-existence of 
rights connected with private ownership of the means of pro­
duction tend to reduce hierarchical control of plant manage­
ment to its functional aspects (Bartolke et al, 1985:157). 

Bartolke (1985:155) notes that in Kibbutz factories a hierarchi­
cal control, though in conflict with basic Kibbutz egalitarian values, 
exists to facilitate coordination. In most cases where industries are not 
owned and operated by workers, a hierarchical distribution of control 
as a main component of bureaucracy is generally assumed "not only to 
serve functional necessities of production but also the specific interests 
of the owners of the means of production." Bartolke et al. (1985:164) 
further comment that "in the kibbutz plants, participation is part of an 
overall system designed for direct and indirect democracy and a mini­
mization of inequalities within a communal structure." Given the char­
acteristics of the context, action research in self-managed organizations 
becomes a viable and empowering strategy for improving effectiveness. 

The projects at the second rung of the ladder involve research 
conducted by workers' organizations or unions on the quality of wor­
king life, work place safety, and so on, in companies not owned by 
workers. In this category, research was initiated and controlled by 
workers in pursuit of their own interests vis-a-vis the company. 
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Levin (n.d.) reports on several projects by different unions in 
Norway. Some of these projects were initiated and conducted by the 
Norwegian Chemical Workers Union (Levin, 1982; Eiden, 1985), the 
Trade Union Education Department in Norway (Levin, n.d.; AOF, 
1984), The Norwegian Computing Center in collaboration with the 
Iron and Metal Workers' Union (Nygaard and Bergo, 1974), and The 
National Iron and Metalworkers Union in the Oslo section (Finne and 
Rasmussen, 1982; Rasmussen, 1982). Borum (1980) reports on an 
action research effort with the employees of a surgical unit at a hospi­
tal in Denmark. Sandberg (1979, 1983) describes the DEMOS project 
in Sweden, and Fricke (1983) analyzes the Peiner Project in Germany. 
We also note the XEROX case study in the U.S. reported by Pace and 
Argona (1989) and Whyte, Greenwood, and Lazes (1989). 

Action research in these case studies is implemented as a change 
strategy to generate practical knowledge and increased empowerment 
of union members vis-a-vis management (Eiden, 1985:216). According 
to Borum (1980:123), the strategy of these projects is the... 

strengthening of a party's power base prior to negotiations 
with the opponent and formalization of mechanisms for the 
regulation of conflicts; this is contrary to the organization 
development strategies which imply confrontation, a change 
in perceptions and attitudes, and solution of conflict." 

This was possible due to a legal system which ensured the par­
ticipation of workers. In Germany, for example, trade unions have the 
legal right of co-determination in firm decisions (Fricke, 1983:73). In 
Norway, the Norwegian Work Environment Act requires a job design 
that strengthens work place democracy and improves the social psy­
chological work environment, entitling workers to negotiate work 
improvements with management (Eiden, 1985:227). 

At the third rung, we find the typical example by Pasmore and 
Friedlander (1982) which reflects most case studies in the literature. 
These projects are usually conducted within industrial and business 
organizations which are not owned by workers. Ideally, this is a ba­
lanced process of research benefitting management and workers. 
Liberal and radical scholars, however, maintain that management is 
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always the principal beneficiary. Research is usually focused on creating 
better working arrangements or solving technological problems for 
increased organizational effectiveness. 

At the fourth rung is a case study described by Eiden (1981) 
which took place in one of Norway's largest commercial banks. 
Management decided to assess the effects of a new computer system by 
installing a limited number of terminals so as to identify and resolve 
problems prior to installation of the entire system, thereby avoiding 
conflicts with workers. Workers were invited to participate in an action 
research study that involved manipulation for purpose of data collec­
tion after the terminals were installed. From this research process, ma­
nagement was likely to benefit most. Eiden, the action researcher, was 
fired before data collection took place for attempting to include ge­
nuine participation which would have allowed employees to define the 
problem. 

At the fifth rung is an extreme case involving studies by the U.S. 
military using action research, reported by Paterson (1955), Shani 
(1981), Cohen (1975), and Greenbaum et al. (1977). Tendam (1986) 
and Hult and Lennung (1980) note that in these cases the researcher is 
not concerned with the purposes of the study or the ends served by the 
organization in question. Hult and Lennung (1980:246) point out that, 
in their article on the experience, Greenbaum et al. address ethical 
issues such as confidentiality, that the action researcher worked exclu­
sively with commanding officers, and that "no reference is made to the 
fact that their model is developed to facilitate the wounding or killing 
of fellow human beings." 

COMMENTS ON THE INFLUENCE OF CONTEXT 
IN PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

The range of case studies described above suggests that although 
action research in organizations is usually used by management to 
solve organizational problems, it can also be used as a tool for empo­
werment or oppression, depending on the context in which it is imple­
mented. 
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Context thus has a major influence on the empowering or 
domesticating nature of a project, determining, to a large extent, the 
"who" and "how" of participation and the "focus" and "purpose" of 
research. Action research in organizations is not innately good or bad. 
Not all organizations want to "use" people for their own benefit. 
Participatory action research approaches must be examined in a holis­
tic fashion to identify their purposes and context. Some organizations 
honestly attempt to fulfill employees' needs and others are willing to 
co-opt the participation of workers to achieve organizational goals. 
Thus, when using action research in organizations, we have to look at 
who is using the approach and for what purpose. There is nothing rep­
rehensible about a non-profit, humanitarian organization like the Red 
Cross using the approach to improve functioning in order to provide 
better services. However, Paulo Freire, a radical philosopher and advo­
cate of participatory research for community development and social 
change, notes that application of the approach to improve organiza­
tions can lead to domestication. 

The techniques of "human relations' are not the answer, for 
in the final analysis they are only another way of domesti­
cating and alienating men even further in the service of 
greater productivity (Freire, 1970:50). 

Although action research is used more often by management 
within powerful corporations than by powerless employees or unions 
(Bennis, 1969:77), and domestication may occur in some business 
organizations, this is not always the case. As indicated in reference to 
the Mondragon cooperatives in Spain and the kibbutzim and moshav-
im in Israel, when the means of production are fully owned, managed, 
and operated by employees, action research is not a tool for domestica­
tion, as it is used by workers to humanize and increase productivity in 
a work place that is theirs. This is an example of participatory democ­
racy in the work place that... 
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entails workers' control of the labor process. It aims at reduc­
ing alienation and powerlessness by creating organizational 
conditions that empower people. This approach requires 
authority structures consistent with self-management and 
autonomy (Eiden, 1985:200). 

For action to be empowering, the political system, the society, 
and the organizations in which action research takes place must be 
democratic. Even when working within an oppressive setting, activities 
oriented to changing that situation can be empowering. While some 
contexts are conducive to the successful implementation of participa­
tory action research for social change and some are not, we must 
remember that an oppressive context is the principal reason and moti­
vation to engage in an activity of this type in order to change that reality. 

When the context is not "ideal" for the implementation of 
research conducive to social change, participants must work to change 
that context to their benefit. 

Both research led by the intended beneficiaries and that in which 
members of a powerful group "invite" participants to be involved must 
begin with a process of critical reflection to analyze the context in 
which the research will take place. The main objectives of this analysis 
are 1 ) to identify and analyze the ways in which the context may influ­
ence the participatory action research process and outcome, and 2) to 
examine how research can help increase possibilities for social trans­
formation on behalf of the powerless. The characteristics and assump­
tions of the context and conditions have to be made explicit and then 
examined in a critical fashion so that participants can avoid becoming 
the victims of false consciousness or assumptions. 

Context analysis involves questions like these: What type of par­
ticipation is likely to be implemented? What are the constraints to ge­
nuine participation? How might the context affect genuine participa­
tion? How is the research going to be implemented and by whom? 
What is the focus of research and who will determine that focus? Who 
are the main actors in the research setting? What resources are avai­
lable? What are the relationships between the problem at the micro and 
macro levels? 
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Powerless groups invited by the powerful to participate, espe­
cially in cases where the possibility of co-optation exists, need to 
address the following issues: What actions might be taken to redirect 
the study to benefit the powerless within the research process or set­
ting? Will the intended outcome proposed by the powerful lead to any 
degree of empowerment for participants? What tactics and strategies 
might be used to "counter co-opt" the study? Is the kind of information 
to be gathered during the research process likely to reinforce injustice 
and thus contribute to oppression? A critical analysis of the situation by 
the powerless group will diminish possibilities for manipulation by the 
powerful. 





CHAPTERS 

THEORIES OF SOCIAL CHANGE IN 
RELATION TO THE FOCUS OF RESEARCH 

AND THE NATURE OF CHANGE 

The research approaches presented in this work are intended to 
bridge the gap between theory and practice through intentional, orga­
nized research activity involving practical action. This planned change 
effort can be based on a variety of social change paradigms and theo­
ries. The world view of those conducting and participating in research 
activities will, in part, determine the focus of research and, thus, the 
nature of change. It is therefore important to describe theories of social 
change generally held by the users of each of the four research 
approaches, and their implications for the focus of research and the 
nature of actions and change. The typology of conceptual frameworks 
for social change presented here is taken from Paulston (1977). It was 
originally used to classify theories of educational change. Other typolo­
gies are offered by Leavitt (1965), Crowfoot and Chesler (1974), Chin 
and Benne (1976), and Margulies and Raia (1978). 

Paulston divides theories of social change into two major cate­
gories: the equilibrium, or consensus, paradigm, and the conflict para­
digm (figure 4). The equilibrium paradigm includes evolutionary/neo-
evolutionary, structural-functionalist, and systems theories. According 
to these theories, society is a system of benign, self-regulating mecha­
nisms which is "functional" when social equilibrium and harmony is 
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maintained, and "dysfunctional" when harmony is disrupted. The con­
flict paradigm includes Marxist/neo-Marxist, cultural revitalization, 
and the anarchist-utopian theories. According to these theories, society 
is oppressive and thus powerless groups must unite to work for struc­
tural change. 

Evolutionary and neo-evolutionary theory 

Classical evolutionary theories, influenced by Darwin's work on 
biological evolution, offer sociological analogues to the living organ­
ism. They are based on notions of progress involving stages of devel­
opment from lower to higher forms. Society, according to evolutionary 
theorists, is an organism with specialized structures facilitating sur­
vival. The purpose of social change is the maintenance of equilibrium 
in society. Changes from simple, primitive forms to complex, modern 
forms occur in response to change in other structures. As societies 
progress or become increasingly differentiated, social change efforts 
should aid individuals in specializing and adapting. "Modernization" 
models of development, based in part on neo-evolutionary theory, 
hold that underdeveloped societies should follow change processes in 
the social, technological, and educational spheres modeled on those of 
developed societies (Paulston, 1977:377-379). 

Figure 4. Theories of social change 
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Structural-functional theory 

According to Paulston, structural-functional theory is a 20th 
century version of evolutionary theory, the main difference being thaf 
the latter focuses on linked stages of socio-economic and cultural 
development, whereas the former is concerned with balancing mecha­
nisms by which societies maintain a "uniform state." Theorists in both 
camps conceive society as complex and differentiated, but essentially 
balanced. Proponents of these theories oppose the promotion of major 
changes in society. They are in favor of adaptive and incremental 
adjustments that will restore balance to the system. They view forces for 
change as external to the system, and major conflicts as an indicator of 
systemic breakdown. Structural-functionalists view inequality as nec­
essary to the maintenance of the existing normative order. They view 
inequality as inevitable, necessary, and beneficial for everybody, leading 
to the rise of the most capable to important roles, a phenomenon that 
is good for all levels of society. Change from a structural-functional 
perspective involves accommodating or fitting into the existing system, 
as required by the needs of society as a whole (Paulston, 1977:379-382). 

Systems theory 

From a systems theory perspective, the need for reform arises 
when the system malfunctions, thus jeopardizing efficiency in opera­
tion and goal achievement, and endangering "equilibrium." Proponents 
of this perspective focus on making society more efficient through the 
introduction of innovations (inputs) that respond both to new social 
needs and the need for greater efficiency in on-going functions (out­
puts). Reforms are implemented through innovative problem-solving 
techniques within existing systems. Those who intervene on the basis 
of systems theory avoid discussing the role power and conflict play in 
structural social change efforts. In the view of systems theorists, 
inequities, inefficiencies, and dysfunctions in society are the result of 
inefficient bureaucracies or the ignorance of individuals rather than a 
consequence of dominance by self-interested elites (Paulston, 
1977:382-385). 
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Marxist and neo-Marxist theory 

A Marxist analysis of the political economy of society is directed 
toward answering the question of who controls and who benefits. 
Marxist and neo-Marxist theoreticians focus on issues of power, 
exploitation, and contradictions in society. They view change as struc­
tural, taking place at economic, political, and social levels. While struc­
tural-functionalists attribute problems to malfunctions in the system, 
Marxists trace them to struggles for power, control, and status among 
powerful elites attempting to maintain the status quo. Changes that 
occur in institutions or groups are the result of major structural 
changes in society as a whole. Only with a socialist revolution, and the 
ensuing ideological and structural changes in terms of equality in the 
larger socio-economic and political context, will it be possible to elim­
inate the inequitable character of social institutions (Paulston, 
1977:385-388). 

Cultural revival and social movement theory 

Unlike Marxist theory, cultural revitalization theory does not 
focus on social classes but, rather, on deliberate, organized, conscious 
efforts by members of a society to construct a more satisfying culture. 
Such efforts are viewed as a constantly recurring phenomenon, a kind 
of collective culture-creating activity intended to bring about social 
and cultural change at local or national levels. This activity has consi­
derable potential both for conflict and social change. Proponents of 
cultural revitalization do not simply attempt to change parts of a cul­
tural system, but to bring into being new cultural systems based on new 
social norms and behaviors. Cultural revitalization occurs in different 
forms of collective action: mass, messianic, ethnic, and revolutionary 
movements. All these forms require that members profess adherence to 
the movement's ideology or evaluative principles regarding the means 
and ends of human actions, and emphasize the need to reduce stress 
through collective efforts for change (Paulston, 1977:388-390). 
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Anarchistic and Utopian theory 

Anarchistic and Utopian theorists of social change share the 
goals of radical social transformation with Marxists, and concerns of 
cultural revival and revitalization proponents for individual renewal. 
Those who adhere to these theories do not seek validation of their 
hypothesis in the methods of social science, nor do they put their the­
ories into practice. Utopian visions about the radical transformation of 
society may influence the general debate on needs and priorities for 
societal change, but they are seldom taken seriously by politicians and 
professionals responsible for designing social change strategies and 
implementing programs. Often Utopians start with a solid critical 
analysis of social, political, and economic reality but end up proposing 
unrealistic and unachievable solutions to problems. Although their 
ideas are rarely put into practice, the Utopian's analysis of a situation 
often opens debate, leading practitioners to address the constraints 
they may have to face in policy planning or program implementation 
(Paulston, 1977:390-393). 

SOCIAL CHANGE THEORIES AND 
PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

Each of the above theoretical frameworks reflects particular va­
lues and ideologies in reference to society and organizations, and to the 
nature of changes needed to fulfill societal or organizational needs. 

Values have been defined as preferences for courses of action and 
outcomes; relevant values shape choices among perceived alternative 
actions. Ideologies are sets of beliefs that explain the world, bind 
together their adherents, and suggest desirable activities and outcomes. 
Ideologies link values and realities, suggesting cause-and-effect link­
ages that make purposeful action possible (Beyer, 1981, quoted in 
Brown and Tandon, 1983). 

Those who apply the participatory action research approaches 
presented in this work generally hold different world views and these, 
in turn, guide or predetermine the focus of research and the nature of 
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the actions to be implemented. Each approach is based on values sha­
ping definitions and characteristics. Basically, however, the values 
which guide practitioners of all four approaches have much in com­
mon, while their ideological foundations differ greatly. 

Generally speaking, proponents of the four approaches value the 
application of useful knowledge in order to solve practical problems 
(Brown and Tandon, 1983). In all case studies presented, the generation 
or acquisition and use of knowledge was instrumental in pursuing the 
purposes of a given constituency. 

Proponents of all approaches attempt to improve a situation by 
promoting change in the research setting (Brown and Tandon, 1983). 
Researchers in the case studies initiated activities for the basic purpose 
of changing an undesirable situation. 

They also value the participation of those intended to benefit from 
research activities. Although different kinds and levels of participation 
are present in each case, all include the participation of intended ben­
eficiaries in the research process. 

The research approaches differ greatly with regard to the ideolo­
gies on which they are based. Essentially, participatory research from a 
historical materialist perspective and action research in schools from a 
critical-emancipatory perspective are used by people who hold con­
flict-oriented ideologies. Participatory research for community devel­
opment from a pragmatist perspective, action research in organiza­
tions, action research in schools, and farmer participatory research are 
used by people who usually subscribe to consensus-oriented ideolo­
gies. In the discussion which follows, each research approach is ana­
lyzed according to how it is traditionally used, including the ways the 
focus of research and the nature of actions are influenced by ideologi­
cal assumptions. Although all four approaches reflect certain ideologi­
cal foundations, they may also reflect a combination of ideologies, 
depending on the preferences of the individuals or groups applying 
them. In other words, while this analysis suggests that each of the 
research approaches is informed by a specific ideology or world view, it 
also demonstrates that people holding different world views can use 
any of the approaches, and that said world view will affect the focus of 
research and the nature of change that results. 
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Participatory research for community development 

Participatory research is intended to empower the powerless 
groups in society. Practitioners usually apply conflict-oriented strate­
gies, assuming that groups in society have conflicting inte-rests and 
choosing to work on the side of the poor. In the process, they promote 
actions that lead to a more equitable distribution of power and 
resources, and the transformation of oppressive social, economic, and 
political structures in society. Participatory researchers work against 
the dominant system (Brown and Tandon, 1983). This world view is 
based on a Marxist/neo-Marxist perspective, as illustrated by the 
Bhoomi Sena case study in India, presented in Chapter 2. Farmers car­
ried out research in order to discover how landlords had usurped their 
lands, for the purpose of sharing this information with different com­
munities. The nature of actions was conflictive, with farmers occupy­
ing land in order to recover it, as they knew that landlords were not 
going to engage in a dialogue and return the land in a peaceful fashion. 

The other examples illustrate different ideologies. Residents of 
the community who conducted research to get roads repaired applied 
a systems theory perspective. The community saw the problem as 
involving a subsystem (road infrastructure) of the whole system (com­
munity). Research was oriented toward identifying who in the bureau­
cracy was in charge of road repair, and the purpose of actions was to 
get them repaired in order to bring the system into balance or, in other 
words, to bring the community back to normal functioning. 

With respect to the racist group example, it appears to have 
involved both evolutionist and Utopian theories. Members exhibited 
evolutionist views, defining a group of human beings as members of an 
inferior race who should not be allowed to hold government positions. 
They also subscribed to Utopian theory from an ultra-conservative 
rather than a radical perspective, since they viewed the ideal society as 
one exclusively composed of and ruled by the Caucasian race. The 
racist group focused research on removing the mayor who was in favor 
of racial minorities holding positions in government. 
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Action research in organizations 

Action researchers work at making organizations more efficient 
and effective for the purpose of achieving organizational goals. They 
usually follow consensus-oriented strategies, assuming that all parties 
within an organization can agree on what the main problem is and 
have a common interest in solving it, and that everybody will benefit 
from the solution. Incremental changes, in the form of minor reforms 
in the organization, are seen as desirable. Action researchers work with 
the system (Brown and Tandon, 19983). This world view is based on a 
structural-functional perspective, illustrated by the case study in Chap­
ter 3. Management focused research on a functional problem (sore 
arms) which diminished the organization's effectiveness. The research 
led to behavioral and technical changes in the system that were instru­
mental in achieving the organization's goals. 

In the case study concerning safety regulations in a factory, 
workers started with a consensus-oriented strategy, attempting to talk 
with management about the problem. When management refused, 
they switched to a conflict-oriented strategy based on neo-Marxist the­
ory. They were assisted by the union in pursuing their interests. At the 
beginning, they viewed the safety problem in technical terms and 
designed their research agenda accordingly. The nature of the problem 
changed when the factory was threatened with closing, bringing wor­
kers to adopt a political perspective focusing on changing power rela­
tions. The nature of the action taken was political, with workers 
becoming half owners of the means of production and sharing deci­
sion-making power. 

The example in the factory in Southeast Asia reflects a structu­
ral-functional perspective. Management perceived that the organiza­
tion (structure) needed new machinery, and asked workers to find out 
how they could adapt (function) to the needs of the new technology so 
that it would produce at full capacity. Research was directed to pro­
moting equilibrium in the organization. Actions resulted in new work­
ing arrangements (incremental adjustment) intended to aid the orga­
nization in achieving its goals more efficiently. 
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Action research in schools 

This approach is designed to improve schools through the per­
sonal growth and professional development of teachers, and through 
improvements in curriculum. Practitioners usually opt for a consen­
sus-oriented strategy; their assumption is that educational problems 
can be solved by improving teachers' practices and curriculum. 
Improvements are seen at the school level in the form of better tea­
chers' practices due to increased knowledge and self-esteem, and 
improved curriculum. Action researchers work for educational 
improvement through gradual reform. They usually subscribe to the 
tenets of systems theory. This is illustrated by the case study presented 
in Chapter 4, where Mrs. King worked to improve her teaching prac­
tices. Research was focused on improving the performance of slow 
readers. This was a problem in the classroom (subsystem) which had to 
be remedied in order to achieve the goals of the educational system as 
a whole. The changes in Mrs. King's teaching techniques were incre­
mental and were intended to occur only at the classroom level. The 
problem was not perceived to lie in the structure or ideology of the 
educational system as a whole. 

In the case study involving parents who conducted research on 
allegations of racism at school, participants adopted a neo-Marxist per­
spective. They increased their political power and awareness vis-a-vis 
school authorities. The focus of research was related to a cultural hege­
monic issue in U.S. society: racism. Parents did not opt for multicul­
tural training in order to gradually re-educate racist teachers as this 
seemed, in their view, unlikely to be effective. Instead, the nature of the 
change selected involved a drastic measure, the forced resignation of 
the teachers. 

In the case study in which the military ordered an action 
research project implemented by teachers, a structural-functionalist 
approach was adopted. The goal of the study was to help the military 
win the peasantry to their side. Paulston (1977) notes that, according to 
the structural-functionalist view, reform occurring in the educational 
subsystem is the result of interaction between society and schools. This 
process includes five steps: 1) a need arises in society (the military 
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needed to placate the peasantry); 2) the educational system is instruc­
ted to meet the need (the military decided that the Ministry of 
Education should carry out that task); 3) change in the educational 
structure takes place to accommodate the new function (the military 
ordered the Ministry of Education to collaborate in "re-educating" the 
peasantry); 4) a new role is assumed by the educational system (a liter­
acy campaign was launched) 5) latent and manifest changes take place 
in society as a consequence of the new educational functions (the pea­
santry was educated to support the military government which 
remained in power for twenty-six years). The educational system was 
restructured to perform new functions in society to reinforce the mili­
tary's status quo. Thus, the focus of research was to seek better adult 
education techniques through increasing the abilities of "human capi­
tal." The overall process involved using education as a tool for restruc­
turing society by indoctrinating peasants to make them fit into the sys­
tem. 

Farmer participatory research 

This approach is intended to increase farmers' agricultural pro­
duction by improving existing agricultural technologies or developing 
new ones. Practitioners usually apply a consensus-oriented paradigm; 
agricultural scientists conducting participatory research with farmers 
assume that by increasing agricultural production many problems in 
the rural sector will be solved. Improvements are seen at the farm level 
in the form of better agricultural techniques. 

The case study of farmer participatory research which ended a 
soil erosion problem through the construction of terraces was based on 
a systems theory perspective. The focus of research was guided by the 
need for more efficient erosion control methods. The need for greater 
efficiency in the farm (system) was initiated when a problem in one of 
the subsystems (soils) was identified. The nature of change was techni­
cal (building terraces). 

Participants in the case involving diseased corn and the forma­
tion of a cooperative began with a systems perspective, solving the dis­
ease problem, and then adopted a Marxist approach, focusing their 
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efforts on the establishment and improvement of a cooperative, an 
institution founded on democratic principles and part of a major poli­
tical force designed to promote a more egalitarian society. 

The case of farmer participatory research in Africa was based on 
a systems perspective. The research focus (trying a new variety of cas­
sava) was intended to increase economic benefits for the food process­
ing company. The nature of the (intended) change was the adoption of 
the technology by small farmers. 

COMMENTS ON THEORIES OF SOCIAL CHANGE IN RELATION 
TO PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH APPROACHES 

A review of the twelve case studies and an analysis of their rela­
tion to various theories of social change indicates that a participatory 
action research approach can be informed by any one of a number of 
social change theories, and that the choice of theory will depend on 
those initiating and conducting research. This will influence, in part, 
the focus of research and the nature of change. Different people can see 
a problem from different perspectives and propose different solutions. 
People make choices for action based on their world view which helps 
in predicting, to an extent, the possible impact of actions. Each of the 
theories of change presented implies... 

a commitment to certain ends, adherence to a certain view 
of reality, and acceptance of certain modes of realizing those 
ends. Those assumptions constitute the conscious or uncon­
scious bases for selecting specific courses of action and thus 
they precede all tactical decisions (Crowfoot and Chesler, 
1974:278). 

Is it possible to encourage researchers, practitioners, and mem­
bers of citizen groups, all of whom will be operating on the basis of one 
of the theoretical perspectives described above, to work for social 
change in terms of the focus of research and the nature of changes con­
templated by their participatory research projects, regardless of their 
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ideological principles? In other words, which aspects of these theories 
are consistent with social change? 

People embracing evolutionary and neo-evolutionary theories 
might focus their research efforts on discovering, understanding, and 
learning from the evolutionary and developmental process of 1) a 
social phenomenon, organization, or system; 2) emerging new forms 
with the potential to ensure sustainable social structures; and 3) sys­
tems, living forms, organizations, and so on which contribute to or are 
part of a more just society. Change might consist of the promotion of 
those processes most likely to be sustainable which, at the same time, 
contribute to social change. The nature of social change would not, in 
this case, be limited to adaptation and specialization but, instead, 
include actions which foster experiments with new forms of radical 
social change. 

Those constituencies embracing structural-functionalist theory 
could direct their research toward identifying disruptions, or weak 
links, in the equilibrium of an oppressive system. They could shift 
analysis of the causes of a problem from the micro to the macro level. 
When fragile links have been identified, citizen groups can more effi­
ciently implement emancipatory and political actions. 

Those using systems theory could focus research on the nature of 
systems breakdowns or malfunctions. They could concentrate on iden­
tifying subsystems within the overall system requiring change in the 
service of social transformation. Analysis of power relations among 
subsystems in terms of those requiring incremental change to improve 
overall functioning of the system are fertile areas for research. Change 
might consist of interventions likely to produce more efficient social 
action processes in order to benefit the powerless. 

For people subscribing to Marxist theory, the focus of research 
might be directed at uncovering and analyzing existing power relations 
and controls which result in exploitative actions. The nature of actions 
could be directed toward shifts in power in favor of the powerless. 

For those embracing cultural revival theory, the research agenda 
might focus on the unique contributions of different people, elements 
in their knowledge, culture, ideologies, values, and experiences that 
promote change in the name of social justice. Change is not necessari­
ly a structural phenomenon, but can take place in consciousness, in the 
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way people think, behave, and perceive reality, i.e., in social and cultur­
al behavior. 

Utopian theorists might focus their research on identifying a 
common vision of what the "good" society should look like. Change 
might be directed toward building that society. 





CHAPTER 9 

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

As mentioned earlier, before beginning this work I believed that 
participatory research in community development was the only legiti­
mate participatory research strategy conducive to social change, and 
thus the only strategy likely to lead to empowerment. However, after 
reflecting on the four participatory action research approaches, I rea­
lized that my assumption was wrong. I now believe that there is a place 
for other participatory action research approaches in processes of 
social change, even though they were not originally conceived as such 
and are not usually implemented for that purpose. 

Any participatory research approach can be used to empower 
and liberate or to maintain the oppression in a given situation or in 
society as a whole. The fact that the approaches are participatory and 
action-oriented does not mean that they are automatically empowe­
ring. Whether a participatory research approach empowers or domes­
ticates depends on who participates, how, when, the research focus 
selected, the kind of actions taken, the individuals involved in those 
actions, and the context in which they are taken, among others factors. 

When using the various participatory action research approa­
ches, it is useful to begin by answering a set of questions which address 
critical issues related to the process and potential outcomes. These 
questions, listed below, emerged inductively from the analysis of par­
ticipatory action research presented in this book. How they are 
answered will reveal whether a participatory action research project is 
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potentially empowering or merely manipulative. I suggest that these 
questions be explored in order to assure that the process results in 
empowerment. 

In what context will research take place? 

What is the researcher's theory of social change? 
What is the participants' theory of social change? 

How is research going to be conducted? 
Who will control the research process? 
What power relations exist? 
What type and level of participation is to be used? 

What is the intended purpose of research? 
What is the focus of research? 
What is the nature of the problem? 

Who will participate in the research process? 
How will they participate? 

What are the intended benefits? 
What is the nature of actions and changes to be implemented? 
Who are the primary intended beneficiaries?; who will actually 
benefit or be harmed? 

These questions do not refer to separate, unrelated matters and 
therefore should be answered in a holistic manner, taking into account 
the relationships among them in order to determine whether a partic­
ipatory action research activity is potentially empowering or domesti­
cating. 

In what context will research take place? 

The context will determine, in part, whether research is likely to 
be empowering or oppressive. A research project occurs within a social, 
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cultural, political, and economic context which controls or at least con­
ditions its initiation and implementation, and the use of results. 

What is the researcher and participants' theory 
of social change? 

A research study will be based on the particular social change 
theory embraced by those conducting it. The theory held by 
researchers or power holders who guide the research process will 
determine the focus of research and the nature of change. Different 
people see the same problem from different perspectives and propose 
different solutions. Individuals choose actions based on their world 
view and the theories of social change to which they subscribe. 

How is research going to be conducted? 

Participants must analyze thoroughly all dimensions of the 
process to understand how research is going to be implemented in 
order to assure genuine participation of stakeholders in all its phases to 
optimize success. 

Who will control the research process and what are the 
power relations involved? 

Control is a key element in a research process intended to pro­
mote social change. Problem definition, data collection, data analysis, 
and the implementation of results should be in the hands of the 
oppressed to ensure that research is in accord with their interests. 
Power relations may predetermine, or at least suggest, who defines the 
research problem, who is in control of implementing change, and who 
ultimately benefits. 

What type of participation is to be used? 

The various types of participation -technical, political-genuine, 
and pseudo-participation- may occur in any of the four research 



278 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

approaches presented. Moreover, practitioners of any of the approach­
es can use participation for empowerment or domestication, for social 
change or social manipulation. Participation is not a panacea and does 
not necessarily lead to empowerment; it can be co-opted for manipu­
lative purposes. Technical participation can be used for empowerment 
purposes or at least help meet needs identified by a group. It is not nec­
essarily domesticating but can lead to democracy or support democra­
tic processes. Political-genuine participation is likely to lead to empo­
werment, democracy, and shifts in power, but can also be manipulative 
or serve unethical or oppressive ends. Pseudo-participation can be 
empowering for one group while domesticating or oppressing others. 

What is the intended purpose of research? 

It is imperative to discover the purposes or intentions of a given 
constituency when initiating a research activity. This will aid in deter­
mining whether the research activity is potentially empowering or 
domesticating. Participants should explore the reasons other con­
stituencies have invited them to get involved in order to avoid being 
used. Carr and Kemmis (1986:32) note that the Greeks believed that 
the appropriateness of any particular form of knowledge depends on 
the "telos," or purpose, it serves. This suggests that any participatory 
action research approach is useful insofar as it serves to empower those 
conducting it. 

What is the focus of research? 

Focus -or the research question- is central to determining the 
empowering or oppressive nature of a research activity. The extent to 
which research empowers participants will strongly influence who ben­
efits and shape results and actions implemented. 

What is the nature of the problem? 

All types of legitimate problems exist, ranging from structural to 
technical. Different kinds of solutions are thus required. Those prob-
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lems requiring technical solutions are no less genuine than those 
requiring a change in power relations; in either case the pursuit of 
social justice must always guide the search for a solution. 

Who will participate in the research proces? 

Who participates determines critical issues such as the purpose 
and focus of research, who controls the process, the nature of change, 
and who benefits. These issues greatly influence the extent to which 
participatory action research approaches are empowering or domesti­
cating. 

How do constituencies participate, i.e., what is their level of 
participation? 

Participation of intended beneficiaries in the problem definition 
phase is crucial. When they are left out of this phase, a subversion of the 
process may take place. Moreover, participation in the use of results 
and implementation of changes is also important since one of the main 
goals of research is to solve a practical problem. But we have to be care­
ful because even when the process of research per se is democratic, i.e., 
people participate in the four phases of the process, the activity as a 
whole may lead to domestication or oppression. 

What are the intended benefits? 

It is important to predict intended benefits so that participants 
are aware from the outset of how the research may empower or domes­
ticate. 

What is the nature of actions to be implemented? 

Different kinds of actions or changes are possible -technical, 
political, behavioral, and so on- and each may be empowering or 
domesticating, depending on the elements presented above, i.e, who 
implements actions, for what purpose, in what context, for the benefit 
of whom, and so forth. 
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Who are the primary intended beneficiaries; 
who will actually benefit or be harmed? 

For researchers and practitioners concerned with social change 
and empowerment, the question of who benefits from the process and 
outcomes of a participatory research approach is crucial. I suggest that 
in most cases there is a strong relation between control and benefits, 
i.e., the party who controls the process, especially in its initiation, and 
during the problems definition and implementation phases, is likely to 
benefit most from outcomes. 

This study suggests the need for the questions presented above 
and discussed in the previous chapters to be posed prior to imple­
menting any of the participatory action research approaches, particu­
larly when an approach is to be used in order to promote social change. 
How these questions are answered will distinguish the potentially 
empowering participatory action project from the merely manipula­
tive. 

It is my hope that the analysis presented in these pages will lead 
to a shift in emphasis in the debate on research methodologies. That is, 
I hope to have demonstrated that we cannot assume that participatory, 
action-oriented research will always serve the goals of social change. 

Above all, this study is intended to aid academics, practitioners, 
and citizen groups to better understand their own work, be it theoreti­
cal or practical, and to implement participatory action research that 
they will be more effective in promoting social change and empower­
ment. 
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