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Participatory research: an approach for change

Budd L. Hall
Research Officer, The International Council for Adult Education

INTRODUCTION
The myth of the objectivity of social science research has been so sufficiently

exposed in recent years that a long discussion is unnecessary. Mrydal has pointed
out the importance of social scientists stating their biases openly rather than
hiding behind a false front of supposedly objective truth (Myrdal, 1970). Black-
burn has analyzed in copsiderable depth the ideological assumptions underlying
the whole of the social science methed (1972). In adult education, Freire has
underlined the ways in which supposedly “neutral” techniques of teaching can
be oppressive and dominating regardless of the intentions of the adult educator
(1973).

The intent of this article is to put the case, based on four years of the author’s

experience in trying to apply standard social science research methods in an

African country, for adopting an alternative approach to adult education research
falls, provides a more accurate re-

which avoids the oppressive jdeological pit
flection of social reality, assures morc complete involvement of the community,
is more closely linked to established principles of adult education and is more

scientific.

A CALL FOR ASSISTANCE
The article does not pretend to show a completed product nor step-by-step in-

structions for researchers to follow. This, and other atticles in this issue, are a
call for assistance. The case for alternative methods, as will be shown, scems
compelling. What is needed is more basic work and communication among those

who have relevant experience.
Like most of us, my training in educational research was based on what might

be called a classical approach to social science research. Such “orthodox” social
science research methodology is based on the attempts of sociologists and psy-

chologists to develop an approach to understanding human bebavior as much

as possible like the methods natural scientists use to study plant animal, chemical

and physical properties. The essentials of most research courses covet such sub-

jects as hypothesis construction sampling strategies; instrument design (almost
gation of individual

always some form of questionnaire); data analysis (aggre
data into group statistics); and interpretation, There are many thorough text-
books, written rather as cookbooks, to guide the novice through this process and

into the world of “science”.
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With this training and some experience, 1 accepted a job as a researcher in
“4n adult education institution in Africa. For four years I practised and taught
‘adult education research based on the fundamentals as I understood them.
‘During the past year and a half I continued teaching these approaches only
ecause I was unclear about what the alternafives might be. In uncertainty, I
‘could always fall back on the vast references and sources of survey research
methods, but there was little to refer to on any other approach.
' What was the cause of my growing dissatisfaction? It began after my involve-
‘ment with two early surveys; the first connected with the national elections in
November 1970 and the second with local adult education officers. In both cases
‘ihformation was gathered by an extended questionnaire carefully worked out and
-pre-tested. The information was tabulated and 1 began the task of interpreting
‘the data. What could I base my interpretation on?
. In the case of the election study I bhad not done the interviewing myself and
“knew very little about the area concerned beyond what I could read or see in the
few days’ visit. In the second case I had been in the country for only four months
nd there was even less to read on the subject of local adult education pro-
grammes than on political participation. My interpretation had to be based on
y experience, my knowledge, my biases and my expectations. No amount of
care in making up the questions, taking the sample or checking the validity of
e results afterwards could change this. The fact that the crucial task of inter-
‘pretation depended on the insights that I managed to pull from tables and talks
and books and hunches seriously undermined my confidence in the objectivity
‘and purity of such survey research methods. It seemed to me that I did not have
information of sufficient accuracy or depth to allow for anything but mere pres-
entation of tabulations.
As time went on, I tried to improve my research approaches through further
refinements of the instruments, more carefully controlled samples or more sophis-
ticated analysis of data. But the more I did this and the more familiar I became
with the work of other researchers, the more I realized that what I was interpret-
ing as weakness in my research design was in fact a reflection of a set of funda-
mental shortcomings in the social science research methods I was using,

PARTIAL LIST OF SHORTCOMINGS
Some of the most serious shortcomings which made it quite impossible to pretend
that what I was doing was in any way scientific included the following.

1. The survey research approach oversimplified social reality and was therefore
inaccurate.

Even if one were not concerned about the arbitrariness of instrument construc-
tion or the class bias of such specific tools as semantic differential tests and
various other tests devised by those who work from a primarily psychological
base, these approaches would be generally unsatisfactory. A research process that
extracts information from individuals in isolation from one another and aggre-
gates this into a single set of figures does so at the expense of reducing the com~
plexity and richness of human experience. Social responses to problems by groups:
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of people are not necessarily the same as the total of individual responses of
people acting alone. It is of course correct to say that the use and interpretation
of the figures, “depends on the institutional and social context within which the
research is embedded” (Carx-Hill, 1974:30). But even given an institutional
framework that encourages popular participation or control of decision making,
the representation of population needs by a set of figures such as “22 percent of
those interviewed said that their home environment has had the most influence on
their career choice”, is inadequate, and unsatisfactory if one is secking to develop
programmes to meet the complex needs of people.

A second way in which survey research oversimplifies is the perspective of the
forced choice. Information is sought through interviews or questionnaires which
provide a framework for the responses. For example many questions ask people
what is “most inftuential”, “least satisfactory” “first choice” or “most respon-
sible” regarding some specific attitude or decision when attitudes, decisions and
behavior do not reflect a single cause. The curious fact is that all of us have
experience of this false choice. We have often filled in forms or questionnaires
and have felt the desire to say, “that really isn’t the right question”. The forced
choice approach reaches a fetish point in some educational research as was seen
in one case where a “diagnostic tool” was being employed to belp in the analysis
of new adult students. Potential students of English were asked to choose the
one form of literature in which they were most interested from a list that in-
cuded novels, short stories, poetry, drama or non-fiction. Pity the person who
either didn’t know the difference between the forms (this is likely enough in
modern literature), wanted some of all, or was curious about a specific period.

A third reason why one-time surveys oversimplify is their presentation of a
static picture of reality, a photograph of a group of people with neither a past
nor a future. The very fact that the survey is ahistorical is a severe Lmitation;
social change is a continuous process, a dialectic or movement from one pole to
another over time. The way people respond on one day under one set of condi-
tions by no means guarantees a similar reaction at another time.

2. Survey research was often alienating, dominating or oppressive in character.
If one accepts Freire’s point that teaching methods have ideological implica-
tions then the same holds true for research methods. If one is concerned with
increasing people’s capacity to participate fully and gain some degree of control
over their lives, then research methods themselves can be part of this process as
the article by Swantz in this issue shows. Questionnaires or interviews designed
" in an office of a university or adult education institution are by nature onesided.
This process regards people as sources of information, as having bits of isolated
knowledge, but they are neither expected nor apparently assumed able to analyze
a given social reality. At the exireme, researchers take up peoples’ time with often
badly formulated questions and make interpretations based on little experience
in the area or social class the basis of programmes which are then expected to be
aseful and relevant. This method simply cannot be called science and certainly
should not be called research.
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Research approaches of this style often create the illusion among those who
are the suppliers of information that research is rigorous, highly technical, scienti-
fically “pure” and that the work can only be done by those who are university
trained. The abilities of people to investigate their objective realities are not
stimulated and the pool of human creativity is kept within narrow confines.
Those most familiar with the problems and whose daily existence is affected by
poor health, poor nutrition, low levels of production or past failures of educa-
tional provision are effectively taken out of the active process of making the
changes which might lead to improvements. Control is left to those who by defi-
pition and levels of training are outside the experiences within which change is

sought.

3. Survey research did not provide easy links to possible subsequent action.

Much research in adult education is action oriented. It may be an attempt to
determine a community’s educational needs or an attempt to modify existing pro-
grammes through an evaluation/research process. In either case it expected that
when changes are made the people in the community or the participants in the
adult education programme will participate more actively, more efficiently or
will gain increased benefits over what had existed before. Basic principles of
planning stress that the likelihood of full and effective participation in any ven-
tures—education, political or social—are improved by involving would-be par-
ticipants in the decision-making process. Tn addition to resulting in a poor source
of information, research which has alienated, or at best treated respondents as
sources of primitive information, has little likelihood of creating the active and
supportive environment essential for change.

4. Survey research methods were not consistent with the principles of adult
education.

The arguments put forward so far would apply to a critique or research in
social science generally, Within the field of adult education there are additional
criteria to be met in selecting a research approach. To begin with, adult education
is rooted to a concept of social justice and equality in a way in which other dis-
ciplines are not. Concern for the adult learnet is often concern for the proportion
of the population that has not had, for various reasons, an appropriate share of
cither pational wealth or social services. In Africa, Asia and Latin America,
adult education is directly linked to attempts to increase participation of citizens
in national development and to provide a minimum level of basic education to
all people.

A reading of any or all of the basic adult education texts such as Kidd,
Knowles or Miller would produce a set of principles that would most likely in-
clude statements such as:

a) Programmes should be based on adult needs;

b) Adults, vnlike children, are more easily able to articulate their learning

needs;

¢) Although there are changes with age in the ways in which adults learn, the

phrase, “too old to learn” is a fallacy;
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d) Adults work out often quite complex learning strategies to achicve desired
goals on their own (Kidd, 1974; Knowles, 1971; Miller, 1964).
These principles, and many others, imply a faith in adults as whole persons par-
ticipating actively in the world. It is no secret that the administration of actual
programmes usually falls short of these principles; but such principles do exist
and should serve as a basic guide for adult education research. -

Instead, we find that the dominant research methods in use and the ones being
picked up as adult educators begin to do more and more research are alienating,
inaccurate as a means of identifying needs, and see some adults as marginal or
incapable of articulating their own needs. Research in adult education is at an
early stage of development. Within this specialization we still have time to select
research approaches that suit us uniquely and thereby keep us one step ahead of
other social sciences now going through the throes of discarding an antiquarian

pursuit,

ALTERNATIVE STRATEGIES
Some work has been done on finding an alternative approach. A gencral dis-
satisfaction with orthodox approaches has been expressed in the work of Mead
and Blumer (Blumer, 1969). Qualitative, as opposed to quantitative, strategies
have made their strongest entry with Glaser and Strauss, in The Discovery of
Grounded Theory (1967). Filstead’s introduction in Qualitative Methodology
provides a useful discussion substantiating the need for alternatives (1970). In
this issue Pilsworth and Ruddock describe an alternative approach based on a
phenomenological position. Still other approaches have borrowed from anthro-
pology and stress the value of participant observation (McCall and Simmons,
1969).

From Africa comes the work of Swantz (in this issue and elsewhere) and in
some sense Malya with his approach to providing follow-up literacy material and
investigation of a literacy environment (Swantz, 1974a, 1974b; Malya, 1975).
In Latin America, Freire provides useful ideas in chapter three of Pedagogy of
the Oppressed and a bit more in a talk given to the Institute of Adult Education
in Tanzania (1971, 1973). Vio (in this issue) describes some attempts at peas-
ant participation in Chile under the Allende government.

. .5;;
.

PRINCIPLES OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH
Obviously, the development of participatory methods are at an early stage. It
is perhaps not appropriate to develop a set of step-by-step cookbook recipes
because to do so would be to some extent a contradiction in terms. What can
be put forward as a Pbasis for further work or criticism are some of the principles
derived from the experience so far.
1. Rescarch methods have ideological implications. ;
This point acts more as a reminder, a reinforcement of points made earliel
in this article and by others such as Freire (1971), Blackburn (1972), MLE.
Young (1975). It means quite simply that there is a “hidden curricalum” in_
way a research process is carried out and one needs to be conscious of this fa
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hieve desired

If, for example, research is being done on types of educational Programmes
to provide employment, then the research teams woyld need to include em ployers
as well as educators, If the research js related to rural development then people

concerned with agriculture, marketing, land tenure as well as education would
need to be involved,

rather than ag a by-product of a
ight or might not be picked up, depending on the cjp.
cumstances surrounding the Project,

6. The research process should be viewed as a dialectic Process, a dialogue oper
time and not gs q static picture from one Dpoint in time,
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Roy Carr-Hill makes a compelling case for using questionnaires as conscious-
ness raising instruments (1974). His point is that precisely because question-
naires are biased they can be used positively to create an awarcness and to
awaken in individuals powers of analysis which can then be brought to bear on
the problem. I would agree with this point, but would want to make certain that

in a participatory research process several additional aspects are made clear. The

first is that the questionnaire represents only the first stage of the analysis, the

basis for several discussions and jnteractions with the respondents. Secondly,
that the interpretation of the questionnaire data is also shared and is not done
solely by a single social scientist. Thirdly, one would want any action based on
the research process to be arrived at by more than a social scientist and his or
her bureaucratic counterparts. The one-time questionnaires, even in the hands
of someone who is “pro-people”, remains a static and limited tool. It does rep-
resent a way of arousing initial interest in a social problem, especially in indus-
trialized societics where community and group interaction is extremely limited.
like the object of the educational process,
tential and the mobilization of

7. The object of the research process,
should be the liberation of human creative po
human resources for the solution of social problems.

This statement is a value, an underlying assumption for participatory research

which will not suit everyone. But then this type of research will not perhaps be
accepiable to a number of people in any case. The focus of research, learning
and socio-economic development should be the same—man. The more intellectual
power and creativity that can be brought to bear on society, the more likely a
solution. We need not more highly trained and sophisticated researchers operat-
ing with ever more esoteric techniques, but whole neighbourhoods, communities

and nations of “researchers”.
An analogy to medicine is approp

riate here. Social science research often
appears to produce a situation in which a medical doctor tries to diagnose a
patient’s symptoms from around the corner and out of sight. The social scientist
uses his “instruments” to measure the response of the patient as though they:
were a kind of long stethoscope. The focus of the researcher has been on develo
ing a better and better stethoscope for going i 5ES
when the real need is for the researcher to walk around the corer, g0 1
house and begin talking with the people who live there.

CONCLUSION y
Participatory research is not a guarantee of ideological purity (what is?). But

. seems clear that research concerning itself with aspects of people’s lives, parti

wlarly field research, aeeds to involve people in a different relationship than th

of actors to be acted upon or of subjects seen as objects. If change is to oc€
adult educators need to be more deliberate about involving people in reses
We must not, however, “confuse preoccupation with the truth that should cl
acterise any setious scientific effort with the so-called neutrality of science whil
in actual fact does not exist” (Freire, 1973). Participatory research, base
the assumption that man is a social animal, offers a process that is more €
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S as conscious_ ith-adult education principles, more directly linked to action, and more

ccause it produces a more complex and thereby more accurate picture

sub-theme articies in this issue on participatory research provide more
n actual approaches and experiences, There is a great deal of work
y in this field. At least two seminars (one in Africa and one in Latin
erica) and one conference are being planned to deal in some way with these
¢s. The topic is a vital and important concern for all adult educators,
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La recherche participante, une approche an changement
M. Budd Hall, officier en recherche pour Ie Conseil international de P’éducation des
adultes, commente les articles de ce numéro sur la recherche participante dans un
exposé basé sur ses quatre années d’expérience dans un pays africain ol il a tenté
d'utiliser les méthodes de recherches sociales scientifiques mais sans grande satis-
faction. 1l aflirme que la recherche participante, basée sur la conjoncture que I'homume ‘
est un apimal social, offre un processus qui évite les piéges de I'idéologie oppressive,

est plus compatible avec les principes de éducation des adultes, plus directement
associée 4 Paction, assure une meilleure prise de conscience de Ia part de la col-
lectivité, et est plus scientifique parce gquelle donne une image pius compléte et par
conséquent plus précise de la réalité sociale. T.a recherche qui sincorpore 4 la vie
des individus, particulidrement la recherche sur place, doit intéresser les individus non
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pas comme des sujets que Pon vent diriger ni comme des sujets considérés comine
des objets. Ce dont on 2 actuellement besoin, c’est un travail plus fondamental et une
communication intime entre ceux qui ont une¢ expérience appropriée. Ii se fait ac-
tuellement beaucoup de travail dans ce domaine. Ce sujet est une préoccupation vitale
et importante pour tous les éducatenrs Cadultes, et ceux qui oeuvrent actuellement
selon des processus similaires sont invités & communiquer leurs découvertes et leurs
opinions & M. Hall.

L] ® @

Investigacién Participatoria: Un FEnfoque en Favor det Cambio

Fl Sr. Budd Hall, funcionario investigador del Consejo Internacional para la BEduca-
cién de Adultos, introduce en este Namero los articulos sobre investigacién participa-
toria con un estudio basado en sus cuairo afios de experiencia en un pais africano
intentando aplicar los métodos normales de investigacién social cientifica, lo que dio
por resultado un mayor descontento en el uso de fales métodos. Sostiene que la
investigacién participatoria, basada en el supuesio de que el hombre es un animal
social, ofrece un proceso que evita escollos ideoldgicos oprimentes, estd més de
acuerdo con los principios de la educacién de adultos, mds direciamente ligada a la
acci6n, asegura una méis completa participacién de la comumidad, v s més cientifica
porque produce una mas compleja y, por consiguiente, més exacta pintura de la
realidad social, La investigacion que s¢ ocupa de la vida de las gentes, especialmente
la investigacién sobre el terreno, necesita poner al hombre en una relacion diferente
de la del participanfe que va a Ser influido o de la del sujeto que es visto como
objeto. Lo que se requiere ahora es un trabajo més fundamental v la comunicacién
entre los que tienen experiencia pertinente. Se esta trabajando mucho en este campo.
El tema es asunto vital para todos los educadores de adultos; se invita a aquellos que
trabajan en procesos semejantes a enviar al Sr. Hall sus descubrimientos ¥ opintones

al respecto.
-] L] [ ]

Hegnenopanye ¢ yuacrueMm: MOAXOX K nepeMeRaM.
Ganj Xmul, AomKHOCTHOE JIHHO B MeXEyHRAPOIHOM COBeTe 00 0B6pasoBaHHd B3DOCIHX,

npeparaeT B STOM ROMEpe JypHaza pan cratell Bo BORPOCY of ECCTefOBaHHAX ¢ yda-
cTHeM HCCHefyeMBHX, OTH  CTATRH OCHOBAHH HA geTHpexneTHeM [peCHBaHUH Xunnma B
opHol adipukanckoil crpame, rae oH OHTATCH IPHMEKMTL OCLIMHbIC METOJN HAYHHOro
HCCACHOBAHHA H HANIEN MX HEroAHGBIME. OR BLABHTAET METOL HCCHELOBAHHA C Y4a-
CTHEM HCCASHVEMEX, CCHOBBHRAACH Ha TOM, WTO HENOBEE — CyHlecTBO OCLIHHHOTO Xa-
paxrepa. Xl TIpeljaract UPOIECS, H3Geralomull YrHETAIINe HICONOTHUECKRE IpO-

Bassl, B Oosblieit CTCHEHH COOTBETCTBYIOIHA TIPHNIHIAM ofipa3oBasHsl B3pocaAbIX, B
GoJpIIeH cTeneHH CBSIZAHHEE ¢ AeHCTBHAMH, ofiecesuBaIUi Gosee TONHOE YHacTHe
sacemenn, w Gonee Hayunuf, ubo o# AaeT Soniee COOWHYID H TTOITOMY Gosee TOHHYI
KaprThHy CONHABHOH reficrBuTenbRocTH. HlcenenoBanne, KaCAiOUICeCd wuanu  aoned,
ocoGento Ha MecTax, TpeOyer BOBJEUEEHE B HETO mogeill ¢ pasaHdMEM cOpAsOM IKHE-
un. HeoBxommma Gonee CyIleCTBeHHAT pafoTa H CBA3b MEKJy TemH, KTO pRAfeT OIlbi-
TOM, OTHOCHIUMMCH X 9TOMY LeAY. B srofi oBpacTH HPOBOJHATCS MHOTOC paGote. JTa
rema WMEET KUINEHHOE M BAXMHOS SHAUCHHE M BCEX npenopasarenell B3POCIEIX. Ja-
11aM, CAeAYRUTHM TAKHM HKe H}JOHECCHM ACCHCREOBABNS, r[pe,:,)[araEM TOCHAATh pesynhTaTm

cpomx ncexeoBanmii Baxn Xoamy.




