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PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH: AY FEXPLORATORY STATEMENT

Rajesh Tandon ; A -

. Participatory Research (FR) approach iz beginning to
emerge as. an approach of inguiry and social change. The
'emerqgnce of Participatory Research approach is rooted in
some bhasic f;ustrations experienced in the pursult of
rlassical research. Before outlining the PR approach, it
might be useful to verbalize some of these frustrations:

(a) Classical research approach in social settings
has implicitly borrowed the method of ingquiry
use. in natural sciences,., This has led to a
distorted emphasis on "okjectivity" and
researcher=subjact differentiation. Classiecal
research approach in social settings has
placed primacy on developing research designs
{both in the laboratory and in the field) that
éttempt to maintaio the separation betwsen the
researcher and individuals in the social system
under astudy, Such an ainphasis will seem mis-
directed 1f we examine the three distinctive
characteristics of inguiry in social settings:
(i) Sacial research means a study of
individuals, grocups and organizétions
in a social setting: |

{ii) fThe researcher shares his/her essential
humanity with the individuals in the
social getting under study: |

(11i) The very act ef inquiry tends to have
some impact on the social system under
study. | '

One can clearly notice the differsnces %hat emanate
from these distinctive characteristics between
social Tresearch and laguiry in natural sciences..
Tz that sxtent, it is doﬁbfful if social rééearch
can utilize a method of inﬁuiry implicitly based

on the assumpticns of natural science inguiry..
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(k) Another major influencd of natural sciences on
social inguiry is in terms of the acéeptable_
purpose of research. Research in natural science”
has been sol&ly.aimed at increased understanding
of and knowledge about natural phenomena. The
utilization of this new knowledge has been the
task of the technologists. Soclal sclence
researchérs have assigned similar role to them-
selves. Social change based on the enhanced
understanding of social systems and. phenomena
is not seen as an integfal part of their role.
In the absence of social technologists, the

utilization of new kngwledge has been neglected.

Oae may ask why social technologists have not
"arrived" soc far? Part of the reason may lie in
the distinctive nature of social sclence inquiry.
If we assume that it is impossible to control
all the spuricus interferences in soccial research
{and this is an increasingly documented assumption),
then it might be difficult to talk about " reproducibiy
lity"™ -and consequent generalization. We only develop
a partial understanding of a social bhenomenon}
setting, and this seriously limits our ability to
generalize. Therefore, a major arguments against
the utilization of knowledge generated by social
research in its lack of applicability in particular
settings. To that extent, those interested in social
change in a particular setting tend to initiate

their own research ggocesé in that setting.
* L]

Classical soclal research has, therefore,
neglected the issue of change in social systems.
It has not only been indifferent to this issue,
but alsoc actively punishéd those who attempted to
combine the two purposes of understanding and change
Ly labeling theilr éfforfs "unscientific".’
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Another argument agzinst researchers® involvement
in social changs is premiscd on the misconception
that research 1= value-free. Since all change,
especially social change, is basedon a normative
visgion of the “desired”, and slnce researchers'
task is to be objective and value-free in pursuit
of his/her inguiry, how can one expect him/her to
combina the process of lnguiry with the process

of changa?

The underlying fallacy in this argument is

the neive assumptier that inquiry is value~free,

‘What to say of soeial research, even inguiry in

natural scienges is ngt value—free. The researcher
not only believes that the naturzl phenomena are
orderly and canm be therefore, researched, but also

carries a framewCrk in order to collect obssrvations.

" Thesce frameworks are as much normative as thoee

held by social reszecarchers.

Moreover, the myths of value-free inguiry and
non-normative role of the researcher have led to
the dehumanizing and catastrophic utilization of

knowledge, The overwhelming obsession of

" researchers with "objectivity" and "neutrality”

has resulted in the development of nuclear missiles,

biologircal poisons and psychological brainwashing,

Finally, there is an ethical issue that has hoen
largely negloeted in &lassical social research.
The practice of classical social research has
resulitzd in aomplete and exclusive control of

the process and outcome of mesezrch by the
professional researcher, The researcher develops
knowledge based on data collectsd from individuais
groups and organizations in a sccial setting. Those
irdividuals, groups and organizationz do not have
any control ovir the knowledge ganerated from the
data obtained from them. They are the "subiects”
of research,




And the researcher is neither accountable to them
nor responsible for the use of <nowledge thas generated.
A researcher can do that in natural sciences without
any ethical consideration bhacause the subject-matter
is natural thenomencon, Can we follow the same argument

for inguiry in social phenomenat

In the light of zpove frustiations with ciaasical
research approach, it is'valuéhle to analyze the issuc of
control a little more in-depth. In various types of research
approaches, what is chosen and who chotses? IfF we broadly
clagsify the rzsearch typog intos the thres categories shown in
figure~1l, then it iz casy to undaerstand how pariicipatcry
resaarch approach diffors in some very fundamental ways,
Academic research 1s what most professional researchers are
engaged in and what most research institutes reward and
encourage. Bolicy/evaiuation trescarch has become increasingly
popular over the last two decades, &n administrator, policy=-
maker or government sgency, commissions a research study in
order to satisfy eome- of the adminiztrative needs. This
client is, by and large, outsidc +he problem/arca that
s/he wants researched by a professional ressarcher, Particla-
patory Reseaf:ﬁ has been set against these two types on the
thres keyzstéps.in = research act: choice of the probiem,
choice of tha nethodology., and choics of the cutcome.
Figure=1 highlights, somewhat dramatically, this issue of
control in research. Academic research has emphasisad
unilateral control by the professional resgarcher on all
steps of a research act. PR is an approach where this
control is jointly shared by the researcher and the actors

in the problem situstion.

Before going into the details of sope of the implica-
tions of these fundamertal émphusis_in Farticipatory Research,
it might be worthwhile to onumerats what & FR approach might
entail'toncretely. Figure-2 is an attempt to chart the steps
of an "idcal"nparticipatory Rosearch aprroach, Oneumajor

element of Participatory Research #hat is milssing in this
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Fiqure=1: Distipctions hatween three types of Research Processes

e, TYPE OF.
STEES TN -RESEARCH
LESEARCH ST

ey

ACADEMIC
RESEARCH

. —arr— ——

POLICY/EVALUATION
RESEARCH (COMMISSIONED)

PARTICIPATORY
RESEARCH

1, CHOICE OF PROBLEM .
: What?

Whe?

3, CHOICE OF METHODO-:
- hoey What?

 Whao?'

3, CHOICE OF QUTCOME
What?

Who?

Choice based on the
interest and discipline
of the professional
redearcher,

resaarcher

Experimental research
dosigrs, use of reliable
‘nstruoments,statistical
analycis

“tofassional researcher

Publications (pres-mta-

tions in "learnad”
semine ral.

_Professional researcher

Choice based on clients
adminiagtrative needs.

Client (who 1s cutside
the problem area)l.

(uasi~experimental fleld
rescarch designs, use of
reliaple instruments,
statistical analysls.

Profezzlonal researcher

-Report {(to the Client!
-Publication (if the
researcher negotiates)

Client (primarily)

Anmediate problem

Consensual validity based

Cholce bazged on

situation.

Jolntly by the agtors in
the problem situation and
prefessional researcher,

research designs, use of
empathic instruments,
maltiple analysis methods.

Jointly by the actors and
the professional researcher.

-Changes in the situation
~-Increasad knowledge base
~-Increased capacity among
actors to inguire into
and changes their situations

Jointly by the actors and
the professional researcher.

— - h e e qp——
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"ideal® model is the idenlogical /normative stance, To the

. extent that Participatory Ressarch appreoach ls an attempt

to break away from ﬁnidirectioﬁal control of the professional
researcﬁér, at is to be consisﬁent in its definition of
"actors in the problem situaticn”, ' Therefore, Participatory
Research approach iz solely in:IESpDnSG teland for the fulfila-
ment of the needs of the less ﬁowcrful, waaker scgmants

of a soclal setting
Some comments related to figqure-2 are needed herc:

Li)  The iﬁitial roquast in an “ideal” Participatory
Research process may come from the powerless
actors in the situation. But in reality, this
may not be s0. The regues«t may come from
someone powerful within the situation, or
cutzide it. Yot, the researcﬁer can transform
it into a Particip:tory Research approach by
foliowing some later steps. provided his/sher

ideclcgical stance is expl.cit.

{131} Various steps ocutlined in figure-2 appear to be
oﬁe-shet, fixed steps. In reallty, a FParticipatory
Research process has to be cyclical and iterative,
For example, jeint agreement may heed to be
worked and reworked many time, over the entire

oycle,

{(iii} As ﬁresented haere, various steps in Participatory
Research process assumed the mnvolvement of an
sutside researcher, In reality, groups of actors
in a2 particular setting may ge through the
cntire process without any assistance from the
outsider, ' In fact, effeczive Participatﬁry
Rescdarch process must have the increased capacity
of the actors ik the sitna-ion inguire into and
change their situation as a valued outcome.

T that oextent, an butside rescarcher will
become redundadt soon.
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Ag presentad in fiqure-2, the Participatory
Regearch process may appear identical to Action
Rescarch(AR) appnrosch. However, thera are two
significant ways in which Participatory Research
is different from Action Reseafch, First, the
ideclogical stance and emphasis on making the
rogearchar' s valus-premises axplicit are
generally not mentisned in Retlon Researeh
approach, Szecend, Action Research can be,

and is being, undertaken without the participa-
tion and =ontrcl of. the actors in the situation.
In essence, then, Action Research bhecomes ancther
method in the exclusive ccntrol of the professional

researcher,

The above discussion ralses many important issues. At

this stage, ﬁne can only begin to articulate and understand

those issues. Final answars to them may emerge later. Some

kevy {gsues arc keing articulated and confronted here; it is

roped that they will generate some dialogue,

{a)

How to develop authentie, valid knowledge?
Participatory Roescarch sppreoach tends to lay
emphasis on authenticity as opposed to validity,
The concept of validity Aas defined by classical
research paradigm is inappropriate because of
several reasons. Firstly, knowledge abhout a
socizl setring iz not equivalent to information
obtainesd from it the meaning attached to that
information iz mafe important. Any repr:seatation
of social reality is contingent upon such meanings
that actors attach to their reality. Secondly,
thé impact of historical contingency on knowledge
derived from sccial settings is too critical to
apply universsl econstructs of walidity. Existing
criteria of walidity are concerned with the

generalizability of the outcomes of research,
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Participatory fesearchn approsch is potentially
an attampt te gonerslize a process of yesearch,

instead of its outoone.,

To that extent, the criteria of validity need
te focus on the external gencralizability and
internal consistency of the ressarch process
itself. What can he scme beginning elamenté of
such a concent of velidity? One can enungrate
a ftew such elgnents:

;

i} Relevance: historical, temporal angd spatial,

i11) Researcher calibration: sensitivity of the
rescarcher.
Emphasis on the orlibratioca and felL1b111ty
of the reacarcher as opoosed £ .an iﬁﬂtrmemnt
or 2 method.

ity Convergence: issues, methods and ocutcomes.
Emphasis on consensus of issuas, multiplicity
of maethods and congrusnce boetwesn processes
and cltoomes.

iv) Inclusion: context, actors and researcher,
Emphasis on focking at ths resesrch as a
social process and managing the confluence
betwaen the asnect2 of the --setting, actors
in the setring =and the resecarcher.

How oan we tuild an alternative concept of
validity baszd on the ztance that the Participa-
tory Research approach emphasises generalizability
of the research process itself?

If the generalizability of research process is
emphasigsed in Participatory Research approach,

 What 1s the outcome of the reasarch itsel€?

The cutcomes in Partigipatory Research process

ara at gevers]l levels:.
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il Immediate social change/action is one such
outcomi. The zctors in thoe situation sngage

in an cifort to transform their situation.

ii) Increasod Knowledges 'about the particular
social setting is anocther outcomae,. This
knowlzdge 18 availahle with the researchor

as weil as the =sciors of the social sevting,

iii} Incrcascd capacity among the actors in the
situation to enguire inte and change thedr
gituation iz ancother important outcome.

The ability and confidence of the actors in
*he situation o carry out further re=earch
and change is a potentially significant
contribution of Participatory Research.

Thisz iz the educationnl aspect of Participa-
tory Besearch, where <che actors in the
situasion ilzarn how to learn; demtero-
learning ocours in Particlioatory Research

PIraCes5s.

If there arc the potential outcomes of a Participa-
tory Research process, what happens t0 the enhance-
ment of kKnowledge? As mentioned above , theiincrea-
sed knowledge about the social setting is available
both with the rescarcher and the actors in the
situation, Is it not enhaneccment of knowledge®

Or enhancement f knowledgs is exclusively the

task of professional researchor? Classical
reszarch, as mentioged earlier, cmphasises profe-
gzional control over the generation, utilization
and elaboration of knowledgd (figure 3}. Partici-
patory Research approach maintains that the actors
in the situation are not merely passive "subjects”
of rescarch, but arc actively influencing the

progesses of knowledge—reacration and elaboration,

o T |



Fiqure-1: <Control over Xnowleodge-dgeneration and

elaboration procoss

Frofessinonal Actors
Eescarcher . ///ﬁ O
Mﬁ_’: N, i \
Soc’al Actors Soclal
. 3 R
Setting ("Subjects" ) Setting escarcher

CLASSICAL RESEARCH PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH




becomes a pelitical one. What are the implications
of research assuming a political meaning: for the
researcher? for the actors in the situation?

Is thls issue of politicization of research process
unique to Participatory Research? Rescarch in social :
settings has always baen political: either to maintain, :
cxplain and justify the status-guo or to gquestion, examine’
And transform it. May be, we have not been aware of the
pelitica’ aspects of our rosearch effort since we Rever
bclieved that our inquiry was normative or we never made
eplicit dur ideclogical stance.

These are some of the challenges of Participatory
Research approach, By their very nature, thesc are ‘
macro challanges, We can attempt to deal with them
a2t the macro level; or, we can analyze and resolve them
by our micre actions in the contzxt of a specific,
eoncrete Pazrticipatory Research =ffort,




