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ACTION BESEARCH, PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH, AND THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF

INQUIRY

The spread of applied behavioral sclence Teqiires adapting to new
circumstances and audiencesg, and applications in 1ew sertinga can generate
new insights. This paper examines two traditions f applied bebavioral
sclence inquiry -- "action research” and “"particiatory research™ -— that
espouse many simllar values and employ common wet wds in véry different
settings.

The authors have worked together as applied behavioral scientists in
each other”s countries (the lnited States and Ind .a), applying common
conceptual equipment to very diverse'cultural, po itical, and economic
sebrings. We have used both actlon research and rafticipatory research
approaches to inquiry work (e.g., Brown and Tand o, 1978; Tandon and
Brown, 1981), and this paper focuses on Ldeologi al, political and
economic differences berwesan them.

The paper is organized 1nto three sectlons. ' he Firat secticn
describes actian research and participatory regea:ch traditions, preseuts
examplea and ldentifies similarities and differem es between them. The
following section examjines the political econcmy ¢ £ Inquiry that affects
the two traditions., The last section ccnsiders imj licarions of their
political and econemic differences for the i{ntern: tional disseminaticn of
the two traditions and their future interacticn.

I. Action Research and Participatory Research

This section describes and i1llustrates each tradition, and then
compares them in terms of values and ideclogies.

A. Action Research
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Almost forty years ags Furt Lewin suggested learning about social
gystems by trying to change them (Marrow, 1963), le proposed cycles of
analysia, fact-finding, conceptuallzation, plannirg, implementation, and
evaluation to simultanecusly solve problems and generate new knowledge.
{Lewin, 1946). Action reaearch was halled as an frportant innovation in
soecial science inquiry (e.g., Cheln, Cook and Harding, 1948), and
subsequent inveséigatara have elaborated Lewin”a iigaa. Perhaps the most
commonly-used definition of research was framed bf Rapaport:

Action research aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of
people in an immediare problematic situation ard to the geale of social
science by joint collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical
framework (Rapaport, 1970: 4993,
This definition emphasizes the lmportance of both scientific coutributiocns
and problem solutions and stresses the commen val 1es and standards that
link researchers and ¢lients.

In the United States actlon researchers studl:d business firms {e.g.,
Whyce and Hamiitﬂn, 1364) and educational organiza:lons (e.g., Corey,
1953). But action research has never been as well-iccepted by academic
social seience (Sanford, 1970), as 1t has been by ipplied researchers in
srganizations in the United Srates (French and Bel ., 1973). European
academics have been more iaterested. The Tavistoc: Institute instituted a
serles of action research programs (e.g., Jagues, .952; Rice, 1958); as
have other researchers in England (e.g., Clark, 19 2}, Country-wide
programs have been launched in Nerway (e.g., Thors ud, i970), and action
regearch atrategies have been used in various Euro wean crganizations
(Faucheux, et al., 1982). More recently U.S. acadimics have exhibited new
interest in action research (e.g., Susman and Ever..d, 1979; Alderfer and

Swity, 198l; Pasmore and Frledlander, 1982).
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Action research 1s 1llustrzted in the folloting example of inquiry ino

an electronics plant:

Pasmore and Frledlander {1982} report work In an electronice plant
to discover why an apidemic of mystrious "sort arms” had atruck almost a
third of the plant”s three hundred workers. <hree years of prior
investigation by traditional research method: had falled to retard the
spread of the alilment.

The Investigators declded ko use a coll:borative action research
strategy that involved both employees and man: gers for several reasons:
{1) empleyees held informatfon critical to unc erstanding the problem,
(2) previcus studiesz done by and for managmeni had not solved the
problem, (3) inltial Investigatlons suggested that employee-managear
ralationships were key factors, and (4) resealch methods that
reemphasized exfating power relations might s ppress vital information.

The researchers created a studies commit:ee of employees and
managers to guide the research. This Committ:e and the researchers
together formulated Iinterview questions, actec as participant observers,
designed a questionnaire, planned and deliver:id feedback about findings
to management and later the plant as a whole. The Committes worked
effectively together in splte of their organi:ationmal differences. The,
tesearchers and the Commitrree presented thelr findings to manapement.
They were shocked by management”s antagonist. ¢ reaction: “the group
worked under the assuwnptlion that the primary nterest of top management
was in resolution of the problem; chus Iir waz rotally unprepared for the
conflict that erupted at the first feedback s. ssion between the group
and top managers” ([Pasmore and Friedlander, 1°82: 350}. Managers firmly
rejected implicaticns rhat management acklvit es centributed to the
"sore arm” phenomenon,

An analysis rhat emphasized the contribations of indilvidual stress
reactlons, technical faetors of the work, and group dynamlcs was
eventually accepted by researchers, managers, and workers. But the
lneidence of sore arms had already started to decline —— indeed, the
lnefdence declined stesply throughout tha act on regearch project,
continued to decline with the plecemeal implecientation of
raesearcher/Committes recommendations, declinid still further as
technical problems were solved and as managemi:nt changes made the
organizational culture more participative, an:i finally levelled our at a
low level gaveral years after the resaarch priiject formally terminated.
The plant also improved on measures of materl ]l usage efficiency, labor
efficlency, and attendance, and wmanagers vepo ‘ted that the working
climare of the plant was much lnproved (Pasmo ‘e and Firedlander, 1983:
A57).

What does thls example 1llustrate about act on regearch values and

idenlogies? Values have been defined as preferen:ea for courses of action

and auteomes; relevant values shape cholees amon; perceived alternative
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actions (Beyer, 1981: 167). Values of action research are expressed in both

the definition and the exawple, Action researchers place a high value an

”

useful knowledge. "There im nothing so practical as a good theory,” is an

expression of thig value commonly atciributed to l=swin. Pasmore and
Friedlander (1%82) sought a theory that would exjplain the "asore arm”
problem. Actlom researchers also place & high value on davelopmental
change. They seek to make social systemz more efficient and effective, to
promate the fulfillment of human potentials, to :folve the problems of
individuals or institutions, Pasmore and Friedlarder (1982) sought to
reduyce the incildeuce of “sore arms,” and allay tielr lmpacts on individuals
and the organizarion. Actlon research combiunes 'alues that are often split
in other ;esearch tradltions,

Ideologles are sets of beliefs that Explaiﬁ the world and bind
together people who share them (Beyer, 198l). Idi¢ologles l1iak values and
realities, suggesting cause~and-effect linkages .bhat enable purposeful
actionI(Eeyer, 1581). Eﬂtiﬂn researchers draw s me ldeslogical assumptilona
from thelr profassional training: clinical and .ocial psychology and
management theory provide underlying disciplines for much action research,
and actlon researchers often conceptualize prob ems in terms of

individual, interperscnal, and group factors . Pasmore and Friedlander

(1982) listed tecimical and orgaznlzational wvariailes but eventually
amphasized individual and group factors to expla.n the "sore arm”
phencmenon. Actlon researchers also draw ideclo;ical assumptione from the
larger culture. Dominant ideclogies in the Unit:d States, for example,
emphagize the centrality of individuals to effic.ent and effective task

accomplishment, and "consensus™ explanations of soclety that emphasize

commou values, social incegration, and incrementil social reform
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{pahrandorf, 1959), C{ulture-wide {deologies re:nforce actlon researcher
attention to the individual level of analyslis ard to i;cremental
problem~solving approaches constrained by atand. rda aed goals shared by
regearchers and their clients. Thus, Friedland. r and Pasmore (1382} were
shocked by top management”s resistance to study results because they
thought everyone agreed that solving the problet. was the first priority.
Training and cultural context encourages us act on rasearchers to emphasize
interpersoual and group explanations and to pla. change strategies on the

assumptlon of socieral consensus about desicabl : cutcomes.

B. participatory Ressarch

The participatory rgsearch tradition has e wrged from work with
oppressed peoples Iu the Third World. Varlants iave been deveiﬂped in many
settings, often independently. Paolo Freire aﬁl his colleagues ia Latin
smerica, for example, developed widely-influent al concepts for adult
education among the urban and rural poor, Freir:"s dlaloglc approach to
adult educaticn engages individuals im critical analysis and organized
action to lmprove their situations {Freire, 197); 1974; 1978). In these
dialogues educators and “"students” move toward : critical c¢onsciousness of
the forces of oppression and the possibiliries Zor liberatioen.

gsimilar principles of inquiry have been dev:loped in Africa and Asla
(Hall, 1981), but their recognition has been delayed by lack of
communication channels or geographical contacts among researchers. An
international network of Iindividuals interested in participatory research
was formed in 1978 under the sponsorship of the International Counecil for
Adult Education, and the Secretary General of tnat organization has
gummarized the characteristies of participatory research as followa:

Participatory research 1s...an integrated activity that combines socilal
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investigation, educational work, and actiom....Some of the
characteristics of the process Ineclude:
o The problem originates in the community ov workplace itself,
o The ultimace goal ... is fundamental st uctuyral transformation and
the lamprovement of the lives of those 1iwolved....
6 ... Che workplace or the community [{s .nvolved] in the contrel of
the entire procesas....
0 ...the awvareness in people of their own abilitiea and resources [is
strengthenad] and mobilizing or organizlag [ia aupported].
o The term “researcher” can refer to both the community or workplace
personz involved as well as those wich 3peclalized training,
o [Outside resarchers] are committed partlelpants and learners in a
pracess that leads to militancy rather :han detachment. (Hall,

1981: 7-8)

Participatory research has Increased dramaticelly in the last decade,
The editor of a recent speclal issue on participatory research concluded:

No single issue of a journal nor any collection of papers can do Justice
to the richness and diversity of the debate nor give an adequate
overview of “what is going on.”{(Gayfer, 1981). :

Much participatory research has been undertaken in developing
countries, where problems of adult education aid social appression are
particularly zcute. But oeccasional projects hare bheen undertaken in
developed natioas, The participatory research project described below is a
¥.5. example, so comparisons to the “"sore arm” project will nut.be coafused
by national diffetences.

Caventa and Horton (1981) d=sgcribe par lcipatory reseatch on
land-ownership patterns by citizen groups 11 six states in the
Appalachian region. A Regional Land Ownersiip Task Farce of local
citizen groups and Highlander Research and :ducation Center staff
proposed a study of land ownership patterns to the federal Reglonal
Commission . The Task Forece hoped to gathe previously unavailable
information about land ownership that would enable local groups to
influence reglonal policles and the activit es of absentee landlords,
They hoped that the study would provide a m del for local research
adapted to local needs, train local people n research skills, develop a
network of proups committed to using the in ‘ormaticn generated, aad
mobilize a larger constituency to influence local, state, and reglonal
decision~makers. :

The polirical implicationz of the proj:ct made fund-raising
difficult. The Reglonal Commission created ipecial requirements for the
proposed project, and postponed funding unt 1 the Task Foree threated to
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drop the project and “go public with gur criticism of the Commmisaion”
{Gaventa aand Hortom, 1981: 32).

once funded, the Task Force held workstops in which researchers and

citizen group representatives designed the research, prepared to
collect data, and considered land reform strategles. Survey data on
landovnership were collected In 30 counties and case studles based om
tnterviews were developed in 19 counties in six states. State and
reglonal reporta and case studies were wrltien during the next yeal.
the same time, Task Force members worked wi'h local groups to plan
action to influence local and regional deci: ion-making.

The study documented in »sverwhelming” detail local citizen
expectations about land ownership: ownersh p is highly concentrated in
a few owners; land and mineral rescurces ar held by absentees
{particularly corporations); mineral rights are greatly underassessed
for property tax purposes. The funding agen ¥ delayed dissemination of
the reports, and refused to issue the case tudies {unsclentific”) and
the state overview reports {"too subjecrive ), The Task Force
independently disseminated their findings b the media and to local
citizens” groups. Subsequently, a number of projects evelved te utilize
or expand the study”s findings.

The authors cencluded that the projec: succeeded in its
tnformatlon—gathering geals, and provided a model of 2 participatory
research project. The workshups cffered us:ful training for
participants, and cibizen groups had begun o pass on thelr reaearch
skills to groups in neighboring countles ac yet unstudied, The project
created networks for further actfon, and ecucated and mobilized '
participants arcund issues of taxation Llneculties. The mobilization
impacts were most obvicus 1n areas that wetz already concerned about
land ownership and land-use decisionsg.

Participatory researchers, like actlon ri searchers, emphasize the

value of wuseful knowledge , and dismiss th: abstracticms and

irrelevancles of more traditional scecial scle ce (e.g., Hall, Gillete and

Tandon, 1982). Gaventa and Hoerton (1981} and their colleagues focused on

the Implications of knowledge about land owne ship patterns for influencing

pelicy-making, not with their theoretical imp lcaticns. Participatory

regearchers also place high value on developenral changes . They

particularly emphasize research inplications rhat enable oppressed groups
to improve their lives. Recurring value them:s in participatory research

include squitable distributlons of resources, empowering oppressad groups,
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increased self-reliance, and transforming soclal structures into more
dramatic socleties. {Freire, 1970+ Hall, 198i; Tandon and Fernandes,
1581). Gaventa and Hortom {1981} sought land-ownership data to counteract
the corperate dominance of Appalachia.

The ideologies of participatory researctere, like those of actien
resgarchers, are drawn from both cultural bac kgrounds and profesaional
training. Particlpatory researchers are often adult educators and
community organizers, and they often analyze problems in terms of

community and soclal structures . The - draw on intellectual

traditionz, such as soclology, political sci:nce, and economlcs 2s wall as
individual and group theeory. Gaventa and Ho *ton (1981) focused on reglonal
patterns aof ownership and control, choosing solitical and economic forces
rather than individuals and groups Aas critical varlables. Participatory
regearchers have also been influenced by the cultural contexts of work with
poor prople In the Third world aod so conceive problems In terms of

resource inequities , dependence , and appresslon . 1Im sppalachla,

for example, sbsentee landowmers held many 1esources and yetl pald little
taxes for local use. Particlpatory researclers concelve the world io terms

of conflict thearies of  society tha- emphasize fundamental

differences of intarsst among social groups and the dynamics of cppression
and change (Dahrandori, 1959}. Gaventa and Horton {1981) sought to expand
awarensgs and mobilize cltizens to challeng: the concentration of power and
land in the Appalachian region. The ideclo ;y of particlpatory regearchers
emphaglzes large-scale structural forces, ¢omflicts of interest,
inequalities, and changes that reduce oppression.

C. Comparing Action Research and Fartlelpatiry Research

Action research and particlpatory research share many values. Roth
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traditions value useful knowledge, and both ex slicitly rejeckt the
irrelevance of more traditional conceptions af social science research.
Action researchers have argued for altetnatives to positivist philosophical
underpinnings are appropriate to inguiries thet seek to {nfluence social
syetems (e.g.; Susman and Everved, ig?g), and perticlpatory researchers
emphasize the conservative goclal implication: of an overemphasls on rigor
in social science {e.g., Frelre, 19703 Fals Berda, 1980). Both cradircions
seek knowledge that will have lmpacts on socl: 1 systems.

Both traditions also emphasize the Imp: rrance of developmental
change as a conseguence of inquiry. Actlon Te earch invegtigators have
argued that academically rigorous methodologl 's may undercat effective
action (Argyris, 1968; van de Vall, 19), andr:hey glve problem solutlons to
equal billing with the advancement of knowled te. Particlpatory regearchers
accord great importance to soclal change, and see most traditional research
as actively supporting the status quo {e.g., 1blinyl, et., al., 1982; Hall,
cilette and Tandon, 1982). Both traditions promote developmental change as
an important outcome of Inquiry.

So participatory researchers and action researchers —— united by
coumon values and shared rejection of eatablished research traditioms —-—
may be expected to engage in a lively and mutually entriching exchange of
infarmation and experience.

Wrung.

A recent bibliggraphy of participatory pgearch readings
{(participatory Research Netwerk, 1961) does 10t mention majer actlon
researchers {e.pg., Lewin, Argyris, Trist). 4 1d recent reviews of action
research literature {e.g., Susman and Evered , 1978: Pasmore and

Friedlander, 1582) do not clte the writings »f Influential paricipatory
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ragearchers {e.g., Frelre, Hall, gwantz). Th: authors learned about the
action research traditicn in Uniced States graduate schools, but did not
digcover the participatory research perspectlve until rthey became lovolved
in rural develoﬁment projects in Iudia.

Why this mutual ignorance? We believe ihat differences 1n idéulogy and
in political economy of the twe traditions :hape their interaction, We will
consider ldeological differences below, and then turn to the political and
economle forces underlying these difference: in the following sectiom.

Table 1 summarizes value and ideologle 11 similtarities and differences
hetween the two traditlens. participatory r!search and actlon Tesearch
shara similar general values, but they diff:r in ideolopical beliefs about

how thease values may be attained.

Table 1

Action Research and Participatory [esearch Differences

sctlon Research Participatory Research
Yalues Useful ¥Knowledge nseful Enowledge
{e.g., "sore arm” causes) {e.g., land ownership)
Developmental Change pevelopmental Change
{e.g., Teduce "sore arms” {e.g., more absentee
taxes)
Ideclogy Individual/Group Analysis Socletal Analysis
{(e.g., individual sStregs) {e.g., economic dominance)
conzensus Soclal Theory gonflict Sacial Theery
fe.g., everyone benefits {e.g., absentee ownatrs
from fewer sore arms) profic at citizen expense)

Efflciency/growth problems
Equity/self-reliance/oppressaion

are central $-— — - - ptoblems are central

These ldecloglcal differences produce different perspectives on

research clients and situations. The two iraditions focus eon differenk
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levels of analysis, use conceptual tools from diff:rent digeiplinesz, hold
fundamentally different assumptions about the nature of scclety, and attend
to differenr central problems. Partlclpatory resea’chers aasume that
gsocletal groups have confllecting interests, and thik the plipht of
disadvactaged groups is a eritical problem. Gavent: and Horton (1981) do
not expect cooperation from the Regicnal Commleslol or corporete
landowners; they aQSume chat those parties will re:isc the project, and
plan aecordingly. They belleve that increasing the aquity of resource
distributions and eahancing the self-reliance of ospressed groups ls
eritical, even at the expense of economle efficien:y or growth.

Action researchetrs, in contrast, assume comm:n lnterests in solving
problems by analyses of Individual, group, and orginfzatieonal factars.
Pagmore and Friedlander (1982) were surprised by tp manager reslstance to
worker analysls of the "sore arm” problem, and ther coentlnued to Focus an
individual and interperscnal factors in splte of tie Intrusfon of political
forces 1o the sltuation, The ideclogical stance of actlon researchers
enphasizes problem-solving ;nd the development of tnowledge, and they cften
believe that enhanced efficlency and effectiveness will improve the
situarion of all system members, even Lf short ter: effects concentrate
wealth and power 1o relatively few hands.

These ldeclogical differences interact with :he econcmic and
political forces that confrogt the twe traditions. These forces —— the
political economy of inquiry -- shape the developm:nt of sach rradition and

the chances for mutual exchange between them.

The Political Economy of Ingiiry
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Political economy 1s uszed here to refer to tle interacticn of
political factors (e.é. distributions of authorit: and power) and economic
factors (e.g. a2llocarions and uses of rescurces) |hat affect
deciglonmaking (Uphoff and Ilchman, 1972; Benson 19?5?- Political
econcmists ask guestlons like:

1. What actors have interests in the decision’

2. What authority and rescurces are relevant o the decision?

3., How will decislons affect actor interests :.nd distributions of

authority and resources?
Answers to these questions reveal patterns of inf uence and interation that
shape decisions. Some investigators argue that plitical and economilc
factors largely determine values and ideonlogies (..g., Bensom, 1975).
Gthars suggest that ldeologies and values shape T :icognlton and therefore
political influence of economlc factors {(e.g., Strbuck, 1981; Welck,
1979). We will assume here that ideclogy and pol tical economy interact
and that elther may influence decision-making in .nquiry.

The political economy of inquiry applies the e questions to declsions
made In research. We wlll focus on three eritica. decision areas In the |
inquiry process: ({a) the definitlon of problemsa, (b) the collection and
analysls of data, and {e¢) the urilizaticn of resu.ts.

A. The Definition EE_Prahlems

The definition of research problem fundament lly shapes and constralns
the results of the inguiry. The definltion of priblems Influences the data
¢ollected, the results apprehended, the solutions proposed, and the
distribution of responsibility for cthe problem itielf. Ryan {19 } argues
that soclal science often "blames the victim™ by .ts inltial problem

definition, and Lukes {1374} has pulnted out that agenda control by
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dominant groups can make problems "non—issues” tlab never become part of
tha public choice process. Problems i1 traditiomal sccial
sclence research are defined in large part

by ressarchers on congceptual and methodological grounds, or by government
and corporate interests with investments in the jroblem. Probtlem definition
in the participatory and actisn research traditicns is influenced by thelr
commltment to "real”problems, for a variety of iiterest groups may be
affected by research results.

Action research clients, for example, haw direct interests in the
definition of research pcoblems, But who are the clients of action
researchers? Much action regearch has been carri.d out histdrically within
organizations -~ particularly in the privace sec or {(e.g., Jaquea, 1%52;
Whyte and Hamilton, 1964). Action researchers In crganizatlens must respond
in part to problem definitions posed by organiza:.ional autherities. Pasmore
and Friedlander (1982}, for example, focused on :he manager-dafined problem
of “sore arms” —— a definition that emphaslzes wirker behaviors that
undercut plant performance. Of course, workers d .d not like sore arms. But
clients with differant intefests {e.z., employee representatives, 0SHA
inspectors, local medical authorities, insurance companies) might have
defined “cthe problem” in different terms. Manag:s and researchers
together defined the research problem, with manajers providing
organizational authority and Ffinancial resources and researchers offering
information and expertise. The fallure of previrus efforts to solve the
problem enhanced the influence of any regearchers: who could offer as yet
untrled soluptions to the sore arm conundruam.

Participatory researchers are explicit abou: client contributicn to

problem definition: “the problem originates in  he community or workplace
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itgelf” (Hall, 11981:7). Thelr immediate clieits are deflned as "a wide
range of exploited or oppressed groups” (Hall, '938l: 7). They also atart
from an assumpticn that oppresslon ls a central problem. This perspective.
hag at least three implications For problem def nitlen: (1) their clients
will define problems differently from dominant roups, {2} authority and
;esuurces will be contrelled largely by other 1 iterest groups, and (3}
dominant interest groups can be expected to res.st or attack problem
definitions that threaten their positions.

Problems are often evident to oppressed griups, even when system
authorities do not recognize any difficulties. The Appalachian laund
ownership research project (Gaventa and Horton, 1981), for example, was a
response to a problem perceived by the regaarch:rs and the alliance of
cirizen groups, but not by the Reglonal Commisslon. The Cemmisslon
controlled resources and avthority to support bie study, but preferred to
define and settlement rather than land ownership as the research
problem. The Alliance and the researchers had to threaten public criticism
to get Commlasion acceptance of theiv definitici. FProblem definitilon
decisions in this project set a pattern of adversarial interaction smong
actors with potentially confllicting interests.

Problem definirion decisions positlon researchers with respect to
other groups with Interests in research outcomes, and creare political and
economic contexts of inquiry. Action researchers are likely te be allles
of organigational authoriries, with access to cuthority and reasources
relevant to officlally-sanctioned problem defiritlons. Participatery
researchers are likely te be allies of oppresacd groups and oppoaents of
established authoriries, and so find rescurces and anthoritative suppert

arrayed agalinst them,
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B. Data Collection and Analysis

Choices among alternative methods, types of data, and actors in data
callection and subsequent analysis also influenc¢ research outcomes. The
pelitical economy perspective again focuses on 1) cerested actors and the
distribution of authority and rescurces to unﬂer:tand thogse chelces., The
dominant sccial science research traditiona have empﬁaaized data’ collection
and analysls methodologies, such as experiments .nd surveys, that requlire
speclally-trained researchers, and complex exper mental or data processing
installations (Dlesing, 1974). These methodolog es allow reszarcher
control over data even when other acters finance the research. But
regearcher control may be counterptoductive for research intended to
influence non-researchers. QOne study of social rolicy research found
conceptual and methodological rigor to be negatl rely related to lmpact on
gocial policy-making {van de Vall and Bolaa, 1% 1, perhaps because
policy-makers did not appréciate the relevance ol £h¢ findings that
resulted.

Action researchers seek "Jjoint collaborarioi within a mutually
acceptable ethical framework” (Rapaport, 1%70: 199), and so encourage
active cllent involvement in data ceollection and amalysis. Common
interasts between researchers and system members enable mutual trust aqd
the sharing of valid information. So action rerzarchers emphasize good
open relationships with clients (e.3., Argyris, 1970}, sympathetlc
participant chservatlon {(Diesing, 1974), "empatiic queationnaires” {e.g.,
Alderfer and Browm, 1972), or "interviews as catalysts” (Brown and Tandon,
1978).

follaborative data collection and analysls ¢an make lmportant

concributions to understanding. Pasmore and Friaedlander (1982) joined
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workers and managerres Lu collect and analyze data that substantially
advanced understandiﬁg of the "sors arm” problem. The Committee brought
together researcher expertise, worker informatier, and management sanction
and resources. But collaboration can alao create tenslons; the "sore arm”
investigation thfeatened to redefine the problem tu include management, and
their artack on 1ts findings in the first feedbat k meeting reflected the
dalicate balance of political and economic force: in the plant.
.Cullaburative Investigation that threatens exist: ng balances of authority
and resources can polarize actors with diverse ii.terests, even when
researchers are “"only trying to solve the proble.”

participatory research explicitly requires ¢ .leut participationm "in the
coantrol of the entlre process” and defines all ﬁlrticipants as
“regearchers” (Hall, 1981: 7-8). But not all fn:erested actors can be
participants; solidarity with oppressed groups >ften places participatory
roagesarchers aa adversarles to dominant Zroups. rarticipatory researchers
uge ¢ollaborative data collection and analysis strategies with
participanta, much like action researchaers. They develop "educatlon for
critical consciousness” {Freire, 1974} and mathcds — “collective analysis”
{Barndt, 1981). But in additiom, they sesk informatlon from unwilling
sources, whose control aver vital jnformation i: used to oppress thelir
clients. The participatory research tradition a 5o uses militant
observers” (Darcy de Oliveira and Darcy de oliviira, 1975), dinvestigarive
and advocacy research (Laue, 19 3}, and "sanfli t methodologies™ of varicus
kinds {(Lehmann zad Young, 1974).

caventa and Horton”s (1981) study wobllize | community groups in & data
collaction process that both educated and eapow:red participants, but posed

a potential threat to absentee and corporate laidhelders. Since the
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*

nethods used to congcruck

Reglonal Commisszion questlioned the "unsclentific
the ¢ase atudiess, resisted the Inirial preposa’ , delayed and eventually
gsuppressed publicatioun of some results, Gaventa and Horton saw it as a
%utectar of eatablished interests. Particlpatory research data collection
and analysis necessarily uses client resources, since funds to Suppoft
ragearch staffs are seldom availabla.

Data collection and analysis decisions ref ect differences in the
political economies of the two traditions. Act on researchers collaberate
fn data collectiou and analysls with organlzati-ng on the basls of common
goals, sanctions and resources provided by syst @ authorities., They
emphasize mutual trust and iterative data celle .tlon and analysie to
develop shared diagneses. Participatory reseaf.hers emphaslze
collaboration and consclousness-raising to mobi 1ze and educate oppressed
groups and build close links to those cliemts, But they also seek
information from and about groups with opposed .nterests, and so must
develop adversarial data collection and analysi: processes as well.

G. Utilization_g£ Results

The utilization of research results is als: shaped by political and
economle factors. (Soclal selence studies may e buried In techieal
reports and have little impact, or they may hav: world-wide effecte.)}
Utilization includes granks of access to or con:rol over Findings,
decisions abaut dissemination, and choices of how to link ko
lmplementation. The political economy perspectlve directs attention to
actors interested In result ubilizarion, distrisutions of authoriry and
resources among them, and costs and benefits of utilization decisions.
When pragmatic comsequences of research are not cbvious, Interssted actors

may be limited te other researchers or funding :gencles concerned with
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basic problems. However, actlou research and jarticipatory research
explicitly seek pragmatic results and so may 11 volve many intarests in
utilization decislons. For example, contract :esearch supported by

government agencies or corporations may ifavelv: many Ilnterested actors.

The tradition does not specify for whoi actlen reseachers work,
but many groups inside and outside client systims may be affected by
praject oukcomes. Action researchers seek new knowledge to impress
professional peers and problem solutions to Im ress future clients.

Pasmore and Friedlandetr (1982) emphasized the .tllity of action research
methcdslas contributors to knowledgs, and they deascried "bottom line”
consequences as well as reduced Injuries for £|e plant, The tradition
emphasizes Jjoink use of reaults by researchers and clients in an interative
process that produces agreement on diagnosis ad interventions (a.g.,
French and Bell, 1973). Action researchers ses; resulr ukllizations that
can be supported by consensus among relevant a .tors; everyone favored a
reduction In "sore arms” abt Pasmore and Fried ander”s (1982} plant, though
how the reduction should be accomplished was w re controversial. Ideally
the utllization of action research benefits al . interested aciors, at least
within the system,

Action rvesearch projects sometimes produc: outcomes that threatean
powerful actors., Fasmore and Friedlander (198 !) chose a dara collection
and analysls methodology that involved workera and implicated management Lo
the problem. But everyone realized that any ut .lization of the results
depanded on continued sancklion and resources f:om management. The
researchers were sble to reassure aroused mana jers thakb the research did

aot serigusly threaten management authority, aid the final "model of the
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injury precess" did not mentlon management style or specific managerial
behaviors (Pasmore and Friedlander, 1982: 355). Management chose teo
implement a few plecemeal changes in response to research findings. Buk
the incidence of "sore arms" began a steep arl continuing decline at the
beginning of the action research, so the exlstence of the project itself
may have been an important change. Increase 1 communicatcion about worker
problems may have reduced worker stfess, and so improved the situation.
The project enhanced the interests of worker:s, by improviog communications
and by revealing technical problems without ¢isturbing the existing
political eccnomy.

Participatory research explieitly calls for improving the loc of
oppressed groups, and participatory researchers seek research outputs that
will change the status quo. So at least thrie asts of actors have
interests in research outcomes: the researclers, their clients, and their
nppn;ents. Oppenents often moncpolize forma. authority and resources;
regsearchers have training and expertise; cliinc groups have information,
energy, and time. Participatory researchers are less schizophreanie than
action researchers:; the Enrm;r respond to b th regearch audiences and
client systems, while the.iﬁz;:¥Jjoin their ates with oppressad clients,
The Appalachian land ownership study reflect researcher-citizen
integration aeven in its authorship: Gaventa works for the Highlander
fesearch and Fducarlon Center and Horton wor s for the Appalachlan
Alliance.

Participatory reseatch promotes researc | utilization to benefit
oppressed groups —— a choice that iIs often 1 .imical to the interests of
other groups. Gaventa and Horton”s (1981) pr . ject demonstrated that land

ownership 1s concentrated in a few absentee .andhelders —— a result already
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recognlzed by poor resideuts bur not by gove ament policy-makers. The
project also sought to ¢reate new actors, suth as trained citizens,
informed networks, and mobilized regional ceoistituencles. The new data and
new actors were expected to strengthen the r:presentation of poor pecple in
negotiations with established Interests, sucn as big landowners and the
Reglonal Coumission.

Participatory researchers explicitly jcln one Qet of actors in a
social system Fragmented by conflicting interests. That choice 1s
expensive, for their opponents often have mctre access to authority and
resources. Participatory researchers seek “tundamentzl rransformatioms™ of
socleties, and the price may well be fundamsntal conflict with existing
authorities and resource holders.

D. Comparing Political Economies

The political economies of action rese:rch and participatory research
are very different. Table 2 summarizes some political and economic
characteristics of the two traditions and tteir impacts on ragearch

decisions.

Table 2

Political Economies ' f Inquiry:
Actlon Hegeareh and Partic patery Resaarch

Actlon Research Participatory Research
Actors: Reseatvchers Researchers
Client Systems Client Groups

Established Authovities
Third party Funders

Rasourcaes and Késearchers Raseatrchers
Aunthority - regearch expertise ~ tvegearch expertlse
- politlcal awareness

Client 3ystems Client Groups
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- sanction - Informacion
= 1Insights = energy
- Information - Insights

Established Authorities
- panctlon power

- funde and rewards
Third Party Funders

- funds
- protectlon
Phases: .
1. problem Shared by researche's Controlled by client
Definition and client aystem Eroup
Benefits ko whole Benefits to cllent
s5ystem group
Resources and ganck on Resources from clients
from system leader: or extracted from aystem
2. Data Collaboratlve with Joint for mutual education,
Collection whole system empowermant
and Analysis Iteration ko gysatem - gollaborarive with cifents;
wlide shared diagno iis adversarial wicth
authorities
Iteration to educate and
mobilize client groups
3. Result Systemic conzenszuz oL Client consensus on goals
Utilization goals of Incervent .on of lntervention
Froblem—golving wit: Negotiation to Improve
gystemie bevafits client situation

The political economies of action reg:arch and participatory research
degeribed in Table 2 are in fact quite d1ff:rent. Different actors and
different distributions of political and ecinomic resources Influence
decislons, and different patterns ocf proble defintion, data collection and
analysls, and result utilization characterl:e the two traditions.

Action research ldeologles and polibietl economies are mutually
gupportive, Analytice predispusit}uns to wor: at the individual, group and
organizaticnal level are consistent with de 'ining organlzations as clients;
consensus assumptions about soclal systems re congruent with collaborabive

inquiries that include many different actor: wichin a client system; belief
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in the importance of productlvity and effleiency are copnsistent with
responding to the concerns of ecrganizational auttoritles. Building broad
consensus about problem diagnoses and incremental reform strategles are
basic themes 1o action research (e.g., Clark, 1972; Alderfer and Brown,
1975). But actlon research strategles encounter froblems when their
ldeological assumptlons and political-economic azxpectations are not met, If
elient systems are riddled with distrust and conflicts of Llnterest, for
example, action research way not be approptiate {e.g., Lewicki and
Alderfer, 1973). Collaborative ingquiry that joined big landawners and poor
citizens to lnvestigate land ownershlp patterns in Appalachia would have
bean difficulr to arrange. When action researchers are not aware of and
caraful about major conflicta of interest within their client gysteas,
their activities can easily damage the lnterests >f leas aophisticated and
powerful actoras —— such as oppressed groups.

The political economy ;nd ldeology of particlpatory research 1s also
mutually consistent. Concern with socleral level analysis iz consistent
with attention to politlcal and economic definitions of problems and
awateness of a complex network of interested actcrs. Concern with
extracting information from reluctant cpponents 23 well as cooperative
oppressed groups i3 consistent with conflict thecries of soclety.
Actlvities focused on aducating and moblllzing ofpressed groups to aolve
thair own problems is conslstent with belfefs In self-reliance and
redistribution of rescurces, Like action researchiers, participatory
researchers run inte trouble when their Ideolopgical assumptlons and
political/economic expectations are not met. Participatory researchers
investigating the sore arm problem would probably focus on management

exploitation of workers, even though the workers themselves did not
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questicn the basle legitimacy of managemant”s :ctlvities, and so the
project would have been short-lived.

Action research and participatory researct subgeribe to similar
values, but the surrounding political ecoaomie: and thelr guiding
ldealeglen encourage very different patterns of 1lnquiry., What do these
differences {mply for the diffualon of the two traditious across

incernational borders and for their interactior with each othetr?
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The International Diffusion EE_ReseajEE Traditions

What are the implications of this analysis for actlon research and
pacrticipatory research? Will action research c.mtinue to be used largely
in Wastern or devaloped countriles, while partic .pacery research ia used
largely in Third World settings? Will the two raditiloneg continue to be
insulated from each other? This section propos.:.s hypotheses abpout the
diffusion of rhe two research traditions, with necdotal evidence about
present trends.

A, The Diffusion Eg_ﬁctinn Reszearch

When is action reaearch an appropriate app'cach? The acetfon regearch
tradition emerged during World War 1I, when the legitimacy of national
authorities were unquestioned and socfal sclent .sts were greatly concernad
with soclving practical problems. Actlon tesea ch was later adopted by the
private sector, where resources and autheritari-e sanctions for solving
tecognlzed probems are avallable (Whyte and Ham lton, 1964; French and
Bell, 1973). Action research agsumes that prob em solutions acceptable to
many different parties are possible. This assw.ption 1s approppriate when
the distribution of resources and authority 1s ) enerally arccepted as
legitimate. Consensus solutlons are much more « 1fficult when the
legitimacy of current distributlions of power am resources is not generally
acceptad, and solutlions that benefit one party :res rejected by others.

Even the subtle challenge to management authori'y posed by the “sare arm”
problem threatened the continuation of that pro ect——even theygh workers
generally accepted the legitimacy of managemen! authority (Pasmore and

Friedlander, 1981). So legitimate distributlon: of authoriLy and rescurces



action/participateary regearch 25 _ draft

are erirical ro the action research tradition.

Action research also depends on acceptance by different parties within
the cillent system. Projects may fall for lack .f sanckion by and reasources
from system authoriries (e.g., Clark, 1972) or ecause of suspicion or
resistance from wmiddle levels {(e.g., Alderfer ,.nd Brown, 1975}, or because
of challenges from lower levels (e.g., Lewickl :nd Alderfer, 1973},
Maintaining acceptance by multiple interests ma'' call for high reseaccher
gkill in managing conflict. Pasmore and Friedl. nder (1982), for exampla,
had t¢ manage tensions between managers and wor!.ers tfo keep the "sore arm”
project going.

Incentives for researchers to combine prebki m-solving with research are
also important for promoting action research, ome European ressarchers,
for example, do not believe in consensus assump lons implicit {ic action
research (Faucheux, et al., 1982). oOthers do m t have institutional bases
that reward action research. Pasmore and Friedianﬁer {1982) worked from
the security of University posltions, and so we e not seriously threatened
evan if the projlect collapsed.

These observatlions can be summarized in a | ypotheasgiszs about the use aof
action research:

Hypothesis 1. Aetion research strategles will be appropriately employed
when distributions of resources and authorlt are accepted as
legltimate,researchers are accepted aa credille by the relevant patties,
and researchers are rewvarded for problem—aol'ing as well ag regearch.

What are the prospects for International d: Ffusion of action research?
Does this Hypothesis Imply that action researel will be restricted to
developed countries? Certainly net. There are oilganizations and
ingtitutlions in most countries that meet these :(riterla, just as in mostk

countries there are organlzations and institut:ons that do not. In many
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Third World countries, researcher skills and incentives for combining
ragearclh and problem—sgolving 15 an i{mportant lianiting factor. But In scme
countries actlon research strategies ara beginning to be employed, In
India, for example, actlon research projects have been undertaken Iim a
number of sectings {e.g., De, 1977; Pareek, 197f; Sethl and Dubey, i978).
But Indla, nore than most Third Yorld countries, has the personnel and the
lagtitutions to support accion researéh. Actlor Tesearch emerged in the
devaloped countries, but has much to contribute to the Third World ino
appropriate political, economlc and Ideologlcal comtexts.

B. The Diffusion of Participatory Research

Participatory research bas come from sacial change =fforts in Third
World countries, 1n which poverty, conflick, anc appressicn are
commonplace. Power and reaources are often highly coneentrated in Third
World countries, and as poor people come into mere contact wich the outside
waorld and alternative possibilities, questicns :re raised about the
legitimacy of those concentrations. When the legsitimacy of present
arrangements is questioned, the stage may be set for participatory
ragearch. Gaventa and Hortom (1981) found that prior arousal and
organization made county groups more ready to urdertake the land owership
ragearch and wmore able to uge their findings effectively.

Oppressed groups are not always ready to join such projects, for they
rigk much and often know more than thelr would-kte helpars about the costs
of failure {e.g., Huizer, 1975). Client group ¢ommitment iz crucial in
participarory research, for rescurces for research and action must come
largely from them. Gaventa and Horten (1981) menaged to get funds from tha
Commission, but the actual dara collection relied heavily on volunteer

willingneas to record and analyze data. Particlipatory research projects
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need more than client tolerance; active commitnent of time and energy is
required,

Participatory researchers themselves often run substauntial risks, for
they challenge surhoritieg who may influence theifr ingtiturional gecurity,
their professional rewards, or even thelr phy:lcal safety. Particlpatory
researchers are motivated more by ideocloglcal zomgitments to social change
and socal justice than by hepe of professional and Institutional rewards,
for the resources and authority of established Institutions are oiten
arraved against the Interests of their client:. Gaventa and Hoccon (19810,
for example, wevte based in a swall research ard education center and the
citizens group Alliance respectively, and Ba they were much less secure in
political and economic terms than the large laadowners they challenged in
the land owonership study.

Hypothesis 2. Particlpatory research strategies will be appropriately
employed when the legltimacy of power and tescurce distributions is
questioned, client groups are aware and mebilized to influence their
giruariocn, and researchers are Idesloglcally committed Lo socilal
transformation.

Do such research strategies have application outside rthe Third World?
This question hag already been angwered in microcosm by the Appalachian
land ownership research {(Gaventa and Heorton, 1381). Bub more generally,
condicions for partieipatery tvesearch exist werldwide. In the United
States, for example, long term trends to conceitrate power and wealth in a
Few hands {flau, 1974) can combine with incressing popular cyniclsm about
U.5. institutlons abilicy to create widespread conditions for particlpatory
Tegaarch.

Disillusiocned populatdons in developed cuantries are often well
educared, politdcally aware and accustomed to srgandzing. The bottlensck

to the dissemination of participatory researct may be the availability of
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rasearchers wich appropriate skills and idesoligical commitments, for soclal
science in the developed countries offere well developed soclzlization and
rewarda for supportlng the status quo.

C. Interaction between the Traditions

Actlon research and partilclpatery reseacch ahare some values and
employ similar methodologies, so there iz potamtial for mutually productive
exchanges barween them. But those exchanges wlll alge be zhaped by
differences in their ldeologies and pelitical economies,

rAction researchers operate most effectively Iin elient systems that
enjoy consensus on goals and sharg comnon valaes, and they emphagize
collaborative problem definftion, data collection and analysis and research
utilizarion. 5o action regearchers mipht be 2:xpected to appreclace aspects
of participatory research that emphasize cogps=rative relations with client
groups. The U.S. Academy of Management, long Interested in action
research, offered a symposium on international particlpatory research
activiries in 1982. Symposium cpeakers emphasized the information and
insights avallable through the cooperation of workers. The Journal of

Occupational Behavior, a European academic j:urnal,.will soon sffer a

special 1ssue on participatory rescarch to Enzliskb-speaking social
scientlsts. So acfiun regearchers are aktending to agpects of
partieciparory research thact fic actlon research assumptlons such as
cooperative relaclions with cliancs.

But action researchers can be expected £> pay less attemtion to
aspects that challenge theilr assumpticns. Participatory tvesearchets sesk
to transform the existing order and Ics oppressive consequences, while
action researchers believe in basic congensus and incremental reform. So

action researchers way be axpectad bo avold or minimize revolutionary
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aspects of participatory research. The Academy of Management symposium
included speakers from severzl developed courtriees, but none from the
Third Weorld; wmost speakers emphasized cooperative rather than confliccful

agpects of participatory research, The .Journal of Occupatiocnal Behavier

special 1ssue reports on projects in developed countries, largely within
organlzations, rather than Third World or ¢community projects. Action
regearchers are quite willing to talk to participatory researchers, but
action researchers may have difficulty recegnizing or accepting the real
differences between the traditions. And so they may remain blind to
paolitical and econcmic confliects cf Interest for which the pervspectlves and
methods of participacory reseacch might be helpful (e.g., Brown and Kaplan,
1981; Lewiciki and Alderfer, 13733,

Participatory researchers are often mor: aware and committed to
explicir ideological ﬁerspectivES than action researchars, for such
commitments in large part fuel work In the traditien. They are sensitive to
conflicts of inrerests among actors and atten:ive to polirical and economic
forces that separate them from other socfal s:lentists. Participatory
researchers are critical of traditional socia. sclence research (e.g.,
RHall, Gillerte and Tandon, 1984), and they of:en reject action researchers
as "tools” of dominant groupz --— naive at bes:, and sometimes active
supporters of oppressive forces (e.g,, Mbliny., et. al,, 1979).

But automatic rejections may be costly. Participatory researchers may
profic from the experience of action research:rs. The consensus assumptlons
of action researchers are relevant to relatio s between participatory
researchers and their clients. 5o action rese.rch methods and perspectives
Zay be useful in that limited context. Whole :ale rejection of methods and

ingights from other social science traditions also surrenders important
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toola for gaining and managing information, Information control and
management 1s Lncteasingly ceviltlcal for social fafluence and such toale are
too Important to give up without careful cheice (e.g., Tandon, 1981). A
forest tribe in India recently blucked government actlons that would have
devastated their lands by recrultlng researchers to critique the
sophisticated ecologlcal models used in govenrument decision-waking, and
then te produce an equally sophisticated altermative. They turned the
tools of sophisticated reseach to purposes ¢ f an oppressed group, and
produced an alternative within the paramete:rs used by the first model,

Hypotheais 3. Intsraction across traditicns is shaped by differences in
their ldeologies and politiczl economies )

o Action researchers will Incorporat: cooperative aspacta of
participatory research, but be blird te the Importance of power
differences and conflicts of Inter: st among actors.

o Particlpatory reseacrchers will rej:ct actlon regearch, and he
blind to {rs relevance to cooperat:on with client groups or the
utility of sophlsticated research ools for influencing
declsion-making.

Consensus and conflict intervention st:ategies are both relevant to

promoting coustructive social change (e.g., Gricar and Brown, 1981l). A
similar conclusion may be appropriate for 4 fferent approaches to inquiry.
Action research 1s appropriate when partie: have common Interests and
accept the legitimacy of power and rescurce distributioms. Particlpatory
regearch assumptions and methods are apprap'iaté when partiesa have
fundamentally difFerent Iinterests and disag ree abour the legitimacy of
power and resource distributicns. 1In concert, researchers might be able to
uge efther action research or particlpatory research methods, depending on
hew they define thelr clients and the polit .cal eccuomy of the altuation.
In practica, ideologles and political ec momies shape definitions of

clients and problems. Possibilicies for priductive exchange between actien
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researchers and particlpatory researchers.atuuld not obscure their
fundamentally different perspectives. Actiar ressarch 1s coriented to
incremental problem—solvipg and knowledge dtvalcpﬁﬂut wichin an accepted
soclal consensus, It promotes reform within a client system. Particlpatory
research mobillzes, educates, and enpowers «ppressed groups te chalIengE
1llepitimate distributions of power and res urces, It promotes social
transformatfons that affect both 1te client: and thelr cpponents. The
ldeologles and the politf{cal economies that underlie participatory regearch
and action research are very different. Mor: exchange, challenge and
erogs—fartilization between the two may be lesirable Erom an intellectual
point of view —— but the political economy 3f inquiry can be expected to

refinforce the present differences and commyugication difficulties,
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