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ACTION RESEARCH, PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH, AND l'IE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF 

INQUIRY 

The spread of applied behavioral science req1irea adapting to new 

circl.1lllstances and audiences, and applications in 1ew settings can generate 

new insights, This paper e:i<amines two traditions ,f applied behavioral 

science inquiry -- "action research" and "partici >story research" -- that 

espouse many similar values and employ co111t11on met1oda in very different 

settings. 

The authors have worked together as applied behavioral scientists in 

each other's countries ( the United States and Ind .a), applying common 

conceptual equipment to very diverse cultural, po itical, and economic 

settings. We have used both action research pnd ,articipatory research 

approaches to inquiry work. (e.g., Brown and Tand ,n, 1978; Tandon and 

Brown, 1981), and this paper focuses on ideologi al, political and 

economic differences between them. 

The paper is organized into three sections. he first sectio'I 

describes action research and participatory resea.ch traditions, presents 

ec-<amples and identifies similarities and diffo.ren• es between them. The 

following section examines the political economy , f inquiry that affects 

the two traditions. The last section considers imJlications of their 

political and economic differences for the intern, tional dissemination of 

the two traditions and their future interaction. 

I. Action Research and Participator!'.. Research 

This section describes and illustrates each tradition, and then 

compares them in terms of values and ideologi~s-

A. Action Research 
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Almost forty years ago Kurt Lewin suggested :earning about social 

systems by trying to change them (Marrow, 1969), J e proposed cycles of 

analysis, fact-finding, conceptualization, plannirg, implementation, and 

evaluation to simultaneously solve problems and generate new knowledge. 

(Lewin, 1946). Action resear"-h was hailed as an hportant innovation in 

social science inquiry (e.g., Che in, Cook and Harding, 1948), and 

subsequent investigators hav-e elaborated Lewin~s 1:leas. Perhaps the moat 

"-Ommonly-used definition of resear"-h was framed by Rapaport: 

Action research aims to contribute hoth to the practical concerns of 
people in an immediate problematic situation ar.i to the goals of social 
scien"-e by joint collaboration within a mutuallf acceptable ethi"-al 
framework (Rapaport, 1970: 499). 

This definition emphasizes the importance of both scientific contributions 

and problem solutions and stresses the common val,es and standards that 

link researchers and "-lients. 

In the United States action resear"-hers studied business firma (e.g., 

Whyte and Hamilton, 1964) and educational organiza:ions (e.g., Corey, 

1953). But action research has never been as well-,ccepted by academic 

social science (Sanford, 1970), as it has been by ,pplied researchers in 

organizations in the United States (French and Bel_, 1973), European 

academi"-s have been more interested. The Tavistoc: Institute instituted a 

series of action research programs (e.g., Jaques, .952; Rice, 1958); as 

have other researchers in England (e.g., Clark, 19 '2). Country-wide 

programs have been launched in Norway (e.g., Thors ·ud, 1970), and action 

research strategies have been used in various Euro •esn organizatlons 

(Faucheux, et al., 1982). More recently U,S. acad,•mics have e:s:hibited new 

interest in action research (e.g., Susman and Ever, d, 1979; Alderfer and 

Smity, 1981; Pasmore and Friedlander, 1982). 
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Action research is illustrated in the follo, ing example of inquiry in 

an electronics plant: 

Pasmore and Friedlander (1982) report wo,k in an electronics plant 
to discover why an epidemic of mystrious wsor, arms" had struck almost a 
third of the plant's three hundred workers. '.hree years of prior 
investigation by traditional research method, had failed to retard the 
spread of the ailment. 

The investigators decided to use a coll,borative action research 
strategy that involved both employees and man,gers for several reasons: 
( 1) employees held information critic al to um er standing the problem, 
(2) previous studies done by and for managmen1 had not solved the 
problem, (3) initial investigations suggested that employee-manager 
relationships were key factors, and (4) resea,ch methods that 
reemphasized existing power relations might s,ppress vital information. 

The researchers crested a studies commit· ee of employees and 
managers to guide the research. This Committ,e and the researchers 
together formulated interview questions, acte, as participant observers, 
designed a questionnaire, planned and deliver,d feedback about findings 
to management and later the plant as a whole. The Committee worked 
effectively together in spite of their organi. ational differences. The, 
researchers and the Committee presented their findings to management. 
They were shocked by management~s antagonist c reaction: ''the group 
worked under the assumption that the primary nterest of top management 
was in resolution of the problem; thus it was totally unprepared for the 
conflict that erupted at the first feedback S· ssion between the group 
and top managers" (Pasmore and Friedlander, 1' 82: 350). Msnage,a firmly 
rejected implications that management activit es contributed to the 
"sore arm" phenomenon. 

An analysis that emphasized the contrib"tions of individual stress 
reactions, technical factors of the work, and group dynamics was 
eventually accepted by researchers, managers, and workers. But the 
incidence of sore arms had already started to decline -- indeed, tbe 
incidence declined steeply throughout the act on research project, 
continued to decline with the piecemeal imple:,entation of 
researcher/Committee recommendations, declin,•d still further as 
technical p,oblems were solved and as managem,,nt changes made the 
organizational culture 01ore participative, an., finally levelled out st a 
low level several ye,irs after the research pr,,ject formally terminated. 
The plant also improved on measures of materi ,1 usage efficiency, labor 
efficiency, and attendance, and managers re.po ·ted that the working 
climate of the plant was much improved (Pasmo ·e and Firedlander, 1982: 
357). 

What does this example illustrate about act.on research values and 

ideologies? Values have been defined as preferen ,es for courses of action 

and outcomes; relevant values shape cholces amon: perceived alternative 
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actions (Beyer, 1981: 167). Values of action research are expressed in boti' 

the definition and the example. Action researcheis place a high value on 

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

expression of this value C01lPIIOnly attributed to lewin. Pasmore and 

Friedlander (1982) sought a theory that would exilain the "sore ar111" 

problem. Action researchers also place a high value on developmental 

change. They seek to make social systems more efficient and effective, to 

promote the fulfillment of human potentials, to ,olve the problems of 

individuals or institutions. Pasmore and Friedlarder (1982) sought to 

reduce the incidence of "sore arms, and allay tleir Ulpacts on individuals 

and the organization. Action research combines , alues that are often split 

in other research traditions. 

Ideologies are sets of beliefs that explain the world and bind 

together people who share them (Beyer, 1981). Id,ologies link vslues and 

realities, suggesting cause-and-effect linkages hat enable purposeful 

actionf(Beyer, 1981). Action researchers draws, me ideological ass11111ptions 

from their professional training: clinical and ,ocial psychology and 

management theory provide underlying disciplines for much action reaearch, 

and action researchers often conceptualize prob .ems in terms of 

individual, interpersonal, and group factors . Pasniore and Friedlander 

( 1982) listed technical and organizational vsria oles but eventually 

emphaaized individual and group factors to expls .n the ~sore arm" 

phenomenon. Action researchers also draw ideolo:ical ass11111ptions from the 

larger culture. DOminant ideologies in the Unit,d States, for example, 

emphasize the centrality of individuals to effic '.ent and effective task 

accomplishment, and "consensus" explanations of ,ociety that emphasize 

co111111on values, social integration, and increment,1 social reform 
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(Dshrsndorf, 1959), Culture-wide ideologies re:nforce action researcher 

attention to the individual level of analysis s1d to incremental 

ptoblem-solving apptosches constrained by stsnd,rds sod goals shared .!:2_. 

researchers and their clients, Thus, Friedland, r and Pasmore (1982) 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 set on researchers to emphasize 

interpersonal and group explanations and to pla. change strategies on the 

assumption of societal consensus about desirabl outcomes. 

B. participatory Research 

The participatory research tradition has e ,erged from work with 

oppressed peoples in the Third World. Variants 1ave been developed in many 

settings, often independently. Paolo Freire an I his colleagues in Latin 

Alll.erics, for example, developed widely--influent_al concepts for adult 

education among the urban sod rural poor, Freir,·s dialogic approach to 

adult education engages individuals in critical analysis and organized 

action to improve their situations (Freire, 197 ); 1974; 1978). In these 

dialogues educators and "students" move toward , critical consciousness of 

the forces of oppression and the possibilities '.or liberation. 

Similar principles of inquiry have been deviloped in Africa and Asia 

(Hall, 1981), but their recognition has been delayed by lack of 

communication channels or geographical contacts among researchers, An 

international network of individuals interested in participatory research 

"as formed in 1978 under the sponsorship of th~ International council for 

Adult Education, and the Secretary General of t wt organization has 

summarized the characteristics of participatori research as follows, 

Participatory research is., ,an integrated activity that combines social 
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investigation, educational work, and action •.•• Some of the 
characteristics of the process include: 

draft 

o The problem originates in the community or workplace itself. 
o The ultilllate goal ••. is fundamental st :uctural transformation and 

the improvement of the lives of those 1 ,volved ••• , 
o ••• the workplace or the community [is .nvolved] in the control of 

the entire process,, .. 
o ,,,the awareness in people of their OWil abilities and resources [is 

strengthened] and mobilizing or organiz Log [is supported]. 
o The term 'researcher' can refer to both the community or workplace 

persons involved as well as those ,11th apecialited training. 
o [Outside resarchers] are con,mitted partlcipants and learners ins 

process that leads to militancy rather :han detachment. (Hall, 
1981: 7-8) 

Participatory research has increased dramatlcally ln the last decade, 

The editor of a recent special 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 unde1taken in developing 

countries, 1,1here problems of adult education a,d social oppression are 

particularly acute, But occasional projects ha,e been undertaken in 

developed nations, The participatory research project described below is a 

U,S. example, so comparisons to the "sore arm" project will not be confused 

by national differences, 

Gaventa and Horton ( 1981) describe par· icipatory research on 
land-ownership patterns by citizen groups i, six states in the 
Appalachian region. A Regional I,and Owners, ip Task Force of local 
citizen groups and Highlander Research and : ducation Center staff 
proposed a study of land ownership patterns to the federal Regional 
Gommission . The Task Force hoped to gathe previously unavailable 
information about land ownership that would enable local groups to 
influence regional policies and the activit es of absentee landlords, 
They hoped th-at the study =uld provide a m, del for local research 
adapted to local needs, train local people n research skills, develop a 
net1,1ork of groups committed to using the in ·ormation generated, and 
mobilize a larger constituency to influence local, state, and regional 
decision-makers. 

The political implications of the proj •ct made fund-raising 
difficult. The Regional Commission creat<!d :pecial requirements for the 
proposed project, and postponed funding unt 1 the Task Force threated to 
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drop the project and "go public with our crl ticism of the Comwnis9ion" 
(GaYenta and Horton, 1981: 32). • 

Once funded, the Task Force held works! ops in which researchers and 
citizen group representatiYes designed the research, prepared to 
collect data, and considered land reform stiategies. Survey data on 
landownership were collected in 80 counties and case studies based on 
interviews were deyeloped in 19 counties in six states. State and 
regional reports and case studies were writien during the next year. At 
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 "overwhelming" detail local citizen 
expectations about land ownership: o.m"ersh p is htghly concentrated in 
a few o.mers; land and mineral resources ar- held by absentees 
(particularly corporation!l); mineral rights are greatly underassessed 
for property tax purposes, The funding agen .y delayed dissemination of 
the reports, and refused to issue the case ,tudies (unscientific'") and 
the state overYiew reports ('"tao subjectiYe ). The Task Force 
independently disseminated their findings t• the media and to local 
citizens~ groups. subsequently, a number of projects eyol'led to ntilize 
or expand the study's findings. 

The authors concluded that the projec: succeeded in its 
informatlon-gathering goals, and provided a model of a participatory 
research pioject. The workshops offered useful training for 
participants, and citizen grnups had begurr :o pass on their research 
skills to groups in neighboring counties as yet unstudied, The project 
created networks for further action, and eC~cated and mobilized 
participants around issues of taxation lnec~ities. The mobilization 
impacts were most obvious in areas that wet~ already concerned about 
land ownership and land-use decisions_. 

Participatory researchers, like action r, searchers, emphasize the 

Yalue of useful knowledge , and dismiss th• abstractions and 

irrelevancies of more traditional social scie, ce (e.g., Hall, Gillete and 

Tandon, 1982). GaYenta and Horton (1981) and their colleagues focused on 

the implications of knowledge abOLJt land owne ship pattern6 for influencing 

polic,,...maklng, not with their theoretical imp ications. Participatory 

researchers also place high value on develop,ental changes , They 

particularly emphasize research iinplications :hat enable oppressed groups 

to improYe their lives, Recurring value themes in participatory research 

include equitable distributions of resources, empowering oppressed groups, 
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increased se~f-reliance, and transforming soclal structures into more 

dramatic societies. (Freire, 1970; Hall, l98l; Tandon and Fernandes, 

1981). Gaventa and Horton (1981) sought land-ownership data to counteract 

the corporate dominance of Appalachia. 

,:he ideologies of participatory researcl ers, like those of action 

researchers, are drawn from both cultural backgrounds and professional 

training. Participatory researchers are oft,n adult educators and 

community organizers, and they often analyze problems in terms of 

comill.unity aad social structures . The draw on intellectual 

traditions, such as sociology, political sci,nce, and economics as well as 

individual and group theory. Gaventa and Ho·ton (1981) focused on regional 

patterns of ownership and control, choosing ,olitical and economiC forces 

rather than individuals and groups as critic,1 variables. Participatory 

researchers have also been influenced by the cultural contexts of work with 

poor prople in the Third world and so concei u, problems in terms of 

resource inequities dependence , and oppression In Appalachia, 

for example, absentee landowners held many 1esources and yet paid little 

taxes for local use. Participatory researclers conceive the world in terms 

of conflict theories society tha· emphasize fundamental 

differences of interest among social groups and the dynamics of oppression 

and change (Dahrandorf, 1959). Gaventa and Horton (1981) sought to expand 

awareness and mobilize citizens to challeng, the concentration of power and 

land in the Appalachian region. The ideolo ;y of participatory researchers 

emphasizes large-scale structLtral forces, c ,nflicts of interest, 

inequalities, and changes that reduce oppression. 

c. comparing Action Research and participat,ry Research 

Action research and participatory research share many values. Both 
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traditions value useful knowledge, and both ex,licitly reject the 

irrelevance of more traditional conceptions of social science research. 

Action researchers have argued for alternative; to positivist philosophical 

underpinnings are appropriate to inquiries that seek to influence social 

systems (e.g,, Susman and Evered, 1979), and 1articipstory researchers 

emphasize the conservative social implication, of an overemphasis on rigor 

in social science (e.g., Freire, 1970; rals Bcrda, 1980), Both traditions 

seek knowledge that will have impacts on soci,l systems, 

Both traditions also emphasize the imp< rtance of developmental 

change as a consequence of inquiry, Action re .earth investigators have 

argued that academically rigorous methodologi ,s may undercut effective 

action (Argyris, 1968; van de Vall, 19), and :hey give problem solutions to 

equal billing with the advancement of knowledie, participatory researchers 

accord great importance to social change, and see most traditional research 

as actively supporting the status quo (e.g., 1blinyi, et, al., 1982; Hall, 

Gilette and Tandon, 1982), Both traditions pr>mote developmental change as 

an important outcome of inquiry, 

so participatory researchers and action researchers -- united by 

COUlll!On values and shared rejection of establJ shed research traditions 

may be expected to engage in a lively and mu1ually enriching exchange of 

information and experience. 

wrong. 

A recent bibliography of participatory esesrch readings 

(Participatory Research Net1<0rl<, 1981) does ,ot mention major action 

researchers (e,g., Lewin, Argyris, Trist), Atd recent reviews of action 

research literature (e.g., Susman and Evered, 1978; Pasmore and 

Friedlander, 1982) do not cite the .iritings ,f influential paricipatory 
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researchers (e.g,, Freire, Hall, Swantz). Th• authors learned about the 

action research tradition in United States gcaduate schools, but did not 

discover the participatory research perspectlve until they became involved 

in rural development projects in India. 

Why this mutual ignorance? We believe 1hat differences in ideology and 

in palitical economy of the two traditions ,hape their interaction. We will 

consider ideological differences below, and then turn to the political and 

economic forces underlying these difference, in the following section. 

Table 1 summarizes value and ideologic ,1 similarities and differences 

between the two traditions, Participatory risearch and action research 

share simtlar gelleral values, but they diff ot in ideological beliefs about 

how these values may be attained, 

Table l 

Action Research and Participatory 1esearch Differences 

Values 

taxes) 

Ideology 

Action Research 

Useful Knowledge 
(e.g., "sore ann" causes) 

Developmental Change 
(e,g., redm:e "sore arms 

Individual/Group Analysis 
(e,g,, individual stress) 

Consensus Social Theory 
(e.g,, everyone benefits 
from fewer sore arms) 

Efficiency/growth problems 

Participatory Research 

Useful Knowledge 
(e,g,, land ownership) 

Developmental Change 
(e.g., more absentee 

societal Analysis 
(e.g., economic dominance) 

Conflict social Theory 
(e.g,, absentee owners 
profit at citizen expense) 

Equity/self-reliance/oppression 
are central <;; - -- · - problems are central 

These ideological di£ferences produce different perspectives on 

research clients and situations. The two 1raditions focus on different 
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levels of analysis, use conceptual tools from different disciplines, hold 

fundamentally different asstllllptions about the natu,e of society, and attend 

to different centtal problems, Participatory reseacchers aaatlllle that 

societal groups have conflicting interests, and th,t the plight of 

disadvantaged groups is a critical problem. Gavent, and Horton (1981) do 

not expect cooperation fro"' the. Regional Commiasio, or corporate 

landowners; they asswne that those parties will reoist the project, and 

plan accordingly. They believe that increasing the equity of resource 

distributions and enhancing the self-reliance of o,pressed groups is 

critical, even at the expense of economic efficien:y or growth, 

Action researchers, in contrast, asstlllle comm,n interests in solving 

problems by analyses of individual, group, and org,nizational factors. 

Pasmore and Friedlander (1982) were surprised by t,p manager resistance to 

worker analysis of the "sore arm" problem, and the, continued to focus on 

individual and interpersonal factors in spite of t1e intrusion of political 

forces in the situation, The ideological stance of action researchers 

emphasizes problem-solving and the development of ,nowledge, and they often 

believe that enhanced efficiency and effectiveness will improve the 

situation of all system members, even lf short ter, effects concentrate 

wealth and power in relatively few hands. 

These ideological differences interact with :he economic and 

political forces that confront the two traditions. These forces -- the 

political economy of inquiry -- shape the developm,nt of each tradition and 

the chances for mutual exchange between them. 

The Political Economy £.!. ~ tiry 
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Political economy is used here to refer to tl e interaction of 

political factors (e.g. distributions of authorit: and power) and economic 

factors (e.g. allocations and uses of resources) I hat affect 

deciaion-making (Uphoff and Uchman, 1972; Benson 1975). Political 

economists ask questions like: 

l. What actors have interests in the decision· 

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

J. How will decisions 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 p,,litical and economic 

factors largely determine values and ideologies (",,.g., Benson, 1975). 

Others suggest that ideologies and values shape r ,cogniton and therefore 

political influence of economic factors (e.g., St ,rbuck, 1981; Weick, 

1979). We will assume here that ideology and pol .tical economy interact 

and that either may influence decision-making in nquiry. 

The politica_l economy of inquiry applies the ,e questions to decisions 

made in research. We will focus on three critic.a. decision areas in the 

inquiry process: (a) the definition of problems, (b) the collection and 

analysis of data, and (c) the utilization of resu .ts. 

A. The Definition of Problems 

The definition of research problem fundaI11entllly shapes and constrains 

the results of the inquiry. The definition of pr,blems influences the data 

collected, the results apprehended, the solutions proposed, and the 

distribution of responsibility for- the problem it,elf. Ryan (19 ) argues 

that social science often "blames the '>'ictim" by .ts initial problem 

definition, and Lukes {1974) has pulnted out that agenda control by 
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dominant groups can make problems "non----issues" ti at never become part of 

the public choice process. Problems it traditional social 

science research are defined in large part 

by researchers on conceptual and methodological 1rounds, or by government 

and corporate interests with investments in the 1 roblem. Problem definition 

in the participatory and action research traditi, ns is influenced by their 

commitment to "real"problE!ma, for a variety of it terest groups may be 

affected by research results. 

Action research clients, for example, hav• direct interests in the 

definition of research problems. But who are the clients of action 

researchers? Much action research has been carri,.d out histori"-ally within 

organi.,,ations -- parti"-ularly in the private sec .or (e.g,, Jaques, 1952; 

Whyte and Hamilton, 1964). Action researchers in organizations must respond 

in part to problem definitions posed by organi-"a .ional authorities. Paamore 

and Friedlander (1982), for example, focused on :he manager-defined problem 

of "sore arms" -- a definition that emphasizea w ,rker behaviors that 

undercut plant performance. Of course, workers d .d not like sore arms. But 

"-lients with different interests (e.g., employee representatives, OSHA 

inspectors, local medical authorities, insurance companies) might have 

defined "the problem" in differellt terms. Manag,rs and resear"-hers 

together defined the research problem, with maoa ;ers providing 

organizational authority and fioancial resources and researchers offering 

information and expertise. The failure of previ >us efforts to solve the 

problem enhanced the influence of any researcher, who could offer as yet 

untried solutions to the sore arm conundrum. 

Participatory researchers are explicit abou: client contribution to 

problem definition: "the problem o~iginates in :he community or workplace 
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itself" (Hall, 11981:7). Their immediate clie1 ts are defined as "a wide 

range of exploited or oppressed groups'" (Hall, .981, 7). They also start 

from an asaumption that oppression is a central problem. This perapective 

has at least three implications for problem def .nition, (1) their clients 

will define problems differently from dominant :roups, (2) anthority and 

resources will be controlled largely by other i ,terest groups, and (3) 

dominant interest groups csn be expected to res.st or attack problem 

definitions that threaten their positions. 

Problems are often evident to oppressed gr>ups, even when system 

authorities do not recognize any difficulties. The Appalachian land 

01rnership research project (Gaventa and Horton, 1981), for example, was a 

respanse to a problem perceived by the researcli ,rs and the alliance of 

citizen groups, but not by the Regional Commisslon. The Commission 

controlled resources and authority to suppart t,e study, but preferred to 

define and settlement rAther than land ~ ship as the research 

problem. The Alliance and the researchers had to threaten public criticism 

to get Commission acceptance of their definitic,. Problem definition 

decisions in this project set a pattern of adversarial interaction among 

actors with potentially conflicting interests. 

Problem definition decisions position researchers with respect to 

other groups with interests in research outcomes, and create political and 

economic contexts of inquiry. Action researchers are likely to be allies 

of organi~ational authorities, with access to ,uthority and resources 

relevant to officially-sanctioned problem defiritions, Participatory 

researchers are likely to be allies of oppress,d groups and opponents of 

established authorities, and so find resources and authoritative support 

arrayed against them. 
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B. Data Collection and Analysis 

Choices among alternative methods, types ot data, and actots in data 

collection and subsequent analysts also influenc, research outcomes. The 

political economy perspective again focuses on 11 terested actors and the 

distribution of authority and resources to under, tand those choices. The 

dominant social science research traditions have emphasized data· collection 

and analysis methodologies, such as experiments .. nd surveys, that require 

specially-trained researchers, and complex exper mental or data processing 

installations (Dieaing, 1974). These methodolog .es allow researcher 

control over data even when other actors finance the research. But 

researcher control may be counterproductive for ·esearch intended to 

influence non-researchers. one study of social ,olicy research found 

conceptual and <11ethodological rigor to be negati ,ely related to impact on 

social policy-making (van de Vall and Bolas, 19 ) , perb.aps because 

policy-makers did not appreciate the relevance o: the findings that 

resulted. 

Action researchers seek ""joint collaboratio, within a mutually 

acceptable ethical framework"" (Rapaport, 1970: \99), and so encourage 

active client involve,nent in data collection and analysis. Common 

interests between researchers and syste~ ,ne,nbero enable ,nutual trust and 

the sharing of valid information. sc action re,earchers e<11phasize good 

open relationships with clients (e.g., Argyris, 1970), sympathetic 

participant observation (Die sing, 197 4) , "'empat\ ic questionnaires"" (e.g. , 

Alderfer and Brown, 1972), or ""interviews as ca1alysts"" (Brown and Tandon, 

1978). 

Collaborative data collection and analysis ,an make important 

contributions to understanding. Pasmore and Fr:edlander (1982) joined 
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workers and managerr.ss to collect and analyze daca that snbstantially 

advanced understanding of the "sore arm" problem. The committee brought 

together researcher expertise, worker informatior, and management sanction 

and resouu.es. But collaboration can also creat, tensions; the "sore arm" 

investigation threatened to redefine the problem to include management, and 

their attack on its· findings in the first feedba,k meeting reflected the 

delicate balance of political and economic force, in the plant. 

Collaborative investigation that threatens exist ng balances of authority 

and resources can polarize actors with diverse i1.terests, even when 

researchers are "only trying to solve the proble' , ... 

Participatory research expli"-itly requires c .ient participation "in the 

control of the entire pro"-ess" and defines all p ,rticipants as 

"resear"-hers" (Hall, 1981: 7-8), But not all in:erested a"-tors "-an be 

participants: solidarity with oppressed groups ,ften places participatory 

researchers ss adversaries to dominant groups, ?articipatory researchers 

use collaborative data collection and analysis strategies with 

participants, much like action researchers. Th•y develop "edu"-ation for 

"-ritical consciousness (Freire, 1974) and methc1s -- .. collective analysis" 

(Barndt, 1981). But in addition, they seek info1otation from unwilling 

sour"-es, whose control over vital lnformation i, used to oppress their 

clients. The participatory research tradition a: so uses "militant 

observers" (Darcy de Oliveira and Darcy de Oliv, ira, 1975), investigative 

and advocacy research (Laue, 19 ) , and "confli, t methodologies" of various 

kinds (Lehmann and Young, 1974), 

Gaventa and Horton's (1981) study mobilize I community groups in a data 

collection process that both educated and empowered participants, but posed 

a potential threat to absentee and corporate la tdholders. Since the 
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Regional Commission questioned the "unscientifi," methods used to construct 

the case studiess, resisted the initial propose:, delayed and eventually 

suppressed publication of some results, Gaventa and Hotton saw it as a 

Iv 
potector of established interests. Participato,y research data collection , 
an~ analysis necessarily uses client resources, since funds to support 

research staffs are seldom available. 

Data collection and analysis decisions ref. ect differences in the 

political econo<11ies of the two traditions. Act on researchers collaborate 

in data collection and analysis with organizati, -ns on the basis of common 

goals, sanctions and resources provided by syst ,en authorities, They 

emphasize mutual trust and iterative data colle-.tion and analysis to 

develop shared diagnoses, Participatory resear .hers emphasize 

collaboration and consciousness-raising to mobi .ize and educate oppressed 

groups and build close links to tb.ose clients, But they also seek. 

infonnation from and about groups "1th opposed .nterests, and so must 

develop adversarial data collection and analyst, processes as well. 

C. Utilization of Results 

The utilization of research results is als, shaped by political and 

economic factors. (social science studies may ,e buried in tecb.ical 

reports and have little impact, or they may havi world-wide effects,) 

Utilization includes grants of access to or con;rol over findings, 

decisions about dissemination, and choices of h,w to link to 

implementation, The political economy perspectlve directs attention to 

actors interested in result utilization, distri>utions of authority and 

resources a<11ong them, and costs and benefits of utilization decisions, 

When pragmatic consequences of research are not obvious, interested actors 

may be li<11ited to other researchers or funding ,gencies concerned with 
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basic problems. However, action research and 1articipatory resesrch 

explicitly seek pragmatic results snd so may i,volve many interests in 

utilization decisions. For example, contract , esearch supported by 

government agencies or corporations may involv, many interested actors. 

draft 

The tradition does not specify for who, action reseachers work, 

but many groups inside and outside client syst,ms may be affected by 

project outcomes. Action tesearchers seek new knowledge to impress 

professional peers and proble<1 solutions to im ,ress future clients. 

Pasmore and Friedlander (1982) emphasized the .tility of action research 

methods as contributors to knowledge, and they descried "bottom line'" 

consequences as well as reduced injuries for t ,e plant. The tradition 

emphasizes joint use of results by researchers and clients in an interative 

process that produces agreement on diagnosis a ,d interventions (e.g., 

Fren"-h and Bell, 1973). Action researchers see. result utilizations that 

can be supported by consensus among relevant a .tors: everyone favored a 

redu"-tion in sore arms" at Pasmore and Fried antler's (1982) plant, though 

how the reduction should be accomplished was 01,re controversial. Ideally 

the utilization of action research benefits al. interested actors, at least 

within the system. 

Action research projects sometimes produc, outcomes that threaten 

powerful actors. Paa.more and Friedlander (198 :) chose a data collection 

and analysis L!lethodology that involved workers and implicated management io 

the problem. But everyone realized that any ut .lizatioo of the results 

depended on continued sanction and resources f •om management. The 

researchers were able to reassure aroused mana:ers that the research did 

not seriously threaten management authority, a td the final "model of the. 
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injury process" did not mention management st rle or specific managerial 

behaviors (Pasmore and Friedlander, 1982: 3551. Management chose to 

implement a few piecemeal changes in response to research findings. But 

the incidence of "sore arms" began a steep ar i continuing decline at the 

beginning of the action research, so the exlstence of the project itself 

may have been an important change. Increas, i colllfflunication about worker 

problems may have reduced worker stress, and ~o improved the situation. 

The project enhanced the interests of worker!, by improving communications 

and by revealing technical problems without , isturbing the existing 

political economy. 

Participatory research explicitly calls for improving the lot of 

oppressed groups, and participatory research< rs seek research outputs that 

will change the status quo. So ac least throe sets of actors have 

interests in research outcomes: the researclers, their clients, and their 

opponents. Opponents often monopolize forma. authority and resources; 

researchers have training and expertise; cli, nt groups have information, 

energy, and time. Participatory researchers are less schizophrenic than 

/,L 
action researchers: the fo..Qer respond to b, th research audiencfs and 

client systems, while the .J;;;;;: join their ates with oppressed clients. 

The Appalachian land ownership study reflect researcher-citizen 

integration even in its authorship: Ga.vents works for the Highlander 

Research and Education Center and Horton war .s for the Appalachian 

Alliance. 

Participatory research promotes researc, utilization to benefit 

oppressed groups -- a choice that is often i ,imical to the interests of 

other groups. Gaventa and Horton's (1981) pr ,ject demonstrated that land 

ownership is concentrated in a few absentee .andholders -- a result already 
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recognized by poor residents but not by govecnment policy-makers. The 

project also sought to create new actors, su,h as trained citizens, 

informed networks, and mobilized regional coistituencies. The new data snd 

new actors were expected to strengthen the r ,presentation of poor people in 

negotiations with established interests, sue a as big landowners and the 

Regional Commission. 

Participatory researchers explicitly jcLn one set of actors in a 

social system fragmented by conflicting interests. That choice is 

expensive, for their opponents often have mere access to authority and 

resources. Participatory researchers seek "fundamental transformations~ of 

societies, and the price may well be fundam, ntal conflict with existing 

authorities and resource holders. 

D. Comparing P<olitical 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 tleir impacts on research 

decisions. 

Actors, 

Resources and 
Authority : 

Table 2 

Political Economies f Inquiry: 
Action Research and Partic patory Research 

Action Research 

Researchers 
Client Systems 

Researchers 
- research eKpertise 

Client Systems 

Participatory Research 

Researc.hers 
Client Groups 
Established Authorities 
Third Party Funders 

Researchers 
- research expertise 

- political awareness 
Client Groups 
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Phases: 

l, Problem 
Definition 

2, Data 
Collection 
and Analysis 

authorities 

3. Result 
lJtilization 

~ sanction 
insights 
information 

Shared by researcbe ·s 
and client system 

Benefits to '1hole 
system 

Resources and sanct .on 
from system leader 1 

Collaborative with 
whole system 

Iteration to system. 
'1ide shared diagno 1ia 

Systemic consensus o, 
goals of intervent .on 

Problem-solving wit, 
systemic benefits 

infomation 
energy 
insights 

Established Authorities 
- sanction po'1er 
- fundS and re'1ards 
Third Party Funders 

funds 
protection 

Controlled by client 
group 

Benefits to client 
group 

Resources from clients 
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or extracted from system 

Joint for mutual education, 
empowement 
Collaborative with clients; 
adversarial with 

Iteration to educate and 
mobilize client groups 

Client consensus on goals 
of intervention 

Negotiation to improve 
client situation 

The political economies of action res,arch and participatory research 

described in Table 2 are in fact quite diff ,rent. Different actors and 

different distributions of politi"-al and e"- ,nomi"- resources influen"-e 

decisions, and diffe:rent patterns of p:roble, defintion, data "-Ollection and 

analysis, and :result t1tilization cha:racte:ri :e the two t:raditions. 

A"-tion resear"-1, ideologies and politic ,1 economies are mutually 

supporti,;e, Analytic predisposit~ons to wor: st the individual, group and 

organizational le,;el are consistent with de'ining organizations as "-lien.ts; 

"-Onsensus assUI11ptions about social systems ,re congruent with "-Ollaborative 

inquiries that illclude many different a"-tor; within a client system; belief 
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in the importance of productivity and efficiency are consistent with 

tesponding to the concerns of organizational auttJrities. Building broad 

consensus about problem diagnoses and incremental reform. strategies are 

basic themes in action research (e.g., Clark, 1972; Alderfer and Brown, 

1975). But action research strategies encounter IrDblems when their 

ideological assumptions and political-economic e~ pectations are not mer. If 

client systems are riddled with distrust and conflicts of interest, for 

example, action research may not be appropriate (e.g., Le·wicki and 

Alderfer, 1973). Collaborative inquiry that joinEi big landowners and poor 

citizens to investigate land ownership patterns ln Appalachia would have 

been difficult to arrange. When action researchets are not aware of and 

careful about major conflicts of interest within their client systems, 

their activities can easily damage the interests Jf leas sophisticated and 

powerful actors -- such as oppressed groups. 

The political economy and ideology of participatory research is also 

mutually consistent. Concern with societal level analysis is consistent 

with attention to political and economic definitions of problems and 

awareness of a complex network of interested actcrs. Concern with 

extracting information from reluctant opponents ,a well as cooperative 

oppressed groups is consistent with conflict thecries of society. 

Activities focused on educating and mobilizing otpressed groups to solve 

their own problems is consistent ~1th beliefs in self-reliance and 

redistribution of resources. Like action researctars, participatory 

researchers run into trouble when their ideologic d assumptions and 

political/economic expectations are not met. Participatory researchers 

investigating the sore arm problem would probabl} focus on management 

exploitation of ;;orkers, even though the workers themselves did not 
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question the basic legiti!llacy of management~s activities, and so the 

project would have been short-lived. 

Action research and participatory researcl subscribe to similar 

values, but the surrounding political economiei and their guiding 

ideologies encourage very different patterns of inquiry. What do these 

differences imply for the diffusion of the two traditions across 

international borders and for their interactior with each other? 

draft 
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The International Diffusion of Resea ·ch Traditions 

What are the implications of this analysis for action research and 

participatory research? Will action research C••ntinue to be used largely 

in Western or developed countries, while partic .patory research is used 

largely in Third World settings? Will the two :raditions continue to be 

insulated from each other? This section propos,,s hypotheses about the 

diffusion of the two research traditions, with mecdotal evidence about 

present trends. 

A, The Diffusion of Action Research 

When is action research an appropriate app ·oach? The action research 

tradition emerged during World War II, when the legitimacy of national 

authorities were unquestioned and social scient .sts were greatly concerned 

with solving practical problems. Action resea ·ch "as later adopted by the 

private sector, where resources and authoritati"e sanctions for solving 

recognized probems are available (Whyte and Ham lton, 1964; French and 

Bell, 1973). Action research assumes that prob em solutions acceptable to 

many different parties ate possible. This assU1,ption is approppriate "hen 

the distribution of resources and authority is 1enerally accepted as 

legitimate. Consensus solutions are much more ifficult when the 

legitimacy of current distributions of power an, resources is not generally 

accepted, and solutions that benefit one party , re rejected by others. 

Even the subtle challenge to management author!, y posed by the "sore arm" 

problem threatened the continuation of that pro.ect--even though workers 

generally accepted the legitimacy of managemenl authority (Pasmore and 

Friedlander, 1981). So legitimate distribution, of authority and resources 
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are critical to the action research tradition. 

Action research also depends on acceptance by different parties within 

the client system. Projects may fail for lack ,f sanction by and resources 

from system authotities (e,g., Clark, 1972) or ,ecause of suspicion or 

resistance from middle levels (e.g., Alderfer ,.nd Brown, 1975), or because 

of challenges from lower levels (e.g., Lewicki .. nd Alderfer, 1973), 

Maintaining acceptance by oiultiple interests ma:· call for high researcher 

skill in managing conflict, Pasmore and Friedl, nder (1982), for example, 

had to manage tensions between managers and wor'.ers to keep the "sore arm" 

project going. 

Incentives for researchers to combine prob, _rt1-solving with research are 

also important for promoting action research, ; ome European researchers, 

for example, do not believe in consensus assump ions ia!pllcit in action 

research (Faucheux, et al., 1982). Others don, t have institutional bases 

that reward action research. Pasmore and Fried ander (1982) worked fro<11 

the security of University positions, and so wee not seriously threatened 

even if the project collapsed, 

These observatior1s car1 be summarized in a I ypothesis about the use of 

action research, 

Hypothesis 1, A"-tion resear"-h strategies wil. be appropriately employed 
when distributions of resour"-es and authortt: are accepted as 
legiti"1ate,researchers are accepted as credll le by the relevant parties, 
and researchers are rewarded for problem-sol' ing as well as research. 

What are the prospects for international d: £fusion of action research? 

Does this Hypothesis imply that action researcl will be restricted to 

developed "-Ountries? Certainly not. There are 01 ganlzations and 

institutions in <11ost countries that meet these , riteria, just as in most 

countries there are organizations and institut.ons that do not, In many 



action/participatory research draft 

Thitd World countries, researcher skills and incentives for combining 

research and problem-solving is an important liniting factor. But in some 

countries action research strategies are beginnlng to be employed. In 

India, for example, action research projects ha,e been undertaken in a 

number of settings (e.g., De, 1977; Pareek, 1971:; Sethi and Dubey, 1978). 

But India, more than most Third World countries, has the personnel and the 

\ institutions to support action research. Actior research emerged in the 

developed countries, but has much to contributE to the Third World in 

appropriate political, economic and ideological contexts. 

B, The Diffusion of Participatory Research 

Participatory research has come from social change efforts in Third 

World countries, in which poverty, conflict, an, oppression are 

COOllllonplace. Power and resources are often highly conce11trated ill Third 

World countries, and as poor people come into mere contact with the outside 

world and alternative possibilities, questions ,re raised about the 

legitimacy of those concentrations. When the le1itimacy of present 

arrangements is questioned, the stage may be set for participatory 

research. Gaventa and Horton (1981) found that 1rior arousal and 

organization made county groups more ready to urdertake the land owership 

research and more able to use their findings eflectively. 

Oppressed groups are not alw-ays ready to joJl\ such projects, for they 

risk much and often know more than their would-! e helpers about the coats 

of failure (e.g., Hui,:er, 1975). Client group commitment is crucial in 

participatory research, for resources for resea1ch and action must come 

largely from them. Gaventa and Horton (1981) m,r,aged to get funds from the 

Commission, but the actual data collection reli,d heavily on volunteer 

willingness to record and analyze data. ParticJpatory research projects 
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need more than client tolerance; active commitnent of time and energy is 

required. 

Participatory researchers themselves often run substantial risks, for 

they challenge authorities who may influence their institutional security, 

their professional rewards, or even their physical safety. Participatory 

researchers are motivated more by ideological :ommitments to social change 

and socal justice than by hope of professional and institutional rewards, 

for the resources and authority of established institutions are often 

arrayed against the interests of their client,. Gaventa and Horton (1981), 

for example, were based in a small research ari education center and the 

citizens group Alliance respecti<rely, and so they were much less secure in 

political and economic terms than the large la adowners they challenged in 

the land ownership study. 

Hypothesis l..'.. Participatory research strate5ies will be appropriately 
employed when the legitimacy of power and tasource distributions is 
questioned, client groups are aware and mobilized to influence their 
situstiott, attd rese,irchers are ideologically committed to social 
transformation. 

Do such research strategies have applicat ton outside the Third World? 

This question has already been answered in microcosm by the Appalachian 

land ownership research (Gaventa and Horton, 1181). But more generally, 

conditions for participatory research exist wcrldwide. In the United 

States, for example, long tenn trends to conce1trate power and wealth in a 

few hands (Blau, 1974) can combine with increasing popular cynicism about 

u.s. institutions ability to create ~!despread conditions for participatory 

research. 

Disillusioned populations in developed coJntries are often well 

educated, politically aware and accusto"'ed to ,rganizing. The bottleneck 

to the dissemination of participatory researd may be the availability of 
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resesrchers with sppropriate skills and ideollgical commitments, for social 

science in the developed countries offers well developed socialization and 

reward a for s<1pporting the statua q<10. 

c. Interaction between the Traditions 

Action tesearch and participatory research share some values and 

employ similar methodologies, so there is potential for mutually productive 

exchanges between them. But those exchanges ~lll also be shaped by 

differences in their ideologies and political economies, 

Action researchers operate most effecti,ely in client systems that 

enjoy consensus on goals and share common val~es, and they emphasize 

tollaboratlve problem definition, data collection and analysis and research 

utilization. so action researchers might be expected to appreciate aspects 

of participatory research that emphasize coo,arative relations with client 

groups. The u.s. Academy of Management, long interested in action 

research, offered a symposium on international participatory research 

activities i[I 1982. Symposium speakers emphasized the information and 

insights available through the cooperation of workers, The Journal of 

Occupational Behavior, a European academic j aurnal, will soon offer a 

special issue on participatory research to En5lish-speaking social 

scientists. So action researchers are attending to aspects of 

participatory research that fit action research assumptions such as 

cooperati~e relations with clients. 

But action researchers can be expected O pay less attention to 

aspects that challenge their assumptions. Participatory researchers seek 

to transform the existing order and its oppressive consequences, while 

action researchers believe in basic consensus and incremental reform. So 

action researchers may be expected to avoid or minimize revolutionary 
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aspects of participatory research. The Acadsmy of Management symposium 

included speakers from several developed cour triees, but none from the 

Third World; moat speakers emphasized coopetative rather than conflictful 

aspects of participatory research. The Journal of occupational Behavior 

special issue reports on projects in develop~d countries, largely within 

organizations, rather than Third World or coirllunity projects. Action 

researchers are quite willing to talk to participatory researchers, but 

action researchers may have difficulty recognizing or accepting the real 

differences between the traditions. And so they may remain blind to 

political and econoraic conflict.~ of interest for which the perspectives and 

methods of participatory research might be helpful (e.g., Bro,,n and Kaplan, 

1981; Lewicik.i and Alderfer, 1973). 

Participatory researchers are often more aware. and committed to 

explicit ideological perspectives than action researchers, for such 

commitments in large part fuel work in the tradition. They are sensitive to 

conflicts of interests among actors and atten:ive to political and economic 

forces that separate them from other social s:tentists. Participatory 

researchers are critical of traditional socia'. science research (e.g., 

Hall, Gillette sod Tandon, 198:,.), and they of:en reject action researchers 

as "tools" of dominant groups -- 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 

profit from the experience of action research ,rs. The consensus assumptions 

of action researchers are. relevant to relatio LS between participatory 

researchers and their clients. So action rese ,rch methods and perspectives 

may be useful in that limited context. Whole ,ale rejection of methods and 

insights from other social science traditions also surrenders important 
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tools for gaining and managing infonnation. Infonnation control and 

management is increasingly critical for social influence and such toola are 

too impo-rtant to give up without careful chcice (e.g., Tandon, 1981). A 

forest tribe in India recently blocked govetrJillent actions that would :,ave 

devastated their lands by recruiting researchers to critique the 

sophisticated ecologicsl models used in govinrment decision-making, and 

then to produce an equally sophisticated alternative, They turned the 

tools of sophisticated reseach to purposes , f an oppressed group, and 

produced an alternative within the paramete1 s used by the first model, 

Hypothesis 3, Interaction across traditicns is shaped by differences in 
their ideologies snd political economies 

o Action resesrchers will incorporat, cooperative aspects of 
participatory research, but be blird to the importance of power 
differences and conflicts of inter, st among actors. 

o Participatory researchers will rej, ct action research, and be 
blind to its relevance to cooperat: on with client groups or the 
utility of sophisticated research .ools for influencing 
decision-making. 

Consensus and conflict intervention st: ategles are both relevant to 

promoting constructive social change (e.g., Gricar and Brown, 1981). A 

similar conclusion may be appropriate ford fferent approaches to inquiry. 

Action research is appropriate when partie, have common interests and 

accept the legitimacy of power and resource distributions. Participatory 

research assumptions and methods are approp ·iate when parties have 

fundamentally different interests and disag·ee about the legitimacy of 

power and resource distributions. In conce>t, researchers might be able to 

use either action research or participatory research methods, depending on 

how they define their clients and the polit .cal economy of the situation. 

In practice, ideologies and political ec,nomies shape definitions of 

clients and problems. Possibilities for pr,ductive exchange between action 
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researchers and participatory researchers atould not obscure their 

fundamentally different perspectives. Actio, research is oriented to 

incremental problem-solving and knowledge d,velop,:nent within an accepted 

social consensus. It promotes reform within a client system. Participatory 

research mobilizes, educates, snd empowers ,,ppresaed groups to chalienge 

111.egitim'lte distributions of power and res,,urces. It promotes social 

transformations that affect both its client, and their Opponents. The 

ideologie~ and the political economies that underlie participatory research 

and action research are very different. Mor, exchange, challen.i;e and 

cross-fertili~ation between the two may be lesirable from an intellectual 

point of view -- but the political <!conomy·,f inquiry can be expected to 

reinforce th<! present differences and commu~ication difficulties. 
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