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Abstract
The relevance of Participatory action research (PAR) within policy-facing social
sciences research, while long established, is increasingly recognized due to a growing
emphasis on research uptake and impact. This is because participatory research
affirms stakeholders as agents bringing diverse knowledge and techniques, and a
commitment to and ownership of research findings and outputs in ways that are
deemed more likely to be translated into action. Reviewing why participatory research
is relevant for research uptake and impact agendas, we consider the opportunities,
tensions, dilemmas and limits of participatory research in impact contexts
internationally, including where these involve ‘non-standard’ PAR populations.
Participatory research, we argue, raises a number of challenges -- professional,
political, logistical -- which take on further dimensions where research is conducted
with policy stakeholders and is international. In addition, how PAR is applied in
practice and the context of that practice bear significantly on the quality and nature
of the research outcomes. Just as research pathways to impact are multiform and
context-specific, so too are PAR pathways. We highlight the considerable potential of
a better understanding of the relationship between PAR and policy change as a
research topic in its own right.
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1. Introduction
Participatory action research is used widely as a research strategy across the social
and health sciences wherein it has become strongly associated with the production of
knowledge for action that is of direct benefit and use to people, most of all to those
living in conditions of social vulnerability, disadvantage and oppression. PAR is
distinguished from conventional research less by the specific methods it uses than by
the methodological contexts in which particular methods are used, and by its
overarching emancipatory orientation towards the research participants who take
ownership of the research and seek to apply its results to improve their living
conditions or effect other kinds of social change. Participatory research advocates
argue that valuing otherwise marginalised knowledge and experiences through active
participation of research ‘subjects’ in the research process democratises knowledge
production, secures ownership of the research and improves research quality, leading
to a greater likelihood that results will be put into practice (Greenwood 1993; Cornwall
and Jewkes 1995; van Niekerk and van Niekerk 2009). There is, then, a growing belief
that participatory approaches can improve research quality and wider impact.
PAR tends, then, to be used in a range of involving social groups living in
conditions of social disadvantage and/or oppression. In the area of health, for
example, PAR is frequently associated with community-based projects in low-income
settings where it tends to be used for needs assessment and planning for health
services evaluation (De Koning and Martin, 1996; Baum, McDougall and Smith, 2006);
work with indigenous populations (Hecker, 1997; Pyett, 2002); and in high-income
settings primarily used to empower patients in participating in decision-making about
forms of treatment (Weaver and Nicholls, 2001). There is little documented evidence
of this research approach being used to address other kinds of populations, such as
policy makers and other social ‘elites’.
One possible explanation for this is publication bias, where unsuccessful
results are not reported. One of the exceptional examples is a study published by
Eyben and colleagues (2007) where they discuss an unsuccessful PAR project that
sought to understand relations between donors and recipients in Burkina Faso, Bolivia
and Bangladesh. A preparatory phase was funded by UK Department for International
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Development (DFID) and was planned with the recognition that it entailed an
innovative use of PAR among these two groups of actors. Shortly after the start of the
project they stopped their work in Burkina Faso due to communication and travel
problems. Workshops were organized in the other two countries but the project did
not continue beyond this preparatory phase due to scepticism and lack of
commitment in the Bangladesh cohort as well as disenchantment with the
methodology from the leading researcher from that region. In the case of Bolivia,
there was greater commitment to the process, but the political and economic crisis in
the country meant that opportunities for reflection were few. This demonstrates that
while there is increasing interest in using PAR to work with policy makers as a means
of effecting policy change, which is how we define ‘impact’ in this paper, there is a
dearth of academic and evaluation literature on this. One of the consequences of this
is that there is a notable lack of ‘how to’ guidance for all involved that might otherwise
help work through what it means to participate in research using PAR and the nature
of tangible impacts that this approach can realistically achieve on policy and wider
social change.
This paper focuses on the research outcomes elements of the case for PAR. We
examine arguments, tensions, dilemmas, opportunities and limits of participatory
action research specifically in terms of uptake and impact agendas.

The

methodological nature and benefits of PAR are not the main focus of the paper but
are within scope of the discussion insofar as they inform the general concern of this
paper - namely how participatory research can be understood and practiced as a
research orientation for achieving research impact. Our purpose is not to provide a
blueprint for practice, or to recommend the use of PAR in every context, but to broadly
identify some key challenges, synergies and tensions in using PAR. More particularly
still, our main concern lies with using PAR in relation to policy makers and in
international development contexts, not least because that is of direct concern to our
research project (PRARI).3 In this case, we are interested in the ways in which working
with policy makers in a PAR process may forge a ‘pathway to impact’, that is, leading
to policy reform and wider social change. In this context, policy change is the
anticipated impact. While PAR has its limitations, it has the potential to bring about
possible opportunities to address key policy issues with those able to affect ‘upstream’
3
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causes of social issues, especially considering the different levels of decision-making
nationally and internationally. In this sense, we discuss possible applications of PAR in
this new space and its relationship with impact.
We argue that there is no intrinsic synergy or automatic relationship between
the adoption of participatory methods and research uptake and impact. Of course,
this is a problem common to research projects in general but the more instrumentalist
approaches to PAR may inadvertently raise expectations about what it may be
possible to achieve. More particularly, how PAR is applied in practice and the context
in and conditions under which it is practiced bears significantly on the successful
achievement of research outcomes. Just as research pathways to uptake and impact
are multiform and context-specific, so too are PAR pathways. We reflect on some
conditions mediating the PAR-uptake/impact relationship and identify how the
professional, political and logistical challenges associated with PAR are further
complicated in a context where research is in the field of international development
and oriented towards working with ‘non-standard’ PAR populations. Our focus on
policy makers breaks from assumptions within PAR literatures that those with whom
research is undertaken are necessarily ‘local’ powerless and vulnerable populations. It
also raises wider issues about the conditions under which using PAR with social groups
in relatively strong positions of power can generate significant uptake and impact. We
do not explore this latter point in this paper other than to flag it up as an area for
future consideration and as a potential new line of enquiry in an expansive social
research field on participatory methods.
The paper is organised as follows. The next section gives an introductory overview
of participatory action research and benefits attributed to it. It distinguishes between
‘conventional’ research approaches and PAR modes of engagement with stakeholders,
and sets out the prospective benefits of participatory research in terms of their fit with
impact agendas. The paper then delves deeper into the challenges related to power
imbalances, from an impact perspective, of using participatory methods and
collaborative research in an international context. This is followed by a general
discussion of the implications of these findings in section four. The concluding section
distils key arguments of the paper with reference to the opportunities, tensions,
dilemmas and limits of participatory research with policy makers in international
impact contexts.
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2. Participatory and non-participatory research: distinctions and
benefits
The distinguishing characteristics of participatory research and non-participatory
research are not immediately apparent, especially in a context where the term
participation bestows legitimacy and is widely applied to a wide range of research
approaches and methods. As Cornwall and Jewkes (1995) point out, all research
involves participation of some kind at some stage in the process. Some projects
involve only limited interactions with people outside the research team but can be
termed participatory, whereas others involving a high level of in-depth participation
at certain stages of the project without being considered participatory. If all research
involves participation, they ask, what are the defining features of participatory
research?

What is distinctive about PR is not the method, but the methodological
contexts of the application of methods…Locating debate about PR within the
controversies about the qualitative-quantitative divide obscures issues of
agency, representation and power which lie at the core of the methodological
critiques from which the development of participatory approaches stem…The
key difference between participatory and other research methodologies lies in
the location of power in the various stages of the research process. (Cornwall
and Jewkes pp. 1667-1668)

Participatory research is in theory not a specific research method but an
orientation or approach to research based on a commitment to egalitarianism,
pluralism and interconnectedness in the research process. It is distinguished from
‘conventional’ research by virtue of the purpose of research and the process by which
it is carried out. PAR is also distinguished from ‘extractive research’ where research is
conducted in a country using valuable resources that are never fed back to the
participants or research subjects, or applied in the studied communities. Table 1
schematically sets out the key distinguishing characteristics of these two research
orientations including the processes underpinning them.
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Table 1 Participatory and conventional research: a comparison of process
Participatory research

Conventional research

What is the research for?

Action

Who is the research for?

Local people

Understanding
with
perhaps action later.
Institutional,
personal
and
professional
interests.
Scientists.

Whose knowledge counts? Local people’s
Topic choice influenced Local priorities
by?

Funding
priorities,
institutional
agendas,
professional interests.
Role of researcher
Facilitator, catalyst
Director.
Methodology chosen for? Empowerment,
mutual Disciplinary conventions,
learning
‘objectivity’ and ‘truth’
Who takes part in the stages of research process?
Problem identification

Local people

Researcher.

Data collection

Local people

Researcher, enumerator.

Interpretation

Local
concepts
frameworks
Local people

Analysis
Presentation of findings

Who owns the results?

and By researcher to other
academics or funding
body
Integral to the process
Separate and may not
happen
Local people, with/without External agencies
external support
Shared
The researcher

What is emphasised?

Process

Action on findings
Who takes action?

Locally
useful

and Disciplinary concepts and
frameworks
Researcher

accessible

Outcomes

Source: adapted from Cornwall and Jewkes (1995), Table 1, p. 1669
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PAR involves the production of knowledge for action. PAR is meant to honour
and value the knowledge of non-professional researchers and local priorities influence
the choice of research topic. In contrast, non-participatory research is oriented to
producing knowing for understanding from which action may flow subsequently, is
framed by institutional and professional interests and agendas and draws on scientific
expertise. In participatory research, local people are involved at all stages of the
research process, from problem identification to analysis, whereas in nonparticipatory research the researcher sets and controls the research process, remains
firmly rooted within his/her disciplinary boundaries, agendas and priorities located
within the institutional-professional-academy nexus. In participatory research ‘local’
people work with researchers collaboratively and collegiately, in contrast to
conventional research wherein they are contracted to the research as research
subjects whose knowledge and experience is exploited for the specific purpose of the
researcher-defined and –led research. The remainder of this section turns to focus on
three interlinked themes within the participatory research literature: empowerment
and social learning; power and ownership; and knowledge for action.

2.1 Inquiry as empowerment and social learning
Reason (1994) argues that PAR is a methodology for an alternative system of
knowledge production-based analysis involving the controlled use of outcomes.
Transcending the distinctions between activism and research, it achieves ‘common
sense’ understanding and academic expertise through its double objective: to produce
knowledge and action of direct use to people, and to empower people through the
process of involving them directly in constructing and using their own knowledge. The
emphasis on inquiry as empowerment emerges from PAR’s identification with
Habermas’ articulation that knowledge, methodology and human interests are
inextricably linked, and with a more general recognition for a critical social science
that serves emancipatory interests. In the words of Reason (1994):

The emphasis on inquiry as empowerment means that for participatory action
researchers ‘the methodologies that in orthodox research would be called
research design, data gathering, data analysis and so on are secondary to the
emergent processes of collaboration and dialogue that empower, motivate,
increase self-esteem and develop community solidarity.
8

In PAR, then, the research process is emphasised and research methodologies,
while important, are in service of the primary objectives. Outcomes of research
including when and how they are taken into practice are determined through the
collaborative research process itself. PAR research is committed to knowledge-based
change, and while it is reliant on participants’ involvement in initiating or facilitating
the process and putting research outcomes into practice, as an approach it remains
responsive to research partners throughout the research process. In this sense, PAR
practices iterative participation: stakeholders are continually involved in planning,
testing, reflecting and generating mechanisms for action. More than that, though, it is
a flexible process of social learning:

PAR is a reflective and collaborative process of problem-solving. It is generally
applied within social learning contexts, where multiple actors collectively
define the problem and objectives, and work towards solutions. Iterative
cycles of action and reflection make change processes more robust by ensuring
that learning and sharing take place, that actions are adjusted to align with
objectives, and that the actors themselves learn and adapt. (IDRC/CRDI/DfiD
2012: 2)

2.2 Power, control and ownership
PAR is heterodox in the modes of participation it incorporates. Following Biggs (1989,
cited in Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995: 1669), modes of participation range from ‘shallow’
‘contractual’ modes at one end of the spectrum involving the retention of maximal
ownership and control by researchers over the research process, to ‘deep’ ‘collegiate’
modes at the other end of the spectrum, whereby ownership of research is devolved
to the extent that it is controlled by participants rather than by researchers (Table 2).
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People are contracted into projects directed
by researchers to take part in their enquiries
or experiments

Consultative

People are asked for their opinions and
consulted
by
researchers
before
interventions are made

Collaborative

Researchers and local people work together
on projects designed, initiated and managed
by researchers

Collegiate

Researchers and local people work together
as colleagues with different skills to offer, in
a process of mutual learning where local
people have control over the process

Ownership devolved-r--------- researcher-controlled

Contractual

Deep ----------------------------------------- Shallow

Table 2 Continua of participation in research projects

Source: Cornwall and Jewkes (1995: 1669), following Biggs

These four modes of participation suggest less defined models for action than
a participation-control nexus wherein the boundaries between participatory and
conventional research are differently drawn. For example, ‘shallow’ modes of
participation with the objective of including and empowering participants through
professional relations of collegiality may – to many eyes - bear more than a passing
resemblance to conventional research approaches. At the same time, however, it is
important to recognise that there may be movement between one mode to another
at different stages of research and for different purposes (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995:
1669). For example, professional researchers may be called on for direction at the
outset of the project, and contract people into exercises to facilitate reflection and
analysis as a prelude to ‘deeper’ collaboration, evolving into more collegiate processes
of mutual learning, and later on into local people contracting in expert outsiders to
conduct or facilitate research (ibid).
As Table 2 suggests, defining features of participatory research are the
relinquishing of full control and ownership of the research process. ‘Arguably,
‘participatory research’ consists less of modes of research which merely involve
participation in data collection than of those which address issues of the setting of
agendas, ownership of results, power and control’ (ibid). At the same time, beyond
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the markedly different research dynamics that these diverse modes engender,
participatory research signals a critical role for and influence of the researcher while
also carrying risks as well as benefits. In relation to the latter, research projects
involving participatory research (especially collaborative and collegiate modes of
participation) need to factor in and identify degrees of uncertainty and risk that are
not normally encountered by or required by projects using conventional methods.
They need to plan for flexibility and longer time-lines for the research from the outset.
In practice, demonstrating tangible uptake and impact outcomes may be as difficult
to achieve in practice as they are using ‘conventional’ research methods, but the
conditions under which those uptake and impact objectives are optimally achieved in
projects using participatory methods need to be clearly identified rather than
assumed. We return to this point later in the paper. For now, we simply note the
‘messiness’ of participatory research, and that it may sit uneasily with ‘linear’ models
of research, funders’ preferences for clearly identifiable accountable persons and with
the exigencies of tangible research uptake and impact ‘deliverables’ during what are
usually relatively short research project lifespans.
2.3 Knowledge  action
In theory PAR offers significant advantages over ‘conventional’ research models
whereby research developed by researchers in a process defined and controlled by
researchers are passively transferred to research subjects and/or other research
users. Arguments in favour of PAR hinge on the ‘virtuous’ relationship between
knowledge, ownership and action. PAR affirms stakeholders in the research process
as agents bringing diverse knowledge and techniques, and this affirmation brings a
commitment to and ownership of research findings and outputs more likely be
translated into action and effect social change (Bergold and Thomas 2012; Loewensen
et al, 2014). Pro-PAR advocacy arguments centre on the intrinsic and instrumental
value of interaction and collaboration between the researchers in terms of
understanding and local practice: whether because they lead to clearer or new
understandings of concepts (e.g. of vulnerability), coherent application of known
techniques in new contexts (sustainable, field-tested solutions), or to new techniques
themselves (e.g. approaches to adaptation). The following quote taken from an
internationally funded development project on smallholder adaption illustrates this
point about the perceived close relationship between the PAR approach and impact:
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The PAR approach enables smallholders, extension agents, researchers, the
private sector, policy makers and other stakeholders to jointly identify
problems and then select, test and refine options. This greatly increases the
likelihood of reaching appropriate and sustainable solutions. (Mapfumo et al.,
2012: 3)

At the same time it needs to be recognised that the PAR approach can lead to more
informed policy. It can potentially do this in a number of ways, by:


Enhancing mutual learning: insofar as research projects practising PAR facilitate
interaction and learning, and promote collaboration, they can help promote
mutual understanding, and gain deeper insights and understandings of the
complexities of a given issue;



Enhancing policy dialogue and coordination: research projects practising PAR
promote collaboration insofar as they act as a broker or dialogic platform for
participant-stakeholders; they can help build the development of partnerships
that in turn facilitate institutional collaboration and potentially policy
coordination;



Promoting research uptake: the research team can stimulate demand for their
work among research users/policy makers, though the extent of this demand may
depend on a prior level of awareness of issues. Where policy-makers are already
aware of a need or where teams enjoy institutional links with research users,
projects can help inform new plans and policies;



Generating a better understanding of the policy process: it can inform/influence
policies by bringing new perspectives into the political process of policy-making; it
can generate learning among participants as to how they can more effectively
work with the policy process and policy makers (Loewenson et al., 2015).

In short, we need to distinguish several different potential PAR pathways to policy
change and identify the processes leading to this change. Applications of PAR to policy
(as distinct from professional or local practice contexts) constitutes a relatively recent
direction in the use of PAR, and its use and outcomes are less well documented and
understood. Its use in these contexts take us directly into the realm of multi (or indeed
inter-) disciplinary investigations of complex social problems embedded in complex
12

social and political systems; specifically, it takes us into squarely into the realm of more
conventional policy research. What Tussie (2009) terms ‘post-academic’ research, this
research is: politically embedded in the context of policy priorities and actions
resulting from ongoing engagement with decision makers; more embedded in
stakeholder systems than in academic or professional ones; and is problem-focused
and –driven (ibid: 15-16). We do not discuss this further here, other than noting that
policy research studies is a research field in its own right with which there is the
potential for mutual engagement with the issues we raise in this paper.
Having set out key elements of participatory action research and its links to
research uptake and impact agendas as well as to the policy-research nexus more
widely, the next (second) part of the paper proceeds to explore further some key
facets. Drawing on secondary sources we consider the in-principle challenges,
tensions, and dilemmas navigated in practicing PAR. We give dedicated consideration
to what it might mean to practice PAR in policy-facing and international contexts and
with ‘non-standard’ PAR populations. Retaining our focus on uptake/impact, we posit
that assumptions about action/uptake claims need to be surfaced and interrogated.
Claims about participatory research as an intrinsically strong method for achieving
change – seductive as they are - need to be probed: here, we question whether they
are necessarily more true than for non-participatory research all other things being
equal. How PAR is used in practice and the context(s) in which it is practiced strongly
mediate that research-change nexus. At the same time, PAR pathways to impact are
necessarily context-specific and multiform (Carden, 2007).

3. Balancing power, and other methodological considerations
The use of participatory methods entails specific challenges related with the process
of collectively undertaking research and generating findings. These challenges are at
once methodological and logistical in nature. As noted earlier, the issue of power is
key within the PAR literature. Moreover, while the use of PAR requires reflexivity
common to other types of qualitative research its basis in collaborative work means
that distinctive ethical implications can emerge during the research process.
McDonald (2009), for example, identifies the differences between individual and
community-level risks and benefits as follows:
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1) Tensions between those directly involved in the issues and those less
directly involved and their relative power in the process;
2) Bias in who represents communities;
3) Tensions over whose interests are driving the process;
4) Managing privacy and protecting information that communities or
individuals do not want widely disclosed;
5) Tensions over how the evidence and analysis is documented and reported;
6) How unfavourable or negative information will be managed;
7) Social harms, for example when a marginal group becomes more aware of
their disadvantaged position, and become more stressed or unhappy; and
8) Risks from participating in the action phase, which may lead to unfavourable
consequences from those taking action from people in higher positions of
power.

These tensions are also applicable when working with PAR in an international
context. As might be expected, the ways in which these tensions manifest themselves
depends on the setting, nature and purposes of the research. Nevertheless, it is clear
that certain power imbalances are unavoidable when involving a varied group of
stakeholders in the research process, particularly when they represent different
countries or regions. This is not necessarily negative: there are clear benefits of a wellrespected member encouraging the participation of others, especially this brings in
additional or new perspectives (Christopher et al. 2008). At the same time, it is
important to recognise that the research process can be more easily facilitated if
organised through medium of dominant groups – such as those who are professionally
proximate to research, who are most able to draw on or mobilise resources, and able
to articulate issues and concerns using common conceptual or political ‘grammar’. If
power inequalities ‘silence’ some, they amplify the voices of others. If carefully
balancing competing priorities and negotiating common positions is a key tenet of
participatory research, then the skills of the professional researcher can be crucial in
mediating different interests in the process of arriving at a common position. These
challenges become all the more pronounced and acute in relation to politicised topics
such as health and other social inequalities. Below we elaborate on these points
further, starting with a consideration of the role of the stakeholders, followed by that
of the researchers.
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3.1 The role of the stakeholders
The cyclical nature of a research project that uses PAR methodologies requires a stable
group of stakeholders, preferably who are involved throughout the span of the
research project. Ensuring that commitment and momentum is sustained is crucial for
this but maintaining group cohesiveness over time can be challenging. These
challenges are related to both the nature of the collaborators (for example, policymakers may not necessarily be able to fully engage in what can be a time-consuming
process) and the alignment of interests.
The core of the participatory approach is the generation of collective
knowledge through partnerships between professional researchers and ‘local’
experts, in order to enhance research outcomes beyond what can be achieved by an
individual or team of professional researchers. However, partnerships are not
intrinsically synergistic and require the alignment of purpose, values and goals (Jagosh
et al., 2012). As mentioned earlier, in an international context, this requires reaching
consensus among individuals from different cultural, social and political backgrounds.
When working with stakeholders from different countries, this inevitably uncovers
power imbalances and tensions that are may result from structures of international
political economy – namely, the geo-strategic position of the countries that these
individuals represent or are citizens of. This uncovers another layer of negotiation that
requires the researcher be aware of, in terms of the cultural or political sensitivities
involved, and allow for in ensuring all participants’ voices are heard and treated
equitably and respectfully.
This was one of the issues identified in the PRARI, where one of the goals is to
collaboratively develop pro-poor health policy monitoring systems in the Southern
African Development Community (SADC) and Union of South American Nations
(UNASUR) regions with the use of PAR methods. In this case, the opportunities for
interaction and capacity building were not only between stakeholders from countries
(from non-state sectors as well as governmental), some of which having divergent
characteristics, but also with regional-level officials. Identifying perspectives, building
trust, bridging understandings, strengthening bonds, facilitating information sharing
and interactivity, and negotiating participation and a common ‘platform’ were among
the many key tasks and skills involved (Amaya et al., 2015).
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The alignment of the varied interests towards a common goal may lead to
sharing of experiences and expanding partnerships to other areas of work beyond the
research project, generating not just momentum but also capacity in the process. The
importance of generating capacity becomes even more relevant when working with
stakeholders from countries with varying levels of development or with limited access
to data or other resources (Amaya, Kingah and De Lombaerde, 2015). This is directly
related to the question of the potential for developing sustainable solutions to the
research goal. The aperture of channels of communication through partnerships
means that there is greater possibility for mechanisms to be in place to respond to
unexpected challenges. In the case of studies where policy change is the objective,
fostering sustained and engaged collaborative inputs is vital for championing the
process and final outputs and the realisation of policy change over the longer-term.

3.2 The role of the researcher
The issue of power previously discussed has also been described as democracy in
action research. This means the researcher is not just an equal member of the research
partnership: s/he is a key facilitator of change, working closely with the collaborators
in each step of the research process to arrive at an agreed outcome. This inevitably
requires the researcher works beyond the boundaries of what would often be counted
as research, juggling at times with competing and complex agendas. The significance
of researchers’ excellent interpersonal and facilitation skills alongside their research
skills cannot be underestimated (Meyer, 2000; Loewenson et al., 2014).
Moreover, positive outcomes require time to build trust (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995)
and funders’ expectations of outcomes over what may be a relatively condensed time
frame may not always fit in with the reflexive nature of such an approach (Springett
and Wallerstein, 2008). This means that in some cases the researcher may struggle
between academic goals such as publishing peer-reviewed articles and the more
distant outcomes associated with a PAR project (Loewenson et al., 2014). This is a clear
limitation when it comes to projects with finite funding, clear lines of responsibility
and accountability, and project targets. One issue here is that impacts may come to
fruition only long after the award period.
Methodologically, the researcher must contend with concerns about how to
verify that their research is applicable for other contexts, specifically ensuring internal
and external validity, and generalizability. These difficulties are not unique to
16

participatory methods and can be raised in most use of qualitative methodologies.
Nevertheless, PAR is not exempt from such methodological concerns, and addressing
these issues include an assessment of context, providing evidence of collective
validation, peer-review and feasibility of results through the participatory process and
other methods such as triangulating with other techniques to obtain complementary
data (Loewenson et al., 2015). As with most case studies, results tend to be contextspecific but there is potential for generating transferable insights through theoretical
generalizability and may also suggest a revision of prior hypotheses (Gilson, 2012;
Flyverg, 2001).
PAR itself may entail unpredictable and long time periods. This is compounded
by the possible unevenness in participants’ skill and knowledge levels. These issues
escalate when working in international context where the researcher may be located
far from the PAR collaborators with relatively limited face-to-face interactions. This
has implications for trust-building and can translate into significant financial
investment, which may be higher than using conventional research methods. The
PRARI project found the supplementary use of ICTs essential in this regard, likewise
working with local partners who can support the process. As unpredictable as the
process may be it may also lead to opportunities for greater impact that were not
previously anticipated (Viswanathan et al., 2004), the pursuit of which can have
significant cost (e.g. finance, time) implications.
Finally, the researcher’s affiliation (whether in terms of their institution, or the
project funding source) and social background (e.g. gender, ethnicity, nationality) may
also generate responses from collaborators who may believe that there are a priori
expectations about what results, findings and solutions are acceptable. Zemelmann
(2000), for example, describes this potential bias where the normative perspective of
the researchers and practitioners may lead to them interpreting information in a
particular way, or looking for clues and signs of what they expect to see or would like
to see. There is scope for such misunderstandings to arise and affect the responses of
the team, especially where one or more international donors may be involved.

4. Conclusion
While PAR seeks to address the challenges in producing action-led research, as any
research approach, it is affected by context. It must contend with external forces
related to the professional and institutional agendas of those involved, and it may be
17

perceived by some as a means of legitimising donors’ agendas (Casaburi et al., 2000;
Tussie, 2009). In relation to the latter, ideals of democracy used to advocate
participation in research may amount to cultural imperialism and have more
significance for donors. Yet the impulses behind the use of participatory approaches
originate in perceived limitations of ‘conventional’ research for embedding priorities
of research impact beyond the academy. Engagement with participatory agendas
encounters a different set of impulses and priorities: emancipation, empowerment,
interconnectedness, social learning and a commitment to action-led research. These
encounters, we suggest, are not unproductive - though the different logics governing
conventional and participatory research give rise to challenges which researchers
(within and outside the academy) need to be aware of and carefully navigate.
Even if the conditions are apparently optimal, much still depends greatly on
the skills and quality of interpersonal interactions between the researcher and the PAR
collaborators. Greater recognition needs to be given to the critical importance of the
skillset of the researcher, in that it extends beyond research design principles to also
encompass advanced leadership skills of diplomacy and negotiation. The influential
role of professional researchers in this context seems a neglected consideration within
participatory research literatures which otherwise tend to address power relations
(and inequalities) among research collaborators only. At the same time, it is important
to recognise that PAR approaches also involve such qualities of others involved in the
research process.
This takes a greater dimension when applying PAR to policy makers which are
not viewed as the ‘natural’ collaborators in this approach. Bringing together
individuals from diverse institutions and different countries is a significant challenge
also demanding an equally advanced skillset in diplomacy and negotiation as well as a
commitment to what can be a time-consuming process with uncertain outcomes – not
only for the individual concerned but also for the institution. In this, PAR requires
advanced and specialist skills of all involved and is a potentially high risk methodology.
The lack of comparable examples from which to learn could be attributed to PAR not
being considered an obvious or viable method for these type of participants. However,
what is clear is that PAR seeks to empower the subjects of research and, as presented
in this paper, power can take on different forms, is multi-level, multi-actored, and
multi-dimensional.
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Moreover, there is ample scope for much better understanding how PAR in
practice influences policy-makers’ approach to problem solving and the pathways its
use generates in effecting policy change and success. This is an on-going area of
research enquiry in its own right, which, we suggest, has a strong potential to uncover
key methodological issues and knowledge generation and learning on the use of PAR
in diverse contexts and with diverse kinds of participants. With this in mind, several
questions for on-going and future research may usefully include: How does including
research participants from diverse social fields who occupy highly divergent positions
of social power in the participatory research process affect the outcomes of the
research? What difference does it make to the objective of social change to practise
participatory approaches from the primary vantage point of democratising knowledge
compared with the more instrumental versions of using participatory methods to
maximise research uptake and impact? (How) can participatory researchers stay true
to the emancipatory origins and objectives of PAR especially under conditions of
greater pressures on institutional researchers to achieve and demonstrate research
uptake and impact? Is PAR any more or less effective that ‘conventional’ research
methodologies in terms of effecting change, and if so, what are the determinants of
these differences and under what conditions are they manifested?
Finally, we conclude that using PAR to generate meaningful partnerships with
policy makers and engaging with processes of ‘upstream’ social change and the
policies that may be sources of social oppression has the potential to reframe
traditional understandings of empowerment and, by extension, of what counts as
‘valid’ PAR. If the ultimate goal of PAR is to bring about change from the ‘bottom-up’,
working with Southern policy-makers within an international development context in
ways that give an international ‘voice’ to what may be marginalised perspectives is in
keeping with this approach. Working with policy-makers in a participatory manner
that enables social learning among diverse stakeholders bringing markedly different
viewpoints may in itself lead to greater potential for positive change in addressing
entrenched social problems profoundly affecting the life chances of a very significant
proportion of the population.
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