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Contextualizing Action Research
Emmanuel Adugu, University of the West Indies, Barbados

ABSTRACT

Thisarticlefocusesondesigningandconductingactionresearchindiversesettings.Actionresearch
isacollaborativeapproachtoproblemsolving.Itinvolvesconsultativeproblemidentification,reflects
context,encouragesreflexiveexamination,andultimatelyencouragesandempowersbeneficiariesfor
desirablechange.Inthatregard,itputsallstakeholdersatthecoreofthechangeprocess.Theprocess
ofchangefromresearchprojectconceptualizationtoanalysisandpolicyimplicationsisthusmade
moreunderstandableandmeaningfultocommunityactors(beneficiaries).Thechapterfeaturesthree
empiricalmodelsfromdiversepartsoftheworld.TheseareModel1:Photo-voiceasaformaction
researchdepictinganunderusedfootbridgeinBarbados;Model2:DANIDACommunityWaterand
SanitationProject,Ghana;andREACHAfterSchoolEnrichmentProgram,USA.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Therearedifferentlevelsthatpeopleparticipateinresearchthatseekstounderstandproblemsfacing
themintheircommunities.Inthatcontext,theultimategoaloftheresearchistogeneraterelevant
knowledgetochangethedynamicsoftheirlivelihoodsystemsfrom“whatis”to“whatitought”
tobe.Usually,ordinarypeopleparticipateinresearchbyansweringquestionsposedby“extractive
researchers”usingquestionnairesurveys,orsimilarapproachestoelicitresponses.Insuchcases,the
respondents(peoplewhoaresupposedtobetheintendedbeneficiaries)donothavetheopportunity
toinfluencetheoutcomeoftheresearch,asfindingsarenotsharedwiththerespondents,noristhere
anyopportunityforthepeopleinterviewedtochecktheaccuracyofresearcher’sfindings.Inother
cases,people’sparticipationinresearchmaybeinteractive.Insuchcontexts,peopleparticipatein
jointanalysisoftheresearchproblem—thisapproachactivelyseeksmultipleperspectivesandleads
toactionplans,empowermentoflocalpeople,localcontrolandownershipofresearchoutcomes.

Thelevelofparticipationofpeopleinanyresearchisshapedbyhowtheresearcher(s)perceive
therealityofpeople’sproblems.Essentially,thereareresearcherswho“erroneously”believethat
theirperceptionoftheresearchproblemanditsdiagnosisisanaccurateassessmentofthesituation.
Inadditiontothat,suchresearchers“erroneously”believethattheypossesstherequisiteknowledge
andskillstosolvetheprobleminaparticularcontext.Forsuchresearchers,theirperceptionofthe
problemis“morecorrect”thanthatofthemassestheydesiretohelp.Unfortunately,thisattitudeof
expert“knows-it-all”iscarriedoverfromeducationandtraining.Thiscallsforchange—thereisthe
needforactiveinvolvementofpeoplewhoareconceivedtobebeneficiariesofanyresearchproject.
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Asaresultofattitudesofsuperiorknowledgeandoftenbiasonthepartofresearchers,thepeople
theyservewiththeirresearchdonothavetheopportunitytoparticipateintheformulationofthe
researchproblemsandstrategiesforaddressingthem.Whenpeopleparticipateactivelyinresearches
thatareconceivedtoimprovethelivelihoodsystems,thechancesofundesirablesocialcostswillbe
lowerandhencesuccessfuloutcomes.

Themainobjectiveof thisarticle is toprovide thereaderwith theknowledgeandskills for
designingandconductingaction research indiverse settings.Thearticle isorganized into seven
distinct but interrelated parts. The first part examines conceptualization of action research as a
meansofknowledgegeneration.Thisisfollowedbyactionresearchcycle.Actionresearchcannot
beeffectivelyconductedwithoutagoodgraspofcommunityparticipation.Forthatreason,thethird
partofthearticlelinksactionresearchtotheconceptsofparticipationandcommunity.Subsequently,
featuresofparticipation;andessentialfactorsforconductingactionresearcharediscussed.Inorder
toadequatelyequipthereadertodesignandconductactionresearch,thelasttwopartsofthearticle
presentempiricalmodelsofconductingactionresearch;andasummaryofcoreissues.

CoNCEPTUALIZING ACTIoN RESEARCH

Theultimatepurposeofanysocialscienceresearchistocreatenewknowledgeforassistingpeople
intakinginformeddecisionswithrespecttotheirlivelihoodsystemssuchasfoodandenvironment,
humaninteractionwiththebuiltenvironment,andotherfactorsthatcriticallyimpingeupontheir
qualityoflife.Inthatcontext,actionresearchaimsatchangingthedynamicsofpeople’slivelihood
systemsfrom“whatis”toadesirableone—toimproveupontheirqualityoflife.Actionresearch
is a systematic investigativeprocesswith theultimategoalof solvingan immediateproblemor
improvingpractices.

KurtLewinisgenerallycreditedforcoiningtheconceptofactionresearch.Lewin(1946)described
actionresearchasproceedinginaspiralofsteps,eachofwhichiscomposedofplanning,action,
observationandtheevaluationoftheaction.Inpractice,actionresearchbeginswithanimperfectly
understoodfeltconcernandadesiretotakeaction,suggestingsomekindofimprovementorchange
isdesirable(Mctaggart,1994,p.316).Itaimsatchangingpractitioners’practices,theirunderstanding
oftheirpractices,andtheconditionsunderwhichtheypractice(Kemmis,2009).Inthatrespect,
practicalknowledgeiscreatedinalocalizedcontext.ThegoalofactionresearchasToulmin(1996)
aptlyputit,istoimprovepractice:

The goal of action research is to improve, not our theories, as in physics or molecular biology, but 
our practices, as in medicine and engineering. Its interest lies not in abstract conceptual systems, 
as in mathematics but in local timely knowledge of concrete situations, as in cultural anthropology. 
(Toulmin, 1996, p. 58)

Inessence,practicalknowledgeiscreatedinalocalizedcontext—tochangethedynamicsofthe
systemfrom“whatis”toadesirableone.

Therearemanyconceptualizationsofactionresearchbyscholars.ForDickson(2000a;2000b),
itisaninquirybyordinarypeopleactingasresearcherstoexplorequestionsintheirdailylives,to
recognizetheirownresources,andtoproduceknowledgeandtakeactiontoovercomeinequities,
ofteninsolidaritywithexternalsupporters,whoareconsideredaschangeagentsormoreprecisely,
facilitators.Gormley(2001)viewsactionresearchasaformofinvestigationwheresubjugatedpeople
worktogetherwithresearchfacilitator(s)togatherinformationandimplementsolutionstoproblems
intheircommunity.Inthatregard,actionresearchisaboutenhancingthecapacityofhumanbeings
tocomplementorsupporteachother’slearning.Itisasystematicenquiryinvolvingallparticipants.
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