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University of the West Indies, Barbados

ABSTRACT

This chapter focuses on designing and conducting action research in diverse
settings. Action research is a collaborative approach to problem solving. It involves
consultative problem identification, reflects context, encourages reflexive examination,
and ultimately encourages and empowers beneficiaries for desirable change. In that
regard, it puts all stakeholders at the core of the change process. The process of change
from research project conceptualization to analysis and policy implications is thus
made more understandable and meaningful to community actors (beneficiaries). The
chapter features three empirical models from diverse parts of the world. These are
Model 1: Photo-voice as a form action research depicting an underused footbridge
in Barbados; Model 2: DANIDA Community Water and Sanitation Project, Ghana;
and REACH After School Enrichment Program, USA. All these models show that
action research process is people and community-centered, attentive to the views of
people as individuals with their own unique needs, resources, and interests.
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Contextualizing Action Research
INTRODUCTION

There are different levels that people participate in research that seeks to understand
problems facing them in their communities. In that context, the ultimate goal of
the research is to generate relevant knowledge to change the dynamics of their
livelihood systems from “what is” to “what it ought” to be. Usually, ordinary people
participate in research by answering questions posed by “extractive researchers”
using questionnaire surveys, or similar approaches to elicit responses. In such cases,
the respondents (people who are supposed to be the intended beneficiaries) do not
have the opportunity to influence the outcome of the research, as findings are not
shared with the respondents, nor is there any opportunity for the people interviewed
to check the accuracy of researcher’s findings. In other cases, people’s participation
in research may be interactive. In such contexts, people participate in joint analysis
of the research problem—this approach actively seeks multiple perspectives and
leads to action plans, empowerment of local people, local control and ownership
of research outcomes.

The level of participation of people in any research is shaped by how the
researcher(s) perceive the reality of people’s problems. Essentially, there are
researchers who “erroneously” believe that their perception of the research problem
and its diagnosis is an accurate assessment of the situation. In addition to that, such
researchers “erroneously” believe that they possess the requisite knowledge and skills
to solve the problem in a particular context. For such researchers, their perception of
the problemis “more correct” than that of the masses they desire to help. Unfortunately,
this attitude of expert “knows-it-all” is carried over from education and training.
This calls for change—there is the need for active involvement of people who are
conceived to be beneficiaries of any research project. As a result of attitudes of
superior knowledge and often bias on the part of researchers, the people they serve
with their research do not have the opportunity to participate in the formulation of
the research problems and strategies for addressing them. When people participate
actively in researches that are conceived to improve the livelihood systems, the
chances of undesirable social costs will be lower and hence successful outcomes.

The main objective of this article is to provide the reader with the knowledge
and skills for designing and conducting action research in diverse settings. The
article is organized into seven distinct but interrelated parts. The first part examines
conceptualization of action research as a means of knowledge generation. This is
followed by action research cycle. Action research cannot be effectively conducted
without a good grasp of community participation. For that reason, the third part
of the article links action research to the concepts of participation and community.
Subsequently, features of participation; and essential factors for conducting action
research are discussed. In order to adequately equip the reader to design and conduct
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