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1. Choosing participatory research

« Participatory Action Research (PAR) involves researchers and
participants working together to examine a problematic situation or
action to change it for the better (Wadsworth, 1998).

* Replaces ‘extractive’, imperial model of social research with one in
which the benefits of research accrue more directly to communities
involved.

+ Research with not on: research subjects become researchers with
equal stake in and ownership of research process

« Intention is to transform an alienating ‘Fordist’ mode of knowledge
production into a more flexible and socially owned process.

* PAR has come “in from the cold” recently (Hall 2005), to become a
leading paradigm within social, health and environmental sciences

< Also popular in consultation, policy formation, bottom up community
development

Participatory methods

» Make research more accessible,
engaging, emergent and fun

» Wide variety of methods:
diagramming, mapping, social surveys
video, drama, art
Geographical Information Systems
peer research




The project: “Placing fear and hope among young people: a local
geopolitics of risk”

* Young people (asylum seeking, refugee, Muslim, white British
heritage) recruited through organisations, clubs, support groups in
north east England:

e 70+ so far (aged 4-21) involved in discussion groups + analysis,
then projects chosen and led by young people — drama, art, creative
writing, peer story collection, website, reports for policymakers,
awareness-raising workshop

2. Problematising participatory
research

Critiques from late 1990s, first from international development field
where participatory research existed longest:

e.g. Cooke and Kothari (2001) Participation: the New Tyranny?
..... then extended to western research and policy practice

The critique:

Rather than empowering communities, participatory
approaches often have negative power effects:

< Production of participants as subjects requiring
‘research’/’development’

« Production of suitably disciplined subjects as participants expected
to perform appropriately within participatory processes

« Retention of researchers’ control whilst presenting them as benign
arbiters of neutral or benevolent processes




Romanticisation or marginalisation of local knowledge produced
through participatory processes

Reinforcement of pre-existing power hierarchies among participating
communities

Legitimisation of neo-liberal programmes and institutions (such as
universities and development agencies) that deploy participatory
approaches and/or techniques

Source: Cooke and Kothari 2001; Cornwall and Brock 2004; Henkel
and Stirrat 2001; Kapoor 2002; 2005; Kothari 2001; 2005: Mohan
2001 2007; Mosse 1994; Sanderson and Kindon 2004.

3. Deepening participation

The response to the ‘tyranny’ critique has been....

to strive for (and emphasise) genuine participation in research,
beyond the data collection stage




Art project with
African Community Advice North East

2 year research relationship with Gaby Kitoko’s African-run project in Byker that
supports African refugees and (on the basis of integration as a way forward)
is open to the whole community

20+/- young people of African and white British heritage aged 5 — 15

Method (1)

Discussion groups to brainstorm issues around hope/fear most relevant to
young people. Several follow ups — iterative analysis - to narrow focus.

Iterative development of research guestions and ana __lysis

From a range of local/global concerns, to analysis of racist bullying, to
identification of negative stereotypes about place, to a focus on hope and
aspiration embedded in local places (Newcastle and African countries of
origin)

Development and analysis took us well away from original interests / aims

Method (2)

Chose art as a means of exploring and expressing emotions and the
final research focus.

First 6 week project to produce display. Sketches to develop ideas -
final pieces in acrylics.

Second 6 week project involved a ‘real’ artist (Fiona Gray), digital
photography and public artwork: difference, identity and place

Method (3)

Follow up report, role plays, website (with stories and advice for other
young people) — jointly produced with young people




3. Deepening participation

The response to the ‘tyranny’ critique has been....

« to emphasise genuine participation in research, beyond the data
collection stage

* to emphasise the ‘action’ element of participatory research

‘Action’ outcomes

(....more tangible:)

e Art displays
* Reports and website for young people, voluntary organisations and
policy-makers.

(....less tangible:)

« Integration of African and white British young people (transformative
moments?)

“Integration is a process. I'm happy because they can now ev en
meet, because it used to be that black and white kids were not
mixing very much. We start to have those activities where they
can come together and let the community know about the
things that are important to them - to try to break this ice
between those communities”

Gaby Kitoko, ACANE




3. Deepening participation

The response to the ‘tyranny’ critique has been....

« to emphasise genuine participation in research, beyond the data
collection stage

* to emphasise the ‘action’ element of participatory research

« to open up other aspects of university activities to communities, not
just research

« to retheorise participation

4. Retheorising participation

Exploring the spatial politics of participation:

» How the contexts of participation (specific places,
people, sets of social and political relations) affect its
practices and outcomes

* How participatory research changes the contexts it
works in

* How to ensure the outcomes of participatory processes
are reproduced and sustained beyond the immediate
arena in which people perform them (Kesby 2005; 2007)




Finally...
This, as other, participatory relationships
partial, incomplete, limited, flawed
The key is critical reflection?

...not presenting a glossy ‘Pollyanna’
account where everything works and
everyone is happy/fulfilled

...but not giving up on attempt to deepen
participation in research
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