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Participatory research is a broad category for research methodologies, including participatory
action research, community-based participatory research, and other methods that bring the fa-
cilitator and co-researchers together related to an inquiry. Together they look to define, analyze,
and address social problems through a cooperative process. This essay seeks to examine the
axiology, ontology, and epistemology of participatory research. A diverse set of researchers
use participatory research in many contexts. This essay looks at the intersectionality between
participatory research, social work, students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, and
resilience.
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Participatory research (PR) is a methodology that allows
the researcher to conduct a rigorous qualitative evaluation
that has the potential to make a meaningful contribution to
a quantitatively inclined scientific community. This contri-
bution to the academic community is a staple of research
methodologies. Participatory goes further than this contri-
bution and looks towards potentially making a positive im-
pact on the co-researchers through social action and process
completed together as co-researchers. This dual focus of PR
is to connect science and practice into a methodology for un-
derstanding problems persons with disabilities. Bergold and
Thomas (2012) describe PR as a “methodology that argues in
favor of the possibility, the significance, and the usefulness
of involving research partners in the knowledge-production
process” (p. 192). This essay looks at what PR is and the
underlying paradigms it has along with the intersection be-
tween PR and social work, special education services within
a K-12 setting, and resilience.

Participatory research contributes to social action in co-
researchers’ everyday life and generating basic knowledge
in social sciences (Cochran et al., 2008). This concentra-
tion makes some of the fundamental principles of PR relevant
components to consider in its implementation. First, as a pre-
condition for participatory research, it must be understood in
the context of a democratic approach in its execution and in
the systems that allow it to be engaged. The very nature of
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a participatory evaluation is at least democratic in how it fa-
cilitated. The inclusion of participants from under-privileged
demographic groups and the social commitment required by
the researchers is only possible if there is a political frame-
work that allows it. Second, the facilitators must keep the
group as a safe space. Intending a prominent level of partici-
pation for the co-researchers, the facilitator must implement
practices that encourage engagement and participation. Par-
ticipatory research groups include a facilitator who leads the
group. Paradoxically, along with the facilitator’s leadership,
is that that co-researchers also must be granted opportunities
to lead the group through expressing their desires or anxi-
eties. When participants trust each other, they are willing to
express their views. Third, the community needs to be able
to be defined. Participatory research has gone into many dif-
ferent community sectors and with diverse populations. To
understand the outcomes and concepts expressed by the par-
ticipants. The researcher must also understand the nuances
and context of the participants (Bergold & Thomas, 2012).

Paradigmatical Aspects of Participatory Research

Many interrelated research methodologies surround PR.
These different methods each have nuance and difference be-
tween them. This essay is grouping all of the related PR
subtypes. These subtypes include community-based partic-
ipatory research, participatory action research, feminist par-
ticipatory action research, and social action research. As a
research method, PR has a particular way of viewing and see-
ing the world. It is essential to understand the axiology (or
main ethical view), the ontology (or reality), and epistemol-
ogy (knowledge and relationships with what can be known).

Participatory research often includes persons who are
from vulnerable populations. Balcazar et al. (1998) discuss
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some special considerations that should be taken in look-
ing at participatory action research with persons who have
disabilities. They encourage researchers to have individuals
with disabilities articulating the problems they are experienc-
ing and participating directly in the process of defining, ana-
lyzing, and solving those problems. This direct involvement
of persons with disabilities in the process makes for a more
authentic and accurate understanding of their social reality.
The engagement that the persons with disabilities show can
increase their awareness of their strengths and resources. The
goal of the research is to improve the quality of life for indi-
viduals with disabilities.

The considerations for doing participatory action research
with persons with disabilities connect with the axiology of
PR. Axiology addresses the ethical nature of a research
methodology (Killam, 2013). Lincoln et al. (2011) de-
scribe that participatory research and the postmodern re-
search methods have the subjects’ voices present in the study.
Those voices need to be understood through the three prin-
ciples of deciding for others and with others and for one’s
self. It is about a “practical knowing how to flourish with a
balance of autonomy, co-operation and hierarchy” (p. 111).

Participatory research views and understands reality, or
its ontology, through an understanding of multiple realities.
Lincoln et al. (2011) describe this as a participatory real-
ity or a subjective-objective reality. The co-researchers co-
create that ontology. Each person has their worldview and
way of understanding events, context, and both individual
and group experiences. In the cooperative process, they de-
termine and define the problems they are analyzing and de-
velop the group’s worldview.

Participatory research looks at a co-created set of findings
between the research facilitator and the co-researchers who
are participating in the process. Killam (2013) defines epis-
temology related to the relationship between the researcher
and the knowledge as we discover it. It is how the researcher
comes to know what they know. Participatory research in-
cludes knowing both through practical and experiential ap-
plications (Lincoln et al., 2011). The co-researchers who
are participating in the process of PR many times might not
be previously trained in research methods. The process is
designed to draw out the participants’ experiences and in-
ner wisdom as a procedure for defining a group’s needs as a
group and then using the group to analyze and address those
needs. Lincoln et al. (2011) also describe it as being a critical
subjectivity. Within the critical methodologies, they make
understanding group power dynamics a key point. They also
work to address social change or action through the research
process.

Positionality of Participatory Research and Areas of
Inquiry

Participatory research has been used in a variety of fields
and to address a diverse set of needs. There are some fields
and areas of inquiry it is most readily able to be used to im-
plement. My own academic and professional career has been
in the field of social work where PR seems to connect to my
and my profession’s set of values firmly. My initiation and
first exposure to participatory research was through my ex-
perience working with students with emotional and behav-
ioral disabilities in a K-12 educational setting. This focus
on students with disabilities. The area of inquiry I am most
interested in is related to understanding resilience and growth
and development.

Intersection of Social Work Values and Participatory Re-
search

Social workers follow a code of ethics that was ratified by
the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Del-
egate Committee in 1996 and then revised in 2017. It is
focused on identifying core values and summarizing ethical
principles related to social workers. It helps social workers
to identify professional obligations and address ethical con-
cerns. The NASW Code of Ethics categorizes six core values
embraced by social workers. These include service, social
justice, dignity and worth of a person, importance of human
relationships, integrity, and competency.

The core values of social workers align with the prac-
tice of PR. At their core, social workers are about service.
Council on Social Work Education (2015) describes a both
bachelor’s and master’s level social work students need to be
able to demonstrate competency in what they term practice-
informed research and research-informed practice. This in-
terchange of practice and research is in line with the various
action research-oriented models. One of the primary out-
comes of participatory research is the change of systems for
its clients through social justice. Lincoln et al. (2011) de-
scribe that one of the quality criteria for PR is that it leads to
action in the service of human flourishing through a transfor-
mation in the world.

The dignity and worth of the person and the importance
of human relationships also have a secure connection to PR.
Bergold and Thomas (2012) explain that there is both close-
ness of the research participants and very personal reactions
that can come from participating in the inquiry. The con-
ditions that are conducive to participatory methods require
openness and an accepting attitude from the co-researchers.
The democratic nature of these types of group also requires
the ability to engage the group members with dignity and
worth consistently. The identification of participants as co-
researchers is an attempt to pay homage to the individu-
als uniting to solve their problems. Consideration of co-
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participants verses research subjects is in sharp contrast to
the majority of research methods that separate the researcher
and the participants.

In developing a safe space for the co-researchers to con-
duct their study, being able to reflect their viewpoints with
integrity is a vital skill for the facilitator in the process.
There are several competencies required to be able to fa-
cilitate a participatory group. Burdine et al. (2010), in a
discussion of community-based research partnerships, elab-
orates on components needed for the development of com-
munity health. These include elements such as building rela-
tionships, identifying priorities, defining problems, capacity
building, knowledge transfer, information dissemination, and
planning, implementing, and evaluating interventions. Each
of these components requires a diverse set of skills and com-
petencies to be performed effectively.

Intersection of Participatory Research and K-12 Special
Education

Along with participatory research’s connection with social
work values and ethics, one of the reasons for my interest in
it as a methodology is related to previous experience engag-
ing with a type of PR. Within my role as a program social
worker working with students with emotional and behavioral
disabilities, I support a set of classrooms K-12 working with
students who have the most severe behavioral difficulties in
the district. This population can be an extremely challenging
group to know how to best support both the students and the
staff who are working with them. One activity my school
district engaged was to bring in a consultant to assist with
assessing program needs and provide professional develop-
ment for staff. The evaluation process this consultant used is
an evidence-based program evaluation, a Participatory Eval-
uation Expert Review for Classrooms Serving Students with
Emotional and Behavioral Disabilities (PEER-EBD). Tsai et
al. (2013) describe the psychometrics and process of this
evaluative process.

The general format for the participatory portion of the
evaluation is through a questionnaire that staff complete in-
dividually that reviews 19 practice indicators and 93 specific
sub questions related to practice behaviors that align with
research-based best practices for engaging with students with
emotional and behavioral disabilities. The facilitator brings
together the school team, which includes district and build-
ing administrators, school psychologists, special education
teachers, paraeducators, and other staff working with the stu-
dents in the program. The facilitator guides the team to come
to censuses each of the practice indicators. Along with the
facilitated team meetings, there is an expert review of the
classroom looking for the same practice indicators in prac-
tice. Finally, based on areas of strengths and weaknesses, a
set of recommendations can be developed and implemented
to facilitate programmatic growth.

The PEER-EBD is not the only participatory research that
has been done in a K-12 educational setting. There have been
many, but as a program evaluation, it has been implemented
in different school districts around the nation more often than
other individual participation research inquiries.

Intersection of Participatory Research and Resilience

Psychological resilience is a topic that has been looked
some through models related to participatory research meth-
ods but appears not to have been pursued to its fullest extent.
Often it has been examined through the lens of violence. Vin-
devogel et al. (2015) used a participatory research method
in war-affected communities in northern Uganda. Ellis and
Abdi (2017) report on how community-based participatory
research can assist participants in overcoming cultural barri-
ers, prevailing against stigma, and being able to build trust-
ing relationships with fellow participants as ways that PR can
directly connect to developing resilience.

Shaw et al. (2016) encourage resilience workers to expand
their methodological and analytic toolboxes to include tools
such as community-based participatory research. In relation-
ship to resilience, the PR helps to ground researchers with
the partnerships they have in the community. It is also a
method that allows explicit attention to be drawn on systems.
Participatory research facilitates precise attention on systems
understanding of psychological resilience.

Conclusion

Participatory research is concerned with both adding to
the scientific knowledge base, but also in creating direct real-
world change. It is aligned with social worker values. Both
in K-12 educational systems and resilience research, there
has been limited implementation of a participatory research
method to understand the complex set of problems.

References

Balcazar, F. E., Keys, C. B., Kaplan, D. L., & Suarez-
Balcazar, Y. (1998). Participatory action research
and people with disabilities: Principles and chal-
lenges. Canadian Journal of Rehabilitation, 12,
105–112.

Bergold, J., & Thomas, S. (2012). Participatory research
methods: A methodological approach in motion
(partizipative forschungsmethoden: Ein methodis-
cher ansatz in bewegung). Historical Social Re-
search, 4(37), 191–222.

Burdine, J. N., McLeroy, K., Blakely, C., Wendel, M. L., &
Felix, M. R. J. (2010). Community-based participa-
tory research and community health development.
The Journal of Primary Prevention J Primary Pre-
vent, 31(1), 1–7.



4 ARTICLES FOR JACOB R CAMPBELL’S RESOURCES

Cochran, P. A. L., Marshall, C. A., Garcia-Downing, C.,
Kendall, E., Cook, D., McCubbin, L., & Gover,
R. M. S. (2008). Indigenous ways of knowing: Im-
plications for participatory research and commu-
nity. American Journal of Public Health Am J Pub-
lic Health, 98(1), 22–27.

Council on Social Work Education. (2015). Educational pol-
icy and accreditation standards for baccalaureate
and master’s social work programs, 1–20.

Ellis, B. H., & Abdi, S. (2017). Building community re-
silience to violent extremism through genuine part-
nerships. American Psychologist, 72(3), 289–300.

Killam, L. (2013). Research terminology simplified:
Paradigms, axiology, ontology, epistemology
and methodology. Sudbury, ON, Author.

Lincoln, Y. S., Lynham, S. A., & Guba, E. G. (2011). Chapter
6 - paradigmatic controversies, contradictions, and
emerging confluences, revisited. In N. K. Denzin &
Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.). Thousand Oaks, Sage.

National Association of Social Workers. (2017). Nasw code
of ethics.

Shaw, J., McLean, K. C., Taylor, B., Swartout, K., & Querna,
K. (2016). Beyond resilience: Why we need to look
at systems too. Psychology of Violence, 6(1), 34–41.

Tsai, S.-F., Cheney, D., & Walker, B. (2013). Prelimi-
nary psychometrics of the participatory evaluation
and expert review for classrooms serving students
with emotional/behavioral disabilities (peer-ebd).
Behavioral Disorders, 38(3), p137–153. 17p. 1 Di-
agram, 5 Charts.

Vindevogel, S., Ager, A., Schiltz, J., Broekaert, E., &
Derluyn, I. (2015). Toward a culturally sensitive
conceptualization of resilience: Participatory re-
search with war-affected communities in northern
uganda. Transcultural Psychiatry Transcult Psychi-
atry, 52(3), 396–416.


	Paradigmatical Aspects of Participatory Research
	Positionality of Participatory Research and Areas of Inquiry
	Intersection of Social Work Values and Participatory Research
	Intersection of Participatory Research and K-12 Special Education
	Intersection of Participatory Research and Resilience

	Conclusion

