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Benefits and limits of participatory research methods in exploring community and voluntary action

Participatory research has a powerful positive political pedigree, but is more or deeper participation always a 'good thing' for research? Participatory research is generally understood to have a range of benefits. These include instrumental benefits (such as enriching the evidence base through deeper commitment and involvement of research 'subjects', and more effective buy-in to change as a result of research findings) and transformative benefits (including empowerment and capacity building for all involved, as well as shifting power relations between researchers and researched). Beyond these benefits are the ethical arguments about how research 'subjects' are treated and communicated with, and the extent to which research on participation should model good participatory practice - so should research on participation always be participatory?

There are other questions too. To what extent should research participants 'frame' the research, and decide what the key research questions are? Is participation just another task in an otherwise conventional research design? How can participatory research at local level be 'translated' into national policy and practice changes? How does participatory research affect the role and activities of the researcher (less research, more facilitation)? Are there particular considerations and arguments for or against adopting participatory research methods when doing research in the voluntary sector? What particular benefits can specific participatory methods bring? And where does participatory research stop being research and start being participation? 

NCVO, IVR and Involve are examining personal 'Pathways through Participation' in a major new research project funded by the Big Lottery Fund. The project team has been grappling with all these issues. The three organisations are therefore hosting this Panel discussion to open up the debate and interrogate some of these tough challenges in the context of researching community and voluntary action.

This Panel will explore the possible benefits and limits of participatory research methods. It aims to:

· Outline participatory research and some of the methods used

· Explore the opportunities and benefits of using participatory research methods

· Examine the challenges and limitations in using participatory research methods

· Share practice and experience of the use of participatory methods

· Investigate what the use of participatory research methods might mean to communities and/or individuals, and to research.

The Panel brings together three speakers (see below for details) who will share their experience with participatory research methods, addressing the theme of the panel and some of the questions indicated above. The presentations will then constitute the basis for discussion and further sharing of experience that will involve both the speakers and the audience. The session will be chaired by Véronique Jochum, Research Manager at NCVO. 
Speakers
Danny Burns: Title to be announced
Professor of Social & Organisational Learning at the University of the West of England and Director of SOLAR (Social and Organisational Learning as Action Research)

This presentation will provide an overview of what participatory research might involve, and outline some of the benefits, challenges and limitations. 
Pictures and participation: the use of auto-photography in research with homeless people

Dr Sarah Johnsen, Centre for Housing Policy, University of York

The use of auto-photography – wherein visual images are generated by research participants – is becoming increasingly popular in the social sciences.  This paper will outline the ways in which it was used to complement other research methods in a study exploring the experiences of homeless people in different cities.  It will reveal how auto-photography provided insights above and beyond those offered by more conventional methods such as interviews and participant observation.  It will conclude with a discussion of the logistical challenges encountered, and important ethical issues raised – especially those relating to anonymity, data ‘ownership’, and personal safety – when using the method with such a vulnerable group.
Young People’s participation in project Re:action - a youth led research project.
Thilo Boeck, Centre for Social Action, De Montfort University, Leicester

Project Re:Action was a youth participative research project and a partnership between Youth Action Network and the Centre for Social Action (De Montfort University) funded by the Big Lottery Fund. The research aimed to learn more about young people’s volunteering experience, the impact it has on their lives and their communities and how much difference full participation makes to that experience. 

In our paper we argue that participatory research is beneficial both because of its implicit values (such as empowerment and inclusion) but also because it improves our levels of understanding of the substantive subject area. For those reasons a participative approach to research enhances the quality of the research and value of what is found. However in order to foster high levels of participation we believe that it is important to nurture high levels of agency and power, good communication between all the team and allocation of resources.
A key feature of project  Re:action  was that young people themselves were fully involved in planning, steering and carrying out the research process.  They met throughout the project to oversee the progress of the research, conducting focus groups, formulating the survey questions, taking part in the analysis of data, producing an evaluation toolkit and contribute to the dissemination of the findings. Having young people as equal partners on our steering group and participating in data analysis has not only made a difference to young people but also to the adult researchers, and has contributed to the quality of the research process.



