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INTRODUCTION

As part of growing awareness that research processes do not merely describe social life but construct a particular ‘reality’, there has been considerable interest in the relationship between researchers and their research. In this paper we discuss two methods that focus on this relationship-namely, participant observation and one of its relations, action research. Participant observation differs form the detached observer studying a situation, because the observer is a player in the scene investigated. Whereas action research is an active approach, working to empower the local community, to its representatives, to manipulate the higher level power structure. These qualitative methods have become of increasing interest. Taking a more active part in the research process, and producing effective research, requires real skill, indeed a number of important skills. In this paper we discuss the concept, merits and limitations of participant observations and action research. Finally few case studies of these approaches will also be briefly described.

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

Participant observation is one of the hallmarks of ethnology or cultural anthropology. In its early history, anthropologists went into the field out often did not have the language skills and/ or lived apart form those they were studying. Bronislaw Malinouwski in his study of the Trobriand Islanders, among others, went beyond the second hand information of traders and colonial administrators to help establish participant observation as method of research.

Participant observation is a method of collecting information about the operation of, and attitudes existing in, a community through a researcher living in the area for an extended period (Sarkissian, W&Perlgut, D (eds) 1999). The participant observer becomes known within the community, and gets to know the community in a more intimate and detailed way than someone who simply comes to do a survey and then departs. The participant observer consequently is given much more detailed information, and may identify specific issues and assist groups to address these by developing mutually agreed principles and practices. Lofland and lofland describe participant observation as involving the interweaving of looking and listening of watching and asking. In common parlance it is a methodology or research paradism in which the researcher joins in with the activities of the group that he or she is studying. Famous examples of participant observation include March’s (1978) study of football hooligans and Corsaro’s (1985) study of children friendship.

A participant observer is placed with the aim of collecting more detailed information about a community’s habits, opinions and issues and with a view to developing planning and policies that better incorporate the communities needs and wished. Information the community’s needs and wishes. Information about a community collected by a participant observer can ensure that planning and decision-making incorporates community needs and opinions and will therefore be more acceptable and more useful to the community.

The tradition of participant observation

Participant observation is not the same as ethnography but is a core element of it. Ethnography includes multiple data sources. In anthropology the ‘Malinowskian Revolution’ united the field worker and theorist in one body, with a critical distance often maintained between observed and observer and much work in ‘foreign’ lands. Work within home environments was associated with the Chicago School of Sociology and Humanist Geography. Such work was slow to take off in geography, with contemporary criticism still leveled at undue emphasis on observing rather than participating (Hoggart et al, 2002:25).

Geographical research in the early twenty-first century utilizes ethnographic approaches in which the following legacies from the Chicago school can be found: 

· The situational approach;

· The use of the personal document (letters, diaries, oral histories);

· The car study method’;

· Content analysis;

· The belief in the socially constructed nature of phenomena;

· The importance of language

Type of Participation and Observation 

Junker (1960) outlines four combinations of ‘participant’ and ‘observer’ for empirical investigations. These all involve participation and observation, but only participant as observer and complete participant are generally accepted to come under the umbrella of the participant observation method. The combinations Junker identified are:

· The complete participant

· The complete Observer 

· The participant as Observer 

· The observer as participant 

Despite regular appearances of the word ‘ethnography’ in the geographical literature, much under this heading is rather superficial. Especially when analysts limit investigation to issues of representation and significance, the sense is that ethnographies is not seen as ‘participant’ as ‘observer’ but as ‘observer’ ho happens to be ‘participant’. Offering a stronger sense of omission, Thrift (2000) calls for researchers to be observant participants rather than participant observers.

Strengths/ Merits of Participant observation 

· Can develop understanding of sensitive situation.

· Can be used before developing a consultation program in cases where the nature of community issues is not know to agencies.

· Can be used for scoping information and determining key players when the issue is contentious or controversial.

· Can assist pin the development of a more thoughtful consultation program because participant observation is usually conducted incognito.

· Can allow the development of consultation processes that suit the subject community.

Special considerations/weaknesses

· This method is limited, and needs to be used in conjunction with other methods for collecting data, for example surveys, public meetings or display/exhibits.

· Depends on the ability of the researcher to correctly observe and draw appropriate conclusions.

· Can create concern in the community.

· Not recommended for use in isolation but in conjunction with other tools and techniques, to offset any bias or inaccuracy in the observer’s conclusions.

· Applicable to a wide variety of issues.

· Take a long time

Examples of Observant Participant

Case Study 1 – A participant observation study of life on an acute psychiatric ward

The current study started in January 2000 and lasted upto 2003.The participant observation which is now complete, consisted of three separate 3 months periods on three different wards: two in psychiatric units in London hospitals and one in a unit in the south east. The researcher immersed himself in life on each ward as much as was possible. He attended the range of events, which constitute in patient treatment, such as ward rounds and occupational therapy sessions, and hung around in television rooms, dining rooms and corridors in order to observe events and talk to people. The fieldwork has generated a large body of qualitative data about how patients interact with one another and with staff, and about their views on their experiences on the ward.

Conducting such study, it was found that it is a demanding and time-consuming way of gathering data. The researcher may encounter difficulties in being accepted by people on the ward and in sustaining the role long enough to observe the full range of events. There are difficulties in gaining acceptance of this type of research among an academic community brought up on quantitative research. (Quirk, A et al, 2000).

Case Study 2 – Participation Observation in Social care

This study was conducted for a doctorate, involved several categories of participants: the clients and the formal care workers and other allied professionals including care managers, trainers in care practice and health practitioners who have direct contact with the primary subjects. A dual but overt role was assumed as the researcher was employed as a care worker. By becoming a care worker it was hoped that the researcher would be able to see the reality of the everyday world from the position of the actors, and be able to interpret the symbols and meanings underpinning daily social interaction..  A purposive sampling strategy was adopted, with knowledge of the group used to select representative subjects, in this case elders receiving formal home care. In order that a real life picture would emerge, in depth case study and participant observational approach were adopted as methods. Factors like body language, facial expressions or gestures indicated the importance of an observational approach whilst studying the participants.

ACTION RESEARCH

In this paper we will answer the question” What is Action Research?”, giving an overview of its processes and principles, stating when it is appropriate to use. The role of researcher will briefly mentioned and finally two case studies will be briefly described. Action research is known by many other names, including participatory research, collaborative inquiry, emancipation research, action learning and contextual action research, but all are variations on a theme. Put simply, action research is “Learning by doing”-a group of people identifies a problem, does something to resolve it, sees how successful their efforts were, and if not satisfied, tries again. While this is the essence of the approach, there are other key attributes of action research that differentiate it from common problem-solving activities that we all engage in every day. A more succinct definition is, “Action research aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation and to further the goals of social science simultaneously. Thus, there is a dual commitment in action research to study a system and concurrently to collaborate with members of the system in changing it in what is together regarded as a desirable direction. Accomplishing this twin goal requires the active collaboration of researcher and client, and thus it stresses the importance of co-learning as a primary aspect of the research process.” Several attributes separate action research from other types of research. Primary is its focus on turning the people involved into researchers, too-people learn best, and more willingly apply what they have learned, when they do it themselves. It also has a social dimension-the research takes place in real world situations, aims to solve real problems.

The Process of Action Research

Gerald Susman (1983) distinguishes five phases to be conducted within each research cycle. Initially, a problem is identified and data is collected for a more detailed diagnosis. This is followed by a collective postulation of several possible solutions, from which a single plan of action emerges and is implemented. Data on the results of the intervention are collected and analyzed; findings are interpreted in light of how successful the action has been. At this point, the problem is re-assessed and the process begins another cycle. This process continues until the problem is resolved. 

Principles of Action Research

What gives action research its unique flavour is the set of principles that guide the research. Winter (1989) provides a comprehensive overview of six key principles.

i) Reflexive critique

ii) Dialectical critique

iii) Collaborative resource

iv) Risk

v) Plural structure

vi) Theory, practice, Transformation 

When is Action Research used?
Action research is used in real situation, rather than in contrived, experimental studies, since its primary focus is on solving real problems. It can, however, be used by social scientists for preliminary or pilot research, especially when the situation is too ambiguous to frame a precise research question. Mostly, though, in accordance with its principles, it is chosen when circumstances require flexibility, the involvement of the people in the research, or change must take place quickly or holistically.

It is often the case that those who apply this approach are practitioners who wish to improve understanding of their practice, social change activists trying to mount an action campaign, or, more likely, academic, who have been invited into an organization by decision-makers aware of a problem requiring action research, but lacking the requisite methodological knowledge to deal with it.

Role of the Action Researcher 

Upon invitation into a domain, the outside researcher’s role is to implement the Action Research method in such a manner as to produce a mutually agreeable outcome for all participants, with the process being maintained by them afterwards. To accomplish this, it may necessitates the adoption of many different roles at various stages of the process, including those of 

· Planner leader

· Catalyzer  facilitator

· Teacher designer

· Listener observer

· Synthesizer reporter

The main role however, is to nurture local leaders to the point where they can take responsibility for the process. 

Examples of an Action Research Project

Case Study 1- Development of nature tourism in the Windward Island

To better illustrate how action research can proceed, an example is in order.

 In 1991, an action research process was initiated to explore how nature tourism could be instituted on each of the four Windward Islands in Caribbean – St. Lucia, Grenada, Dominica, and St. Vincent. The government took the lead, for environmental conservation, community based development and national economic development purposes. Realizing that the consultation process had to involve many stakeholders, including representatives of several government ministries, environmental and heritage groups, community organizations women’s and youth groups, an action research approach was seen as appropriate.

Multi-stakeholder national advisory council were formed, and national projects coordinators selected as local project liaisons. Their first task was to organize a search conference on each island. The search conference took place. The outcome of which was a set of recommendations and/ or action plans for the carrying out of a number of nature tourism- oriented sub –projects at the local community level. To maintain the process, regional project meetings were held, where project coordinators and key advisory members shared experiences, conducted self evaluation and developed plans for maintaining the process. 

The outcomes varied. In St. Vincent the research project was highly successful, with several viable local developments instituted. Grenada and St. Lucia showed mixed outcomes, and Dominica was the least successful, the process curtailed by the government soon after the search conference took place. The main difference in the outcomes, it was felt, was in the willingness of the key government personnel to ‘let go’ and allow the process to be jointly controlled by all participants.

Case Study 2 – Internet-based collaborative work groups in community health

Lua and Hayward (1997) used an action research approach in a study of their own to explore the structuration of Internet-based collaborative work groups. Over a two year period, the researchers participated as facilitators in three action research cycle of problem solving among approximately 15 instructors and project staff, and 25 health professionals from various regions striving to make a transition to a more community based health program. The aim was to explore how Internet- based communications would influence their evolution into a virtual collaborative workshop.

The researcher found that those who used the system interactively were more likely to establish projects that were collaborative in nature, and that lack of high quality information on community health care online was a drawback. The participants reported learning a great deal from the initiative.

The interpretation of the study suggest that role clarity, relationship building, information sharing, resource support, and experimental learning are important aspects in virtual group development.

Case Study 3 – An action research study of the vulnerabilities anc capacities of the Palestinian society in Disaster preparedness

The purpose of this study was to address the objectives defined by the Society and the results used as a basis for a National Conference on Disaster Preparedness advocating for an effective National Disaster plan.

The study has provided an important social research process for the Palestine Red Crescent Society (PRCA) in which it has been able to better understand its role in Disaster preparedness, response and recovery. Internally it has provided a direction for future development and within the national forum, the realization that its identity is as a cooperative partner with along with other key agencies in Palestine.

The strategies of involving ministries, institutions and community itself has facilitated an awareness of each other’s perceptions and roles unprecented in Palestine to date. It provides an excellent basis for the development of a National Disaster Plan based upon consultation and community participation.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has presented an overview of participant observation and action research as methodological approach to solving social problems. The case studies of these two approaches gave concrete examples of projects. Participant observation is one of the most common method for qualitative data collections. It is a social process in which face-to-face interaction occurs between the researchers and researched. The positive aspect of this approach is least likely to lead researchers to impose their own reality on the social world and to seek to understand action: as to how and why practices and relation change. The method is less suited to project situations where the team are outsiders, no so familiar with the area, and where there are time constraints.

Action research is associated with learning about society through efforts to change it changing society involves more than ‘giving voice’ which has uncertain capacities to bring about change. 
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