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Scope and continuum of participatory research
Nicole Brown

Culture, Communication and Media, University College London Institute of Education, London, United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland

ABSTRACT
As wider social and societal changes have led to moves towards equality
as a response to a better understanding of inequalities, ethical
considerations in research are now more consciously focussed on
power dynamics. As a consequence, participatory research methods
have gained traction. Simultaneously, artistic and creative methods are
used within such projects to such an extent that arts-based, creative
research has become equated with participatory research. In this article,
I draw on three case studies to pursue three arguments: Firstly, I argue
that the current understanding of community-based participatory
action research is not the only potential for participatory methods, and
indeed should not be. Depending on the design participatory research
needs to be seen as a continuum from being minimally participatory to
being fully egalitarian, whereby realistically most participatory research
designs are situated somewhere in between the two with the level of
participation changing throughout the process. Secondly, I argue that
the employment of arts-based methods for data collection or
dissemination does not automatically translate into a participatory
research design. Thirdly, I argue that for ethical reasons researchers
should not aim for fully egalitarian research to maintain participants’
interests and wellbeing.
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Introduction

Since the second half of the twentieth century, wider social and societal changes have led to moves
towards equality for women and ethnic minorities as a response to a better understanding of
inequalities. Within research, too, ethical considerations have become more consciously focussed
on power dynamics between researchers and research participants (e.g. Wilkinson 1998; Smyth
and Williamson 2004). As a consequence, participatory research methods (e.g. Cornwall and
Jewkes 1995; Clark 2001) have emerged in order to ensure that the hierarchical barriers between
researchers and participants are addressed. More specifically, participatory action research (e.g.
McIntyre 2007; Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2013) and community-based participatory research
(e.g. Satcher 2005; Hacker 2013) have developed. With arts, artistic and creative methods (Kara
2015; Mannay 2015) being used within such projects to such an extent that arts-based, creative
research has become equated with participatory research.

In my contribution, I pursue three arguments drawing on my work in, on and with participatory
research: Firstly, I argue that the current understanding of community-based participatory action
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research is not the only potential for participatory methods, and indeed should not be. Depending
on the design participatory research needs to be seen as a continuum from being minimally parti-
cipatory to being fully egalitarian, whereby realistically most participatory research designs are situ-
ated somewhere in between the two. Secondly, I argue that the employment of arts-based methods
for data collection or dissemination does not automatically translate into a participatory research
design. The use of artistic and creative methods certainly breaks down some of the hierarchical struc-
ture between researchers and participants, but participatory research is more than a means to trans-
cend power dynamics. Thirdly, I argue that for ethical reasons researchers should, in fact, not aim for
fully egalitarian research to maintain participants’ interests and wellbeing. In building these three
interrelated arguments I refer to three different research contexts as case studies. All three case
studies come out of my own research and teaching practice, but have been chosen specifically as
the participatory elements in the projects cover different research stages. Case study 1 refers to a
practice-based enquiry within a teacher education programme that led to the creation of new
methods to teach the reflective practice. This project was initiated by the students and co-led in
an environment where the lecturers and student teachers were all seen as learners in a community
of practice. Case study 2 considers the development of new forms of assessment as part of an under-
graduate module. This project developed organically between me as a research-based educator and
my students as we all struggled with the constraints of an essay as a summative assessment within a
module that propagates multimodal forms of communication. Case study 3 reports on the research
‘The construction of academic identity under the influence of fibromyalgia’, where participatory and
arts-based methods were employed to develop a deeper understanding of individuals’ lived
experiences.

Participatory research – definition and history

Research methodologies and methods are notoriously difficult to define, not least because frame-
works are interconnected and because individual researchers use their particular disciplinary back-
grounds, understanding and conventions to mould approaches to their specific contexts. Over time,
therefore, boundaries shift and definitions are adjusted. The underlying principle of participatory
research relates to questions of hierarchy, power and location of knowledge (see McTaggart 1991,
1997; Cornwall and Jewkes 1995; Selener 1997). In more traditional research designs, the researcher
plays a central role in developing understanding about a topic or phenomenon through collecting
data, which will then be analysed to foster scholarly debates for the benefit of the academic com-
munity. Participatory research in its originally intended form, by contrast, recognizes the expertise
of research participants and consequently seeks to engage such individuals through handing over
some responsibility within the research process. Implicit in this distinction between conventional
and participatory research lie the questions of whose research it is and what the purpose of the
research is. Participatory research is considered as political and activist (Selener 1997) as its
primary purpose is not to provide scholarly enlightenment, but practical outcomes and actions.
With the development of participatory research, this emphasis on outcomes and actions has
abated. Initially, however, this definition of participatory research developed from Lewin’s (1946,
1947) description of action research as an iterative, spiralling process of observation, reflection
and action. Indeed, some scholars still use the terms participatory action research or PAR (e.g.
Kemmis and McTaggart 2005; Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2013; Lawson et al. 2015; Chevalier
and Buckles 2019) to emphasize the role of reflection and action within participatory research.
However, participatory research is more than merely the reflective work of a collaborative group
leading to actions; it is the taking charge of and responsibility for the research process. To this
extent, we need to distinguish between the concepts of involvement and participation. The involve-
ment of expert participants, such as patients in health research or consumers in market research (e.g.
Beresford 2002; Boote, Telford, and Cooper 2002; Trivedi and Wykes 2002) cannot be equated to par-
ticipate as equal partners. Where involvement allows researchers to take into account the views of
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participants without handing over the reins of and to the research itself, true and full participation
requires the participants to (1) have a role in setting the agenda of inquiry, (2) take part in the data
collection and analysis and (3) have control over the use of outcome and the whole process (Tandon
1988, 13). These very clearly defined criteria are unfortunately often not considered or met, with
most participatory research designs masking as participation what in reality and all honesty is invol-
vement in order to tokenistically fulfil demands of stakeholders or funders, for example (McLaughlin
2010), and often participatory research is presented as demanding participation of participants
where, in fact, there is only involvement (MacLeod, Lewis, and Robertson 2014).

However, as mentioned at the outset, research methods and methodologies cannot be packed
neatly into categories, as they develop, shape and are shaped by the researchers using them.
Within the field of agriculture, for example, participatory research is presented as a continuum
encompassing contractual, consultative forms of participation as well as collaborative and collegiate
forms (Biggs 1989) with the researcher’s influence over the project ranging from high to low. In the
moment of the research practice, areas of responsibility and power shift throughout the entire
process (Woelk 1992) and it has been argued that this ‘relational and uncertain nature of partici-
pation’ (Rix et al. 2020, 13) must be formally recognized and accepted within the paradigm of parti-
cipatory research. Consequently, during the process of research, participation is located somewhere
on the continuum between fully egalitarian work with participants as co-researchers and the limited
involvement of participants as supporters or advisors (see Figure 1).

In reality, the simplified scheme presented in Figure 1 is insufficient in explaining the full scope of
participatory research, as participation varies across the different stages of research, especially as par-
ticipatory research has become so widespread it is now commonly used in all disciplines. The popu-
larity of participatory research is reflected in the number of relevant publications having increased
tenfold from the 1990s to the 2010s. In addition to discussions of the benefits and challenges of
employing participatory research as a methodology, there are numerous publications reporting
results and findings from empirical work having used participatory research. What such discourses
are missing, however, are considerations of what I hinted at above: that participatory research is
not a single, unified methodology, but a problematic approach to research, which continues to
make assumptions about knowledge-production and the value and worth of research. On the one
hand, participants are required to be fully involved in and engaged with the research projects,
but on the other hand, they may not necessarily have the relevant experience required to under-
stand methodological and ethical decisions and their consequences (see von Unger 2012). Where
children are involved, research projects are most often designed and conceived by adults, so that
basic assumptions, hypotheses and research questions are also formulated from an adult perspec-
tive, and often with adults as the audience in mind (see Waller and Bitou 2011). A notable exception
is reported by Flewitt et al. (2018), where the principles of participatory research and pedagogy were
central to the study.

The late 2010s were further characterized by an ever-so-slow increase in social understanding that
in many cases particular kinds of knowledge(s) and knowledge productions have been and still are
being favoured. Movements towards decolonizing curricula and research have, in turn, resulted in
the heightened interest in Indigenous methods and knowledge production, and more participatory
research, in particular where community-based work is concerned. At times the research approach

Figure 1. Continuum of participatory research.
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may not include an explicit description of the participatory element employed, especially where the
research approach is described as ethnographical. van den Scott (2018), for example, describes how
following her move to Arviat, Nunavut, she commenced a research project and took on the role of a
researcher within the Inuit community she herself was a member of. The way how she was particu-
larly sensitive to the Inuits’ views and the Elders’ decisions, and how she specifically sought out their
advice and support, suggests that this was not a typical ethnography using face-to-face interviews,
this was a co-production of knowledge that involved individuals from the community at the different
stages of the research. Where the participation started and ended and how much power and control
were awarded to individuals at each stage is not described. What does emerge, however, is that the
joint participation in community activities and tasks, such as sewing seal-skin boots (van den Scott
2018, 30) allowed for a level of closeness that would otherwise not have been possible. This relation-
ship between tasks, creative work and arts-based methods and participatory research will be
explored in more detail in the following section.

Creative and arts-based methods in participatory research

Similar to the rise of participatory research, arts-based research practices, arts-based and creative
methods in social science research have also experienced an upturn in the recent decades. With
this increased interest frameworks of arts-based and creative research have developed over time,
and there is now no single method or approach that clearly defines arts-based or creative research.
Whether the research is defined as ‘arts-inquiring pedagogy, arts-based inquiry, arts-informed
inquiry, arts-informing inquiry, arts-engaging inquiry, and arts-related evaluation’, for example,
depends on the focus of the enquiry and the positionality of the artist-practitioner-researcher
(Savin-Baden and Wimpenny 2014, 5). Consequently, the use of the terms creative and arts-based
methods in relation to arts-based research is also determined by a researcher’s own perspective
on the role of the arts within the research. As someone who is primarily a social science researcher
rather than an artist practitioner, and whose focus is to include arts as an optional form of expression
rather than the focus of the enquiry, I use the arts-based and creative as interchangeable terms to
signify methods and approaches to research that draws on artistic and playful forms of expression.

Arts-based research originated in the 1970s in and from arts-based therapies, such as writing
therapies or creative arts therapies (Leavy 2015). During the therapy-based work, however, it
became soon evident that the arts not only offer therapeutic and cathartic tools for reflections
and emotional outlets for individuals but also spoke to audiences in ways that were radically
different from traditional and conventional research approaches. Arts-based inquiries are now
often considered as ‘futuristic, socially responsible and useful in addressing social inequities’
(Finley 2008, 71). Through their powers for expression, evocation and illumination (Barone and
Eisner 2011) the arts lend themselves towards exploring experiences and expressing feelings and
emotions or other concepts that would be otherwise difficult to verbalize. Further, the arts can per-
sonally touch audiences and draw in individuals, which in turn helps to raise awareness of and for
wider social and societal issues and results in action. Arts-based methods are therefore founded
on a ‘radical, politically grounded statement about social justice and control over the production
and dissemination of knowledge’ (Finley 2008, 71). In this sense, arts-based inquiries are not all-
too-different or all-too-distant from the foundational principles of participatory research. In both
instances, the researcher seeks to minimize hierarchy, to reduce power-differentials and to call for
action.

The wealth of research employing arts-based or creative methods becomes apparent when con-
sidering the most recent systematic literature reviews. Having defined their inclusion criteria, Driess-
nack and Furukawa (2012) reviewed 116 articles relating to arts-based research with children
between the ages of seven and twelve, Fraser and al Sayah (2011) explored thirty articles reporting
on health research projects using arts-based methods, Coemans and Hannes (2017) reviewed 131
publications covering community-based inquiries with vulnerable populations, and De Jager et al.
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(2017) considered 23 studies in 25 articles relating to digital storytelling in research. With the excep-
tion of De Jager et al.’s (2017) review, which specifically focused on digital storytelling, the reviews
focus on the wide variety of arts-based methods ranging from the use of drawings, photographs,
graphics, artefacts to poetry and theatre.

Discussing the individual findings in detail would go far beyond the scope of this particular article,
so suffice it to say that scholars recognize limitations of conventional research methods and meth-
odologies and therefore call for more embodied and sensory approaches to research. In response,
readily applied methods include elicitation approaches (Bagnoli 2009), artistic workshops (Tarr, Gon-
zalez-Polledo, and Cornish 2018), visual materials (Mason and Davies 2009), photo-elicitation (Orr
and Phoenix 2015) and metaphors (Nind and Vinha 2016) combined with interviews and narrative
approaches. These methods are often not applied consciously and confidently but have been
used tentatively in the hope of fruitful outcomes in the form of different, more interesting, richer
data (see reports of Guell and Ogilvie 2015; Nind and Vinha 2016). It is this richness of data that
researchers readily comment on when they consider creative or arts-based methods. Similarly,
researchers further discuss the changing dynamics and increased responsibility handed over to par-
ticipants as another unforeseen and unplanned consequence of having used creative or arts-based
methods. It appears that the mere employment of creativity and the arts lead to researchers believ-
ing that they have engaged in participatory research (see Mand 2012; Greyson, O’Brien, and Shovel-
ler 2017).

Creativity and arts-based methods do support the reduction of hierarchy and power differentials
between participants and researchers, and this is indeed one element of arts-based methods, as we
have seen above. However, it is all-to-easy to ignore the three basic principles of participatory research
as laid out above: that participants (1) have a role in setting the agenda of inquiry, (2) take part in the
data collection and analysis and (3) have to control over the use of outcome and the whole process
(Tandon 1988, 13). I do not wish to discredit the accomplishments of the reports mentioned above.
I would merely like to highlight that the introduction of creative or arts-based methods does not
necessarily guarantee the participants having a role of responsibility and control in the research
process. In the following sections of this article, I will outline how difficult it is to ensure and guarantee
the participatory elements within creative and arts-based research projects.

Case study 1: new methods to teach reflective practice

This case study refers to a practice-based enquiry within the Secondary Teacher Education Pro-
gramme managed and delivered collaboratively by the UCL Institute of Education and the Institute
of Ismaili Studies between 2007 and 2017 that led to the creation of new methods to teach the
reflective practice.

Teacher education courses in westernized countries across the globe require student teachers to
engage with reflections (Richardson 1990), often through formal learning logs and reflective diaries
(Kaasila and Lauriala 2012; Toom, Husu, and Patrikainen 2015), to learn and practise reflections in
action and on action (Schön 1983). The idea is that these reflective practises will help student tea-
chers develop skills for determining personal strengths and weaknesses and thus improve their pro-
fessional practices (see for example Korthagen 1999; Spilková 2001; Fox et al. 2015). In reality,
reflective practice is notoriously difficult to teach (Rogers 2001) because of the vagueness of the
concept itself, but also because of the requirement for the student to be open to engaging in
and with reflections and the need for intentionality of solving a concern or issue.

The Secondary Teacher Education Programme was no different from other teacher education pro-
grammes in that it also required student teachers to maintain a reflective diary. Student teachers on
this programme were asked to engage with reflective models, such as those by Gibbs (1988), Rolfe,
Freshwater, and Jasper (2001), Kolb (1984) and Brookfield (1995). The particularity of the Secondary
Teacher Education Programme was that students from all over the world were recruited to come to
London for a two-year course to obtain two Master’s degrees, after which they would return to their
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home countries to be employed as teachers in community-based faith schools. With such a con-
densed and compressed time to gain a significant understanding of teaching and learning theories
and to acquire practical strategies for the classroom, the teaching methods employed by the lec-
turers on the course were largely through modelling. Lecturers practically delivered masters’
levels contents using pedagogical approaches and methods typically associated with secondary
school classrooms to demonstrate how to best teach using appropriate questioning techniques,
classroom management strategies, assessment and feedback methods and the like.

It was therefore probably not surprising that student teachers started challenging the approaches
associated with reflective models as too repetitive and boring for the student teachers themselves,
and too advanced, therefore wholly inappropriate for a secondary school environment. The question
‘Is there a way to make reflections more exciting?’ (Brown 2019a, 5) initiated a long discussion around
the impact and worth of reflections leading the student teachers to conclude that the benefits for
reflections throughout the learning process outweighed the challenges. As a consequence, student
teachers were keen to introduce some forms of reflections in their own teaching practices. But it
was evident that reflective practices needed to change if they were to be appealing and meaningful
to teenagers. As a result, the students initiated and co-led the project to develop creativemethods for
reflection in an environment where the lecturers and student teachers were all seen as learners in a
community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). The outcomes were activities using drawing,
model making and metaphorical representations (Brown, Jafferani, and Pattharwala 2018, 2019).

Case study 2: assessments: letting students decide

Case study 2 relates to the development of new forms of assessment as part of an undergraduate
module. Since 2017 I have been module leader for the undergraduate module ‘Literacy, Language
and Communication’ that is delivered as an optional module for the BA Education Studies pro-
gramme at UCL Institute of Education. The purpose of the module is to introduce students to a
range of disciplinary perspectives on learning-related literacy practices in formal and informal edu-
cation settings, including digital environments. It aims to provide students with key ideas in studies
of literacy and language that explore the potentials of contemporary forms of communication for
learning and working in diverse contexts. The module emphasizes the kinds of work we as
humans engage in when we read and communicate and how our use of language and literacy prac-
tices changes depending on the settings and contexts, we find ourselves in. As such, the key com-
ponents to the module are the provisional and collaborative nature of literacy practices alongside
the multimodal approach to communication, especially in the contemporary world of social
media platforms. Despite the originality and topicality of the content, the summative assignment
that is worth 70% of the overall module grade is an essay of 2,000 words, which appears to be
entirely at odds with the module content.

When I first introduced the assignment modalities, one student raised this discrepancy between
what the module teaches and what it assesses, which led to a detailed discussion around leading by
example and ‘walking the walk’. As a result, a research project developed organically between me as
a research-based educator and my students, as we all struggled with the constraints of an essay as a
summative assessment within a module that propagates multimodal forms of communication.
Unfortunately, programme validation documents and quality assurance benchmarks did not allow
for radical rethinking and reworking, so students and I decided to work together on developing
guidelines around assessments that would allow for multimodal communication and arts-based pro-
jects but would still meet the criteria for the academic, scholarly assessment of a first-year under-
graduate module in Education Studies.

Similar to case study 1, the framework for this project was a participatory approach within the
context of students as partners in learning (see Dunne and Roos Zandstra 2011; Cook-Sather,
Bovill, and Felten 2014; Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2014; Bovill and Felten 2016), where students
were asked to take charge of and responsibility for their own learning and indeed their own
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assessment. Within the scope of assessment criteria, validation documentation and quality assurance
benchmarks, students were allowed to explore their chosen topics through multimodal, creative,
arts-based approaches. Although not many students took up the offer in the first year, the initial
exploratory and experimental project has gained traction and has led to a greater variety of sub-
missions, such as a board game or a banana bread (Brown, Morea-Ghergu, and Onwuka 2020).

Case study 3: representations in fibromyalgia research

Case study 3 reports on the research ‘The construction of academic identity under the influence of
fibromyalgia’, where participatory and arts-based methods were employed to develop a deeper
understanding of individuals’ lived experiences (Brown 2018a). Fibromyalgia is a complex condition
that is characterized by widespread, persistent pain, cognitive dysfunctions, sleep disturbances and
psychological disorders (White and Harth 2001). The complexity of fibromyalgia is further com-
pounded by the fact that symptoms wax and wane and shift and move from one day to the next,
and sometimes even within hours, which makes it a contested condition amongst the general
public as well as amongst the medical professionals (Ehrlich 2003; Wolfe 2009). In addition to the
complexity of fibromyalgia itself, there is the difficulty of verbalizing experiences, as human under-
standing in itself is embodied (Finlay 2008, 2015; Eccleston 2016) and metaphorical (Lakoff and
Johnson 2003) and because language is often described as insufficient, especially where descriptions
of pain are concerned (Scarry 1985; Sontag 2003). As a result, I drew on arts-based work and parti-
cipatory approaches, when I developed the concept of identity boxes (Brown 2019b).

Essentially, participants were given a question and were asked to find objects to represent the
answer, which they would then put into a box. Participants then took a photograph of the box
with the object(s) and emailed that to me with a very brief statement of what the object is and
what it stands for. I then released the next question. In total there were five questions: ‘Who are
you?’, ‘What affects you?’, ‘How do others see you?’, ‘What role does fibromyalgia play?’ and
‘What is life with fibromyalgia like?’. Once I had received the final photograph, the participant and
I organized a video-conference call via Skype (Brown 2018b), which would enable us to conduct
an interview as a detailed conversation between the researcher and the participant (Brinkmann
and Kvale 2015) with the aim that the researcher would be making sense of the participant
making sense of their experience (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2012).

The data in this project was therefore a multitude of forms of communication from the partici-
pants, which included texts, sketches, drawings, poems, song lists, photographs and objects along-
side the transcript from the recorded conversations. Analysis in this research followed the principles
of iterative, inductive, semantic, reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006, 2019; Brown
2019c) combined with analytical approaches commonly used within and borrowed from visual
methodologies (Prosser 1998; Rose 2016).

The relationship between participant engagement and arts-based methods

Considering these three case studies, we now have to ask ourselves about the relationship between
the arts-based methods and the participatory approaches to the individual projects. In the following
two figures detail an overview of participant engagement (Figure 2) and the use of arts-based

Figure 2. Summary of participant engagement in the three case studies presented.
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methods (Figure 3) in each of the three case studies. As in all three case studies I had decided on the
overarching research design and had set the agenda for the projects, I limit the design stage here to
the formulation of the research question.

The juxtaposition of the two summaries in Figures 2 and 3 provides an insight into the relation-
ship between arts-based methods and participatory elements. Subjectively, case studies 1 and 2 may
appear more participatory in the sense that students were partners in learning, took charge of the
research question and were involved in the dissemination of findings. However, in terms of the
engagement of participants case study 3 is equally participatory, albeit in different stages of the
research process. Case study 2 is an example of affording responsibility, supporting empowerment
and offering agency within the constraints of existing frameworks and the fact that as the module
leader I had a better, deeper, more fine-tuned understanding of learning objectives and how they
could bemet. In short, it is the responsibility of the researcher to ensure that in participatory research
the participants’ best interests are foregrounded, that participants’ health and wellbeing are tended
to and that participants do not come to any harm, which in case study 2 was the students’ attain-
ment in the assessments.

Figure 3 highlights the lack of arts-based work in case study 2, whereas case study 3 is more arts-
based and artistic than case study 1, even. The inclusion of an embodied, arts-based approach to
dissemination in case study 3 did not automatically result in or ensure participatory and egalitarian
dissemination. In this particular case, I as the researcher held the control over what would be disse-
minated and how with the installation output being member-checked rather than co-created (see
Brown 2019b). With this brief analysis in mind, how shall we define participatory research; does it
matter and if, then why?

The scope and continuum of participatory research

The role and significance of participatory research within the context of educational research, and
social science research more widely, is indisputable, especially within the scope, contexts and dis-
courses of decolonization. However, the danger in participatory studies is that researchers are not
consciously aware of their roles, responsibilities and the impact they have on the projects
because they involve participants at some level or to some extent. The advent of arts-based and crea-
tive methods has exacerbated this concern because the co-creation of a collage appears to be redu-
cing the power hierarchy between the researcher and their participants. The relationship between
participation and arts-based approaches is also referred to in a recent report that emphasizes the
greater need for flexibility, the depth of insights afforded and the ‘tensions around support,
power and voice’ that are revealed (Seale et al. 2021, 18). Participatory research is and should be
more than a means to transcend power dynamics. Participatory research enables participants to
be involved in, to take charge of and responsible for the research process. This does not mean
that participants are required to be involved at every stage, but it does mean that the researcher
needs to position themselves reflexively, transparently and critically (see Brown 2019b) within
that process.

Conscious positioning and reflexive awareness are particularly important when it comes to
research settings with vulnerable, othered or marginalized participants or younger children (see

Figure 3. Overview of inclusion of arts-based approaches in the three case studies.
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Gristy 2015). Handing the reins to the research over to the participants comes with the responsibility
of ensuring no harm or disadvantage comes to the participants in the process. For example, in case
study 2, it would have been all too easy to let students ‘run’ with an idea, but that would have born
the risk of students potentially failing the assessment because they would not necessarily have had a
detailed understanding of assessment criteria and benchmarks. Although I had been keen to enable
empowerment and to create a participatory environment, I was very conscious that despite the high
levels of engagement on the part of the students, the control over the project was still mine. In this
sense, the participatory work in case study 2 did not at all transcend the power dynamic between my
student-researcher-partners and the researcher-me; and it had not been intended to, either.

With this, let me return to the starting point of this article. Participatory research offers muchmore
to the research process than the current understanding of community-based participatory action
research may suggest. By actively employing participant agency participatory research can build
on detailed insider knowledge and insights from lived experiences throughout all stages of the
research process. Indeed, the beauty of participatory research is its affordance in creating contexts,
where research participants can get involved in and advocate for causes that are important to them
through means that are suitable for a given project. As such, participatory research should be seen as
flexible and mouldable to fit particular research objectives. Yet, it needs to be said that the use of
arts-basedmethods within a research project does not automatically make for participatory research.
Collecting data through arts-based approaches, for example, would still mean that the researcher
stipulates what kind of data is created and how it is shared. Similarly, the dissemination phase of
case study 3 highlights how I as a researcher maintained full command over the final representations
of data. Ultimately, the participants’ wellbeing remains the responsibility of the researcher, and so
participatory research is not and should not be the complete cession of control or power. This is par-
ticularly true in studies where the participants getting involved are untrained in research, which
could lead to methodological, philosophical or ethical errors in the processes of data collection
and analysis, thereby potentially derailing entire research. Defining participatory research is there-
fore not so much for the researcher to provide a specific theoretical outlook, as it is to frame and
make transparent the researcher’s positionality and role.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID

Nicole Brown http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3307-452X

References

Bagnoli, Anna. 2009. “Beyond the Standard Interview: The Use of Graphic Elicitation and Arts-based Methods.”
Qualitative Research 9 (5): 547–570.

Barone, Tom, and Elliot W. Eisner. 2011. Arts Based Research. Thousand Oaks: Sage.
Beresford, Peter. 2002. “User Involvement in Research and Evaluation: Liberation or Regulation?” Teoksessa Social Policy

and Society 1 (2): 95–105.
Biggs, S. D.. 1989. Resource-poor Farmer Participation in Research: A Synthesis of Experiences from Nine National

Agricultural Research Stations. The Hague: ISNAR.
Boote, Jonathan, Rosemary Telford, and Cindy Cooper. 2002. “Consumer Involvement in Health Research: A Review and

Research Agenda.” Health Policy 61 (2): 213–236.
Bovill, Catherine, and Peter Felten. 2016. “Cultivating Student–Staff Partnerships Through Research and Practice.” 1–3.

Accessed 19 March 2018. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1360144X.2016.1124965.
Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. 2006. “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology.” Qualitative Research in Psychology 3

(2): 77–101.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH & METHOD IN EDUCATION 9

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3307-452X
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1360144X.2016.1124965


Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. 2019. “Reflecting on Reflexive Thematic Analysis.” Qualitative Research in Sport,
Exercise and Health 11 (4): 589–597.

Brinkmann, Svend, and Steinar Kvale. 2015. Interviews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research Interviewing. 3rd ed.
Thousand Oaks: Sage.

Brookfield, Stephen D. 1995. Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Brown, Nicole. 2018a. “Exploring the Lived Experience of Fibromyalgia Using Creative Data Collection Methods.” Cogent

Social Sciences 4 (1): 1447759.
Brown, Nicole. 2018b. “Video-conference Interviews: Ethical and Methodological Concerns in the Context of Health

Research.” SAGE Research Methods. doi:10.4135/9781526441812.
Brown, Nicole. 2019a. “Partnership in Learning: How Staff-student Collaboration can Innovate Teaching.” European

Journal of Teacher Education 42 (5): 608–620.
Brown, Nicole. 2019b. “Identity Boxes: Using Materials and Metaphors to Elicit Experiences.” International Journal of

Social Research Methodology 22 (5): 487–501.
Brown, Nicole. 2019c. “‘Listen to Your gut’: A Reflexive Approach to Data Analysis.” The Qualitative Report 24 (13): 31–43.
Brown, Nicole, Aly Jafferani, and Vanessa Pattharwala. 2018. “Partnership in Teacher Education: Developing Creative

Methods to Deepen Students’ Reflections.” Journal of Educational Innovation, Partnership and Change 4 (1). doi:10.
21100/jeipc.v4i1.747.

Brown, Nicole, Aly Jafferani, and Vanessa Pattharwala. 2019. “Using Drawing, Model Making and Metaphorical
Representations to Increase Students’ Engagement with Reflections.” Student Engagement in Higher Education
Journal 2 (3): 26–33.

Brown, Nicole, Diana Morea-Ghergu, and Nnenna Onwuka. 2020. “Assessments: Letting Students Decide.” In Student
Empowerment in Higher Education: Reflecting on Teaching Practice and Learner Engagement, Vol. 2, edited by
Sharmina Mawani, and Anjoom Mukadam, 487–498. Berlin: Logos Verlag.

Chevalier, Jacques M., and Daniel J. Buckles. 2019. Participatory Action Research: Theory and Methods for Engaged Inquiry.
Abingdon: Routledge.

Clark, Alison. 2001. “How to Listen to Very Young Children: The Mosaic Approach.” Child Care in Practice 7 (4): 333–341.
Coemans, Sara, and Karin Hannes. 2017. “Researchers Under the Spell of the Arts: Two Decades of Using Arts-based

Methods in Community-based Inquiry with Vulnerable Populations.” Educational Research Review 22: 34–49.
Cook-Sather, Alison, Catherine Bovill, and Peter Felten. 2014. Engaging Students as Partners in Learning and Teaching: A

Guide for Faculty. San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons.
Cornwall, Andrea, and Rachel Jewkes. 1995. “What is Participatory Research?” Social Science & Medicine 41 (12): 1667–

1676.
De Jager, Adèle, Andrea Fogarty, Anna Tewson, Caroline Lenette, and Katherine M. Boydell. 2017. “Digital Storytelling in

Research: A Systematic Review.” The Qualitative Report 22 (10): 2548–2582.
Driessnack, Martha, and Ryoko Furukawa. 2012. “Arts-based Data Collection Techniques Used in Child Research.” Journal

for Specialists in Pediatric Nursing 17 (1): 3–9.
Dunne, Elisabeth, and R. Roos Zandstra. 2011. Students as Change Agents. New Ways of Engaging with Learning and

Teaching in Higher Education. Bristol: HE Subject Centre for Education. Accessed 19 March 2018. http://escalate.ac.
uk/downloads/8247.pdf.

Eccleston, Christopher. 2016. Embodied: The Psychology of Physical Sensation. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Ehrlich, George E. 2003. “Fibromyalgia is not a Diagnosis: Comment on the Editorial by Crofford and Clauw.” Arthritis &

Rheumatism 48 (1): 276.
Finlay, Linda. 2008. “‘A Dance between the Reduction and Reflexivity: Explicating the’ Phenomenological Psychological

Attitude.” Journal of Phenomenological Psychology 39 (1): 1–32.
Finlay, Linda. 2015. “Sensing and Making Sense: Embodying Metaphor in Relational-centered Psychotherapy.” The

Humanistic Psychologist 43 (4): 338–353.
Finley, Susan. 2008. “Arts-based Research.” In Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research: Perspectives, Methodologies,

Examples, and Issues, edited by J. G. Knowles, A. L. Cole, J. Gary Knowles, and Ardra L. Cole, 71–81. Thousand Oaks:
Sage.

Flewitt, Rosie, Phil Jones, John Potter, Myrrh Domingo, Paul Collins, Ellie Munday, and Karen Stenning. 2018. “‘I Enjoyed
it Because… You Could do Whatever You Wanted and be Creative’: Three Principles for Participatory Research and
Pedagogy.” International Journal of Research & Method in Education 41 (4): 372–386.

Fox, Rebecca K., Leah S. Muccio, C. Stephen White, and Jie Tian. 2015. “Investigating Advanced Professional Learning of
Early Career and Experienced Teachers Through Program Portfolios.” European Journal of Teacher Education 38 (2):
154–179.

Fraser, Kimberly Diane, and Fatima al Sayah. 2011. “Arts-based Methods in Health Research: A Systematic Review of the
Literature.” Arts & Health 3 (2): 110–145.

Gibbs, Graham. 1988. “Learning by Doing: A Guide to Teaching and Learning Methods.” Further Education Unit.
Greyson, Devon, Heather O’Brien, and Jean Shoveller. 2017. “Information World Mapping: A Participatory Arts-based

Elicitation Method for Information Behavior Interviews.” Library & Information Science Research 39 (2): 149–157.

10 N. BROWN

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781526441812
https://doi.org/10.21100/jeipc.v4i1.747
https://doi.org/10.21100/jeipc.v4i1.747
http://escalate.ac.uk/downloads/8247.pdf
http://escalate.ac.uk/downloads/8247.pdf


Gristy, Cath. 2015. “Engaging with and Moving on from Participatory Research: A Personal Reflection.” International
Journal of Research & Method in Education 38 (4): 371–387.

Guell, Cornelia, and David Ogilvie. 2015. “Picturing Commuting: Photovoice and Seeking Well-being in Everyday Travel.”
Qualitative Research 15 (2): 201–218.

Hacker, Karen. 2013. Community-based Participatory Research. Thousand Oaks: Sage publications.
Healey, Mick, Abbi Flint, and Kathy Harrington. 2014. Engagement Through Partnership: Students as Partners in Learning

and Teaching in Higher Education. York: HE Academy. Accessed 19 March 2018. https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/
knowledge-hub/engagement-through-partnership-studentspartners-learning-and-teaching-higher.

Kaasila, Raimo, and Anneli Lauriala. 2012. “How do Pre-service Teachers’ Reflective Processes Differ in Relation to
Different Contexts?” European Journal of Teacher Education 35 (1): 77–89.

Kara, Helen. 2015. Creative Research Methods in the Social Sciences: A Practical Guide. Bristol: Policy Press.
Kemmis, Stephen, and Robin McTaggart. 2005. Participatory Action Research: Communicative Action and the Public

Sphere. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications Ltd.
Kemmis, Stephen, Robin McTaggart, and Rhonda Nixon. 2013. The Action Research Planner: Doing Critical Participatory

Action Research. Singapore: Springer Science & Business Media.
Kolb, David A. 1984. Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development. Englewood Cliffs:

Prentice Hall.
Korthagen, Fred AJ. 1999. “Linking Reflection and Technical Competence: The Logbook as an Instrument in Teacher

Education.” European Journal of Teacher Education 22 (2–3): 191–207.
Lakoff, George, and Mark Johnson. 2003. Metaphors We Live by. Chicago: University of Chicago press.
Lave, Jean, and Etienne Wenger. 1991. Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. Cambridge: Cambridge uni-

versity press.
Lawson, Hal A., James C. Caringi, Loretta Pyles, Janine M. Jurkowski, and Christine T. Bozlak. 2015. Participatory Action

Research. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Leavy, Patricia. 2015. Method Meets art: Arts-based Research Practice. New York: Guilford Publications.
Lewin, Kurt. 1946. “Action Research and Minority Problems.” Journal of Social Issues 2 (4): 34–46.
Lewin, Kurt. 1947. “Group Decision and Social Change.” Readings in Social Psychology 3 (1): 197–211.
MacLeod, Andrea Georgia, Ann Lewis, and Christopher Robertson. 2014. “‘CHARLIE: PLEASE RESPOND!’Using a

Participatory Methodology with Individuals on the Autism Spectrum.” International Journal of Research & Method
in Education 37 (4): 407–420.

Mand, Kanwal. 2012. “Giving Children a ‘Voice’: Arts-based Participatory Research Activities and Representation.”
International Journal of Social Research Methodology 15 (2): 149–160.

Mannay, Dawn. 2015. Visual, Narrative and Creative Research Methods: Application, Reflection and Ethics. London:
Routledge.

Mason, Jennifer, and Katherine Davies. 2009. “Coming to our Senses? A Critical Approach to Sensory Methodology.”
Qualitative Research 9 (5): 587–603.

McIntyre, Alice. 2007. Participatory Action Research. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.
McLaughlin, Hugh. 2010. “Keeping Service User Involvement in Research Honest.” British Journal of Social Work 40 (5):

1591–1608.
McTaggart, Robin. 1991. “Principles for Participatory Action Research.” Adult Education Quarterly 41 (3): 168–187.
McTaggart, Robin, ed. 1997. Participatory Action Research: International Contexts and Consequences. New York: Suny

Press.
Nind, Melanie, and Hilra Vinha. 2016. “Creative Interactions with Data: Using Visual and Metaphorical Devices in

Repeated Focus Groups.” Qualitative Research 16 (1): 9–26.
Orr, Noreen, and Cassandra Phoenix. 2015. “Photographing Physical Activity: Using Visual Methods to ‘Grasp At’the

Sensual Experiences of the Ageing Body.” Qualitative Research 15 (4): 454–472.
Prosser, Jon. 1998. Image-based Research: A Sourcebook for Qualitative Researchers. London: Falmer Press.
Richardson, Virginia. 1990. “The Evolution of Reflective Teaching and Teacher Education.” Encouraging Reflective Practice

in Education: An Analysis of Issues and Programs, 3–19.
Rix, Jonathan, Helena Garcia-Carrizosa, Simon Hayhoe, Jane Seale, and Kieron Sheehy. 2020. “Emergent Analysis and

Dissemination Within Participatory Research.” International Journal of Research & Method in Education, 1–16.
doi:10.1080/1743727X.2020.1763945.

Rogers, Russell R. 2001. “Reflection in Higher Education: A Concept Analysis.” Innovative Higher Education 26 (1): 37–57.
Rolfe, Gary, Dawn Freshwater, and Melanie Jasper. 2001. Critical Reflection for Nursing and the Helping Professions: a

User’s Guide. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
Rose, Gillian. 2016. Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials. Thousand Oaks: Sage.
Satcher, David. 2005. Methods in Community-based Participatory Research for Health. San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons.
Savin-Baden, Maggi, and Katherine Wimpenny. 2014. A Practical Guide to Arts-Related Research. Rotterdam: Sense

Publishers.
Scarry, Elaine. 1985. The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Schön, Donald A. 1983. The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. USA: Basic books.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH & METHOD IN EDUCATION 11

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/engagement-through-partnership-studentspartners-learning-and-teaching-higher
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/engagement-through-partnership-studentspartners-learning-and-teaching-higher
https://doi.org/10.1080/1743727X.2020.1763945


Seale, Jane, Helena Garcia Carrizosa, Jonathan Rix, Kieron Sheehy, and Simon Hayhoe. 2021. “A Participatory Approach
to the Evaluation of Participatory Museum Research Projects.” International Journal of Research & Method in Education
44 (1): 20–40.

Selener, Daniel. 1997. Participatory Action Research and Social Change. 2nd ed. Ithaca: The Cornell Participatory Action
Research Network, Cornell University.

Smith, Jonathan A., Paul Flowers, and Michael Larkin. 2012. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and
Research. London: Sage.

Smyth, Marie and Emma Williamson, eds. 2004. Researchers and Their’subjects’: Ethics, Power, Knowledge and Consent.
Bristol: Policy Press.

Sontag, Susan. 2003. Regarding the Pain of Others. London: Penguin Books.
Spilková, Vladimira. 2001. “Professional Development of Teachers and Student Teachers Through Reflection on

Practice.” European Journal of Teacher Education 24 (1): 59–65.
Tandon, Rajesh. 1988. “Social Transformation and Participatory Research.” Convergence 21 (2): 5–18.
Tarr, Jen, Elena Gonzalez-Polledo, and Flora Cornish. 2018. “On Liveness: Using Arts Workshops as a Research Method.”

Qualitative Research 18 (1): 36–52.
Toom, Auli, Jukka Husu, and Sanna Patrikainen. 2015. “Student Teachers’ Patterns of Reflection in the Context of

Teaching Practice.” European Journal of Teacher Education 38 (3): 320–340.
Trivedi, Premila, and Til Wykes. 2002. “From Passive Subjects to Equal Partners: Qualitative Review of User Involvement

in Research.” The British Journal of Psychiatry 181 (6): 468–472.
van den Scott, Lisa-Jo K. 2018. “Role Transitions in the Field and Reflexivity: From Friend to Researcher.” In Emotion and

the Researcher: Sites, Subjectivities, and Relationships, edited by Tracey Loughran and Dawn Mannay, 9–32. Bingley:
Emerald Publishing Limited.

von Unger, Hella. 2012. “Partizipative Gesundheitsforschung: wer partizipiert woran?” Forum Qualitative
Sozialforschung/Forum: Qualitative Social Research 13 (1): 29. doi:10.17169/fqs-13.1.1781.

Waller, Tim, and Angeliki Bitou. 2011. “Research with Children: Three Challenges for Participatory Research in Early
Childhood.” European Early Childhood Education Research Journal 19 (1): 5–20.

White, Kevin P., and Manfred Harth. 2001. “Classification, Epidemiology, and Natural History of Fibromyalgia.” Current
Pain and Headache Reports 5 (4): 320–329.

Wilkinson, Sue. 1998. “Focus Groups in Feminist Research: Power, Interaction, and the co-Construction of Meaning.”
Women’s Studies International Forum 21 (1): 111–125, Pergamon.

Woelk, Godfrey B. 1992. “Cultural and Structural Influences in the Creation of and Participation in Community Health
Programmes.” Social Science & Medicine 35 (4): 419–424.

Wolfe, Frederick. 2009. “Fibromyalgia Wars.” The Journal of Rheumatology 36 (4): 671–678.

12 N. BROWN

https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-13.1.1781

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Participatory research – definition and history
	Creative and arts-based methods in participatory research
	Case study 1: new methods to teach reflective practice
	Case study 2: assessments: letting students decide
	Case study 3: representations in fibromyalgia research
	The relationship between participant engagement and arts-based methods
	The scope and continuum of participatory research
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

