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Katherine Tyson McCrea
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“If we knew what it was we were doing, it would not be called 
research, would it?”

Albert Einstein

INTRODUCTION
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Many other social work researchers report that, when recruiting their 
�������!	������	 �
��	���
	��	�P��	�	���������	���� ��	���	
������	���������
!	�������	��	� �!	��	��������	��	��������	 
���	
study and the research process to be irrelevant to their concerns (or, 
worse, yet another instance of oppression). 

>����	��	��
���������	
���	���	���������
�	��������	�
	����	��9

 ◆ ��� ��	������	���� ���
!	
 ◆ ������F�	��	����������
	��	�������
����	�����
�	�
	��	��-

�������
	 ��	 �
�������	 ��� 	 ���	 �
�	 ��������	 �����
��	 �	
��
�%	���!	

 ◆ ��� ��	��	�
�������	 ���F���
	�������!	
 ◆ �����	����	�������	 
�����
��
�	��	 ��	 �����	��	 ��	��������	

process for all participants, and 
 ◆ enact social work values. 

Participatory action research (henceforth PAR) is increasingly valued 
���� ��	�	������	����	�����		�����������	����
	��������	<�3X=	��	
�	��������	�������	��	������������	�
�����	��	�����������	��-
�������	���	�����%�	��������	�
	�
	�
A ���	��	�
�� ���	�������	
��%
���
!	��������
�	������	��	���	��������
!	������
�	� 	���	
�
������	 �
�	 ����
�	  �	 %
��
���	 	 *����������	 <�
�� ��
�	 ����	
������
����	������	�����������=	��%
�	����	�����	������!	�������-
��������	 	>� �!	�3X	��	�	"��
����	�������	 ��	��������	 ����	��	
 
�A �	
����!	������
���!	�
�	����
�
�	�������
���	�����%�	�	�	����
	
��� ��	2�����	�
�	�����	��	����
	���	������	����	���	��� ��	
��������	 ������
	 �����
	 ����
	 �
�	 ��B����
'	 <H���	 Y	 H���!	
2005 p.187).  

PAR can be broadly categorized into participatory action research in-
volving clients of services (such as when youth co-design, co-lead and 
������� ��	��	��������	�
	�����	���	���	����
�=	�
�	�����������	
����
	��������	��	���� ��	���� 
��	�������	��	���������������		
>��	�����	������
�	��	�����������	����
	��������	���	 ���	�
	��
�	
��
���!	�
�� ��
�	� ��
���	�
�	�� ����
��	����
���		#
	��	������	
��
��!	����
	�������	����
��!	2����
!	X���	�	���	<6???=	���������	
�	����� �	��	�
�����
�	����
�	�
	�������������	���������		>��	���	



Katherine Tyson McCrea16

int�
����	 �
�������
	 ��	 ���
	 ����
�	 ���	 �
������	 �
	 ��%
�
�	 ��-
������	��������	���	��	���	��� ��	��	��������	�������!	�
�� ��
�	
���� ����
�	������	�
�	�������		#
	��	����	�
�
����	�
�������
!	
����
�	���	����	����	���
��
�	��� 	��������	� 	��	
�	��������
	
��	�������	����	�3X	��	����������	�P�����	�
	�
�����
�	����	����
�	
���	 ��������	 �
�	 �	 � P��	 ����	 ������	 ���� ���
	 ����	 ��������	
(Macran, Ross et al., 1999).
J��� ��	�����������	����
	������	���	�
������
���	���
	��	��� -
����!	���	�����	��	
�	�
	��� ��
	���	����	�����		�������	
�
�������

problem will be addressed that remains important for social work practition-
ers as well as researchers:  Given the many problems remaining in social work 
services and knowledge, how can participatory action methods help social 
�����
����
�������������
���
��������
��������
�����������		3
	������
	
�����	��	���	A ����
	��	����	��������9		`��	����	�
�	��	��������-
���	����
	��������	�
	�	���	��	������	�����������	�
�	��
���F��	
� �����	���������
	��	��������
�	��	�����������;		>�	�������	���	
A ����
!	��������	����	��	����
	����	��	�������
	������	<�
	���	
��� ��=	 ��������	 ���	 ��	 ��
�����	 #
��
���
��	 4�
����
��	 �
	
">��	#
������	����������	�
	�����������	3���
	X�������	�
	*�����	
(���!'	 ���
�����	 ��	 ��	 4�
��	 8 ���j�
	 ��	 X���� ����	 �� �	 ��	
Recherche en Travail Social (CERTS), which took place at Vytautus 
2��
 �	7
�������!	H� 
��!	x�� �
��!	�
	{�������!	./6.�		#	��	���	
appreciative of the invaluable privilege to be able to read the papers, 
���� ��	���	���	� ����	�
	��	��
����
��!	����	���	#
��� ���
!	
�
�	��
�%	����	��	��������	��	��	��
����
��	��������
�3X	 ������	 ����	 ���
	 ������	 ��	 �������
�	 ���������	 ���� ��!	
��	 ��%
���
!	 ���	 ������������	 �����	 ������	 ����	 ��� ��!	 �
�	
�|��	 �
�	 �
�� ��	 �����
�	 �
	 ���	 ������	 ��	 ��	 ��������	 ��������		
"x�������
�	���������	�
A ���!	�3X	���
�%��	�	� 
����
��	����	
�	���!	�
�������!	�����
	�
�	����
�	���	�� ��	��'	<}�
�	Y	>����!	
��	 .@@=�	 	 ~�	 �3X	 ��
	 ����	 ��	 �������	 ��	 ����	 ������	 �	 �	 ����	
��	 ����
��	 ��	 ������	 ��	 �
����
��	 �
�����	 ��	�����
���	��	 ������	
��������	 � ����	 ��	 ���
������$	 ���������	 ����
��N	 ��	 ����	 ���	
take the position that valuable discoveries can happen, like cook-
�
�!	��	�������
�	�	�������������	������	���	��
����F��	�������!	
��������
��	�����
!	��
�����F��	���� ���	���	���	������
�!	�
�	



“Patterns of Discovery” in Participatory Action Research  

from the Insider’s Perspective

17

inferential statistical data analysis, etc.  As Stringer notes, whether 
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(everyone sees the bathwater level change when they step into it, but 
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MAJOR PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE VIEWS OF SCIENTIFIC 

DISCOVERY IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Discovery v. justification?

{�����	��� 	���������	�
	����������	��	����
��	����	���
�%��
��	
������	��	*��	H���	������!	���	�������	��	��	� �����	��	�������-
���	��	����
��	��	� ��%����
!	
�	���������!	�����
�	��	���������	



“Patterns of Discovery” in Participatory Action Research  

from the Insider’s Perspective

19

��	 ����
�����	 �	 �������������	 ��������	 8�
���
	 ���� ���	 ��� ���	
������$�	�����
�	�
�	��	�������
��
�	����������	��������	�
	
�������������	�������	���	� ��	3�	��	� ������	��	��	�������	���	
���	������!	8�
���
	�������	��	��	�	����
��	�
�	� �	��	����	�	
�������	��	������
	��	�
�������
�	A ����
�	�	�����	��	�
�����	
are not known, rather than continually justifying in various ways 
what one already believes to be true.  

Discoveries and scientific revolutions
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21st century
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BY REDEFINING RESEARCH  

RELATIONSHIPS, PAR FACILITATES  

DISCOVERY

RELATIONSHIPS ARE THE BASE  

FOR SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH

(hen one is studying people, the way of knowing is, invariably, by 
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PAST RESEARCH RELATIONSHIPS IN SOCIAL WORK  

IN THE U.S.

Hull house
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in Chicago.  Many Illinois and Chicago policies were then adopted 
nationally (Muncy, 1991).

Positivism in social work research

The positivistic turn that U.S. social work research took in the 1950s 
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client opinions about the services in which they participated could 

�	�����	����
�%�����	��� ����	���	<4�������!	6?5?=�		



Katherine Tyson McCrea24

0��!	�	��
�����
	����!	����	������	"� �����'	�����	�
	��	����	
caused by being treated as objects by supposedly neutral researchers.  
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of a method.  PAR can promise to strive not to replicate them and 
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DISCOVERIES OF CERTS RESEARCHERS

ON EMPOWERMENT
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thinking and relating with their clients. PAR potentially provides a 
context in which the needed dialogues can occur.  

Chouatra, Grimaldi, Rullac document the role of research in a highly 
political and innovative process of social service intervention (in the 
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Biography and autobiography

An important role of the PAR and engaged researcher is, by lis-
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Accuracy is important as a hallmark of stigma and social exclusion 
is the inaccurate portrayals of stigmatized persons. Based on his 
research listening to the personal narratives of grandparents car-
ing for children whose parents had to leave them to seek employ-
ment outside of Lithuania, Malinauskas writes that it is possible as 
a biographer to distill universals with more accurate, complex, and 
therefore transformative impact.
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mental illness that biography can potentially protect a person from 
recurrence of severe mental illness, and in this sense can be part of 
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has the opportunity to create her/his own biography in the context 
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����	���	�����
�	���	�����	��	�����
	� ���	�	��B��-
tive identity outside of, yet aware of, the experiences of the illness.  
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HELPING SOCIAL WORKERS IMPROVE THEIR PRACTICE

Studies of social workers suggest how PAR can help social workers 
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Another way PAR knowledge can be helpful is that as it gathers 
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elements in a new way.  In that sense, innovation is synonymous with  
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 In this sense, innovation is distinct from invention in the strict 
sense of the term.  However, there are various levels of innovation, 
going from an important development to a complete break.”
While not formally a social work service, there are clearly ways in 
�����	�3X	��� ��	 �
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tween research and practice (also alternatively called the problem of 
knowledge utilization).  As Frenkel found in her PAR with parent-
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innovative action, discovering and formalizing �����+����, (knowing 
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bear more elaboration because they seem to be common across many 
of the research studies in this volume.
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identity in its symbolic structure.”   An example is the photographic 
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by their appearance in the new social identity – high indexed in the 
whole community – the identity of an emerging, self-made artist.” 
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to convince people to other – alternative – grounds as the basis for 
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CONCLUSION
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