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Participation as power
- Between constraint and empower ment in organizational action research

Marianne Kristiansen & Jgrgen Bloch-Poulsen

Abstract

The paper presents some critical reflections otigiaation in relation to three dialogic
action research projects in Danish organizatioasigd Olufsen, 1995-1999; The
Faculty of Science and Engineering, Aalborg Uniigr2004-2008; Danfoss Solar
Inverters, Computer Sciences Corporation (CSC),Gtiden Service, the Municipality
of Silkeborg, 2008-2009. These reflections are thasean understanding of
participation as power.

Firstly, the paper presents different ways of ustderding participation in organizational
(action) research. They include participatory l@agrtheory, action science, critical
utopian action research, and dialogic action resetr which we have contributed.

Secondly, it discusses four questions focusingiffiardnt power structures and power
mechanisms.

We call these questions power questions. We domigtunderstand power as a
possession in a hierarchical structure, but alstifeeyent kinds of mechanisms
contributing to expanding or constraining the scopaction in organizations, i.e. to
empowerment or to constraint.

The article points at the importance of develomrgarticipatory epistemology which
critically reflects on participation as power imcoete organizational action research
projects.

Purpose: some power questions

This article deals with action research in orgatmires (Reason & Bradbury, 2008;
Nielsen & Svensson, 2006; Gunnarsson, JohannissBijegnberg, 2008; Kristiansen &
Bloch-Poulsen, 2005). Even though there is a pddigarticipatory action research
approach (PAR), several newer approaches to agwarch understand themselves as
participatory (Greenwood & Levin, 1998; Svenssadiste&ém & Brulin, 2007). The
purpose of this paper is to discuss and reflegiasticipation in organizational action
research from a power perspective. In particul@rjmguire into the following power
questions:

Is it possible to become a participant in a processsented as a managerial mafia offer
which employees cannot decline?



Is it possible for critical utopian action reseamais to enter into a dialogue with
participants whom they understand as alienated?

Can you be a patrticipant in a process in which egsber interpretations work
hierarchically positioning researchers as uppers grarticipants as lowers?

Has the concept of participation been usurped Ipyassive tolerance?

Having worked as action researchers for severabyeee think it is a challenge to
address the fields of power indicated in the qoastabove between the managers and
employees with whom we collaborate in organizatiamd us as action researchers,
between main stream research and action research\&t call the above questions
power questions, because we do not only undergtawer as a possession in a
hierarchical structure, but also as various diseangower mechanisms contributing to
expanding or confining the scope of action in orgations, i.e. to empowerment or
constraint (Foucault, 2000; Gghler, 2009).

The article has to purposes:

Firstly, it presents different ways of understamgdoower in organizational (action)
research. They include participatory learning tlgeaction science, critical utopian
action research and dialogic action research, iolwlie have contributed.

Secondly, it reflects on the above mentioned qaestwhich focus on power structures
and mechanisms in different ways.

The first and the second purpose share an unddnstpof participation as power.

Different ways of under standing of participation

Initially, we present four different ways of undinsding the concept of participation
which might create different results in concretej@cts. They are participatory learning
theory, action science, critical utopian actioregesh and dialogic action research.

Within learning theory, it seems that two paradigiresfighting against each other
(Fenwick, 2008; Huzzard, 2004). A classical teaglparadigm understands the learner
as a passive recipient, audience or object; a panticipatory one understands the
learner as a subject participating in joint meamraking processes. This is expressed in
theories of workplace learning (Evans et al., 206®)ational learning (Wenger, 2000),
organizational learning (Rothmann & Friedman, 20@iactice-based innovation as
learning (Ellstrom, 2010), and practice-based tizeuy of learning in general (Gherardi,
2000). We wonder if participation understood astjtearning means something
different or more than the antithesis of a passeeipient audience? Does it imply
questioning of constraining power mechanisms (Cleasi995)?



In action science (Argyris, Putnam & Smith, 1986ijs basic hypothesis that there is a
difference between what the participants, the sledalient system, says and does. The
espoused value of the client system is modeldty learning®), their theory-in-use is
model Il (limited learning). They make “fancy foatvk” and practice different
organizational defence mechanisms. Action scieesearchers try to convince their
partners that they do and help them to break thiem (Argyris, 1990; Argyris &

Schon, 1996). The purpose of participation in actoience seems to be a changed
mindset among the participants to improve congredrstween their espoused values
and theories-in-use.

In Danish, critical-utopian action research (NialgeNielsen, 2006), the hypothesis
seems to be that the participants are alienatednfluenced by a false, materially based
consciousness. Action researchers and particigaoiserate to emancipate them from
alienation in order to promote empowerment to gdaextent.

We ask critically if the concept of participatioarcbe applied to action science and
critical-utopian action research, because theseappes seem to have a hierarchical
hypothesis which apriori endow the researchers thghpower to interpret the
participants as either defensive or alienated. @ggiso the researchers might be said to
act as uppers and the participants as lowers (Ca@anb997).

In our dialogic, organizational action researchgxts, we have developed an
understanding of participation based on differeraresjoint project work (Kristiansen
& Bloch-Poulsen, 2010; Bloch-Poulsen, 2010). Wearsthnd all participants as
different groups of professionals: employees, mes)ygand action researchers. As
professionals, we have different, but compatiblevelt as shared goals. We produce
three kinds of results: concrete improvements actpral results, a better way of
organizing processes and improving conversatiams ca-creation of new conceptual
understanding. In practice, these three kindsxflte or goals are not separated, but
integrated as well as equally important.

By using the concept of professionals, we hopestadathe hierarchy implied in the
distinction between researchers and practitionetsi@ question the concept of joint
learning in this distinction. Later examples witlosv that changing words does not
change practice.

In our projects, we have co-developed of a conoggialogue, which we define as
special qualities in conversations when professsomeeet characterized by share, dare
and care (Kristiansen & Bloch-Poulsen, 2005). Tagigpants do not in advance make
a decision. Through a dissensus approach, wetadiainquiry and sometimes reach a
joint decision (Kristiansen & Bloch-Poulsen, 2010).

Due to this, we define participation as a comboratf dialogic inquiry and co-
determination, meaning participating in joint demns.

We think power mechanisms will always be activeMeetn action researchers and our
partners. If we use Bohm’s (1996) asymmetricalraisbn between dialogue (joint
inquiry) and discussion (persuasion based on aeslready made), we think all
action researchers are situated within a changghd) 6f tensions between dialogue and



discussion in relation to their partners. Do weeentto a dialogue or a discussion? Do
we participate in their project, do they particgat our project, or do different
professionals participate in joint projects? Thevegrs to these questions are not simple,
because they depend, too, on changing contextpracdsses. Thus, we understand
participation as power in a field of tension betweenpowerment and constraint.

Isit possible to become a participant in a process presented as a managerial mafia
offer employees cannot decline?

As mentioned above, we define participation asodial co-determination. In our
projects, we have experienced it to be difficultvalk the talk.

In 2004-2006, we carried through an action resepraject on colleague coaching with
8 teams at the Science and Engineering Facultyatiigkg University. The project was
financed by the Danish State Center of Quality @othpetence Development (SCKK).

A new project with the same teams, financed, tgd5GKK, was launched in 2006-
2008. When initiating the project in 2006, one tedichnot want to participate. They had
learned from the former project that it meant ertieetings in spite of the fact that they
had benefited from the project. Now, they face@davy work load and did not have
time to participate. The tension between the lofiproduction and development
(Ellstrém, 2002) characterizing many organizaticalon research projects became
very obvious. As action researchers, we underdioeid decision and did not want the
project to become ours or the managers. The teamsiole was logical: we are said to be
self-managing, so we must decide if we want toigagte or not. However, the senior
director decided that they should “participate”. ®ganized a meeting with the team
and the senior director. He did not change hissilgaej but it was decided that the
relationship between the teams and managementtavbeeprioritized in the new
project.

In retrospect 5 years later, we think we made racpppal mistake as action researchers.
In the first project from 2004-2006, we had crizedl the concept of self-managing
teams, because it reduces management to dialogaighdight the concept of co-
managing team would be more adequate, becausghtammes that teams must test
their degree of participation continuously. In thiiation, we gave way to our
theoretical and practical point of view meaning fbarticipation only made sense if
employees co-determined project goals and partioipan the project. By doing so, the
action research project became an organizationalolement project. We think
participation gave way to involvement understood asanagerial tool (Nielsen, 2004).

As organizational action researchers, we face tkiesks of tensions systematically.
They deal with power structures and power mechai3ime manager used his
structural power to enforce his decision of invotythe team in the project. As action
researchers, we became part of a power mechanisgtation to the manger and the
team. This meant that the managerial point of wes included, while the team’s own
point of view was excluded. We tried to practicefdearning with the manager and the
team, but this did not make the project participato



Isit possiblefor critical utopian action resear chersto enter into a dialogue with
participants whom they understand as alienated? Can an alienated person be a
participant?

We agree with Nielsen & Nielsen (2006) when theitewhat the following challenge is
critical:

The general question is how Action Research — aséarch as such — can practice a
necessargritique of authoritarian or technocratic elemeirtssociety of today and
tomorrow?(p. 65)

However, we are concerned about the concept atjpation when critical utopian
action researchers understand “the others” astd@im a Marxist sense (Nielsen &
Nielsen, 2006, p. 71).

To what an extent is it possible to understandneastas participants if they are
described as alienated? How do action researchieid Barx’s (1968) authoritarian
idea of the philosophers as the head of the relool@nd the working class as its heart,
whose naivety must be enlightened by philosopltidaking, if this thinking is applied
to the relationship between action researchergpeaxtitioners:

Wie die Philosophie im Proletariat ihneateriellen so findet das Proletariat in der
Philosophie seingeistigenWaffen, und sobald der Blitz des Gedankens grdhdlh
diesen naiven Volksboden eingeschlagen ist, wal die Emanzipation der
Deutscherzu Menschervollziehen (p. 223).

Deetz (2001) argues that critical theory can beeustdod as an elite/apriori approach
compared to a local/emergent approach. We thinkaheept of alienation works as a
power mechanism positioning some points of vieweggimate and superior while
others, i.e. the alienated ones, per become false.

Future labs are the preferred working method dicadi utopian action research. It seems
to claim that power relations can be removed byintakules of the game that
contribute to make participants equal (Nielsen,&00

... the workshop is facilitated by specific rulescommunication in order to create
communication on an equal base and eliminate fheeimce of power relations in the
communication between the participants (p. 103).

We understand this point of view as a power meamargind will give an example from
an action research project on Employee Driven lation in Teams (EDIT) where we
cooperated with 18 teams at Danfoss Solar Inver@mputer Sciences Corporation
(CSC), and Citizen Service, The Municipality ofkeiborg during 2008-2009
(Kristiansen & Bloch-Poulsen, 2010). It was our bgesis that employees in the teams
have an innovative potential, because they knowevtiee shoe pinches; this potential
might be released in dialogues if the team andooperated with our different



competences. These dialogues took places at Diattglicopter Team Meetings where
we focused on improving work routines in teams.

The example below is from a meeting in Team Childf@itizens Service, The
Municipality of Silkeborg. The team is co-produciagew work routine in cooperation
with us as action researchers. The team consistsoosubgroups working with two
different fields of expertise: maternity and familgnefits. It is their goal that the experts
within maternity will be able to serve citizens kit family benefits at a simple level
(level 1), too, before September, and vice verserté is worried if this implies that
they are supposed to be experts within both fiatdsto serve citizens at the highest
level (level 3) within maternity as well as fambgnefits (Kristiansen & Bloch-Poulsen,
2010):

Marianne: Are there any reservations about thequal®

Hanne: | am wondering if our goal is that we shadich level 1 before September [on
the other professional discipline]. | think it ikay to talk about serving in both
disciplines but if we are going to do that, then we shall veqyidly jump to level 3.
Some colleagues: No

Hanne: You will very rapidly risk getting those gtiens where you’ll become a
nincompoop.

Lone: | do not think so. Our goal is level 1 by &apber [for everybody in the other
professional discipline]. What we are trying tov@how is that we do not tie up two
persons at the front desk.

Hanne: Okay, yes.

Jargen: Were you persuaded by what Lone said?ratidnderstand it completely
myself ...

Lone: | understood you thought we might be speedmthe process?

Hanne: | did.

Lone: | do not think we are going to do that amlb Inot think we should. One needs
time to read the templates and to adjust theml §dl think our goal is level 1 by
September [not level 3.

Hanne: Okay.

Is Hanne convinced? Classical phenomenologistsdvansgwer the question with a yes:
she is convinced, because she says so. Yet, seeeial psychological research studies
on groups point towards group think (Janis, 198@)horitarian relationships (Milgram,
1974), conformity towards group consensus (Ascb2)]%tc. It is our point of view that
you cannot know with certainty. You cannot be stikanne does not comply with a
power mechanism being created in this contexttbésh team consensus excluding
her original point of view. Accordingly, we considée belief in the possibility of
agreeing on a guideline to suspend power relatiaritself a power mechanism
potentially constraining alternative point of views

Our research results indicate that you cannot eltei organizational power relations or
power mechanisms in the cooperation between rdsmarananagers, and employees.
At most, action research can try to make these posl&tions and mechanisms
transparent. This can be difficult, though, becahsg might not be clear to you while
engaging in the process. One way of coping witk thiallenge is to practice first person



action research, self critically inquiring into yoawn authoritarian and technocratic
tendencies unfolding in your practice (Arieli, Fllean & Agbaria, 2009; Kristiansen &
Bloch-Poulsen, 2004). It is our experience that @omechanisms cannot be suspended
by guidelines, but must be reflected on in concnegs in specific projects.

Can an employee or a manager be a participant in a processin which resear cher
inter pretationswork hierar chically positioning resear chers as uppers and
participants as lowers?

In Scandinavian interactive research, Argyris, Botr& Smith (1985), among others,
are referred to as an example of collaborativeinygtharacterized by "equitable and
mutual relationships” between researchers and plaginers(Svensson, Ellstrom &
Brulin, 2007, p. 238). We, too, find a dialogit¢dantion in Argyris, Puthnam & Smith
(1985). Nevertheless, a closer reading of the sempseof the conversations between the
action scientist, characterized as “the instructand the participants seems to indicate
that these conversations are closer to a discusizgona dialogue. It is our interpretation
that the action scientists discuss with the paudicts trying as instructors to convince
them about problems and inadequacies in their reisd3his is the case in this
description of the participant, George:

In response to the instructor’s critique, Georgéiieed several lines of defense,
each one deflecting his responsibility for the @tsi and outcomes that the instructor
had described. Yet each time George brought fortévaline of defense, the
instructor rendered his new position unacceptapl&dorge’s own standards
(Argyris, Putham & Smith, 1985, p.128)

Thus, there seems to be a difference between Argyil.’s espoused value of co-
inquiring into the different points of view on agual footing and their actual theory-in-
use. This is characterized by a discussion orierf@edratic practice of pointing at
inconsistencies between espoused values and thaofise in the client system.

Generally speaking, it seems as if the action sei@pproach of Argyris, Putham &
Smiths (1985) is characterized by a classical rebeapractitioner-hierarchy. They use
a doctor-patient-metaphor to describe the relatietveen researcher and practitioner.
Moreover, the practitioners are described as miagti‘organizational defence
mechanisms”. This includes anti-learning “fancytieark” (Argyris, 1998).
Alternatively, the practitioners are presented@asearners and co-researchers (Argyris
& Schon, 1996). Thus, it seems as if participadad collaborative inquiry is their
espoused value, while the expert-, instructordamtor metaphor is their theory in-use.
We understand this discrepancy as a power mechanism

From1995-1999, we carried through an action rebgaracess with the R&D
department at Bang & Olufsen (B&O), DK. En routes agreed to videotape and give
feedback to a series of live employee appraisahwews. Our feedback conversations
were videotaped, too. As mentioned elsewhere (ldrisen & Bloch-Poulsen, 2004), we
were appalled to observe how we interpreted a yemmgioyee as dependent, lacking



initiative, because his communication in the empappraisal interview was not in
line with a theory with we were developing at thate.

Based on analyses of this and other conversatremspined the concept of self
referentiality (Kristiansen & Bloch-Poulsen, 20@005). It refers to how action
researchers and participants seem to translattffeeent perspectives of their
conversational partners into their own apriori gatées and ways of relating, apparently
without knowing it. Using Chamber’s (1997) concepis positioned ourselves as
uppers in the feedback conversation. We practiestticted empathy with the young
employee who was in doubts about the rules of #meegat his first employee appraisal
interview. It was not until later, that we quesgdrour interpretations of him thus
positioning him as a lower. We think we treated i way George was treated in
Argyris, Putnam, and Smith (1985). Our espousedesbf emergent, mutual
involvement, joint learning, and research with (atlon) were contradicted by our
theory-in-use in this situation. We should havepsusled our new theory and stepped
down from our position as the more knowledgealdeaechers, if we wanted to meet
him on an equal footing. Instead, we used our kedge as a restricting power
mechanism.

In their courageous article, Arieli, Friedman & Aagla (2009) disclose how they let
participation function as a patronizing device. Bxperienced action researcher,
Friedman, systematically chose to neglect the d@afiens of the participating
communities, represented by Agbaria. These de#titagtion and practical results here
and now. Friedman’s first priority was to involve tpractitioners as co-researchers
before they collaboratively produced practical lssuBefore the reflection process, his
espoused value is described in this way:

Participation is essential for action research:ntivee the better (p. 276)

In this example, participation means that the ftiaoers cooperate as co-researchers. In
the learning process presented in the articleigyaation is maintained as a critical

value, but the authors conclude that it is necggsainquire into whether participation

Is in line with the expectations of the practitiocsie

Testing the assumption that community members dliegvand able to participate as
researcher ... Being prepared to place action beésearch (p. 284).

The researchers conclude by proposing that paatioip is made a subject of negation::

In any case, the level of participation ought tdreely and openly negotiated
between action researchers and community membe28g).

The paradox of participation is the focus of thicha. It is described this way:

... 'the paradox of participation’ which we defineaasituation in which action
researchers, acting to actualize participatory afemocratic values, unintentionally
impose participatory methods upon partners whoetteer unwilling or unable to
acts as researche(p. 275).



We think this paradox pertains to a broader cont&xtfar as we can see the following
statement made by Hall (2001) is relevant for edlamizational action researchers
whether they consider the others as co-researoherslearners:

The case study points to the real danger thatsbeficoncepts like ‘participatory’
may mask the influence of power relations on wieatpbe think, hear, and do

..... Thus the researchers and the community prodineekind of dominant-
submissive, powerful-powerless relationship thaytivanted to change (pp. 281,
283).

Accordingly, a reflexive-critical inquiry into theoncepts of action research is
important. Are spoken or unspoken interpretatieng.,, power mechanisms? Why do
some action researchers use words like ‘data’ s’ which do not indicate
preliminary ideas or questions presented for furth@&ogue? Why are some participants
described as informants? Why do some action researevrite about giving back their
analyses to the informants as if action researclhiers monopolizing analysis and
interpretation (Schrijvers (2001)?

Maybe, it is time to reconsider concepts like comioative space (Kemmis, 2008) and
caring container (Kristiansen & Bloch-Poulsen, 2085 possible participatory
relationship building?

We think it is necessary to co-create a particiga¢pistemology to shed light on how
different groups of professionals (employees, margand action researchers)
contribute to different result- and knowledge pratilin, as well as to self critically
inquire into how participation functions as powegahanisms in a spectrum between
empowerment and constraint. We think this mustdreedn concrete ways in concrete
projects.

Has the concept of participation been usurped by repressive tolerance?

Based on our research results and experience, ly¢himk that action research
endeavors characterized by dialogue and co-detatimmcan be defined as
participatory. There is a danger if we broadencibrecept. If it is enlarged to become the
antithesis to a passive audience, to mean partakiagy kind of activity where the
purpose is decided by somebody else, or to joisareders’ projects, then it is our claim
that we open the gate letting mode-II researchguenand encapsulate action research,
eliminating its critical potency in the name of fi@pation. In this case, participation

will work as a buzz word meaning either brandingnisuse (Nielsen & Svensson, 2006,
p. 25). This might be called "functional particijpat’ (Baker Collins, 2005) indicating
partaking in processes where the objectives isgivadvance, or "participatory
conformity” suppressing itself to the demands &f $gstems world for efficiency,
predictability and control (Wicks & Reason, 200%9rgensen (2008) poses the question
this way:
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Are we able to avoid that research will be subsutoedterests it is not able to
control if you accept the demands from the knowteslgciety about closer and
interdependent relations between research andtgoci&Vill the ambition about
society relevant research and social change emd ‘igonsultancy” at the cost of
theory development and philosophical reflections?Knowledge production in "the
participatory turn” addresses another risk thatahiéant ideals of participation,
dialogue, and democracy will deteriorate into enrptoric disguising a continued
researcher monopoly of truth as well as other gxjgiower imbalances (p. 363 [our
translation from Swedish]).
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