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Participatory Action Research derives its authority as a method from its emphasis on democratic 
methods of problem definition and codesign. In this second iteration of our PAR map, we 
thought about how the map might be utilized as a useful tool for PAR practitioners, particularly 
those who are new to PAR.  
 
We envision subsequent iterations of the attached PAR map being used in initial training 
sessions for aspiring PAR practitioners. The slides can be used in a workshop setting, and the 
attached worksheet can be distributed as a handout and reference.  
 
The steps of a PAR process are discrete, yet ongoing, which we represent through the visual 
metaphor of a cascading series of ponds. The ponds represent each phase of the process: 
building relationships, constructing a discursive arena, collectively defining the problem, creating 
an action plan, selecting research methods, implementing the research plan and conducting 
research, and evaluating and reflecting on the experience. Although each phase of the process 
is distinct, we seek to avoid the trap of representing the phases in a purely linear or waterfall 
fashion. In practice, partial definitions of a problem might be the impetus for a participant to join 
the process and bring her voice into the discursive arena. One should build a process of 
reflection into one’s work in building relationships throughout a community. By representing 
each phase as a pond, we seek to represent the phases as autonomous, yet interrelated.  
 
We use the term “PAR ecology” to imply that PAR exists within (and contributes to) generative 
and interacting ecosystems. Fish, amphibians, plants, and microbes all live in ponds. Mammals 
and birds might drink the water; insects hide in the surrounding grasses. Rainwater and 
snowpack melt,  not pictured, nonetheless fuel the ecosystem, just as exogenous political, 
economic, technological, and social forces shape the context for PAR projects.  
 
In future versions of this PAR map, we would provide a discussion prompt for each phase of the 
process; sample questions to ask as project researchers; and case studies both illustrating the 
project work and the researchers’ communication to stakeholders, as well as a discussion case 
study that highlights a key challenge.  
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PAR as Process

• Trust  

• Self-work 

• Reflective practice 

• Reflection 

• Experience/Identity 

• Research as a social good 

• Listening and Hearing 

• Nos-otros and Friendly Other 

• Justice 





Build relationships and research group

Construct a discursive arena

Define the problem, collectively

Create an action plan

Select research methods

Implement the plan

Evaluate and reflect

Conduct research



Build Relationships + Construct Discursive Arena
Outlook + Rationale

Activities Challenges
• Engage with community partners, seek stakeholders 

• Get to know each other 

• Share skills and discuss values 

• Engage with disjunctures and tensions that emerge within the 
group 

• Value all ideas and encourage risk-taking

• Power relationships within the group may be asymmetric and 
difficult to adduce. How might we ensure that everyone’s voice 
is heard? 

• How might we articulate the norms of a discursive arena? 

• How will disagreements be managed? 

• How might we balance different means of knowing at different 
points in time?

All people have the capacity to develop critical analysis and theory.  

Each actor is a co-subject, engaged in an open and participatory dialogue.  

Meaning is made through experience, training, and in the context of relationships. 

Community members have deep implicit and explicit knowledge about their lived experience. 



Define the Problem, Collectively
Outlook + Rationale

Activities
• How might we balance listening deeply 

comprehensively with active problem solving? 

• When is it appropriate to stop seeking input on the 
problem scope and fix the problem definition?

• Engage in visioning exercises  

• Employ a variety of exercises that are based in different ways of 
knowing and communicating 

• Explore shared ideas and disagreements 

• Identify the aspect of the world you seek to know

Challenges

Our experience of the world is filtered through experiential blinders.  

Collective problem definition helps to compensate for individual perceptive biases.



Create an Action Plan
Outlook + Rationale

Activities
• Identify what form or type of data that best matches your research 

question 

• Prototype different methods and approaches 

• Select an approach to test in the field, knowing that future 
adaptations can be made

• Participatory methods are seldom the most narrowly efficient. 
What is feasible for budget, labor, and energy restrictions? 

• How do you create a sustainable plan? 

Challenges

We do not privilege, a priori, a given research method.  

Instead, we select rigorous methods drawn from across the social and natural sciences.  

Local knowledge and practical reasoning are foundational.



Implement the Plan
Outlook + Rationale

Activities Challenges
• Enact your plan 

• Document research process and results 

• Reflect on the methods, and do not be afraid to take a step back 
and redefine 

• Reflect on group process and identity

• Always being aware of the impact you and your team have on 
the community 

• Recognizing when/if the project needs to stop or redefine 

• Keeping committed to your action plan and values as a team in 
the implementation process

Implementation is a continuation of the inquiry.  

You see the system as you work within it.  

Reflecting in action enables greater understanding of self.



Evaluate and Reflect
Outlook + Rationale

Activities Challenges
• How might we commit to incorporating all voices into the 

process, including the documentation and reflection on 
findings?

Commitment to academic rigor.  

Reflecting after completion allows for the growth of method and process.  

Hindsight and the perspective of external practitioners allows for new insight into the process.

• Reflect on the research process 

• Collectively review and interpret data 

• Consider how you will share the results, including a 
documentation of the process 

• Identify an audience to share your results with



Build relationships and research group

Construct a discursive arena

Define the problem, collectively

Create an action plan

Select research methods

Implement the plan

Evaluate and reflect

Conduct research
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STEP OUTLOOK ACTIVITIES CHALLENGES 

 
 

build 
relationships 
and 
construct a 
discursive 
arena 

- All people have the capacity to 
develop critical analysis and theory 
- Each actor is a co-subject, engaged in 
an open and participatory dialogue 
- Meaning is made through experience, 
training, and in the context of 
relationships 
- Community members have deep 
implicit and explicit knowledge about 
their lived experience 

• Engage with community 
partners, seek stakeholders 
• Get to know each other 
• Share skills and discuss 
values 
• Engage with disjunctures 
and tensions that emerge 
within the group 
• Value all ideas and 
encourage risk-taking 

• Power relationships within the group 
may be asymmetric and difficult to 
adduce. How might we ensure that 
everyone’s voice is heard? 
• How might we articulate the norms of 
a discursive arena? 
• How will disagreements be managed? 
• How might we balance different 
means of knowing at different points in 
time? 

 

define the 
problem, 
collectively 

- Our experience of the 
world is filtered through 
experiential blinders 
- Collective problem 
definition helps to 
compensate for individual 
perceptual biases 

• Engage in visioning exercises 
• Employ a variety of exercises that are based 
in different ways of knowing and 
communicating 
• Explore shared ideas and disagreements 
• Identify the aspect of the world you seek to 
know 

• How might we balance listening 
deeply comprehensively with active 
problem solving? 
• When is it appropriate to stop 
seeking input on the problem 
scope and fix the problem 
definition? 

 

create an 
action plan 

- We do not privilege, a priori, a 
given research method 
- Instead, we select rigorous 
methods drawn from across the 
social and natural sciences 
- Local knowledge and practical 
reasoning are foundational 

• Identify what form or type of data 
that best matches your research 
question 
• Prototype different methods and 
approaches 
• Select an approach to test in the 
field, knowing that future 
adaptations can be made 

• Participatory methods are 
seldom the most narrowly 
efficient. What is feasible for 
budget, labor, and energy 
restrictions? 
• How do you create a 
sustainable plan? 
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STEP OUTLOOK ACTIVITIES CHALLENGES 

 
 

implement 
the plan 

- Implementation is a 
continuation of the 
inquiry 
- You see the system 
as you work within it 
- Reflecting in action 
enables greater 
understanding of self 

• Enact your plan 
• Document research process 
and results 
• Reflect on the methods, and 
do not be afraid to take a step 
back and redefine 
• Reflect on group process and 
identity 

• Always being aware of the impact 
you and your team have on 
the community 
• Recognizing when/if the project 
needs to stop or redefine 
• Keeping committed to your action 
plan and values as a team in 
the implementation process 

 
 

evaluate and 
reflect 

- Commitment to academic rigor 
- Reflecting after completion 
allows for the growth of method 
and process 
- Hindsight and the perspective 
of external practitioners allows 
for new insight into the process 

• Reflect on the research process 
• Collectively review and interpret data 
• Consider how you will share the 
results, including a documentation of the 
process 
• Identify an audience to share your 
results with 

• How might we 
commit to 
incorporating all 
voices into the 
process, including the 
documentation and 
reflection on findings? 
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