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GROWING YOUR PARTICIPATORY ACTION PRACTICE 

The Participatory Action Research (PAR) process is an iterative, generative, 
and multiplicative method of approaching social change.
As with many things, the hardest part of the PAR process can be getting started.

Ideas, experiences, and events are often the seeds of PAR projects, but 
not all seeds blossom into full projects (just like not all seeds blossom 
into flowers!) 

There are certain ideal conditions that 
can make a PAR project more likely to 
get off the ground and gain momentum, 
they include things like:

But with a bit of cultivation, any project 
can begin to take root.

A conscientious PAR practitioner 
will make sure to understand the 
particular conditions under which their 
project grows, noting things like:

Especially 
engaged 

community 
members

Existing active 
conversations

luck

motivated and 
interested 

members of the 
community

a culture of 
engagement and 

respect

What s/he brings 
to the table
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Participatory Action Research can be simultaneously straightforward and 
complex, let’s break it it down a bit further...

The most important thing to keep in mind is that it’s a process, and it’s as much about reflection 
and revision as it is about moving forward. 

Remember to keep looking forward while keeping what you’ve already done/where you’ve already 
been in mind.

Discuss
Intention

Intention

Intention

Intention

Assumption

Assumption

Assumption

Assumption

Challenge

Challenge

Challenge

Challenge

Questions

Questions

Questions

Questions

The step acts as the core of 
all other actions. All steps in 
the PAR process feed into 
discussion, ultimately letting 
discussion becomes the check 
point for all steps. The intent is 
to allow them to move forward 
in the PAR process or go back.

Before the PAR process begins, 
academic researchers should 
do background research and 
equip themselves with some 
understanding of context 
before walking into the 
research context.

In this step, create a research 
process that is rigorous, 
inclusive, and respectful 
of all kinds of knowledge. 
Researchers engage  the 
community in design 
discussion to reduce the 
chance of misunderstandings 

To equip all researchers with 
a common understanding 
and language of their role as 
participants in the co-creation 
of research.

All involved PAR parties will 
enter into discussion with 
an openness to the process, 
each other, and themselves. 
Discussion will be productive 
and lead to progress, and that 
when and if mistakes arise, 
PAR parties will course correct

While there are many aspects 
of context that cannot be 
understood prior to engaging 
community members, 
academic researchers can 
attempt to understand and 
develop questions about the 
context they are stepping into.

Although, everyone possesses 
knowledge from their lives and 
experiences, not everyone 
feels comfortable sharing.

PAR researchers and the 
engaged community are 
arriving at the table with 
different ideas, perspectives, 
and levels of understanding.

A working level of comfort can 
be difficult to achieve initially 
which may slow the discussion 
process. Additionally, 
contentious points may come 
up in Discussion and the 
immediate remedy may not 
always be clear.

There are limits to 
understanding a context 
without experiencing 
it, developing genuine 
relationships, and spending 
time within the space.

Depending on the project, 
some participants may not 
feel comfortable sharing 
information. That responsibility 
falls to the PAR researchers to 
start conversations and create 
spaces that encourage people 
to open up.

Co-training researchers on the 
PAR process requires self-
awareness and commitment 
to a common goal. Getting 
on the same page will require 
sensitivity and humility on all 
sides.

What is needed to ensure that 
PAR practitioners can feel safe, 
productive, and meaningfully 
contributing to the discussion? 
How can PAR practitioners 
be conscious of continuing to 
move forward? 

What knowledge can be 
obtained prior to entering a 
space? What are the limits to 
understanding a context as 
an outsider? What are ways 
to check the background 
knowledge against community 
experience?

What processes encourage 
members to share their 
thoughts? What is essential to 
the process? 

What does it mean to be a 
PAR researcher? What is the 
purpose of this research? Who 
should be included in PAR 
research process?

Co-design Project

Co-train Researchers

Understand Your Context



4

Identify Absences

Reflect on Outcomes

Try Something

Ask for Feedback

Evaluate Progress
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Questions
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Questions
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Acknowledge which 
perspectives are missing 
from the discursive arena and 
actions that can be taken to 
include them.

To evaluate the outcome 
of the PAR process and to 
understand what went right 
(+) and what when wrong (Δ) 
and should be changed for the 
next time. 

After the reflection and 
discussion of the previous 
steps, this step is meant to 
propel PAR practitioners into 
the action that has been at the 
core of the discussion.

This steps provides explicit 
space for PAR practitioners 
to ask for feedback on their 
thinking and actions thus far 
from the broader community.

Reflect on actions taken and 
determine next steps for 
research project, which could 
include revisiting previous 
steps or winding down the 
project.

PAR research is never finished 
and can be improved with the 
inclusion of more perspectives.

There is always something 
to be learned from the PAR 
process, no matter the 
outcome.

PAR practitioners have enough 
preparation and confidence 
in their plan to try something 
at this stage in the process. 
PAR practitioners are willing 
to acknowledge that trying 
something at this phase will 
not necessarily work.

The PAR practitioners have 
provided enough context and 
reflection materials in order to 
for the community to be fully 
aware of the steps previously 
taken. 

The research will be far 
enough along that there is a 
significant number of action 
and progress to evaluate. 
Finally, this step assumes there 
is a shared notion of progress 
on the team.

It’s impossible to gain input 
from every person from every 
stakeholder group during each 
iteration of PAR process.

PAR research is a human-
centered process and as such 
cannot be predicted. It is the 
researchers role to identify, 
acknowledge, and adjust as 
necessary even if that means 
diverging from the original 
goal.

The result of Try Something 
may not be what PAR 
practitioners expected or 
intended. This is completely 
fine if the case, but the team 
will need to understand this 
and not allow it to get them 
down.

Depending on the length 
of the PAR project, not all 
members of the community 
may be as fully engaged. PAR 
practitioners may need to 
provide many updates to many 
community members before 
feedback can be interegrated.

The PAR team may need to 
reconsider and redevelop 
evaluation tools to account for 
signs of progress that do not 
immediately fit. The team will 
likely need to have in-depth 
discussions around what 
progress is and what it is not.

What information would 
have clarified this data? How 
can missing information be 
attained?

How did this outcome differ 
from what was expected? What 
contributed to this difference? 
How does that inform future 
iterations of the PAR process?

How do PAR practitioners 
know when they have tried the 
right action? How should PAR 
practitioners resolve internal/
external conflicts around the 
actions they have tried?

What are the best ways 
to inform and update 
community members who 
are less engaged with the 
PAR research? How many 
different ways could/should 
PAR practitioners initiate 
the feedback process? 

Who gets to define progress? 
How should the PAR team 
consider progress in each 
research project’s context? 


