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David Coghlan  

Organisational researchers holding diverse paradigms see different worlds, ask different 
questions, and provide paradigmatic bounded answers or illuminations which are deemed to be 
more, or less, insightful or useful. These differing responses constitute different epistemologies, 
and the resultant debate relates to the representational forms through which the knowledge 
claims made by theorists can be evaluated and legitimated. Researchers' epistemological 
perspective ultimately determines what they consider as a valid, legitimate contribution to theory 
development or generation. These basic assumptions constitute the foundation upon which a 
research question is identified and provide a rationale for all research design decisions that 
evolve. Riordan (1995) traces the polarisation between the research traditions which have 
focused on explanation and understanding. Explanation has been built on the empiricist tradition 
of deductive-nomological and hypothetico-deductive models and aims at explaining the identity 
of the relevant generalisations of the case under study. This tradition appeals to covering-law, 
and the researcher is a detached observer. Understanding comes through the hermeneutic 
tradition of understanding social reality by interpreting the meanings held by the social actors or 
members of the social group. This involves entering into the culture, understanding shared 
values, speaking its language and so on. The researcher is an engaged participant whose critical 
and analytic observation of the culture etc. is integral to the research activity. This approach 
requires a "practitioner of the science who not only is an engaged participant, but also 
incorporates the perspective of the critical and analytical observer, not as a validating instance 
but as integral to the practice; and they envisage social entities and organisations which 
themselves allow for reflection on theories in use and devote themselves to effective learning and 
revision of inherited assumptions" (Riordan, 1995, p. 10).  

A critical defining expression of understanding theory is action research. Action research has 
been traditionally defined as an approach to research which is based on a collaborative problem- 
solving relationship between researcher and client which aims at both solving a problem and 
generating new knowledge. It developed largely from the work of Kurt Lewin and his associates, 
and involves a cyclical process of diagnosing a change situation or a problem, planning, 
gathering data, taking action, and then fact-finding about the results of that action in order to plan 
and take further action (Lewin, 1973). The key idea is that action research uses a scientific 
approach to study important social or organisational issues together with those who experience 
these issues directly. Action research is both a methodology and a philosophy of action (Peters & 
Robinson, 1984; Argyris, Putnam & Smith, 1985). In going beyond the methodological elements 
of developing a reflective science about action or research on action, the philosophical question 
is one of how to develop a science in action.  



The term, "action research, is used to refer to a bewildering array of activities and methods" 
(Miller, 1994, p. 69). Action research has a rich and varied history and includes such approaches 
as emancipatory research, participatory research, action learning, action science, action inquiry, 
co-operative inquiry, clinical inquiry and appreciative inquiry (Brooks & Watkins, 1994; 
Greenwood & Levin, 1998; Raelin, 1999). These approaches incorporate an action-research 
cycle whereby the intended research outcome is the construction of new knowledge on which 
new forms of actions can be based. They also argue that research should be participatory 
whereby research subjects are themselves researchers or are in a democratic partnership with the 
researcher. In addition this tradition emphasizes that research itself is a force for and an agent of 
change. Rowan (1981) identified three ways in which research can change the world. It makes a 
difference to the researcher, to those who come to know about the research and it makes a 
difference to whatever or whomever is studied. Here research acts as an agent of change, and the 
researcher is involved in the process of change. The final common theme is the data/evidence 
used in the research approach are systematically collected and come from the experience of the 
research participants (Brooks & Watkins, 1994).  

Transformational inquiry has developed to become an umbrella term for burgeoning approaches 
which focus on "research with people" rather than "research on people". A significant aspect of 
Heron and Reason's (1997) argument about action research/ transformational inquiry is that the 
purpose of research is not simply or even primarily to contribute to the fund of knowledge in a 
field, or even to develop emancipatory theory. It is rather to forge a more direct link between 
intellectual knowledge/theory and action, so that each inquiry contributes directly to the 
flourishing of human persons, and their communities.  

The presentations in this panel aim to give a voice to action research within the Third Sector. 
Three of the papers, Jane Harris and Margaret Harris, Mike Locke and David Coghlan present 
what can be viewed as traditional action research organisational change projects. Harris and 
Harris describe how a group of voluntary agencies working in the field of HIV/AIDS form a new 
amalgamated organisation and focus on the role of the research team in helping this 
amalgamation come about. Locke outlines a programme to increase user involvement in 
decision-making. Coghlan presents the case of an organisation which provides residential care to 
service users with disability, engaging in an organisation development project in order to both 
plan for the future and learn how to manage change.  

Three papers, Phil Killeen, Anne Moggridge and Michele Ryan, follow the human inquiry 
paradigm within action research. Killeen presents a community development scenario in which 
participative, cooperative and action inquiry are adopted within one project. Moggridge adopts a 
human inquiry approach to how information systems development contribute to the work of 
community groups and networks, as well as formally constituted voluntary organisations and 
policy making groups. Ryan describes a participatory action research approach to urban renewal 
whereby the facilitation of the participation of local based individuals and communities in their 
own knowledge generation is critical to economic development and social regeneration.  

References:  



Argyris, C., Putnam, R., & Smith, D. (1985) Action Science, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco. 
Brooks, A., & Watkins, K. (1994) The Emerging Power of Action Inquiry Technologies, Jossey-
Bass, San Francisco. Greenwood, D.J., & Levin, M. (1998) Introduction to Action Research, 
Sage, Thousand Oaks, CA.m Heron, J., & Reason, P. (1997) A Participatory Inquiry Paradigm. 
Qualitative Inquiry, 3 (3), 274-294. Lewin, K. (1973) Action research and minority problems. In 
K. Lewin, Resolving social conflicts: Selected papers on group dynamics. (Ed. G. Lewin), 
London: Souvenir Press. Miller, N. (1994) Participatory Action Research: Principles, Politics 
and Possibilities, In Brooks & Watkins (pp. 69-80). Peters, M., & Robinson, V. (1984) The 
Origins and Status of Action Research, Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 29 (2), 113-124. 
Raelin, J. (1999) Preface. Management Learning, 30, (2), 115-125. Riordan, P. (1995) The 
Philosophy of Action Science. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 10 (6), 6-13. Rowan, J. (1981) 
A Dialectical Paradigm for Research. In P. Reason, & J. Rowan, (Eds.) Human Inquiry: A 
Sourcebook of New Paradigm Research. Wiley, Chicester, UK. (pp. 93-112).  

 


