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Participants

1. (strict definition) those we collect data from/with in our 

research (also ‘informants’, ‘subjects’) (BAAL, 2016)

2. (peripheral participants) other individuals and stakeholders 

around a study (e.g., access gatekeepers, facilitators, data 

collectors, etc.). 

Make a list of these for your project.
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The wisdom of participants

Consider what knowledge participants may have that may be useful to 
your study beyond them as a source of ‘data’:

1. What might they know about things related to the study that you 
don’t know (e.g., contextual factors, historical factors, social 
factors)?

2. What other areas of their cognition/psychology may be important 
for data collection (e.g., attitudes, schema, awareness, motivation, 
etc.)?
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Participatory research: What is it?
• Typical definition (community development literature):

• “participatory research focuses on a process of sequential reflection and action, 
carried out with and by local people rather than on them. Local knowledge and 
perspectives are not only acknowledged but form the basis for research and 
planning” (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1667, emphasis added)

• Many sources tend to conflate participation and action (e.g., Finn, 1994; 
Thiollent, 2011). 

• But these can be usefully separated: 
• “participatory research… shifts the emphasis from action and change to 

collaborative research activities” (Bergold & Thomas, 2012, p. 195; also Hansen 
et al., 2001).

• Does ‘participation’ have to be an all or nothing affair?
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Ladders/Hierarchies of participation
Arnstein’s was first 
(1969, p. 217)

7. Self-mobilization

6. Interactive participation

5. Functional participation

4. Participation for material incentives

3. Participation by consultation

2. Passive participation

1. Manipulative participation

Pretty (1995, 
p. 1252; display reversed)

Hart (1992, p. 8; 
child participation)
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How much participation makes a study ‘participatory’?

• Sources (e.g., Bergold & Thomas, 2012; Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Pretty, 1995; 
Thiollent, 2011) largely agree that for a study to be considered participatory:

a) both sides (participant[s] and researcher) must benefit from the research 
process;

b) there needs to be meaningful interaction at the study design stage, when…
 “the most important distinctions centre on how and by whom is the 

research question formulated and by and for whom are research findings 
used” (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1668).

• These criteria can be met through “functional participation”.
• A working definition of participatory research: 

Participatory research involves key stakeholders and researchers 
working together to varying degrees in order to identify and 
pursue outcomes that are useful for all parties. 
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Functional participation

7. Self-mobilization

6. Interactive participation

5. Functional participation

4. Participation for material incentives

3. Participation by consultation

2. Passive participation

1. Manipulative participation
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Examples of functional participation 

• Expanding upon participant validation / member checking: Share 
findings with participants at several stages to get feedback - including on 
(their) coded data, during later stages of analysis (e.g., comparison) and 
after incorporated into the thesis (i.e., draft proof-reading).

• Planning (a stage of) the study together: Inviting (selected/potential) 
participants to a planning meeting in which they learn about the study 
(e.g., aims, research questions, design, timetable). They are then given 
the chance to discuss and potentially influence any or all of these, and 
to propose additional outcomes, followed by negotiation and attempt at 
consensus.
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Consultation

7. Self-mobilization

6. Interactive participation

5. Functional participation

4. Participation for material incentives

3. Participation by consultation

2. Passive participation

1. Manipulative participation
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Example of consultation in survey research

• From Anderson & Lightfoot (2021)
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A possible continuum?

By seeing participation as a continuum (rather than a ladder):

• We identify a wider range of opportunities for participant involvement.

• We avoid assuming that more participation is always better.

• We can ‘mix-and-match’ activities from along the continuum if appropriate.

expanded 
participant 
validation

‘anything else’ 
question

planning the 
study together

expanded 
piloting
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Benefits and dangers of functional/minimal participation

Advantages
1. Greater equity: power is (more) shared 

2. Sense of shared purpose 

3. Facilitates data collection and analysis

4. Potential to increase usefulness and 
relevance

5. Can lead to other outputs/outcomes of 
relevance

Dangers
1. Tokenism or manipulation (Arnstein, 1969) 

2. Misperceptions relating to degree of 
participation/control

3. Impact on researcher ‘objectivity’ 

4. What happens if participants don’t like the 
findings?

5. Conflicting goals/interests
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Discussing ‘involvement’

Involvement means going beyond direct ‘use’ for data collection, 
considering ways that participants might contribute…

1. …before official data collection begins

2. …during data collection 

3. …after data collection is completed

Thinking about your PhD study (or any research project you’re 
involved in), think of a few ways that you could (or could have) 
involved participants more – negotiation, functional, 
transformational?
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My PhD

Eight expert Indian 
teachers of English: 
A participatory 
comparative case 
study of teacher 
expertise in the 
Global South 
(Anderson, 2021, 
2023a, 2023b)

Figure from Anderson, 2023b. Used with permission.

Participants 
waived the right 

to anonymity 
after participant 

validation. 
Instead, they 
wanted to be 

recognised and 
celebrated.
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Participant outputs

• Own publications (and 
learning) 

• (Prathikantam, 2021)
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• Shared 
presentations

Participant 
outputs
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Participant outputs

• Participants’ book (Gode et 
al., 2021)
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Critical caution

• Cornwall (2008, p. 274): “participatory interventions may result in 
effects that were never envisaged at the outset”.

• Design may sacrifice rigour in order to mitigate/address participant 
concerns or suggestions. 

• Teacher expertise studies are likely to report positive findings, but 
“studies in which there are likely to be a number of critical findings 
may encounter more challenges when attempting to achieve a degree 
of useful participation” (Anderson, 2023a, p. 306). 

• Those interested in conducting partially participatory studies should 
read Traianou’s cautionary tale (2007).
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