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Three Approaches to Participative Inquiry

PETER REASON

FROM one perspective, the orthodox scientific
worldview is the product of the Enlightenment
and represents a liberating step for human society
in releasing itself from the bonds of superstition
and Scholasticism. From another perspective, it
is a movement to narrow our view of our world
and to monopolize knowing in the hands of an
elite few, and is fueled by patriarchy, alienation,
and materialism; it is the product of a society
committed to the domination of nature and of
other peoples, of a society committed to a tran-
scendental theology that sees man (sic) in the
image of God and thus outside His creation (Bar-
ing & Cashford, 1991). So whereas on the one
hand the scientific perspective has taught us the
value of critical public testing of what is taken as
knowledge, another consequence has been to place
the researcher firmly outside and separate from
the subject of his or her research, reaching for an
objective knowledge and for one separate truth
(Bateson, 1972b).

I believe and hope that there is an emerging
worldview, more holistic, pluralist, and egalitar-
ian, that is essentially participative. Itis fueled by
holistic and systemic thinking (Bateson, 1972b;

Maturana & Varela, 1986; Skolimowski, 1992),
feminism (Lichtenstein, 1988, Plant, 1989; Rein-
harz, 1992), liberationist education (Freire, 1970;
Rogers, 1969), an extended epistemology (Haber-
mas, 1972), new visions of spirituality and theol-
ogy (Fox, 1991), deep ecology (Naess, 1989), and
the metaphors of “new” physics, mathematics,
and biology (Schwartz & Ogilvy, 1980). This
worldview sees human beings as cocreating their
reality through participation: through their expe-
rience, their imagination and intuition, their think-
ing and their action (Heron, 1992). As Skoli-
mowski (1992) puts it, “We always partake of
what we describe” (p. 20), so our “reality” is a
product of the dance between our individual and
collective mind and “what is there,” the amor-
phous primordial givenness of the universe. This
participative worldview is at the heart of inquiry
methodologies that emphasize participation as a
core strategy.

Let me be clear that my personal and profes-
sional commitment is to contribute to the emer-
gence of this more participative worldview; that
I write this chapter as an advocate of the methods
presented rather than as an outside reviewer. |
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have devoted the past 15 years of my professional
life to the development and application of co-
operative inquiry in which the emphasis is on
working with groups as co-researchers. As I look
at the practice of action inquiry I am excited and
awed by the challenge of developing the kind of
self-reflexive critical awareness-in-action it de-
mands. As I read about the work of practitioners of
participatory action research, whose emphasis is on
establishing liberating dialogue with impoverished
and oppressed peoples, I understand the link be-
tween power and knowledge and realize the privi-
leged position that I am in as a white male European
academic. It seems to me to be urgent for the planet
and for all its creatures that we discover ways of
living in more collaborative relation with each other
and with the wider ecology. I see these participative
approaches to inquiry and the worldview they foster
as part of this quest.

I have chosen three approaches to research as
participation as the focus of my discussion: co-
operative inquiry, participatory action research,
and action inquiry. These three seem to me to be
well articulated in both theory and practice and to
stand together in quite radical contrast to ortho-
dox scientific method; at the same time, all start
from quite different premises and emphasize dif-
ferent aspects of the participative inquiry process.
I acknowledge that in making my choices I have
left out other approaches: appreciative inquiry
(Cooperrider & Srivastva 1987), “emerging va-
rieties” of action research (Elden & Chisholm,
1993), applied anthropology (Stull & Schensul,
1987), critical ethnography (Quantz, 1992), re-
search partnerships (Whitaker, Archer, & Greve,
1990), and others.

In this chapter I take each approach separately
and set out what | see as its underlying assump-
tions and practice. [ attempt to give a flavor of the
language and perspective of each, to do justice to
the three as separate traditions. Then, in later
sections of the chapter, [ explore some of the
similarities and differences among the three ap-
proaches and make critical comparisons. I attempt
to show how the three approaches complement
each other, so that together they stand as the
beginnings of a robust “paradigm” of research
with people.

Before proceeding further, let me acknowledge
the paradox of writing “about” research with peo-
ple, for I cannot really do it alone. In its complete
version, participation belongs to the people who
participate, and thus to all those who have joined
in this kind of research, who include disadvan-
taged people in Asia, Africa, and South America;
factory workers in the United States and Scandi-
navia; medical and nursing practitioners in Eng-
land; and aboriginal people in Australia. In some
ways to write (and to read) “about” these people’s
experience in coming to understand their own
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worlds is to repossess it as an academic subject
that can be studied from outside. These approaches
to inquiry through participation need to be seen
as living processes of coming to know rather than
as formal academic method. And, as we shall see,
one of the key questions about research is the
political one: Who owns the knowledge, and thus
who can define the reality?

One final word of caution: Although I attempt
to provide the flavor of each of three approaches,
I am not able to provide an exhaustive review of
each, nor can I explore some of the subtleties of
theory and practice. I have the feeling that those
who are closely identified with any of these meth-
ods may find my presentation biased and inade-
quate, whereas some of those coming from more
traditional research strategies may be put off by
the language, which is often passionate and com-
mitted, and will want a more formal definition of
each approach. So I have the strange feeling that
I am not merely entering a lion’s den, but that |
am entering several lions’ dens simultaneously.
So be it.

Co-Operative Inquiry

Co-operative inquiry has its roots in humanistic
psychology, in the idea that persons can with help
choose how they live their lives, free from the
distress of early conditioning and restrictive so-
cial custom (e.g., Heron, 1977; Maslow, 1968;
Rogers, 1961; Rowan, 1976), and that working
together in a group with norms of open authentic
communication will facilitate this (see, e.g., Ran-
dall & Southgate, 1980; Srivastva, Obert, & Neil-
son, 1977).

The proposal for cooperative experiential in-
quiry was first made by John Heron (1971; see
also Heron, 1981a, 1981b, 1992; Reason, 1988,
in press; Reason & Heron, 1986). At the heart of
his critique of orthodox inquiry is the idea that its
methods are neither adequate nor appropriate for
the study of persons, for persons are to some
significant degree self-determining. Orthodox so-
cial science inquiry methods, as part of their ra-
tionale, exclude the human subjects from all the
thinking and decision making that generates, de-
signs, manages, and draws conclusions from the
research. Such exclusion treats the subjects as less
than self-determining persons, alienates them from
the inquiry process and from the knowledge that
is its outcome, and thus invalidates any claim the
methods have to be a science of persons.

To say that persons are self-determining is to
say that they are the authors of their own ac-
tions—to some degree actually, and to a greater
degree potentially. In other words, their intentions
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