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Abstract
This article explores the characteristics of systemic action research. It looks at the
conceptual underpinnings of systemic action research and explores some of the ways in
which it differs from (builds on) other forms of action research. It then explores some
of the issues and dilemmas faced by systemic action researchers.

Keywords
Action research, complexity, participatory, Systemic action research, systems thinking

Introduction

This paper explores the defining characteristics of systemic action research (SAR)
and their implications for systemic change. My work on SAR has focused on
developing processes and learning architectures that can effectively engage with
complex system dynamics. An extensive early articulation of SAR can be found
in my 2007 book Systemic Action Research: A strategy for whole system change.
Eight years of practise since then (mostly in international development settings) has
seen a steady evolution of the methodology and a greater conceptual clarity. It has
of course also generated difficult methodological and practise questions/dilemmas –
some of which I elaborate in this paper.

I am mindful that practitioners of many different types of action research
(Reason and Bradbury, 2000, 2007) will see strong elements of their own thinking
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and practice within what I am characterising as SAR. SAR is not presented in
opposition to other forms of action research; rather it builds on those traditions
and attempts to answer some of the methodological questions that they raise. The
main purpose of this article is to make visible some of the methodological impli-
cations of systemic thinking and complexity for action research.

SAR (Burns, 2006, 2007, 2012; Wadsworth, 2001, 2010) is in part a response
to intractable problems, which have proved resistant both to simple solutions, and
to attempts to ‘tackle the root causes’. This is because in many cases causes can-
not be simply attributed. Some problems are characterised by vicious cycles; others
by multi-directional causality (e.g. homelessness causes alcoholism, and alcoholism
causes homelessness); still others by non-linear change where the interaction of mul-
tiple factors produces outcomes which cannot be attributed to any individual inter-
vention, or where change happens discontinuously leading to sudden and
often unpredictable tipping points. Dealing with these requires a systemic under-
standing of how change happens. It also requires processes, which can engage
people on a larger scale than is typical and a widening of the boundaries of the sys-
tem of causality typically understood. This not does require us to engage thou-
sands of people (although in some situations we might), but it does require a
research and learning architecture which might involve hundreds of people, in mul-
tiple parallel and interlocking inquiry processes, across a system where issues are
interconnected. While a number of the most notable action researchers of the
last 20 years, such as Coghlan (2002) and Gustavsen (Gustavsen, Hansson and
Throalf, 2008), have developed processes to extend the reach of action research,
engaging with multiple organisations across different levels, their work is not sub-
stantively focused on the systemic properties of the issues within those domains. It
is this that is the defining characteristic of SAR rather than scale in of itself.1

Authors such as Bob Flood (2001) and Ison (2008) have championed the case
for systems thinking to infuse action research (The SAR approach outlined here
is one approach to this).

I would like to highlight one further distinction before moving on to explore
some of the differences between SAR and other forms of action research and this
relates to the subject of the learning process. The spectrum which runs from the
individual, to whole social and economic systems, can be mapped against particular
approaches to inquiry.

Reflective practise Individuals reflect on their own practise
Action learning, action science and
action inquiry

Group process to support individual reflection

Co-operative inquiry Group reflection on group endeavour

Participatory action research Community based generation of knowledge
for community action

Systemic action research System wide learning
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Reflective practise and action learning are focused on the individual,
co-operative inquiry and various forms of deliberative decision making are focused
on the group, Participatory action research is focused at the level of community,
and SAR is focused on systemic inter-relationships. These different approaches to
action research should not be seen as unconnected. I have argued elsewhere (Burns,
2007) that it is crucial for systemic research to be underpinned by strong group
facilitation and good personal reflective practice. More broadly I would argue that
the techniques of individual group and community-based action research can be
effective tools within an SAR learning architecture. Nevertheless, action research
has traditionally been at its strongest methodologically at individual level and
group level. Participatory action research processes have extended beyond the
boundaries of the group and have shown huge potential for supporting and
developing campaigns, advocacy and social change where the main issue is lack
of knowledge. SAR extends the process of inquiry and action to the wider system
within which issues play out.

Systems thinking and systemic understandings of change

I take a system to describe the interconnections between people, processes and the
environment within which they are situated. Everyone will see the systems they are
part of differently and will hold different perspectives on the boundaries of the
system and the nature of the relationships within it (Checkland & Scholes, 2004).
Systems thinking is characterised by a focus on the relationships and interconnec-
tions rather than actors and institutions. Systems are dynamic. They are changing
all of the time. When something in a system changes, it changes the relationship
between all of the other parts of the system. This means, for example, that it is
possible to create change in one part of a system even though the ‘problem’ appears
to be in another part. Seeing change as a part of a wider system rather than
something that directly impacts on an issue or a problem is an essential part of
systems thinking.

If action research is a process which is designed to stimulate emancipatory
change, then it is important that practitioners of action research (participants
and external facilitators) understand how change happens. One might argue that
any good action research project will be repeatedly looking at this question. In an
action research cycle, we would normally be generating questions such as ‘if we did
this what do we think would happen’, and then in enacting our action we observe
its impact, and this enables us to refine our theory of change. However, it would
also be true to say that the default lens through which we tend to see change is a
highly linear one – ‘if we do this then it will (or might) result in that’.

Contemporary systems and complexity theory see change as highly relational
and dependent on the deeper dynamics of a whole system. It is emergent and non-
linear. Emergence (Chalmers, 2006) sees change happening in an iterative way –
where one thing (or the interaction of many things) leads to another. This in turn
interacts with new things, and creates new outcomes, and so the process goes on.
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It may be possible to look back at the causal relationships, as you can look back at
all the choices that were made, and all of the interactions, and try to discern pat-
terns (sometimes this is possible, some times it is too complex). But it is not possible
to predict, because we cannot know how things will change with each iteration,
and what choices will open up. In Systemic Action Research (Burns, 2007), I gave
the example of complaints procedures and legal redress in the UK health system.
The expected ‘linear outcome’ would be a more transparent and accountable
health system with improved performance as a result. The non-linear outcome is
that more effective redress starts to change the practise of doctors who become
increasingly risk averse. A tipping point can be reached whereby the overall quality
of patient outcomes for the majority goes down rather than up. Complexity theory
tells us that change can be highly discontinuous – nothing appears to be happening
and then suddenly radical change is evoked as a tipping point is reached. Change
occurs at multiple levels. On the surface, problems may seem entrenched and resist
change. Under the surface, attitudes may be changing, innovations may be garner-
ing support, and suddenly there is a ‘phase change’ signalling radical change.

SAR sees all change as located within these complex system dynamics. Changes
which do not shift the underlying system dynamic are likely to be short lived (unsus-
tainable) because the system dynamic is created by a network of powerful forces and
inter-relationships which carve channels for behaviour (economic, social and cul-
tural) which are hard to break from (because they become habitual; are codified as
moral; the costs of not conforming are too high for the individual and so on. Let me
give another example of a system dynamic drawn from a participatory inquiry into
HIV/AIDS that I facilitated in the Kalangala islands of Lake Victoria, Uganda:

The background to this work was that HIV/AIDS prevalence in the Kalangala
Islands was around 28% in contrast to the 6% figure for Uganda as a whole. As the
inquiry unfolded, the reasons for this became clear. TheKalangala islands are fishing
communities. There are very few livelihoods other than fishing. Traditionally, the
men have caught the fish, and women have smoked the fish. As a result women are
highly economically dependent on men. When the fish move, the men move. When
the men move, they form sexual relationships with other women, and women have
no economic option but to take up with another man.

Layered into this economic dynamic are social norms (the widespread use of
condoms is inhibited by norms which relate to perceptions of manhood) and
power relationships (it is hard for women to insist on the use of condoms in the
context of a culture of domestic violence). Furthermore, it is culturally unaccept-
able to talk about sexual matters in the local language. One of the inquiries
moved into the schools where the group talked with children about sex and HIV
AIDS. After one of the sessions the teacher said to us: ‘You can say these
things, but we cannot talk about these things in Luganda’. The area is
marginalised because it is far from the centres of political power, and because
the distance between islands makes it cost a lot to distribute condoms. The medical
condition has its own system dynamics. When people get HIV/AIDS, they get
weaker and this makes it harder for them to work. This in turn fuels family
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arguments and further breakdowns in relationships, leading in turn to new rela-
tionships, which fuel the spread of HIV/AIDS.

As we can see, the inquiry participants identified layered sets of system dynamics
each of which are interacting with each other and each of which has to be shifted in
order to produce a sustainable change. In this case, even if it was possible to ensure
good sex education, or find answers to the cost of condom distribution, the under-
lying economic dynamics remain – however educated a woman is, if, when the fish
move, she has no economic alternative but to take another man, then the impact of
her education will be limited.

The point that I am making here is that change is always possible, but sustain-
able change requires us to change the system within which the changes are taking
place. This denotes a shift in focus from problem solving to system reconfiguration
and means that change requires engagement across the system. The implications of
this for SAR are that:

1. action research facilitators and educators need to encourage a focus on systemic
solutions not just problem solutions. The shift to double-loop learning which
challenges underlying assumptions is a step in this direction, but even a deep
challenge to your assumptions may not reveal the system dynamics within which
change can happen.

2. in order to do this, people engaged in inquiry and action need to be able to ‘see
the system’, so that they can understand the system dynamics at play.

Systemic action research

Once we see systems as the terrain within which we are acting and trying to stimulate
change, then it becomes clear that there are implications for our action research
practise. What follows are a set of characteristics which are common to SAR pro-
cesses. The first – a focus on actions which change the system dynamic – is about what
sort of changes we need to make to create sustainable change. We have explored this
in the discussion above. The second – multiple inquiries connected horizontally and
vertically – is about the design of the action research process. The third – dynamic
group membership where the inquiry follows the issues – is about the process and its
implications for groupmembership. The fourth – an emphasis on resonance – is about
the means by which we assess the significance and importance of what we learn.
These last three will be discussed in more detail in this section.

Some key characteristics of SAR

Focus Actions which change the system dynamic

Design Multiple inquiries connected horizontally and vertically

(continued)
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Multiple inquiries connected horizontally and vertically

SAR projects engage multiple stakeholders in multiple parallel inquiries. In order
to get an understanding of complex system dynamics – especially intractable ones,
it is necessary to work with people who have very different perspectives and inter-
ests. Rather than seeking out people who have a common intention for their
inquiry, SAR facilitators often start the inquiry process by talking with groups
who have quite different values, experiences and intentions. This allows people to
see the system from many different angles and to see crucial parts of the system
which otherwise would not be seen. These inquiry strands can then be brought
together deliberately through a learning architecture which connects the inquiries
horizontally, and which looks at patterns at different levels of scale. In this way, it
can work across social systems, organisations and networks. The projects that are
briefly described below show some difference in which a learning architecture was
constructed to enable learning to travel across the system and to enable the patterns
structuring the system to be seen and engaged with:

The Bristol Children’s Initiative Action Research project (Burns, 2007) involved
eight strands of action research running simultaneously across two Sure Start loca-
tions. Another parallel strand of action research involved older children and their
project workers – who were involved in 40 projects funded by ‘the Bristol
Children’s Fund’. The initiative was stimulated by a desire to replace a ‘formal
evaluation’ of projects with a genuinely participatory learning system that could
generate action for change. Parallel action research groups focused on domestic
violence; use of the library; relationships between health visitors and communities;
developing green spaces; childcare; feeding the family. . .. The focus for the action
research groups was generated through local meetings which discussed what par-
ents and local workers thought were important. Those who were interested joined
the inquiries that they were interested in, and over time more people joined. Each
of the inquiries generated their own local actions. For example, the domestic vio-
lence group in Hartcliffe set up a pilot project to work with children under three,
and supported the development of a community-based domestic violence support
group, and initiated a training programme for professionals. The Childcare group
in Knowle West discussed a range of ‘childcare’ issues. But it also became clear that
there were cross cutting issues between these two inquiry groups (in two different
localities), such as ‘the role of fathers’. This presented an opportunity to intercon-
nect the existing inquiries and open up new inquiries. Thus, the structure of the

Continued

Some key characteristics of SAR

Membership Dynamic – following the issues

Significance Resonance and resonance testing
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inquiry process itself became iterative and dynamic. Inquiry processes were set up
to draw together insights at a locality level and also at a Bristol wide policy level.
Working with the under-three’s for example came from deep reflection on the
cycles of violence in the home and where they started. The question which led to
action was ‘where to break the cycle’. The focus on male roles was exploring an
underlying set of norms that led to violence – a change in which could also support
care.

In Ghana (2011), Community radio stations who wanted to develop more effect-
ive ways of engaging with climate change, initiated a training programme to
develop action research skills though an Africa Adapt funded programme
(Harvey, Burns, & Oswald 2012).2 This enabled them to engage with climate
change issues through inquiry rather than event reporting. Reporters and produ-
cers were trained in action research techniques, including group dialogues, inter-
views, systemic mapping and the narratives that these generated were used for
programming. Phone in programmes provided another interactive route to deepen-
ing the inquiry, and opening up avenues for new inquiry. They have adapted the
methodology, calling it Community Radio Systemic Action Research, and it is now
being used in ten stations. In this model, action research has been embedded into
the everyday practise of the radio stations. They meet together regularly to discuss
both methodological issues and patterns emerging across the inquiries in their
localities. Here the group is reflecting on its own practise, through an understand-
ing that a didactic model of broadcasting has limited potential to create deep
systemic and behavioural change.

Since 2012, the PPSC team3 at IDS has been building an international pro-
gramme of SAR with VSO in the Philippines, Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique and
Nepal. The programme asks the fundamental question – how does volunteering
impact on poverty? Each country is developing two to three strands of inquiry and
each of these are brought together in a meta level inquiry to explore patterns across
countries. The programme is being designed so that it will change the way in which
VSO operates in the real time of insights emerging. This programme mixes partici-
patory systemic inquiry with action research. Each country has at least one action
research project. This alongside the inquiries are connected to a country wide
action research process involving all of the volunteering agencies, and at the
same time, it is streaming into a global action research process which is under-
pinning organisational change across VSO.

Dynamic group membership where the inquiry follows the issues

A crucial characteristic of SAR processes is that the participants, stakeholders and
members of groups change as the inquiry evolves. This means firstly that the pro-
cess is an open boundary process – people will join and leave as necessary, and also
that the inquiry is framed by the emergent process not by the interests or concerns
of a constituent group. This is different to other forms of action research. Reflective
practice inquiry for example is determined by the individual practitioner, lines of
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co-operative inquiry are determined by the mutual interest of core group
participants.

Let me recount a story which started in a workshop that I facilitated with SNV4

in 2008 and grew into an action research process with its own dynamics. The SNV
team were exploring how to develop an inquiry process around issues which were
emerging in Eldoret in Kenya. One issue that had been identified by the SNV team
was that residents of the slum area of Kamakunji did not have access to clean
water. The team wanted to initiate an inquiry process and started to map all of the
water actors that they thought might need to be involved alongside residents, etc.
Stuart Worsley5 and I suggested that we should suspend all of this work until we
had talked to the people of Kamakunji. He took a team to visit the next day. As
they walked down the main thoroughfare, they saw in front of them a huge water
main. Inquiring of the people around they discovered that it had been built some
six years ago, but people still did not have water. This is Stuart’s account of what
they discovered:

The brief enquiry surfaced a tension that existed between landlords and tenants.

Tenants were quite vocal at their displeasure at the filth around them, and described

what happened when it rained. Pit latrines became engulfed and brown water flowed

in street side ditches. The butcher at the end of one street was very vocal here for his

business would stop during rain. No one wants to buy their meat with shit floating

under the sale platform. Tenants could however not connect their homes to these

systems. This was a matter for landlords. Any application to the council or to

Eldowas was referred back if applied for by a tenant. Most landlords were absent,

living in Eldoret, Kitale or Nairobi. They collected their rents via agents, who did not

see their role as being anything more than rent collectors. They were however

authorised to evict tenants and issue new leases. A tenant that bothered the agent

with requests ran the risk of eviction. There was apparently high demand for low rent

accommodation at 500/¼ a month. Some residents in the street cited examples where

people had been evicted by agents. In cases where the landlord could be approached

directly, there was another set of issues that emerged. First, there was the cost. To

connect to the sewer system required a basic investment in a slab and a water closet.

This required a standard of construction that did not fit with the existing wattle and

daub mud constructions that mainly existed and required new investment. Second, it

would also require a connection to the water supply system. Third, this meant that

monthly bills would need to be paid for the services and that would raise the rent.

Also, any investment made in construction would have to be recouped by higher rent.

Neither landlords or tenants apparently wanted to increase the rent, but also the

conversation about this had not seemed to have happened. Finally, it was also clear

that the council charged some form of property tax on all residences. Many homes

are off the radar for they are temporary and not registered or even documented as

being in existence. Connection to the sewerage is a recognition of property existence.

The council had adopted a policy of linking property tax to sewerage and water

billing. They did this apparently for reasons of expediency in collection, but it had
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the net effect that if a property was to remain ‘off radar’ it could not connect to any

utilities. The bizarre manifestation of this then was a slum suburb, home to a large

scale public investment that everyone really wanted and needed, but that was blocked

from working.

This link between local taxation and the lack of access to water was com-
pletely unknown to the local council. In an incredibly short space of time, the
central inquiry, which had started with the water issues, had moved to issues
about landlord-tenant relationships and then migrated again to become an inquiry
into relationships between landlords and the local state. To unlock the core water
problem, the participants in the inquiry process could not be restricted to water
actors. So as the inquiry iteratively changed, so the participants in the inquiry
needed to change. [The inquiry had moved quickly beyond the originally perceived
system boundaries. The answer to the water ‘problem’ could be found elsewhere
within the wider system].

SAR facilitators not only recognise that negotiating power relationships
must be an explicit part of the action research process (this is common to partici-
patory action research processes) but also that engaging with power has implica-
tions for the way in which the research process is designed and the
assumptions which underpin it. This opens up a challenge to participatory practise
rooted in a notion of consensus. While consensus is undoubtedly possible in
some circumstances with good facilitation and the use of good dialogic
processes, the more entrenched that problems are, the more likely they are to be
subject to competing interests and this will often require work to be done in par-
allel strands rather than in one central location. This may be because there is no
solution that will satisfy the interests of different stakeholders or because
power relations are so unequal that the real issues cannot be spoken. Here we
often need to organise separate inquiries of the different protagonists with a view
to each shifting something in the underlying dynamic of the system. These
shifts will not necessarily have a clear instrumental logic. But by shifting some-
thing in one part of the system, things shift in other parts, opening up
possibilities which were not seen before. In the Kamakunji example, we can see
that to bring the landlords and tenants together would be difficult. The
power imbalance suggested that at least initially there was a need for paral-
lel inquiry processes. Such parallel process could support the development of
divergent sense making and actions (which may even seem to be contradictory).
SAR would support this divergence because by generating action (and
learning from action) which shifts the status quo system, dynamics new
possibilities emerge, and systems start to realign, opening up the possibilities
for convergence. In the language of complexity theory, through this new prac-
tise attractors can be established which change the system dynamic.

In this case, the initial inquiries led to the appointment of a ‘pro poor’ focal
person to facilitate an action research process. This was instrumental in supporting
the development of a youth group to take forward the conversation around clean
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sanitation in the estates with many stakeholders. They were also trained in water
and sanitation issues as well as the procedures for connections and grievances. The
youth group was subcontracted and paid a commission for this. In a three-month
period, 120 households were connected to the sewers, and local ‘champions’ started
converting traditional pit latrines to water borne toilets at minimal costs. The
young people were also able to gain confidence to be awarded a license to collect
garbage in the area which households pay 200 shillings a month for. So here we see
also a range of unpredictable (in this case positive) unintended consequences. In
process terms, many of the strongest SAR processes that I have been involved with
have started with extensive systemic inquiry of this sort, and then moved into a
substantive action research phase, which continues the inquiries that have been
identified, but locates them within the dynamics of the wider system.

Resonance and resonance testing

The fourth characteristic that I want to highlight concerns the means by which we
establish the significance and importance of what we learn. Here we focus on
resonance rather than representativeness. First, let me clarify what I mean by
resonance:

Percy-Smith, Burns, Weil, and Walsh (2003) describe a process in which a dia-
logue on health between young people and health professionals reached break-
through after three hours of failing to communicate. For some hours, the young
people had been saying that stress was the biggest health issue they faced. The
professionals offered various solutions – places where young people could go to
relax. The young people looked at them in incomprehension as if to say ‘there are
plenty of places for us to go in the evenings, but we come back to the same stress’.
The breakthrough involved the creation of a collage which depicted a grim faced
man holding a gun with the words ‘everyone has a breaking point’ scrawled upon
it. By shifting the focus from intolerable stress to breaking points, an opening was
created that did not appear to exist. The breakthrough was not reached through a
linear change logic. Bringing people into dialogue with each other was not enough
to trigger the understanding, nor was giving more time for explanation, or making
the explanation more rational. It occurred because a picture triggered an emotional
response that resonated across the multiple experiences of reaching breaking points
within the room.

Resonance allows us to determine what is important, and where the energy for
change lies within a system. In SAR, I use resonance in two ways. The first is to
identify where the energy and points of connection between people within a system
lies. They may not have the same views but when you find a resonance you know
what is important to people, and it is there that the possibilities for change lie. In
contrast, we often base our decisions about what is important and where to act, on
representative surveys, which tell you what people prioritise. We try to build action
on the basis of this, and nothing happens. The second way is to test the legitimacy
of issues. I have called this resonance testing. What this involves is taking
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the stories from one arena to another. This could be to a parallel inquiry stream, to
a public meeting, or to a meeting of representatives of different localities, etc. When
the stories are told, and they resonate, people say ‘I have a story that speaks to that
. . .’, ‘I have experienced something like that’, ‘I feel angry about that’. There is an
acceleration of pace and an increase in emotional expression. One story leads to
another, and a clear picture of what is important emerges. As this growing reson-
ance is moved from arena to arena, it is like the proverbial snowball. It picks up
more and more energy. This is a much more powerful process of legitimation than
traditional methods. It leads to engagement and ownership. In terms of the learn-
ing architecture, it becomes the means by which we move knowledge and insight
across a large system and ‘grow it’.

Implications of SAR practise and the positionality
of action research facilitators

SAR processes are facilitated processes. Sometimes the call for action research
is generated directly by local groups (such as the climate change work in Ghana
described above), and sometimes it is supported by a donor who has been con-
vinced that participatory processes with strong local ownership are more likely
to generate sustainable solutions than the top down processes that they worked
with before. Sometimes an organisation (like VSO above) will commission work,
which is a deep inquiry into their practise. . .. Often the facilitator is an
‘outsider’. This allows them (us) to work across the diversity of the system, but
it also raises questions about their (our) positionality as SAR facilitators.
In this section, I want to explore three issues. The first relates to the power
of the facilitator, the second relates to accountability and responsibility within
the process, and the third counterbalances some of the dilemmas raised about
these with a reflection on the organic nature of the process which generates
‘ownership’.

The power of the facilitator in the process

If there are multiple inquiry strands which traverse a complex social system, there is
a danger that SAR process facilitators will have too much power in constructing
the learning architecture and direction of travel of the inquiry, because they are the
only people in all of the inquiry arenas. This is a real danger, and in the following
sections, I look at ways in which SAR practitioners have sought to mitigate this.
First, I want to explore the deeper underlying problem. We might argue that the
simple answer to this question is to adopt the approach of many action research
practises and root all meaning making and decisions in the participatory process of
a core action research group. The problem with this is that it privileges group
participation over a deeper understanding of systemic power – which is necessary
in order to create sustainable transformations in society. In a recent paper Burns
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(2012), I argued that while participatory action research and SAR may overlap,
there are real trade-offs between them.

At its ‘purest’ Participatory Action Research is driven entirely by a community or

constituency who has identified a set of issues that they need to build knowledge and

insight into, in order to counteract oppressive power relationships. Systemic practi-

tioners /facilitators see power relationships as highly dynamic flows through complex

webs of inter-relationships. To even begin to understand them, it is necessary to see

them through multiple perspectives. This means engaging and working with people

that have completely different interests within the system. . .. This contrasts with PAR

where the inquiries are rooted with a constituency of people. . .. So while Participative

Systemic Inquiry (and Systemic Action Research) facilitators will use highly partici-

pative processes to bring these perspectives into relation to each other, to collect

information, and to collectively analyse it, they do exercise judgement (and power)

in the process of constructing a learning architecture for this. There are major trade-

offs here between the imperative to understand power flows through the engagement

of multiple actors with very diverse perspectives, and the imperative for a participative

process that is driven by those who are most oppressed by those power relationships.

Finding ways to manage this tension is a perhaps the biggest challenge for me. . . ..

(Burns, 2012)

Peter Reason pointed out in comments on an earlier draft of this paper
‘action research as the solution to issues is part of the point, but not the whole
point. The point also is to liberate consciousness and create communities that
have greater capacity for on-going change. You don’t do this by taking power
away from them’. This is absolutely right, but we must also recognise that
emancipation itself requires systemic change if it is to be sustainable.
Emancipation can be seen as lying in the dynamic relationship between
agency brought about by consciousness, and system change brought about by
multiple, often unpredictable changes by actors across a whole social system.
In order to engage effectively with power, we have to work across a whole
system and this requires us to challenge our selves about how to manage these
trade-offs.

Meeting this challenge, requires us to think creatively about ways of ensuring
that system participants are embedded in the whole process of decision making
which guides the directions of travel. Some of the different approaches that I have
explored include:

1. supporting and embedding distributed leadership where one or more individuals
in different inquiry strands works with an external facilitator to guide the whole
process

2. locating responsibility for the process with a widely trusted group on the
ground, as was the case in the Ghana Community Radio Network described
above.
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3. organising regular cross-system events to bring the strands together, to test the
resonance of emerging issues, to test existing interpretations and offer new ones
of system dynamics, etc.

4. developing interactive spaces where information, knowledge, interpretation,
sense-making is shared even though people may not meet face to face.
International peacemakers have used this process successfully.

Accountability and responsibility

One of the implications of SAR is that there are less clear lines of accountability
within the process. If change is systemic then to whom are facilitators of change
agents accountable? If it is not to a client or funder, or to a local community, or the
‘original inquiry group’, then who? One way of looking at this would be to say that
we are accountable for pursuing the solution to the issues that have been identified,
but as the inquiry unfolds we may discover that the ‘issue’ for one stakeholder is
entirely different to another. So we could reframe this as accountability to facilitate
system change in response to both issues that need solutions and demands for
emancipation. My instinct is that the idea of accountability does not work easily
and that we have to pursue this work with ‘responsibility’ informed by good reflect-
ive practice. So we could say that those who are facilitating a process are respon-
sible for:

opening up inquiry across a system and ensuring that as the whole system
becomes more visible that as many as possible of the important stakeholders
are able to engage.

ensuring that inquiry in one part of a system is informed by inquiry in other parts,
while making good and informed judgements with participants about what
information can safely be moved from one inquiry to another in contexts of
power differentials.

encouraging and allowing new inquiry questions to emerge. These may involve new
avenues to pursue in response to a core inquiry, but also more fundamental re-
appraisals of what the core inquiry should be.

ensuring that participants across the system are directly engaged in analysing the
information and knowledge which emerges from the inquiry.

making good judgements about which direction to take the research in. Most
action research incorporates a meta-level process of reflection on the research
itself and where it should be going. As we have discussed above, in a coopera-
tive inquiry that is a relatively straightforward process because the group can sit
down and say ‘where have we got to and what do we need to do next’. In a SAR
process, it is not necessarily clear who makes those decisions as there are poten-
tially new strands of inquiry opening in multiple locations. There is a resource
limitation, and decisions have to be made about which lines of inquiry are
productive and which are not.
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Growing the process

SAR is an organic process which opens up new spaces and avenues, and as it does
so, draws in new people. Ownership and sustainability of the solutions which
emerge, result from the way in which the process is grown. This is partly because
people who are involved in constructing solutions are more likely to own them. But
if the process is seen to be inclusive even people with strongly divergent interests
can build a trust in it, and the relationships that get built as a result of it, and as a
result they are able to support the solutions. The numbers of people involved is also
significant. If a lot of people across a system are engaged in constructing solutions,
then there is a critical mass which will support their sustainability. In an 18-month
project with the British Red Cross, the SOLAR action research team6 engaged over
500 managers, staff, trustees and volunteers in a change process. Many years later,
the changes that were made were strongly culturally embedded. Evidence of ‘own-
ership and participation’ can thus be found in the energy that people bring to
engaging in and sustaining the wider learning system, the extent to which they
critically challenge each other, and the convergence of disparate inquiries into
supported strands of collective action.

Conclusions

Systemic forms of action research are part of the wider family of action research
and draw on other action research approaches in both theory and practise. SAR
can be seen as a meta-learning architecture comprising of many strands, which
interlock with each other. Some elements of inquiry may look similar to other
forms of action research, but the focus of the inquiry is often different because
SAR is rooted in a different set of assumptions; firstly that sustainable change is
depend on system realignment not only problems solving (or even double loop
challenges to underlying assumptions); secondly that participation flows not only
from a deep belief that people who are stakeholders should be involved, but that
stakeholders right across the system (often with very diverse perspectives) have to
be involved in order to get sustainable solutions to entrenched problems; and that a
flexible and emergent learning architecture has to be built to ‘hold’ this diversity.
While there have been methodological developments in SAR for a decade or more
now, it is still in its relative infancy and there is a great deal of methodological
innovation and refinement still to come. As I mentioned earlier, I am particularly
interested in exploring the different ways in which participatory action research and
SAR approaches can be integrated.

Notes

1. There are however a number of similarities between the resonance testing process that I
describe and the ways in which knowledge travels in the dialogue conferences that
Gustavsen et al. describe.

2. The lead researcher on this radio and climate change project was Blane Harvey.
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3. Participation, Power and Social Change team at the Institute of Development Studies.
4. SNV is the Netherlands Development Organisation.
5. Stuart Worsley Director of SNV Kenya country team.
6. SOLAR (Social and Organisational Learning as Action Research) is an action research

centre based at the University of the West of England.
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