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ABSTRACT 
This Note discusses current and prospective research into 

understandings of Participatory Action Research (PAR) and its 

relationship to the development of inclusive and pluralistic forms 

of Information and Knowledge Management (IKM) in 

ICT4D/ICTD contexts through the Oxfam Australia-Monash 

University Partnership. It is intended that an innovative 

demonstration project to trial new ways of implementing PAR & 

pluralistic IKM will be then be undertaken with international 

development NGOs with an aim to more widespread adoption of 

these techniques. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
International development agencies work through a complex and 

multi-directional activity chain that is dependent on information 

and knowledge flows “with their ambitious goals, uncertain 

technologies, and unpredictable environments” [13: 288]. As 

examples, consider the global work of UNHCR, or Oxfam 

Australia (as a member of a global “family” of Oxfam affiliates). 

While Oxfam is headquartered in Australia, it works via local 

offices with other agencies in Asia and Africa, which then work 

with smaller groups and associations on the ground, often in 

remote locations.  

However, there is a concern from development NGOs such as 

Oxfam Australia that the voices of communities on the ground are 

muted or distorted in the development chain, and that 

communities’ information and knowledge are not well represented 

in decision-making, advocacy, implementation and accountability 

processes to different stakeholder communities (government, large 

and small donors, internally). NGOs are strongly concerned for 

their reputation and wish to demonstrate real engagement with 

communities in a period when the donor dollar depends upon 

what has become known as “development effectiveness”, the 

result of which “reduces poverty and builds capacity within 

communities, civil society and government to address their own 

development priorities” [8: 2].  

In research, it has been found that development NGOs engage in a 

huge amount of internal and external talk about their work, and 

then, not always effectively [13: 299]. The conversion of grand 

talk into practice is sometimes problematic, and empowerment 

from the bottom-up is not realized. Innovative PAR and IKM in 

the context of development informatics could provide a new 

means of empowerment for “those with least power in the ‘aid 

chain’ to tell their story and potentially–perhaps for the first time–

to sanction poorly performing aid agencies” [8: 24]. In the context 

of the research being outlined here, participants and stakeholders 

in IKM and PAR processes include communities and community 

members on the ground, workers in development and local 

agencies, through to academic researchers, Oxfam, other 

development agencies, and their constituencies including funders 

and donors. 

In fact, while NGOs may not use the discourse of IKM, they are 

calling for a fundamental change in the social relations of 

information and knowledge production, whether in face-to-face 

transactions, local networks, leapfrogging handheld devices, or 

global networks. What they are asking for is a new, “flatter” or 

even inverted way of doing knowledge work, in which IKM is no 

longer the province of experts, but a collaborative exercise which 

works bottom-upwards [11]. Thus the shift to bottom-up IKM via 

PAR is also a more inclusive or pluralistic perspective than is 

found in the NGO literature which tends to have a top-down 

approach to IKM issues. In fact, effective bottom-up IKM is not a 

management task alone, but one in which “productive 

opportunities”–such as social goods and benefits in development–

should also engage participation from the bottom, beyond 

traditional organizational boundaries [1: 181].1 We also know 

from many studies that the simplistic implementation of IKM and 

technology programs in international development situations often 

results in failure [1]. The issues can be under-theorized and 

erroneous and simplistic assumptions made about easy access or 

effects of ICTs. For example, young women in Bihar province are 

                                                                 
1 Despite academic controversies, for this Note, assume 

information and knowledge to be expressions of a continuum of 

objects and processes with ideographic significance in particular 

sets of social and institutional relations. The Note also takes the 

view that information and knowledge products exist as 

malleable things or artefacts in the time-space continuum.  IKM 

techniques help to “manage” these for different outcomes [12]. 

Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for 
personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are 
not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that 

copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. Copyrights 

for third-party components of this work must be honored. For all other 
uses, contact the Owner/Author. 

Copyright is held by the owner/author(s). 

ICTD 2013, Dec 07-10 2013, Cape Town, South Africa 
ACM 978-1-4503-1907-2/13/12. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2517899.2517903  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2517899.2517903


 

164 

 

having their mobile phones taken away by other family members 

or even being murdered because of the threat to traditional ways 

of communication, including how marriage arrangements are 

made [2]. 

The term “pluralistic” is thus intentionally used here so as to avoid 

any prescriptiveness about the ultimate form of inclusive IKM and 

implementation of ICTs. Realism admits that there are profound 

and mutual differences in knowledge, skills, opportunity, culture, 

and political power. The capacity to negotiate difference applies 

as much to the outside “expert” as it does to the person at the 

bottom of the development chain working “upwards”.  

Having a pluralistic orientation for inclusive IKM in development 

contexts also depends upon the capacity of communities to be 

empowered and active participants in the process of information 

and knowledge management via effective PAR. As a 

consequence, the project of developing inclusive and pluralistic 

IKM capacity in conjunction with PAR methods is subtle, multi-

faceted, multi-leveled, and emergent. It can also be time-

consuming and resource-intensive. 

2. THE OXFAM AUSTRALIA–MONASH 

UNIVERSITY PARTNERSHIP  
The Oxfam Australia Monash University Partnership (OAMUP) is 

a 5-year funded project intended to enable Oxfam Australia to 

enhance its impact by making greater “ripples” of change through 

mobilizing Monash University’s resources as a global teaching 

and research institution. Strengthened connections with Oxfam 

also provide an opportunity for Monash to become more engaged 

with global social justice issues. The OAMUP is committed to the 

principles of Participatory Action Research (PAR). 

3. PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH: 

EMPOWERING COMMUNITY VOICES 

3.1 Project Brief 
As an outcome of a research forum held by the Centre for Social 

and Community Informatics (COSI) in the Faculty of IT at 

Monash in 2012, the Governance Committee of the OAMUP 

engaged COSI to investigate the relationship between PAR and 

IKM cultures, flows, and transactions in three of the major field-

based projects it has funded. 

Each project, while distinct, constitutes activity and transactions 

between Monash researchers in Australia, Oxfam Australia, its 

local offices, and in-country partners.2 As a whole, the three 

projects and other initiatives within the partnership represent a 

potential community of practice for the OAMUP and others. 

Details of the three projects are as follows: 

• Gendered Impacts of Climate Change in Bangladesh. The 

central aim of the project is to assess the gender-based 

impacts of climate change-related catastrophic and slow 

onset events in Bangladesh. The research could potentially 

influence the Bangladesh government’s approach to climate 

change adaptation. 

• Developing a People’s Policy for Health in South Africa. 

This project asks the question of how communities 

                                                                 
2 The current Note is conducted though the financial support of 

the OAMUP (http://www.odvce.monash.edu.au/oxfam/) for a 

project 2013-2014. Professsor Sue McKemmish is Lead 

Researcher, Dr Stillman, Senior Research Fellow. 

participate in and use democratic processes to hold the 

South African government to account for the development 

and delivery of an effective and efficient health system. The 

team is mapping existing models of health accountability 

available to communities and assessing the effectiveness of 

current accountability mechanisms that community 

members use to hold government to account for their 

promises. 

• Steering multi-level accountability systems from the ground 

up in Cambodia. The central goal of this project is to 

investigate barriers to community-driven accountability, 

and to provide recommendations and strategies to 

strengthen community-driven accountability systems. This 

is being pursued through analysis of a number of 

communities affected by externally-driven development 

projects, in each case observing the multi-layered 

stakeholders and accountability mechanisms at play.   

3.2 Defining Participatory Action Research 
Just what is meant by Participatory Action Research? There are 

countless variations, summarized in terms such as community-

based research, community empowerment research, or 

community-based participatory research [10].3 For the sake of 

convenience, we will use PAR as a shorthand term. From a 

practice perspective, PAR with communities, NGOs, and 

universities is a form of engaged and pluralistic activity where 

“core principles of collaboration and partnership … bring[s] 

together community and academic expertise to explore and create 

opportunities for social action and social change” [7]. From a 

pluralistic IKM perspective, working on information and 

knowledge issues must be part and parcel of the PAR agenda. We 

should also note that the very concept of “community” is also one 

that needs to be carefully considered in any form of PAR, because 

“community” is very much a construct in the eyes of the beholder, 

fluid and highly contextualised to each and every particular 

problem. We also need to be aware that when speaking of people 

and communities in international development we are usually 

speaking of gendered situations in which the person most often 

disempowered is probably a poor woman with children, often 

without a spouse or literacy skills [9]. 

As an engaged form of social research, PAR thus needs to 

consciously and systematically take into account potentially 

diverse and differing values, needs, expectations, behaviours and 

ways and seeing the world. This can be a challenging exercise 

requiring skills for the engaged academic to also be a self-

reflective enabler, broker, confidante, cross-cultural expert, 

advocate, negotiator, administrator, politician, handyperson and 

bottle-washer, skills (or at least aspirations) familiar from 

community development practice, but not necessarily in academia 

[4]. A fair dose of humility is also required. Of course, there is no 

one prescribed way of carrying out PAR, but the principles 

generally remain the same. “Community partnership research is 

approached and represented as a collaborative, co-creative journey 

between members of the academy and the community. It validates 

multiple sources of knowledge and promotes the use of multiple 

methods of discovery, implementation, and dissemination of 

knowledge. The integral involvement of community members as 

partners in all aspects of the research process is seen as a major 

                                                                 
3 A search under the term Participatory Action Research and its 

relatives on Google Image comes up with hundreds of diagrams 

showing how it is depicted–at least in English–around the 

world. 
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key to its success, particularly when issues of self-determination, 

social justice and inclusion are at stake” [6: 986]. Of course, we 

are dealing here with an ideal, and indeed, it is also recognised 

that university-NGO-community partnerships, like many forms of 

inter-organizational partnership are characterized by challenges 

and tensions due to their different assumptions and priorities [5]. 

If we consider PAR as a sort of continuum, ranging from no 

engagement or action with community participants and 

stakeholders (small p) to the highest level of engagement and 

action of all participants and stakeholders (P), ideally, we aim for 

the highest level of effective and equal participation and activity 

for as many stakeholders as possible. 

3.3 Key Research Questions 
The key research questions for the Empowering Community 

Voices project are as follows: 

• To what degree do the principles associated with PAR 

currently govern the collection, analysis, distribution and 

use of community IKM in OAMUP funded research? 

• How, in the view of all stakeholders, can the outcomes of 

PAR contribute to community voices being represented and 

heard in an unimpeded and authentic way in other 

development initiatives? 

• What do communities see as the most important problems 

associated with this challenge? How can they and those 

who work with them bring their voices to the fore? Which 

voices should be privileged? 

• How to do we ensure that inclusive, pluralistic, and 

community-oriented IKM processes also result in 

community empowerment and self-determination, and do 

not subsume community knowledge, information, and 

freedom to act to the world views or power of others? 

3.4 Methodology 
Research on each of the OAMUP funded projects (Bangladesh, 

South Africa, and Cambodia) is being conducted through the 

following strategies: 

1. Desk research of the projects’ documentation and relevant 

research literature on PAR in development contexts as well 

as IKM within the development chain. As well, the 

adequacy of the VIA (Voice, Identity, Activism) 

Framework as a tool of investigating information and 

knowledge discourse and processes will be considered. It 

offers a rich and detailed vocabulary drawn from the 

emerging field of community archives for describing IKM 

activity in community settings [3].  

2. In-country case-studies for each of the projects. This will be 

the major focus of the Empowering Community Voices 

research. In-depth interviews and focus groups are planned 

for each country, ranging from Oxfam to local NGOs and 

community representatives as far as this is possible, given 

the sensitivity and political environment for all the projects. 

This form of research cannot be considered as PAR, but is 

much more akin to traditional qualitative research that will 

inform future PAR directions. Write-up of each of the case-

studies will 1) inform in-country partners about their 

understandings and practice of IKM and PAR 2) develop a 

base-line picture of current practices 3) inform the 

development of a large-scale demonstration project (see 

Section 6). 

3. Ongoing contact with expert academic, practitioner and 

community audiences. 

4. PROGRESS THUS FAR 
The project is presently making arrangements for field work in 

South Africa in 2013 and the other countries in 2014, with a final 

report and recommendations to be delivered later that year.  

In June 2013, the OAMUP held a valuable two-day retreat in 

Melbourne for the projects funded in Cambodia, Bangladesh and 

South Africa as part of a mid-term review for the five-year 

project. In-country project staff from all three OAMUP projects as 

well as other academics and Oxfam program staff took part. 

Members of the Empowering Community Voices project also 

attended the workshop days which were facilitated by external 

consultants.  

While the consultants commenced the workshop with an agenda 

and suggested process for discussion based on earlier emails and 

phone calls, as with any such gathering of well-experienced and 

articulate field and management staff from Oxfam and partner 

NGOs as well as academic researchers, other priorities and 

concerns were highlighted. This resulted in considerable 

modification of the workshop plans for small-group work. 

However, discussion in this Note is restricted to the issue of PAR 

and IKM. Additionally, due to the extreme sensitivity of some of 

the issues dealt with in projects affecting the personal safety of 

participants, identifying information has not been included. Major 

points relevant to PAR and IKM deriving from the workshop 

include: 

• Projects could not be easily characterized as PAR projects. 

Despite the vision of PAR expressed by the OAMUP, there 

was little understanding of what PAR was to some 

academic researchers who came out of more traditionally-

oriented disciplines. In fact, PAR presented an academic 

challenge since traditional academic practices (e.g. 

publications) did not balance well with a form of 

engagement that was perceived to remove autonomy, 

flexibility, and intellectual authority. PAR was also a 

challenge to some practitioners, due to a lack of 

understanding or resource constraints. 

• One academic with considerable aid and development 

experience said that the complexities of working through 

the aid chain resulted in “the most complex piece of 

research I have ever done”. Working across time zones, 

continents, internal geography and internal class and other 

differences was a huge challenge to her project. Even 

assuming that in-country university assistants had 

something in common with rural villagers was completely 

mistaken. Language, class, and cultural differences were as 

marked as they were for foreigners. The challenge to PAR 

or IKM is such situations is enormous. 

• Field managers made clear that there is an ethical concern 

about how and who is engaged in collaborative or 

participative activity. It is easy to propose theories and 

methods for equalizing relationships from the academy, but 

these can be imposed in situations where the power 

structures and real threats to people’s lives do not allow for 

people to engage in ways that might be assumed are 

unproblematic. People cannot always be expected to speak 

out or have a public profile when their lives are at risk or 

traditional power structures are threatened. As one person, 

foreign to the country in question, but long-resident, said 

that “the challenge is a project that has no grassroots base or 
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ownership. The ‘issue’ may be seen, but local politics 

prevent local engagement”.  

• One university researcher made the point that despite his 

strong commitment to social justice, he basically worked 

via “remote control” from an office in Australia. His work 

was scientific specialty that was not suited to PAR. Despite 

this, his work was core to the international development 

project.  

• From the point of view of in-country managers and 

practitioners, PAR takes financial, human, and time 

resources to conduct that NGOs and communities just may 

not have. Combined with unfamiliar IKM, a sustainable 

model will be difficult to achieve without additional 

resources. It is also naïve and colonizing to assume that 

external models will work because they will be accepted as 

good for “them”.  

• Documentation and a means of capturing learning and 

knowledge were part of the solution. This point was 

complemented by the considerable discussion about the 

need for effective information and communication within 

particular projects, with the OAMUP overall, and as well as 

to other constituencies in the international development 

community such as donors (large and small) or 

governments. Flow charts and diagrams were drawn up, 

demonstrating the capacity of people to think about and 

develop documentation, at least for particular projects. This 

capacity represents IKM opportunity for use of ICTs. 

5. DISCUSSION 
The workshop days provided rich insights for re-conceptualizing 

PAR and IKM in international development because of the 

collective decades of wisdom into the practice of field work and 

the multileveled context in which ideas about collaboration, 

participation and engagement need to be considered.  

The concept of PAR can be unpacked in many ways. However, 

getting people to think and then act within a framework for 

inclusive and pluralistic IKM practice may prove more difficult as 

it is requires a new set of skills. Yet there is recognition of the 

importance of effective communication. Problems of gathering 

and sharing data are well recognised, though sustainable and 

practical solutions are not simple to conceptualize. Practitioners 

are concerned about solutions to immediate problems rather than 

systemic solutions, and academics tend to remain siloed.  

The challenge is to develop a straightforward and recognizable 

argument for a new way of thinking and acting with information 

knowledge, and technology for workers and academics in 

international development. However, in developing any general 

approach, there is a danger of appearing too abstract. On the other 

hand, there is a danger of particular techniques that are too 

localized and non-transferable. Despite these problems, there is 

interest in a community of practice for ongoing learning and 

information sharing, and the preservation of the “experiential 

memory” for the betterment of the international development 

community.  

Additionally, one of the other issues to be faced is the fact that 

conducting research about and then skilling people for PAR and 

inclusive or pluralistic IKM is an additional resource demand in 

stressed environments. It is not just a question of money and 

valuable time. It also demands multiple cultural shifts around 

issues such as negotiating the ownership and sharing of data, 

because of the past exploitation of local knowledge with no 

tangible and long-lasting benefit to communities. Of course, in 

particular circumstances, sharing may not be appropriate, and this 

is part of the complexity of finding out the right way to proceed in 

such work. 

6. NEXT STEPS 
As an outcome of the field research in particular, it is hoped that a 

large-scale demonstration project for PAR and pluralistic IKM 

will be funded. 

Where the pilot will take place is still to be decided, but it could 

be in one or more of the current OAMUP project sites, or 

elsewhere. The pilot would include training, mentoring and 

culture change on PAR and pluralistic IKM with a focus on 

getting to the “big” P of bottom-up participation. Engaging as 

many key players as possible in modeling such a project (itself a 

form of iterative PAR) will certainly be required to ensure that it 

is a feasible practical, and “championed” option that generates 

that most desired of outcomes–empowerment and engagement 

from the bottom up for “those with least power in the ‘aid chain’ 

to tell their story” [8: 2]. 
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