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ABSTRACT

Anthropologists are moving away from viewing anthropology as a solitary affair towards col-
laborative research, which values knowledge co-production with community members from
research design to data analysis and write-up. By including the people who know most
about the field site, participatory research seeks to confront power imbalances and advance
social change. Building the capacity of students to fully engage with community partners is
critical and requires hands-on training with methods that promote community participation.
Yet, issues such as time constraints, insufficient institutional support, and the lack of formal
training hinder the use and teaching of participatory research methods. Anthropologists can
take advantage of the renewed enthusiasm for using participatory techniques, seen as
instrumental for fostering social justice, to help tackle these barriers and promote new
teaching in participatory methods in the field of Anthropology.

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY

Ethnographic training has traditionally promoted solitary research. This model is now less
dominant. Participatory research — which decenters the researcher as the only knowledge pro-
ducer and involves community participation from research design, data collection, data ana-
lysis, and beyond - is increasingly the norm. There are many issues with promoting
participatory methods, but there is also increased interest in using these methods to build
mutually beneficial relationships and boost social justice. Anthropologists can build from the
growing interest in participatory methods to advance new teaching in participatory methods.

Traditionally, learning to do ethnography was a soli-  anthropology itself was

inspired by action

tary affair. Individual students were expected to
design their inductive projects in which grounded
observations built new theories to expand academic
knowledge. This model of ethnographic training is
now less dominant, and participatory research—
which engages collaborators and/or community
members in the co-production of the research design,
data collection, and/or data analysis process—is
increasingly the norm, especially in applied
anthropology.

The concept of participatory research in
anthropology was introduced by Sol Tax through
action anthropology in the 1950s. Action

research—which emerged in the 1940s out of the
field of psychology with Kurt Lewin—to promote
the cooperation between social scientists
(“facilitators”) and communities to produce new
knowledge and address social issues. Global
South scholars’ concerns about unequal power
relations led to the emergence of participatory
research in the 1950-60s in Latin America under
the influence of Paulo Freire. A few years later
in 1977, drawing on the intellectual traditions of
Western and non-Western theorists, Orlando
Fals Borda drew on both the concepts of action
research and participatory research to introduce
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participatory action research (PAR) worldwide.
Since then, PAR and related participatory meth-
ods, such as community-based participatory
research (CBPR), have been more widely used by
researchers, including anthropologists, and com-
munities to stimulate social change. Here, we
reflect on what is new in teaching participatory
forms of ethnographic methods, why it matters,
current challenges, and ways forward.

What is ‘new’ about teaching in participatory
methods and why it matters

In theory, a core principle of participatory research
is the inclusion at every stage of the research pro-
cess—from design to data analysis and write-up—
of the people who know most about the field site
and/or have significant lived experience of the
problem at hand. Teaching participatory methods
allows students to co-create science with commu-
nity partners traditionally cast as “subjects” of
research rather than “participants.” Decentering
the position of the researcher as the only know-
ledge producer, integrating interdisciplinary
approaches, and incorporating new technologies
and media (e.g., GIS, asset mapping, story map-
ping, films, and photographs) are supporting shifts
in how research gets done. Building the capacity of
students to fully engage with community partners
involves providing them with hands-on experience
with methods that welcome community participa-
tion (e.g., participatory mapping, photovoice, par-
ticipatory filmmaking, digital story mapping, and
Talanoa Dialogue). Mastering methods like these
helps students work individually and collabora-
tively (Radonic et al. 2023; Van Blerk et al. 2023;
Catalani et al. 2012; Broesch et al. 2020; Gruber
2016; Vaioleti 2016)

The same skills needed for leading participatory
research also apply to how we train students.
Participation demands that we demystify research
and make it accessible to all. This means improv-
ing how we communicate about research, working
with partners to define the research questions, and
making project designs responsive to community
input and critique. Student-centered pedagogies
allow us to draw on the strengths of the knowledge
students bring to the classroom while guiding
them in practicing participatory methods.
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Current challenges and the way forward

The benefits of conducting ethnography in ways
that anticipate and encourage community participa-
tion and center the role and agency of participants
are becoming widely acknowledged. Challenges to
teaching those methods include a lack of anthropol-
ogists formally trained in those methods; insuffi-
cient institutional and financial support to cover the
true costs of participatory research including labor;
the time it takes to build relationships for long-term
engagement with communities; the pressure to pub-
lish as junior scholars not aligning with the pace for
true community engagement; and a continuing
view in the field that participatory approaches lack
scientific rigor. In addition, participatory research-
ers often host and organize events, workshops, and
meetings where research design and the collection
and analysis of project data (and plans for sharing
results) are negotiated with the community.
Facilitating participatory, well-organized, and pro-
ductive meetings is an essential skill, and training
students for this skill is a complex task.

As they face these challenges, anthropologists
have the benefit of renewed external interest in
participatory methods as a tool for social justice
and positive societal change. The principles of
Indigenous methodologies, for example, are
increasingly incorporated in curricula, influencing
students’ growing expectation that ethical research,
including consent to do research, requires commu-
nity participation. This, in turn, raises students’
awareness of their positionality as researchers to
encourage less exploitative community-engaged
research (especially with marginalized commun-
ities) and mutually beneficial, long-lasting relation-
ships with the community that translate into
meaningful action and real-world change.
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