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Challenging research roles?



Purpose

Introduction and insight

ÅWhat Works Scotland

ÅCollaborative Action Research (CAR)

ÅCollaborative research work in multi-
agency partnerships

Detail 

1. How CAR can be designed and  
operationalised

2. When and why CAR might be a useful 
approach 

3. What challenges to consider if you are 
already planning on a CAR project 
(and how you might overcome these)



Find out more:

whatworksscotland.ac.uk

@wwscot

PurposeΥ ά¢ƻ use 
evidence to transform 
public services for all 
ƻŦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ 
communities to 
ŦƭƻǳǊƛǎƘέ



Context for WWS

Public policy context 

ÅPublic Service Reform in Scotland

ÅChristie Commission

άtǳōƭƛŎ service providers must be required 
to work much more closely in partnership, 
to integrate service provision and thus 
improve the outcomes they ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜέ

ÅFocus on Community Planning 
Partnerships 

University collaborations 

ÅFunding attached to collaborations

ÅBetween Universities and non-
academic organisations 

ÅAcross institutions 

Å Interdisciplinary and multi-disciplinary

ÅwƛǎŜ ƻŦ ΨYƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ

ÅRise of impact agenda 





Why Collaborative Action Research for WWS? 
Changing notions of:

a) Context. tǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ ƴŜǿ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎΣ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎǿƛŦǘŜǊ 
change, different ways of working; requires research approaches 
embedded in changing service environments

b) Research paradigms. Can CAR reach the parts that other research 
approaches ŎŀƴΩǘΚ .ŜȅƻƴŘ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎΩ ƛƴǘƻ how reforms work; why they 
work. [Christie changed the hardware; CAR may understand software]

c) Impact & knowledge. Break through hierarchical models of knowledge 
generation and transfer ςco-produced, situated knowledge, cross-agency 



Re-wind: foundations of Collaborative 
Action Research 

ÅA research approach - not a research method

ÅBackground

ïFrom 1940s Action Research (Lewin) to Collaborative Action Research 

ïCollaboration: non-researchers, often with support from 
άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎέ

ïAction: involves practitioners/citizens following an action research 
cycle (plan, act, observe, reflect) on a topic of their concern

ïAdopts an inquiring stance; uses critical reflection skills

ïDisrupts the field (unlike ethnography, interviews etc).



ά¢ƘŜ ΨŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜΩ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ 
research places an emphasis on the social, relational and 
interactive aspects ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΧǘƘŜ 
distinctive features of this approach are in the mutual benefit of 
people, with differing but complementary knowledge, skills, 
responsibilities and sometimes social status, working together in 
trying to achieve change in a shared aspect of their work and 
lifeΦέ Townsend (2014; 117)



WWS CAR workstream (set-up)
ÅIn 2014 CPPs applied to work with WWS

ÅFour CPP partners selected (case sites)

ÅMultiple, co-produced CAR groups (PITs) in each 
CPP

Not ŀ ΨƻƴŜ-ƳƻŘŜƭΩ approach:

üDifferent CAR topics proposed by each CPP

üDifferent CPP partners in CAR groups

üDiversity of practitioner experience and 
seniority in CAR groups

Professional researchers involved Jan 15-Dec 16ish 



WWS research

Å1st order: Their inquiries

Å2nd order: Our research- WWS researchers also collecting 
research data on Public Service Reform-in-context. E.g. 

ïHow do public service workers collaborate? 

ïHow do they generate, conceptualise, and use evidence? 

ïHow does governance work in practice? 

ïWhat are we learning about public service/university relationships?

ïWhat helps and hinders spread and sustainability? 



Overview of CAR inquiries ςCPP 1

ÅWelfare ‘hub and spokes’ model (co-location, changed priorities)

ÅWelfare reform and data sharing (influence, data gathering, dialogue across 
professions, challenging assumptions) 

ÅFamily ‘hub and spokes’ model όǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΣ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ŀ 
vision or create a team) 

ÅFamily fun sessions (Sharing learning across localities, critical reflections on 
operationalising, interviews with staff and users)

ÅSchool intervention programme ό/ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ŀ ǘƻǇƛŎΣ ŎƭŀǎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
decisions) 

ÅSchool partnership (focus groups, case study of one school, reflections on improved 
relationships, dialogue between professions) 





Overview of CAR inquiries ςCPP 2

ÅPB evaluation toolkit (exploring international & Scottish evidence; drafting & piloting 
toolkit metrics. Tension: the keen people v. the right people, finalising PB eval toolkit )

ÅPractitioner-produced case studies (evidencing area-ōŀǎŜŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΤ ΨŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘΩ /!wΤ 
ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ e.g. what is a case study?; collaborative support. Two case 
studies completed. Tension: demanding process, voluntarism)

ÅEvaluability Assessment of area-based initiative (multiple public services reviewed and 
clarified theory of change for area-based initiative; WWS facilitated, recommended 
evaluation method. Tension: Is it CAR? )

ÅGlasgow-Fife joint PB fact-finding Paris visit (1st order learning (CPPs): Paris PB model & 
technical aspects; 2nd order learning (WWS): how do public service workers learn on 
international visits?). Three reflective blogs published; new relationships formed. 





What is CAR in multi-agency 
partnerships giving us?

ÅUnderstanding of processes όƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƴ άƻǳǘǇǳǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘέύ

ÅInsights into how practitioners actually see, generate, comprehend, and work 
with  evidence (in practice and in context - unsanitised)

ÅOutcomes of 1st order inquiries make sense to practitioners in their context (shift 
from hierarchical models of knowledge transfer)

ÅtƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ΨŘŜǇǘƘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎ (beyond instrumentalism) 

ÅTrigger for renewed dialogues with policy-makers, researchers, practitioners, 
universities (a. about collaborative approaches, b. about public service reform)

ÅA complementto other research approaches 



Challenging research and  
challenging researchers 

ÅVarious challenges: some specific to particular contexts, others 
more general 

ÅSocial research challenges: Getting in, getting on, getting 
outΧŀƭǎƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǊƻƭŜǎΦ 

ÅPSR challenges

ÅResearch design and ethical challenges 



Getting in

ÅΨDŀǘŜƪŜŜǇƛƴƎΩ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ (multiple layers; ongoing process) 

ÅSelling or conveying CAR is difficult όƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƛŘŜŀύ 

ÅUnderstanding and adapting to local micro-politics όƛǘΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎύ

ÅManaging (mis)representation (of researchers, research 
programme, CAR)

ÅInvesting time with no surety of an output, future involvement, 
project deliverables, academic outputs. 





Getting on
ÅStaff churn and organisational restructuring 

Å²Ƙƻ ƛǎ ΨƭŜŀŘƛƴƎΩΚ ¢Ŝƴǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ

ÅUnevenness of previous practitioner experience with:

ïresearch, universities, collaborative working, critical reflection, 
inquiring stance, group work

ÅaŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ όΨŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ /!wΩύ

ÅIƛƎƘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅ ǘƛƳŜκǎƪƛƭƭǎ ΨǇǳƭƭǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ 

ïmentoring, guiding, organising, knowledge brokering, teaching, 
producing materials, attending meetings, emails and phone-calls



Getting out
Å¢Ǌǳǎǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΚ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀƴ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊΩ ŀƎŀƛƴ 

ÅCAR at point when things are getting going, relationships strong 

ÅPractitioner learning from involvement in the CAR process v. 
producing traditional research output (e.g. final report) ς
synergies/contradictions

ÅImpacts of: restructuring and organisational change during CAR 
work; degree of senior management buy-in (impact on impact)

ÅSharing learning (and using the space to raise strategic issues) 



Opportunities Strains Reflections and advice

Flexible and adaptive to context 
and capacity

Nooutline or plan for people 
to recognise, or trust in 
process, get 
authorisation/permission to 
participate

Investtime in building trust and making 
the role and responsibilities clear at the 
start: Repeat, repeat, repeat! 

Can change existing ways of 
thinking or working

Can cause anxietyfor 
practitioners, involves time 
developing new relationships

Facilitation training,hire facilitators  as 
extra resource. Identify and 
acknowledge pre-conditions required 

Bring together a mix ofvalues and 
views in same work or discussion-
(change and action)

Unevenness of groups and 
between individuals in terms,
Can create large demands on 
researchers

Multiple teaching materials, different 
mediums,develop champions who can 
share information what you are not 
there. Set boundaries

άǎŜŜέ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƭŘleading 
to more informed research into 
reality of public service reform

Timedemands Ensuring ethics and consent coverthis 
ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜǊΩ ǊƻƭŜΦ wŜǇŜŀǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
you are collecting data. 



CAR: learning points for PSR
1. CAR provides a strong model to drive through PSR and develop new evidence-informed, 

cross-public service initiatives.

2. Having time to reflect and plan, using evidence, on policy and practice developments is 
too rare. It is an essential element of CAR and is helpful for practitioners in CPPs. 

3. There is potential for developing cross-CPP Communities of Practice made up of 
professionals that are working on shared topics, concerns, needs or outcomes. 

4. CAR provides the space and opportunity for both public services and third sector CPP 
partners to become learning organisations. 

5. Facts and values - surfacing the ultimate role of public services: using evidence to 
transform public services



Åhttp://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/

Contact us:

ÅHayley Bennett: Hayley.Bennett@ed.ac.uk

ÅRichard Brunner: Richard.Brunner@glasgow.ac.uk
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