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ABSTRACT

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) has not spread rapidly in the UK, and in
the north east of England its growth has been particularly slow. The purpose of this
study was to develop an action research programme into CSA in this location to
discover if it could be animated using a community-based participatory action
research approach and to find out what benefits would accrue to participants of such
a scheme. Participatory action research (PAR) with local collaborators took place
between 2006 and 2009. Some data collection relating to the global CSA movement
continued through to 2011.

The thesis documents how two research groups adapted to restraints and
opportunities to achieve their aims through the iterative cycle of planning, acting,
observing and reflecting. The benefits to participants are understood and analysed in
terms of community development and care theory. The thesis also includes an in-
depth examination of action research and a comprehensive account of the history and
development of CSA.

The distinctive contribution to knowledge is in two regards. First, the use of PAR in
facilitating stakeholder collaboration to develop CSA schemes enables an analysis of
the role of PAR in animating rural development initiatives. Second, the specific
socio-economic characteristics of Weardale mean that this research provides a highly
original and distinctive contribution by examining how PAR might animate local
food initiatives in a deprived area.

The analysis demonstrates how the structure, form and practice of CSA reflect an
ethic of care. PAR also stems from motivations of care and concern and is a search
for knowledge and action that can contribute towards addressing situations that are
deemed to be socially, economically or environmentally unsatisfactory. It is claimed
that, although individual CSAs may focus their attention on achieving their
immediate goals and tasks, nevertheless, CSA contains within it the potential to
effect wider transformational change.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: SETTING THE SCENE

1. INTRODUCTION

This study emerged from a particular set of circumstances involving the coming
together of people, ideas, policy, and interests in 2006. First, there was an increasing
interest amongst academic researchers, policy-makers and practitioners in the
potential for the development of more locally embedded systems of food production
and distribution in the UK (e.g. Defra, 2003a; Winter, 2003). Second, the Centre for
Rural Economy at Newcastle University was undergoing discussions with the
Regional Development Agency (One North East) about research priorities to inform
policy on the future of rural areas, and third, | had recently completed a dissertation
on the feasibility of community supported agriculture (CSA) in Wear Valley
(Charles, 2005). This study identified considerable potential for, and interest in,
CSA, and pointed to the need for a larger programme of action research to facilitate
the development of schemes in the region. So it was that this PhD became a
collaborative CASE studentship, with One North East as the non academic partner.
The approach of community-based participatory action research (PAR) which |
adopted resulted in two collaborative research groups and the establishment of two

initiatives: Growing Together and Weardale CSA (see snapshots).

During the lifetime of the programme there have been considerable changes in the
political, cultural and economic landscapes that have relevance to this study. Most
notably, the change of Government in 2010 resulted in the demise of regionalisation
and the imminent closure of One North East (March 2012). Any anticipated
contribution to regional rural policy strategies therefore became redundant. The
alternative has been to develop a proposal for a follow-on project to stimulate
activity around local food systems more widely by the production of a Sustainable
Local Food Strategy for County Durham. This project received full funding in June
2011 and commenced in November 2011, hosted by Durham Rural Community
Council (where 1 was already employed part-time). Interest in more locally
embedded food systems has continued to rise with enhanced media coverage
bringing food issues more obviously into the public domain covering topics such as

11



Chapter 1 Introduction

genetic modification, rising food prices and food security (see chapter 5, 2.4).
Academic interest continued to grow (e.g. Dowler and Caraher, 2003; Dowler, 2004;
llbery and Watts et al., 2006; Ricketts Hein and llbery et al., 2006; Maye and
Holloway et al., 2007; Maye and llbery, 2007; Kneafsey and Cox et al., 2008) and a
new multi-million lottery funded programme (‘Making Local Food Work’?) provided
a platform for new projects.

CSA is a loosely defined term that encompasses a broad range and scale of agri-food
enterprises founded on direct partnerships between producers and consumers. It is a
membership model, with consumers ‘joining’ a CSA? and committing to a
relationship which, to a greater or lesser extent, represents more than a simple
economic transaction with a producer. The research was driven by a desire to test the
potential for CSA to be animated in the NE region of England and to explore the
benefits it might bring to participants. CSA was slow to develop in the UK as a
whole, but in the North East there was even less activity and knowledge than in other
areas (see chapter 3, 2.2.3). Using the conceptual frame of care theory, | bring
together CSA and action research as ethical caring practices that foreground
relationships, both between people and between people and the non-human world, as
a foundation for action and reflection. CSA can contribute towards developing a
more locally embedded food system, with potentially transformative power, and at
the same time benefit participants by providing them with a means to begin to move
towards a greater degree of food democracy and provide a platform to act upon their

concerns (care) about the conventional food system.

My choice of care theory arose initially from the observation during the early stages
of the research that I was continually making choices about competing loyalties and
practice (chapter 6, 5.3) and that | was framing them as ethical choices. In addition,
once the two research groups were established, | was surprised at the prominence of
care issues in both settings. | began to see the relevance of care theory both to my
PAR practice and to CSA, especially with the emphasis in care theory on situated
knowledge and relationships (Curry, 2002) and the proposition that “caring

1 www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk

2 Although a grammatical anomaly, it has become the convention for a farm adopting the CSA model
to be described as ‘a CSA’.

12
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Chapter 1 Introduction

agricultural systems are context bound, not translocatable. They involve a level of

attentiveness that leads to elegant solutions predicated on the uniqueness of place”

(Curry, 2002, p125).

I also link this work with my professional identity as a community development
practitioner and demonstrate how participating in a CSA project offers opportunities
for personal and local development that meshes with the values and purposes of

community development (chapter 3, 3.3).

In the remainder of this chapter | lay out the aims and objectives of the study,
provide an overview of the UK policy context, and explain the structure of the thesis

as a whole.

2. RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The overall aim of the study was to build upon the results of an MSc feasibility study
(Charles, 2005) and to develop a full-scale action research study into CSA
development in the north of England. The four broad objectives as laid out in the
project proposal were to:

e Examine the development of CSA in the US, Japan, and EU and its early
translation in the UK.

e Trace the development of local/alternative food networks in the North East
region and characterise the strengths and weaknesses of the ‘local food
economy’ within regional development.

e Develop detailed action research activities in County Durham to facilitate local
stakeholder discussion and collaboration around local CSA schemes.

o Reflexively monitor and asses the experience of facilitating CSA schemes in
Durham and review: (i) the transferability of lessons; and (ii) the strengths and

weaknesses of an action research approach.

During the course of the research the emphasis moved towards an understanding of
CSA as ‘caring practice’ that operates within available interstices of hegemonic
discourse, practice and policy, and a broader analysis of CSA and its future potential.

Therefore a modified list of objectives was agreed:

13



Chapter 1 Introduction

e Examine the development and characteristics of CSA in the US, Japan, and EU
and its early translation in the UK (chapter 3).

e Trace the development of local/alternative food networks in the North East
region and characterise the strengths and weaknesses of the ‘local food
economy’ within regional development (chapter 4).

o Develop, critically appraise and reflexively monitor detailed action research
activities in County Durham to facilitate local stakeholder discussion and

collaboration around local CSA schemes (chapters 4, 5 and 6).

The practical question to be answered was: “Given the low level of CSA activity in
the NE, can CSA projects be animated here through an action research approach and
how might participants benefit in this context?” During the course of the research,
many subsidiary questions about specific aspects of the project development were
raised by the research groups as part of the research/action cycle e.g.: How can we
achieve our aims? What land is available? What legal form should our new group
adopt? Should we buy-in produce? How can we overcome adverse weather
conditions? Where will we get finance from? These and other questions were the

drivers of the specific actions taken in each context.

In approaching the third objective (developing action research activities) it was
initially proposed (in a short statement on project criteria and rationale) that in order
to explore a number of different approaches to initiating CSA | would attempt to
develop work with three diverse groups:

a) a community level scheme (small, very local, volunteer run);

b) a farmer-led scheme (an existing farm or group of farms marketing all or part of
production via a CSA) and

¢) a consumer initiated scheme (non-farmers accessing resources, including land and

labour).
The proviso was written in that as AR is a democratic and participatory process the

actual trajectory may diverge from the initial proposal. | explain in chapter 4 how

and why in practice the research came to deviate from this initial suggestion.
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The objectives are met in the study in the following ways:
o situated knowledge gained by the research groups about how to develop CSA
in their particular circumstances;
e adistinctive re-telling of the history and development of AR;
e anew comprehensive account of the global history and development of CSA,;
¢ an analysis of the role of PAR in animating local food initiatives in a deprived
area using the conceptual frame of care theory and identifying links to

community development.

3. THE RESEARCH IN UK POLICY CONTEXT: Relevance and Spaces of
Opportunity

This next section provides an overview of the policy context in which the research
took place. Food production and consumption has implications for many policy
issues, most obviously health and well-being (especially obesity reduction), carbon
emission reductions, and employment. Poor diet contributes to 30-40% of cancers
(World Cancer Research Fund, 1997), and eating the recommended five or more
daily portions of fruit and vegetables helps in preventing Coronary Heart Disease
(Department of Health, 2000). Obesity levels in County Durham (12.8%) are higher
than the North East as a whole (12.3%) and England (9.2%) (Durham County
Council and NHS County Durham, 2010, p139).

The Foot and Mouth Disease outbreak in 2001, although not a direct hazard to
human health, focussed attention on the parlous state of conventional agriculture.
The story hit the front pages of the press and photographs of piles of burning
carcases became a familiar sight in TV and newspaper coverage. At the request of
the Government Sir Donald Curry chaired the Policy Commission on the Future of
Farming and Food (2002) which reported to Government in January 2002. Often
referred to as ‘The Curry Report’, it recommended that ‘reconnection’ should be the
key objective of public policy, including reconnecting “consumers with what they eat
and how it is produced” (p6). It also stated that “one of the greatest opportunities for
farmers to add value and retain a bigger slice of retail price is to build on the public’s

enthusiasm for locally-produced food, or food with a clear regional provenance”
(p43).
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Interest in food policy at national level continued to rise, driven by concerns about
the impact of global warming on food production, the contribution agriculture makes
to greenhouse gas emissions, issues of food safety, diet related health problems, and
uncertainties about longer term food security. This was accompanied by the
appearance of a plethora of publications from think tanks and Government
departments (Lucas and Jones et al., 2006; Cabinet Office, 2008; Defra, 2008;
Midgley, 2008; Ambler-Edwards and Kiff et al., 2009; Bridge and Johnson, 2009;
Midgley, 2009; Steedman and Schultz, 2009). These documents represent a search
for new policies and practice to respond to the multiple environmental, social and
economic forces currently threatening the stability of the food system.

This mood was also reflected by the appointment by the Government of a Council of
Food Policy Advisors, which held its first meeting in January 2009, producing its
first Report in September 2009°. This activity contributed to the production of a
national Food Strategy, Food 2030, in 2010 (HM Government, 2010). The key
policy drivers are identified as climate change and diet related health problems,
particularly obesity, and the vision for 2030 is that consumers will be choosing
healthy, sustainable food produced by profitable, competitive and resilient food
businesses. Reference is made to the mounting interest in self provisioning through
‘grow your own’ projects and activities, and the benefits these can bring in the form
of improved mental and physical health, bringing people together and improving
skills. The positive impact on diets of learning more about how food is produced is
also referred to, and eating foods in season is encouraged. CSAs often incorporate
educational activities into their structures and offer opportunities for practical
growing experience. In addition, by bringing together consumers and producers in
partnership they can educate ‘by default’. The devolved nations of Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland have also produced Food Strategies (The Scottish Government,
2009; DARD. and DETI, 2010; Welsh Assembly Government, 2010). Whilst sharing
some principle goals regarding promoting a sustainable and competitive food
industry, they vary considerably in style and content. The example from Wales takes
the most comprehensive and integrated approach and is likely to provide more
obvious support for the emergence of models such as CSA that are exploring

alternative ways of working within the food system (often referred to as ‘alternative

% http://www.defra.gov.uk/foodfarm/food/policy/council/pdf/cfpa-rpt-090914.pdf
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food networks’ or AFNs). Recipe for Success in Scotland builds on a reputation as a
“land of food and drink” whilst trying to address the paradox of also having “one of
the poorest diet-related health records in the developed world” (p6). The emphasis on
tackling quality, health and well-being, environmental sustainability, and access and
affordability also provides some possible justification for AFN support. The
approach in Northern Ireland has been to encourage the food industry to play a
significant role in policy development and the resulting strategy unsurprisingly has a

narrower focus, with a strong emphasis on economic performance.

The emerging policy is based firmly on a belief in the ability of the open market to
produce food security and fairness (Cabinet Office, 2008) and a strategic move to a
more localised food economy is not featured. However, the efforts of social
enterprises and local groups in working on food issues have not gone unnoticed. The
Cabinet Office Report (ibid) acknowledges that “community engagement on food is
a success story” (p66) and is contributing to tackling some ‘big problems’ through
projects such as food-coops and community allotments. This is echoed in “Food
2030 where access to affordable, healthy food is considered to be being addressed
by “small scale local initiatives, including food distribution charities and community
food growing initiatives” (p13). This policy approach of using local projects to tackle
issues of poverty and poor diet is critiqued by Dowler and Caraher (2003). They
argue that whilst these projects may have real positive impacts at the local level they
should not be used as the main policy instrument for addressing such issues as they
avoid engagement with wider (and more difficult) structural issues. They make the
point that these food projects ‘“continue to exist within a policy framework
dominated by models or ideologies of consumer and individual choice, as opposed to
public health and citizenship approaches” (ibid, p63). With the advent of the
Coalition Government in 2010 it would appear that this policy framework will
become even more focussed on individual choice.* Therefore, in the current political
climate where a more regulated approach is highly unlikely, reliance on innovative
local projects to tackle inadequate or poor diets is likely to grow rather than diminish.
Focussed policy support for growth in the local food sector is unlikely to emanate
from central government, but may be forthcoming from some Local Authorities

concerned with economic regeneration, environmental, and health issues. It is with

* E.g. see http://www.quardian.co.uk/society/2010/jul/07/no-anti-junk-food-laws
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this in mind that the proposal to develop a local food strategy for County Durham

was made.

4. THESIS STRUCTURE

Because action research differs from conventional research in its approach and
overall purpose, action research reports also generally take on a different structure
from more conventional accounts (Stringer, 1999; Herr and Anderson, 2005; McNiff
and Whitehead, 2009). The choice of action research was new to the Centre for Rural
Economy at Newcastle University and a relatively unusual approach for a PhD study
(and still is). Therefore it was deemed appropriate for this study to incorporate a
reasonably detailed exploration of this approach to research (chapter 2). An early
draft of this chapter was condensed by my then Supervisor (Neil Ward) into a
discussion paper (Charles and Ward, 2007).

The thesis is divided into three main sections:
Part 1: Context and Background (chapters 2 and 3);
Part 2: Animating CSAs (chapters 4 and 5); and

Part 3: Analysis and Conclusions (chapters 6 and 7).

Between Parts 1 and 2 I have inserted ‘snapshots’ of the two CSA projects that tell
the key parts of the story simply and in the order that they happened. These are
marked by coloured paper at each end for ease of location and are intended as an aid
to comprehension for the reader that can be referred to at any point during the
reading of the whole. They are illustrated with photographs to give a more intimate
feel and to allow the reader a glimpse of the landscape and people involved.

In Part 1, chapter 2 serves as a literature review of AR and also to bring together the
many and diverse forms and to attempt a simplified typology. Within this | am then
able to locate and name my research as ‘community-based participatory action
research’. Its sometimes problematic relationship with more conventional approaches
is discussed and one section tackles some of the thorny issues that are thrown up by
participatory approaches. Chapter 3 meets the first objective of the research proposal
and provides an original account of the global CSA movement from its inception to
the present day. The conceptualisation of CSA as an expression of an ‘ethic of care’

is introduced in this chapter, and CSA is placed alongside other AFNs as operating
18
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within the interstices of the prevailing discourse, policy and practice. | also consider
its transformative potential, and coming from my perspective as a community
development professional, | interrogate the linkages between CSA and community
development, stating that its potential to contribute to the restoration of agency to
local communities provides a strong link to the values and practice of community

development.

Part 2 presents the detailed narrative account of the PAR process and its results. To
provide a picture of the local context, chapter 4 begins with an examination of local
food networks in north-east England (the second research objective) and | proffer
some explanations for the relative lack of AFNs (including CSAS) in the region. The
key stages of the research are then covered explaining the processes and choices that
were made and why. Chapter 5 then examines in more detail the factors that helped
or hindered the development of the projects and critically reflects on their

significance.

In Part 3 the research is analysed and conclusions drawn. Chapter 6 presents an
analysis of the research through the lens of care theory, an approach to ethics that
places relationships at the core of moral reasoning. Food production and
consumption are inherently bound up with ethical choices and CSA can be
conceptualised as an attempt to engage with ethical issues in the food system. PAR is
also a value laden approach that requires a care-full and reflexive attitude if it is not
to be manipulative rather than emancipatory. It is unsurprising, therefore, that ethical
dilemmas form a central topic of concern for this study. CSA is portrayed as ethical
‘caring practice’ in its form, structure and practice and PAR as having an ontological
and epistemological orientation of care. The topic of unequal power relations is dealt
with here and | examine some specific ethical issues relating to the research process.
Finally, chapter 7 brings together the insights from the research and discusses their
implications for CSA research and practice. The process of doing an action research
PhD is discussed and some criteria for evaluating the quality and validity of the
research are broached.

Any form of participatory research undertaken in collaboration with academic

institutions will raise the thorny issue of participation in the interpretation and
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documentation of the research, and this is widely discussed in the literature (e.g.
Stringer, 1999; Herr and Anderson, 2005). The ideal for PAR is considered to be co-
ownership and production, but in practice this is probably rarely achieved, as
participants are understandably less interested in this aspect because the rewards of
this endeavour are largely for the researcher and research institution. Alternative
forms of representation are sometimes used such as video, policy papers, or posters,
aimed at a non-academic audience and participants are likely to have more
involvement in these representations. When the research is part of a PhD study
however it has to be accepted that the main work of documentation in the form of the
thesis will be the researcher’s alone, and that therefore there exists an inevitable
hierarchy and distinction of roles. Whilst this might not meet the ideal | consider it
not to be insurmountable as long as it is understood by all participants. In practice |
have not found it to be a problem for anyone involved. | have tried to mitigate this
lack of involvement in representation by including participants in presentations about
their projects and by making my writing available to them for comment and
feedback. They have also been free to present material themselves if they wish, and
Tony from Weardale CSA, for example, gave a presentation about CSA to a local
agricultural society with my only involvement being to provide him with some of my
existing PowerPoint slides. Klocker (2012) dealt with this issue by conceptualising
“two separate, but overlapping, bodies of work™ (p155) by distinguishing between
the shared PAR project and its practical outcome, and the thesis project, for which
she alone was responsible. Nevertheless, | agree with Klocker (ibid) that the
collaborative nature of the research relationship must necessarily result in a different
style of writing, one which reflects the collaborative nature of the research process
and is careful to convey the ‘voice’ of participants and acknowledge their status as

co-researchers. | hope that is what | have achieved in this instance.
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5. THE MEANING OF ‘LOCAL FOOD®

CSA is part of a wider family of ‘local food’ initiatives that, at the most basic level,
shorten the distance between production and consumption. Local food is a fuzzy and
highly contested term however, and contingent on a number of factors including
geography, population distribution, and identity with a specific place. Therefore it is
necessary to focus attention on this term in a little more detail to explain how it is

used in the text.

Local food is a popular term in the UK but there are as yet no nationally agreed
criteria that define precisely what a ‘local food” product is. There is a measure of
consensus around the need for a clearer definition, but reservations about negative
effects if this was not flexible and pragmatic (Defra, 2003a). In the UK, the terms
‘local food networks and links’ are often used, emphasising the social and economic
ties between food system actors and allowing for a range of formal and informal
interactions. In the US, the term ‘local food systems’ is more prevalent. ‘Systems’
implies a comprehensive view, and practitioner-researchers often discuss local food
systems in terms of sustainability goals across environmental, economic and social
arenas (Feenstra, 1997). As is the case in the UK, the term as yet has no legal
definition (Martinez and Hand et al., 2010).

A distinction has been made between ‘local food’ and ‘locality food’. The former is
food that is produced and consumed within a given geographical area, and the latter
is food that has a specific geographical provenance (e.g. Welsh Lamb, Cornish Ice
Cream) but can be marketed anywhere (Policy Commission on the Future of Farming
and Food, 2002; Action for Market Towns, 2002). Allen and FitzSimmons et al
(2003) describe this as two understandings of ‘locality’ (p64). Defra (2003b) add the
concept of quality (“exceeding the legal minimum requirements in some aspects of
production” (pl)) to the definition of locality food. There is clearly an overlap
between ‘locality’ and ‘local’ food when locality food is also marketed locally. The

National Association of Farmers’ Markets specify recommended distances

® Material in this section appears in a co-authored book chapter:
Hinrichs, C. and Charles, L. (2012) 'Local Food Systems and Community Development in Rural UK
and America', in Shucksmith, M., Brown, D., Shorthall, S., Vergunst, J. and Warner, M.(eds.) Rural

Transformations and Rural Policies in the UK and US. New York: Routledge.
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depending on context (30/50/100 miles). Some schemes use other geographical
markers  such as  County  boundaries to  define local (e.0.

www.directfromdorset.co.uk).

The issue becomes more complex when additional non-geographic criteria are
introduced. Two distinct features of local food have been identified (Defra, 2003a).
First, a short-chain food system, relates to the geographic criteria above. Second, “a
way of delivering a range of social, environmental and economic benefits” (p85)
summarises the additional features often associated with the local food sector. Some
commentators consider a more useful terminology to be ‘sustainable food’, defined
by Sumberg as “food associated with high levels of well-being, social justice,
stewardship and system resilience” (2009, p2), where proximity of production and
consumption is just one element in a more holistic approach. This is the approach
taken by Sustain, the Alliance for Better Food and Farming®.

I generally use the term ‘local food’ in this text to refer to food that is grown or
reared by the seller and primarily sold directly to consumers living within a distance
that they would normally travel to purchase food (e.g. farmers’ markets, farm shops,
box schemes run by independent growers), processed foods (e.g. bread, cakes,
preserves, cheese) sold in this way that use mainly locally sourced ingredients, or
food which is grown largely by consumers themselves (community allotments, city

farms).

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS

This research arose out of a particular, situated set of circumstances. Its evolution
was played out against the broader context of a rapidly changing external
environment, changes that on the whole resulted in an increasing interest in issues
pertaining to food systems. The research has left a legacy of two small CSA
initiatives and a follow-on project to develop a sustainable local food strategy for
County Durham.

® www.sustainweb.org
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Care theory is the conceptual frame that provides the scaffolding for the thesis. It is a
lens through which both CSA and PAR are viewed, placing relationships at the core

of both theory and practice.
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CHAPTER 2

ACTION RESEARCH

Action research ... can help us build a better, freer society.
(Greenwood and Levin, 1998, p3)

1. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the history and practice of action research
(AR) in order to gain a clearer understanding of where it has come from, what
essential characteristics define it and set it apart, and how it has emerged as an

important approach to social science research.

First, | trace the origins of AR and identify the influential philosophical traditions,
origins in practice, and the sometimes difficult relationship with more traditional
approaches to social science. | then undertake an overview of the main forms of AR
and attempt to consolidate these into three ‘wide and deep’ strands based on the
context and purpose of the practice. | then position and name my own research
within this typology as ‘community-based participatory action research’. Having
explored the diversity of origins and practice | move on to ask what are the essential
features of AR and how it is defined and explained. Finally I address some of the

more problematic issues thrown up by the AR approach.

AR is an umbrella term covering a variety of approaches to research but having a
single idea at its heart: that the research should be directed at achieving some form of
social, economic or organisational change. It has two key features. First, it is action-
oriented and is underpinned by the belief that “the study of society is not worth the
trouble if it does not help its members to grasp the meaning of their lives and to
move to action for progress, peace and prosperity for all” (Fals Borda, 1995, p6).
Second, it is participatory and thus involves researchers working with and for
research subjects. It has been described as “a diverse and often divergent set of

practices centered on putting social research to use for democratic social change”
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(Greenwood and Levin, 1998). In essence, AR is value based and therefore tends to

have a more overt political and often emancipatory purpose.

There has been increasing interest in AR over the past two decades (e.g. Reason and
Bradbury, 2001a; Pain, 2003; Dick, 2009; and see comments in Dick, 2011). A
simple search of the Web of Science’ provides a simple illustration of the

exponential growth of the AR literature:

Table 1: The growth of AR Literature

WEB OF SCIENCE dates NUMBER OF DOCUMENTS
1970 -1979 106
1980 — 1989 151
1990 — 1999 762
2000 - 2009 2,465

The rising trend accelerated in the second half of the 1990s, with 531 of the total of
762 documents appearing post 1995. According to the Institute of Development
Studies at the University of Sussex “the 1990s may become known as the decade of
participatory development” because of “an explosion of participatory methods™®.
Chambers (2006) makes a similar observation and both sources remark on the spread
of participatory rhetoric and methods from Non-Governmental Organisations
(NGOs) to Government and donor organisations at multiple levels. In his regular
reviews of AR literature (e.g. 2009; 2011) Dick remarks on the continuing growth of
AR literature, including special issues of journals devoted to AR or participatory

research, a growth that he describes as ‘explosive’ in his latest review (Dick, 2011).

" The Web of Science is an online academic database
(http://thomsonreuters.com/products_services/science/science products/a-z/web_of science/). Search

conducted 17/10/11.
8

www.ids.ac.uk/ids/particp/research/index.html accessed 13/10/06
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2. ORIGINS, ROOTS, AND BRANCHES

Accounts of the history of AR paint a complex picture of multiple origins and
influences that have emerged in different geographical, historical, political and
intellectual spaces. The focus of the histories often differs according to the tradition
of the author (e.g. educational AR, AR in industry, emancipatory AR). More recently
there have been attempts to compose a more holistic account (Greenwood and Levin,
1998; Reason and Bradbury, 2001b). One point of agreement is that there is no
definitive narrative (Masters, 1995; Greenwood and Levin, 1998; Stringer, 1999;
Reason and Bradbury, 2001b; Herr and Anderson, 2005) and no one person or group
can lay claim to being the sole architect of this approach. It is possible, however, to
identify some key philosophical and theoretical underpinnings and also some
moments in time when a particular event, person or movement had a distinctive
influence in the story of the growth of AR. One such person who is frequently cited
in the literature on the origins of AR is Kurt Lewin, a social psychologist working in
the US in the 1940s. It is not clear that he was the first to use the term AR (as some
claim) but he represents the first example of the development of an AR programme

that is well documented.

Greenwood and Levin (1998) explain the absence of any generally agreed story of
the development of AR by the fact that the practice of AR is both multi-disciplinary
and takes place in a plethora of organisations and practice contexts (e.g. social
services, health, international development, industry). As might be expected, this
results in limited cross sector sharing of information with AR practitioners reading
different literatures. This situation may have improved with publications such as The

Handbook of Action Research (Reason and Bradbury, 2001a).

The picture is further complicated by the terminology for the various branches of AR
not always being consistent so that, for example, a reference to Participatory Action
Research may equate to a reference to Participatory Research or Collaborative
Action Research. Some practitioners have introduced terminology to describe their
own particular practice, for example, Community-Based Action Research (Stringer,
1999) and Pragmatic Action Research (Greenwood and Levin, 1998). This trend has

continued according to Dick who recently commented on the growing number of
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labels for participatory research (Dick, 2011). Whilst helpful in clarifying a stance
and to separate a particular praxis out from the crowded arena, this tendency to
individualise approaches by nomenclature does not assist in constructing an agreed

taxonomy.

Reason and Bradbury (2001b) record diverse origins for AR from philosophy, social
science, psychotherapy, critical theory, systems theory, education, spiritual practices,
critique of positivism, feminisms, indigenous cultures, liberationist thought, and
complexity theory. | briefly consider below some of the roots most commonly cited
in the literature. | have structured this account in three sections, dealing with
philosophical roots, origins in practice, and lastly looking at the relationship of AR to
conventional social science. The split between philosophical and practical origins is
purely functional and there are many overlaps.

2:1 Philosophical roots

A number of key themes appear repeatedly in the literature. These can be associated
with the writings of particular scholars or appear as a common thread found in the
writings of many authors. For example, a concern with the nature of democracy is
found in the works of John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, Jiirgen Habermas, and Paulo Freire,
and the imperative that research should not be just about finding out about society,
but about doing something to improve it appears in Critical Theory, and the writings

of John Dewey and Fals Borda.

Greenwood and Levin (1998) place great emphasis on pragmatic philosophy as a rich
source of inspiration for AR. They cite the work of John Dewey (1859-1952) in the
1920s as being of special relevance. Dewey’s ideas are also frequently associated
with AR in educational settings. Dewey studied with the American philosopher
Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) who is widely regarded as the founder of
pragmatic philosophy. Dewey was an academic who had a lengthy career as an
educator, psychologist, and philosopher. He was a Professor of Philosophy at the
University of Chicago, and later at Columbia University, and promoted his pragmatic
principles in professional philosophical journals and applied them in social and

educational settings. Pragmatism has been defined as:
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a method of philosophy in which the truth of a proposition is measured by its
correspondence with experimental results and by its practical outcome ... (it)
stands opposed to doctrines that hold that truth can be reached through
deductive reasoning from a priori grounds and insists on the need for
inductive investigation and constant empirical verification of hypotheses.
(The Columbia Encyclopaedia 6th Ed, 2001-05)

This idea provides the underpinning theory for the research/action cycle (plan,
observe, act, reflect), versions of which are common to all forms of AR, and a
rationale for the practical outcome of AR being used as a test for validity. In
particular, Dewey’s concern for participative democracy and the generation of
knowledge by all members of society through action and experimentation provides a
foundation for the AR approach. He believed that the subject for philosophy should
be the ‘problems of men’ and that a worthwhile philosophy should be practical
(Gouinlock, 2000). The emphasis on study that seeks to solve common problems sits
comfortably with the goals of AR which strives to achieve positive change in the

lives of research participants.

The work of Paulo Freire (1921-1997) is widely recognised as being influential in the
development of the AR movement. Freire worked in the field of adult education,
particularly with illiterate and disenfranchised classes. He began his career as a
progressive educator in his native Brazil, receiving his Doctorate in 1959. His
thinking was strongly influence both by Marx, and by the writings of Catholic
intellectuals (Collins, undated); he had no difficulties in reconciling the political
philosophy of Marx with his Catholic faith. Following the military coup in 1964 he
was arrested and imprisoned on account of his literacy work with the rural poor, and
forced into exile. He worked for five years with adult literacy programmes in Chile
before being invited to become visiting Professor at the Center for Studies in
Education and Development at Harvard (1969-70). He then moved to Geneva to
work for the World Council of Churches. During this time he travelled widely,
lecturing and advising Majority World® governments. He returned to Brazil in 1980.

%I use the term ‘Majority World’ to refer to countries where technological and industrial development
is poor in comparison to the industrialised nations. These countries have a high Human Poverty Index
(HPI) and low Human Development Index (HDI). They were traditionally referred to as the ‘Third

World’ but alternative terms such as the Global South, developing countries, and the Majority World
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Freire developed an educational methodology designed to enable previously illiterate
people to understand and articulate a critical view of the world. He refers to a process
of ‘conscientiza¢@o’, which involves learning to understand one’s social, political,
and economic context and taking action related to this knowledge (Freire, 1972). He
maintains that knowledge and action are both necessary for transformation to occur
and he argues strongly for the right of everyone to be able to participate in the
process of transformation, and to be heard and respected. His work inspired the
growth of the Participatory Research movement in Latin America (Herr and
Anderson, 2005), an overtly political and emancipatory approach which viewed

research as being closely linked to social action.

Some of his ideas that have particular relevance to AR are articulated in his best
known book, ‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’, first published in 1970. He believed that
the ‘ontological and historical vocation’ of men and women is ‘to be more fully
human’ (Freire, 1972, pp 40-41) and that a pedagogy which could help oppressed
people to regain their humanity ‘must be forged with, not for,” them (ibid, p33). This
resonates with the methodology of AR being research with, not on, people. He
emphasised the importance of both reflection and action, and the necessity for the
oppressed to actively participate in the process through dialogue, rather than be given
information (‘education’) by well-meaning outsiders. This insistence that knowledge
and understanding must be created with people and not imparted to them (“co-
intentional education’ ibid, p56) underpins the AR approach to the co-production of
knowledge by participants and researcher. Similarly, the idea that subjectivity and
objectivity are in a ‘constant dialectical relationship’ (ibid, p 35) and are both
necessary for transformative action, supports this relationship between researcher

and participant.

Critical theory also provides a strong theoretical foundation for AR in general, and in
particular to a strand named Action Science. Critical theory was initially developed
by a group of philosophers, sociologists, social psychologists and cultural critics
working at the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt, established in 1922, and

became known as the ‘Frankfurt School of critical theory’. Critical theory disputed

have come into use. | choose the latter term as it reflects the distribution of population (approx. 80%
in the Majority World).
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the objective, value free stance of the empirical approach to social science and
argued for recognition of the role of values and beliefs. It proposed that the objective
of theory should be not only to develop understanding of the social world, but also to
offer practical ways of improving it in order to promote human flourishing
(Finlayson, 2005).

Jurgen Habermas (1929 - ) is a prominent member of the second generation of the
Frankfurt school and is frequently cited as an influential theorist for AR. He built on
the work of the first generation and he has produced a large volume of
interdisciplinary work. Herr and Anderson (2005) draw attention to his publication
‘Knowledge and Human Interests’ (1971) in which he argues that knowledge
production is always driven by human interest and that they cannot be separated.
They consider that this theory can contribute to “guarding against the potential for
AR to unreflectively reproduce current practices” (p27). This tendency is most likely
to occur in settings where the researcher is positioned within his/her own
organisation, or is employed by the organisation with which he/she is working. The
need to un-mask taken for granted assumptions is central to Action Science as
developed by Chris Argyris. Action Science gives importance to ‘theories-in-use’,
described as “strategies of unilateral control, self-protection, defensiveness, covering
up” of which users are largely unaware (Argyris, 1991, p86). Argyris argues that
these strategies can serve to undermine attempts to implement change arising out of

research if they are not addressed.

There is much evidence to suggest that during the final quarter of the twentieth
century and up to the present day, the most influential philosophical perspective
underpinning AR is postmodernism. This could possibly account for the growth of
AR in the 1990s as postmodernism took root in society more widely. In David
Harvey’s analysis of postmodernism (Harvey, 1980) he acknowledges that it is a
contested term, as is modernism itself. However, modernism is generally associated
with positivistic, rationalistic linear progress and seeks unifying truths, regarding
impermanence and fragmentation as a necessary stage in the transition to a better
world produced by the application of reason and science. Postmodernism on the
other hand rejects any idea of a unifying theory or narrative and embraces

fragmentation, heterogeneity, the ephemeral and chaotic and accepts this “as if that is
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all there is” (p44). Harvey also comments on the re-emergence of pragmatic
philosophy as being linked to the development of postmodern thought. In a world

with no unified theory pragmatism becomes “the only possible philosophy of action”

(p52).

Harvey locates the emergence of postmodernism in the early 1970s, with the counter
cultural movements of the 1960s being a forerunner. This parallels significant
activity in AR during the same period. Fals Borda, describing the developments in
Participatory AR (PAR) at the time, comments that “With the advantage of hindsight
we can now say that we somehow anticipated postmodernism” (Fals Borda, 2001,
p28). New research approaches being explored in this context were questioning
accepted meta-narratives and allowing the inclusion of multiple perspectives and
voices. Reason and Bradbury (2001) also trace the link between AR and
postmodernism. In particular they draw attention to the complex web of linkages and
diverse origins from both theory and practice that AR has drawn upon and conclude
that “In its refusal to adopt one theoretical perspective it can be seen as an expression

of a post-modern sentiment” (p3).

Although postmodernism by its very nature is almost impossible to clearly define
there are some key aspects that do seem conducive to the creation of a climate in
which AR can flourish. The undermining of the positivist worldview with its clear
distinction between subject and object and pursuit of universal laws and unifying
theories opens the way for AR’s participatory approach, which is inclusive of local
and contextual knowledge and perspectives. Another strong theme within the
postmodernist perspective is its concern with ‘Otherness’ and the importance of
understanding difference. Harvey describes this as “the most liberative and therefore
most appealing aspect of postmodern thought” (op cit, p47). Whereas modernism
attempts to find a unified voice for all groups, postmodernism respects the right for
diverse groups to have a voice of their own and for that voice to be accepted as
legitimate. This is the pluralistic view of postmodernism that does not demand
consensus. In many types of AR the voices of marginalised, oppressed, or under-
represented groups are sought as part of the research process. In these ways AR and

postmodernism sit comfortably together.
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Whilst postmodernism has enabled decentring of hegemonic ideas and thereby
legitimised a whole raft of diverse voices, the downside of this in my view, has been
the creation of a philosophical void, with no framework upon which to secure ideas
and constructs. | share the concern expressed by Reason and Bradbury (2001b) that
“the deconstructive postmodern sentiment will exacerbate, rather than heal, the
modern experience of rootlessness and meaninglessness” (p6). They assert that
despite the abandonment of the grand narrative, all thinking is based on a worldview,
which in the case of postmodernism is the metaphor of the world as text. They
proceed to propose an alternative “participatory worldview” that attempts to bridge
the gap between positivist science and postmodern deconstructivism by embracing
the existence of an external reality but accepting that this is necessarily subject to a

process of interpretation which is culturally constructed.

Having explored some of the philosophical grounds for AR | now consider the work

of some early practitioners.

2:2 Origins in Practice

The work of the social psychologist Kurt Lewin (1890-1947) gives us the first well
documented example of the development of an AR programme. Histories of AR in
the industrial West all refer to his work as foundational. Burnes (2004) (2004) quotes
Edgar Schein:

There is little question that the intellectual father of contemporary theories of
applied behavioural science, action research and planned change is Kurt
Lewin ... (p978).

Some scholars question the assumption that Lewin was the originator of the term
‘action research’ (e.g. Neilsen, 2006; Bradbury Huang H., 2010), referring to an
article by John Collier published in Social Research in 1945, a year before Lewin’s
first publication.'® Lewin grew up as a Jew in Germany in a climate of hostile anti-
semitism and this undoubtedly influenced his subsequent choice of study and work.

He was awarded a Doctorate at the University of Berlin in 1916 but when Hitler was

10 Lewin, K., 1946, Action research and minority problems. In G. W. Lewin (Ed.), Resolving social

conflicts (pp. 201-216). New York: Harper and Row. For a discussion of this issue, see Neilsen, 2006.
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elected as Chancellor in 1933 he moved to America, first to Cornell University, and
then in 1935 to the University of lowa where he remained for 10 years. It was during
this time that he developed his work in Field Theory, Group Dynamics, Action
Research, and the 3-step model for change. His main interest was conflict resolution,
especially in regard to the problems faced by minority groups. He held strong views
about democracy and believed that in order to prevent social conflict, democratic
values must penetrate all levels of society (Burnes, 2004). According to Burnes (ibid)
Lewin’s work on AR is closely linked to his other areas of work, all of which are
concerned with implementing change. He used his work on Field Theory to identify
the external forces that are working on a group. His ground breaking work on group
dynamics, which examined how the group shaped the behaviour of its members, was
used to understand the behaviour of group members. He recognised that for change
to occur there needs to be ‘felt need’, a realisation that change is necessary. In this he
was influenced by the Gestalt school of psychology “which stresses that change can
only successfully be achieved by helping individuals to reflect on and gain new
insights into the totality of their situation” (Burnes, 2004, p984). He produced a
theory and practice of AR that included the now well rehearsed iterative spiral of
‘plan, act, observe and reflect’, which could be used by groups to undertake their
own research and solve their own problems within their real-life situations (McNiff,
1988). According to Greenwood and Levin (1998) Lewin’s work is foundational in
three significant ways. He introduced the practice of knowledge production in real-
life situations, created a new role for the researcher (from distant observer to
involved participant), and developed criteria for judging theory based upon its ability

to deliver solutions to problems in real-life situations.

In the US his ideas were taken up and used by external consultants paid for by
commercial companies. In this context it was used as a positivist approach and lost
the fundamental goals of democracy and participation and was instead a tool for
organisational development in the interest of the powerful (Herr and Anderson,
2005). In the UK Lewin was very influential post World War 1l in the work of the
Tavistock Institute of Human Relations, which adopted AR and committed to
undertaking experiments in real-(work) life settings. They co-operated with a
Norwegian academic on an experiment in industrial democracy which closely

followed Lewin’s approach, the results of which challenged the dominant Tayloristic
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scientific management system. Although this project had a strong participatory and
democratic dimension these elements did not survive in the long term either in
Norway or in other countries where the industrial democracy ideas were taken up
(Greenwood and Levin, 1998). The political and cultural climate for a real

flourishing of AR was not yet present.

AR in the UK was invigorated in the 1970s by Lawrence Stenhouse working in the
field of educational research at the University of East Anglia. He advocated and
promoted the idea of ‘teacher as researcher’ as opposed to the conventional model of
research being undertaken by the outside expert. He believed that teachers were best
placed to judge their own practice and as a consequence he valued their
interpretations of their own practice above that of an external researcher. He
proposed that research undertaken by teachers could improve their educational
practice. His work influenced that of subsequent workers in the field of educational

action research who refined and developed his initial ideas (McNiff, 1988).

Changing approaches to worker participation in decision making in industry and
agriculture are observed by Whyte (1991a) to be another source of growth in AR. In
industry he cites the introduction of worker participation in improving quality of
work life in the 1960s followed by participatory methods used in the 1980s to solve
problems of efficiency and production. According to Whyte, the change in approach
to agricultural development work in the Majority World started later but grew faster.
Robert Chambers describes the development of Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) in the
1970s (Chambers, 1983) and the subsequent development and spread of Participatory
Rural Appraisal (PRA) in the late 1980s (Chambers, 1993). Chambers describes
RRA as a method that is “fairly-quick-and-fairly-clean” (1983, p199). It moves away
from the conventional approaches of extensive survey or intensive anthropology in
favour of an approach that will produce timely, useful information that can be
utilised by policy makers and practitioners. When faced with the problems of the
rural poor in the Majority World the need for easily accessible, up to date
information was regarded by RRA practitioners as more important than sticking
rigidly to conventional research methodologies. In the late 1980s the use of the word
‘participatory’ began to be used to describe some RRA projects in India and Kenya.

The term ‘Participatory Rural Appraisal’ soon appeared and spread quickly,
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especially in Southern Asia (Chambers, 1993). The key difference between RRA and
PRA is the extent to which the local rural population produces, analyses and owns
the information. In his writings Chambers (1983; 1993) challenges the hegemony of
research directed by the rich and powerful, supports a multidisciplinary or pluralist
approach, and advocates for research that involves the rural poor as participants in
the production of knowledge. Although he does not use the terminology of AR, the
ideas he develops have a strong resonance with AR thinking. In a more recent
publication (Chambers, 2006) he says that the term ‘Appraisal’ is no longer
appropriate as PRA should not be a one-off event and should be about a lot more
than appraisal. He supports the change in usage in Pakistan where PRA has come to
mean ‘Participation — Reflection — Action’. He defines PRA and Participatory
Learning and Action (PLA) as:

a growing family of approaches, methods, attitudes, behaviours and
relationships to enable and empower people to share, analyse and enhance
their knowledge of life and conditions, and to plan, act, monitor, evaluate
and reflect. (ibid, p3) (my emphasis)

The correspondence with Lewin’s spiral of ‘plan, act, observe, and reflect’ is clear.

In parallel to the growth in RRA and PRA and activity in the US and UK, the 1970s
saw the growth of an emancipatory, activist, Participatory Action Research (PAR)
movement in Latin America and some other countries in the Majority World.
According to Maclure (1991) PAR emerged in the Majority World context in order
to “make development assistance more responsive to the needs and opinions of local
people” (p190). Fals Borda (2001) traces the origins of AR in Latin America to a
growing concern amongst academics in the 1970s about the living conditions in

communities. This concern had a strongly political flavour:

We took it for granted that these conditions were produced by the spread of
capitalism and universalistic modernization which were destroying the
culture and biophysical texture of rich and diverse social structures well
known and dear to us. (p27)

A radical critique of social theory and practice emerged that abandoned the
remoteness of academia, and some people left the traditional academic institutions
altogether. A research agenda arose that was focused on local and regional problems,
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was participatory, and had action as its end result. The publication of Paulo Freire’s
‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’ in 1970 was also an influential factor. The movement
was critical of a science that was capable of putting men on the moon but could not
tackle the issues of poverty and injustice, and believed that knowledge production
was needed for the poor as much as for economic improvements: science was seen to

be “in need of a moral conscience” (Fals Borda, 2001, p29).

Table 2 highlights some of the key influential people, events and institutions in the
history of AR. This illustrates how in the 1970s there was increased networking and
collaboration between people actively engaged in participatory research methods
culminating in the First World Symposium of AR in Cartagena, Columbia in April
1977. Since that time eleven further Symposiums have been held in various locations
around the globe, with the most recent held in August 2006 in the Netherlands. The
gathering at Cartagena provided a new impetus for the worldwide spread of AR (Fals
Borda, 2001) as indicated in the table by the number of organisations adopting
participatory approaches in the 1970s. In his account of the Majority World origins
of participatory research Fals Borda describes 1970 as ‘a crucial year’ (Fals Borda,
2001, p27) for a group of ‘concerned scholars’ who were beginning to question
conventional social theory and practice: “Our conceptions of Cartesian rationality,
dualism and ‘normal’ science were challenged, as we could not find answers or
support from universities and other institutions which had formed us professionally”
(p27). He provides examples of how during this year efforts to create new alternative
institutions and ways of doing research and action that were more locally focussed
were taking place independently in different locations in the Majority World: “It was
like telepathy induced by the urgency for understanding the tragic, unbalanced world
being shaped, and by the stimulation of recent revolutions” (p28). The political,
cultural, social and economic climate of the time was influential in the growth of AR
in the 1970s, as | believe it to be in the present day also. As Herr and Anderson point
out “what constitutes valid ways of creating knowledge will vary” in “different times
and in different social contexts” (Herr and Anderson, 2005, p10) and the emergence

of emancipatory approaches to research from the Majority World is not surprising.

Budd Hall (first International Co-ordinator of the International Participatory
Research Network (IPRN), 1977 — 1980) describes how as a visiting fellow at the
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Institute of Development Studies at the University of Sussex in 1974 — 75 he
discovered researchers in other countries were also developing participatory
approaches (Hall, 2005). Similarly, Fals Borda discovered that “we were not alone in
this practical struggle for social transformation” in the 1970s (Fals Borda, 2001,
p30). It would appear that at this time there was both a growth in participatory
research approaches and that the people involved were finding each other and
developing networks and communication channels which solidified into the IPRN
and the ongoing world symposiums. Reflecting on this process in the time period
between 1970 and 2005 Budd Hall observes that:

Participatory research and its sister concept participatory action research
have in the past 15 years been taken up in many universities around the
world both as a teaching subject and as a research method for graduate
studies. One might say that, participatory research has come “in from the
cold”, that it has come in from the margins to become an accepted member
of the academic family. (Hall, 2005, p2)

He argues that the best evidence for this was the publication of the Handbook of
Action Research (Reason and Bradbury, 2001a) which encompasses both streams of
AR.
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Table 2: Key Institutions, Events and Influences in the history of AR

Date Event/Institution Key Influences
19™ Century Hegel
Marx
1920s John Dewey
1940s Tavistock Institute (UK) Kurt Lewin
1960s Civil unrest Lawrence Stenhouse
Student riots
Michel Foucault
1969 Community  Studies course starts, University of | Postmodernism
California, Santa Cruz
1970s Paulo Freire
Jurgen
1976 International Participatory Research Network, Toronto Habermas/Frankfurt
School  of  critical
theory
1977 Collaborative AR Network, Manchester Metropolitan
University Orlando Fals
Borda/Majority World
1978 First World Symposium of AR, Cartagena, Columbia | PAR
1979 European Association of Development Research and
Training (EADI) adopted PR
UN Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD)
started series of studies on People’s Participation
Research Committee on Social Practice and Social
Transformation of the International Sociological
Association opened section on PR.
P(A)R centres established in e.g. Toronto, New Delhi,
Colombo, Santiago, Caracas, Amsterdam (Fals Borda,
2001)
1980 Teaching at Universities started, including Bath (UK),
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Deakin (Australia), Cornell (USA), Dar-es-Salaam
(Tanzania) (Fals Borda, 2001)

Society for International Development (SID) organised an

International Group for Grassroots Initiatives

1993 World Bank formed a Participatory Development Group

Centre for AR in Professional Practice, Bath Uni.

Participatory AR Network website (sponsored by Cornell
Participatory AR Network)

2001 Publication of the Handbook of AR (Reason and
Bradbury, 2001a)

2:3 Action research and traditional social science

AR challenges many of the basic assumptions and values of traditional social science
(Herr and Anderson, 2005; Bradbury Huang H., 2010). The critique of positivism
that gave rise to grounded theory and interpretivism is well documented (e.g. Denzin
and Lincoln, 2003) and AR can be viewed as one branch of this post-modern genre.
The most distinctive challenge is epistemological. All types of AR involve some
level of co-production of knowledge by both participants and professional
researchers. It is explicitly not research done on people, but with them (Herr and
Anderson, 2005). The inclusion and recognition of local and tacit knowledge as part
of the research process challenges the concept of the ‘researcher-as-expert’. It
questions the assumptions about who can do research, taking it beyond the realm of
the professional academic. This is well illustrated from the development of AR in
education. The traditional approach to professional development for teachers was one
of linear transfer of knowledge from the academic, outside researcher. A criticism of
this approach is that sole dependence on academic educational theory can result in
knowledge that is divorced from practice (Whitehead, 1988). The 1980s saw a shift
in emphasis towards a more teacher-centred approach, which encourages teachers to
undertake a form of self-reflective inquiry in order to improve their own practice —
the ‘teacher as researcher’ model of AR (McNiff, 1988). The validation of local
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knowledge is also most obvious in the forms of AR associated with the writings of
Freire and the PAR and emancipatory AR movement, which explicitly challenge the

idea that local problems can be solved by outside experts (Herr and Anderson, 2005).

The role of the researcher in AR differs from that in traditional social science
research in two fundamental respects. In AR the researcher becomes a co-participant
to a greater or lesser extent because the research participants are either fully in
control, or have a shared input into the process (Herr and Anderson, 2005). The
researcher may have specialist expertise and knowledge but his/her role is not as
‘expert’” but more as a facilitator and ‘resource person’ (Stringer, 1999). In addition,
in mainstream social science, research and action take place separately, with any
change in policy or practice as a result of the research process being undertaken by
practitioners; the researcher does not get involved in linking research to action
(Whyte, 1991a). In AR there is no such distinction and the researcher is involved,

together with participants, in the spiral of planning, acting, observing and reflecting.

Stringer (1999) criticises the gap between theory and practice in conventional
research and questions the usefulness of generalised theories in addressing local
problems and situations. He argues that because these theories are not applicable to
all individual circumstances (i.e. they have “probabilistic implications for specific
cases” pxi), they have limited use to the grassroots practitioner. They are useful in
explaining social change on the macro level but a different, more locally situated,

form of knowledge is required to address the detail of lived-out situations.

The emancipatory and more overtly political arm of AR has also been critical of
some social science research for serving to support prevailing power structures and
hegemonies. AR itself has also been scrutinised in this respect. AR conducted in the
industrial settings of large corporations for example, has been suspected by some of
not challenging the underlying organisational values and norms (Kemmis and
McTaggart, 2003).

Some attempts are being made to overcome some of the apparent conflicts inherent
in the differing approaches to social science research. Kemmis and McTaggart

(2003) regard as a positive challenge the multi-faceted and non-specialised ways of
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seeing the world which enter the arena once participants are full partners in the
research process. They suggest that this requires a view of practice which is both
reflexive and dialectical, that things need to be seen inter-subjectively, to include
both the inside and outside points of view. They regard as false the dichotomies of
the individual/social and the objective/subjective (external/internal perspective).
These can be viewed as dialectically related and both part of the complete picture
(‘both/and’ rather than ‘either/or’). Reference has already been made to Reason and
Bradbury’s (2001) proposal for a new ‘participatory paradigm’ as a foundation for
AR. Drawing on and integrating the positivist approach of modernism and the
deconstruction of postmodernism, this worldview is founded on the understanding
that the reality we experience is a co-creation of a cosmos that is a genuine external
reality, and our interpretation of this reality through language and cultural
expression. Humanity is understood as a full participant in the world, “the place of
humans in the web of life is as embodied participants” (Reason, 2005). This
worldview helps to fill the gap left by postmodernism which has a lot to say about
the nature of knowledge but very little on how this relates to action (Reason and
Bradbury, 2001b). Reason argues that if we are fully part of the world then we are
already acting in it and AR will help us to judge the quality of our actions. He
describes many dimensions to the participatory worldview including methodology,
democracy and power, ecology and sustainability, and spirituality (Reason and
Bradbury, 2001b; Reason, 2002, 2005). He challenges us to examine the need for a
new way of thinking, made more urgent by the impending ecological crisis. He
acknowledges that the modern worldview has resulted in “extraordinary
contributions to human affairs and in the flourishing of culture, scientific endeavour
and material wellbeing” but adds that it has also produced “human alienation,
ecological devastation, and spiritual impoverishment ... and the twin global crises of
justice and sustainability” (Reason, 2002, p3). He argues that without a radical
change in thinking “our civilisation will decline and decay” (Reason and Bradbury,
2001b, p4). The participatory worldview is offered as an alternative paradigm for

both social science and ecological sustainable living.

The question remains as to whether or not there is a movement towards a
‘participatory turn’ in social science. Action Research is being used by a number of
organisations to discover and support best practice in various arenas (e.g. Carnegie

Rural AR programme, F3, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Department for
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international development™'). Specific approaches to inquiry would appear to
develop and flourish contingent on the prevailing political and social conditions.
Reason quotes the philosopher Stephen Toulmin who maintains that the rise of the
rationalist worldview was directly related to the “political, social and theological
chaos” that arose as a result of the Thirty Years War (Reason, 2002). Herr and
Anderson (2005) observe how emancipatory approaches flourished where there was
oppression and disenfranchisement in both the US and Majority World, and
positivism dominated in the US during the mid-twentieth century during a time when
social engineering was regarded as the method to solve social problems. Dick (2011),
noting the continuing rise in interest in AR, states that in a ‘turbulent world’ where,
with some prescience®?, he discerns “a groundswell ... of opposition to undemocratic
power” (pl134), AR is “an apposite research approach” because it involves direct
engagement and a commitment to change. In the UK the decline in voter
participation in representative democracy has birthed a movement towards
participative democracy and localism. Citizenship and involvement in local decision
making is pro-actively encouraged (e.g. HM Government, 2005a) and both local and
central government hold regular consultations on policy changes. Whilst the quality
and effectiveness of these activities is open to question, there is no doubt that there
has been a change in the rhetoric around community participation and in the
proliferation of attempts to achieve it. Reason and Bradbury’s (2001b) participatory
worldview takes this much further and deeper and they argue strongly for a new
participatory paradigm to underpin social science. Denzin and Lincoln (2003)
predict that the evolution of qualitative research is heading towards a more

participatory approach:

The concept of the aloof observer has been abandoned. More action,
participatory, and activist-orientated research is on the horizon. The search
for grand narratives is being replaced by more local, small-scale theories
fitted to specific problems and particular situations. (p28/9)

There are differing views on the position AR currently holds within the research

community. Some consider that it remains very much on the margins (e.g.

1 www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk; www.localfood.org.uk/policy.htm: www.jrf.org.uk; www.dfid.gov.uk

12 Because this was written prior to the ‘Arab Spring” and the News Corps and banking ‘scandals’
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Greenwood and Levin, 1998; Herr and Anderson, 2005) whilst others, like Budd
Hall, would claim that it has “come in from the cold” and is now a respected member
of the academic family (2005, p2). However, he qualifies this by acknowledging that
AR does not fit comfortably within the academic structure where knowledge
production is closely related to career progression, leading to pressure to produce
knowledge in more traditional ways. Collaborative research with non-academic
partners having equal ownership of the direction and results remains a challenging
proposition. Nevertheless, he strongly believes that academia needs to rise to these

challenges:

The academic community deserves to discuss and challenge and be
challenged by these and other ideas which raise questions of the role of
knowledge and power. (ibid, p22)

Bradbury Huang (2010) considers that AR “lives more or less happily on the
margins of conventional social science departments” (p95). In her Keynote speech at
the 2006 PAR World Congress Wadsworth described the situation as a paradox. On
the one hand AR continues “to be marginalised, contested and delegitimised”; on the
other hand, the principles of AR are appearing in numerous different guises and have
been mainstreamed in such diverse areas as “health, human and community services,
agriculture and ecology-environment, education, business and industry”, in fact, “the
growth in variants of our paradigm is phenomenal” (Wadsworth, 2006). Like Denzin
and Lincoln (2003), Wadsworth also sees the principles of AR being adopted by
mainstream social research. Maybe the explanation for this paradox stems from a
general attitude of indifference to democratic social change (Greenwood and Levin,
1998). Wadsworth (op cit) observes that resistance at the ground level can arise
because the process of AR can provoke strong feelings; it upsets the status quo and
as with any change process, there are losses as well as gains. Power, status,
resources, and simple “comfortable familiarity” can be threatened. This may explain
the feeling of AR practitioners that they remain on the margins, whilst evidence
suggests a widespread acceptance of many of the principles and approaches of AR

amongst a broad diversity of settings.
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In an article examining the power of social science and its methods Law and Urry
(2004) make the case for a re-examination of methodology. Drawing on
developments in chaos and complexity theory they argue that social reality has
changed. In particular, globalisation has led to a situation where ‘“phenomena
(including the horrors) of the social are less about territorial boundaries and states
and more about connections and flow” (p403). They describe social science methods
as being ‘performative’, that is “they have effects; they make a difference’ they enact
realities; and they can help to bring into being what they also discover” (p393). They
argue that in a complex world “there are no innocent methods; all involve forms of
social practice that in some way or another interfere with the patterns of the physical
or social. They are all part of that world” (p402, my emphasis). Law and Urry’s call
is for a review of social science methodology in response to the changing world.
They comment that “in a complex world, research that uses observations taken at a
single point in time-space will be representationally inadequate” (p402). AR is
situated in a given local context but does not claim to generalise findings from the
particular to the universal. It is emergent and developmental, responsive to change
and to new discoveries during the research process. And it acknowledges the
‘presentness’ of the researcher(s) and their influence on the process. Law and Urry
observe that “if methods are not innocent then they are also political. They help to
make realities” (p404, emphasis as in original). If this is accepted they are asking if it
is possible to develop methods which will produce some forms of social reality and
erode others. AR is openly political and concerned with the promotion of “human
flourishing” (Reason and Bradbury, 2001b) and making the world a ‘better place’
(Greenwood and Levin, 1998). There would seem to be opportunities for some fertile
discussions here and AR has something to contribute to this debate and could maybe

find its place within a twenty-first century invigorated social science.
3. CONTEMPORARY FORMS OF ACTION RESEARCH

It is hardly surprising, given the multiple origins and histories of AR, that there are
also numerous different institutional, sectoral, and cultural types being practised in
different locations. Fals Borda (1995) identified 36 strands of PAR represented at the
world congresses. AR in its broadest sense can encompass such diverse practices as
Action Learning (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2003), Future Search (Janoff and
Weisford, 2006), and Citizens’ Juries (Wakeford, 2002). Table 3 summarises three
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classifications attempted by different authors; this is by no means exhaustive but it

serves to illustrate the multiple ways in which AR has been described.

In their book “Introduction to AR” Greenwood and Levin (1998) observe: “the
dilemma of this book [is] the diversity and complexity of AR approaches” (p232).
There are differences in philosophical, intellectual and historical roots,
epistemologies, positionality (insider or outsider) of the researcher, setting and
context of the research, and focus of the research. Whilst acknowledging this
diversity and complexity, | think it can also be helpful to identify some broad
categories within which most practices could sit, if not comfortably, at least without
too much conflict and contradiction. With this in mind | have grouped the different
classifications in Table 3 into three ‘wide and deep’ categories: AR and
organisational change, AR in education, and Emancipatory/Participatory AR and

Evaluation.

45



PART 1: CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

Chapter 2: Action Research

Table 3: Examples of Types of Action Research

Herr and Anderson (2005)

Kemmis and McTaggart (2003)

Greenwood and Levin (1998)

AR and ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE

¢ AR in Organizational Development/Learning
(Kurt Lewin, organisational development and workplace

democracy)

e Action Science
(Chris Argyris and Donald Schon, organisational change)

e Industrial AR
(Kurt Lewin, organizational development and workplace
democracy)

e Soft Systems approach
(organisational development, generation of systems
models to facilitate change)

e Action Science

(Chris Argyris and Donald Schon, organisational change)

¢ AR and industrial democracy
(Kurt Lewin, organizational development and workplace

democracy)

e Action Science and organisational learning
(Chris Argyris and Donald Schon, organisational change)

AR in EDUCATION

e AR in Education
(John Dewey, insider research, the reflective practitioner,

teacher-as-researcher (Lawrence Stenhouse))

e Classroom AR
(teacher as researcher)
e Critical AR
(roots in critique of classroom AR, includes broad social
analyses, involves mixed group of participants)
e Action Learning
(action learning sets — learning from each other’s

experience)

. Educational Strategies

(John Dewey, educational reform, Paulo Freire,

“numerous, diverse, and even contradictory” strategies

(232))
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EMANCIPATORY/PARTICIPATORY AR and EVALUATION

e Participatory Research
(Paulo Freire, research as social action, co-operative

inquiry)

e Participatory Evaluation

(Collaborative and  participatory approaches to

evaluation, including PRA — Robert Chambers)

e Participatory Research

(Roots in

theology)

‘Third World’,

neo-Marxism,

liberation

e Participatory Action Research and contemporary
feminist analysis
(PAR and PR, critical, liberationist, neo-Marxist roots,

poor countries and/or communities)

e Participatory Evaluation
Rural Appraisal (PRA)
(Collaborative

and Participatory

and participatory approaches to

evaluation, PRA — Robert Chambers)

Human Inquiry, Co-operative Inquiry, and Action
Inquiry (Peter Reason, John Heron, William Torbert; 3
approaches emphasising experience and engagement)

. Pragmatic AR
(Greenwood and Levin, roots in pragmatic philosophy of

John Dewey, emergent process, multiple methods)

47




PART 1: CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND Chapter 2: Action Research

3:1 Action research and organisational change

The use of AR in organisational development and learning can be traced back to the
work of Kurt Lewin and a Western/Industrial nation tradition of AR. The Lewinian
idea that knowledge should be created from solving problems in real life situations is
a strong theme (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2003). It gave birth to the Industrial
Democracy Movement, which flourished in Scandinavia from the 1960s onwards.
This was linked to a critique of the school of Scientific Management, developed by
F. W. Taylor and others, with its emphasis on hierarchy, “command and control”,
and the fragmentation of work. The AR approach of collaboration in the research
process between workers, management and outside researchers placed the emphasis
on a democratisation of the workplace. In some contexts AR in an
industrial/workplace setting has been appropriated by organisations as a tool to
achieve goals set by the management, loosing the key features of collaboration and

an open inquiry process (Greenwood and Levin, 1998; Herr and Anderson, 2005)

Action Science is a discrete branch of AR associated with Chris Argyris and Donald
Schon. Its main focus is organisational learning and it seeks to produce “knowledge
that can be used to produce action, whilst at the same time contributing to a theory of
action” (Argyris, Putman & McClain Smith, quoted in Greenwood and Levin, 1998,
p188). It claims to use a scientific methodology and Argyris is critical of much AR
practice which he considers to focus too much on problem solving whilst giving
insufficient attention to theory building and testing (Herr and Anderson, 2005).
Action Science has also criticised AR for too often being based on ‘“foggy
epistemologies and incoherent or careless methodology” (Greenwood and Levin,
1998, p195). A central theme is that social science research does not produce valid
descriptions without the intervention of the researcher to enable participants to
confront and analyse defensive behaviours, particularly when faced with the prospect
of change or a perceived threat. The gaps between ‘espoused theory’ (explanations
given by the participant — the emic view) and ‘theories in use’ (the researcher’s
interpretation — the etic view) are used as the point of departure for the intervention.
Greenwood and Levin consider Action Science to be a major and important strand in
AR but question the unexplained assumption that the researcher’s knowledge and

interpretation is always superior to the espoused theory of the participant. They also
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point out that this methodology tends to simplify group behaviour and does not take
sufficient account of factors such as power differentials, gender and ethnicity
(Greenwood and Levin, 1998).

Soft Systems is another approach to organisational change, which usually involves
an outside consultant being employed to work with participants with the aim of
finding solutions to a problem situation. The researcher and the group develop
systems models that are then used to analyse the situation and develop actions to
overcome the problem. The main weakness of this approach is considered to be the
potentially dominant influencing role of the researcher/consultant and their
relationship to the management of the organisation who have engaged them to

problem solve (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2003).

3:2 Action research in education

AR has a long history and has been widely used in many fields of education. One
such field is what Kemmis and McTaggart term ‘Classroom AR’ (Kemmis and
McTaggart, 2003). This practice is used for professional development and
professional and institutional change (Herr and Anderson, 2005) and is perhaps most
clearly illustrated by the (previously referred to) teacher-as-researcher movement
promulgated by Lawrence Stenhouse in Britain in the 1970s. In the 1960s and ‘70s
both empirical and interpretative research tended to be divided into disciplines
(psychology, philosophy, sociology, and history). Teachers found that it did not
always give answers to the questions they were asking (McNiff, 1988). The teacher-
as-researcher movement developed as ‘insider research’ and marked a “devolution of
power from the universities to the classroom, from the external researcher to the
teacher as researcher” (MCcNIff, 1988, p20). It derived its theoretical foundations
from John Dewey and his ideas about knowledge generation being rooted in human

experience (Herr and Anderson, 2005).

One criticism of Classroom AR is that it does not pay sufficient attention to broader
influences and the critical analyses of power differentials created by social class,
gender and ethnicity. In response, the approach of Critical AR described by Kemmis

and McTaggart was developed. Typically this involves a much wider range of
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stakeholders in the research process and places a strong emphasis on participation
(Kemmis and McTaggart, 2003).

Kemmis and McTaggart also include Action Learning in their overview of key
approaches to AR. Action Learning is attributed to the work of Reg Revans and
typically involves bringing people together in ‘action learning sets’ to learn from
each other’s experience. It is used in both private and public sector settings to
facilitate problem solving. It does not usually involve a diverse range of stakeholders
as participants and this can be viewed as a serious limitation, preventing other voices

from being heard and not encouraging critical thinking.

Greenwood and Levin (1998) take a very different perspective when considering the
practice of AR in education. They make no reference to the teacher-as-researcher
movement but choose instead to focus on diverse practices in adult education across
the globe. They acknowledge that “Educational strategies relevant to AR are
numerous, diverse, and even contradictory” (p232) and that these have included
excellent examples of AR but have also included examples of co-optation and
repressive practices. They include as examples the Scandinavian Folk High Schools,
Trade Union education, Popular education (as developed by Myles Horton at the
Highlander Centre, Tennessee), and Popular education in the South (based on the
work of Paulo Freire, Budd Hall, and Orlando Fals Borda). They observe that
education has been one of the most important and common routes to the practice of
AR.

3:3 Emancipatory/participatory action research and evaluation

This category includes those practices which are more closely associated with the
concerns of political economy such as power structures, class, and democratisation.
Many such approaches can be regarded as “action research as emancipatory practice”
(Herr and Anderson, 2005) that work with oppressed groups to develop actions to
improve their situations and challenge unequal power relations. The term
Participatory Action Research (PAR) has been attributed to Orlando Fals Borda
(Hall, 2005) to whom Greenwood and Levin also attribute the most clearly
developed account (Greenwood and Levin, 1998). It is associated with the legacy of
Paulo Freire and grew out of the strong concerns of practitioners in the Majority
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World with issues of knowledge, power and justice. Referring to his work in
Columbia in the 1960s and ‘70s Fals Borda talks about how there was a perceived
need to find an alternative to the positivist approaches taken by social science and to
look for alternative explanations of social processes (Fals Borda, 1995). For himself
this led to a move out of academia to work with the poor, which rewarded him with
several prison sentences and rejection by some of his former academic colleagues in
the US (where he had gained his Doctorate in sociology in 1955). In an address to the
Southern Sociological Society in Atlanta in 1995 — an event which marked a
“homecoming” and recognition of acceptance — he identified the specific
contribution of Majority World participatory researchers as the concept of
“committed research”. By this he means research which combines ‘“horizontal
participation with peoples, and wise judgement and prudence for the good life”
(phronesis) (Fals Borda, 1995, p5). In spite of the difficulties he faced he declared
that “I could not consider myself a scientist, even less a human being, if | did not
exercise the “commitment” and felt it in my heart and in my head as a life-
experience” (op cit, p5). He outlined four guidelines for PAR practice and report

writing:

e Do not monopolize your knowledge nor impose arrogantly your
techniques but respect and combine your skills with the knowledge of
the researched or grassroots communities, taking them as full
partners and co-researchers. That is, fill in the distance between
subject and object;

« Do not trust elitist versions of history and science which respond to
dominant interests, but be receptive to counter-narratives and try to
recapture them;

e« Do not depend solely on your culture to interpret the facts, but
recover local values, traits, beliefs, and arts for action by and with the
research organizations; and

« Do not impose your own ponderous scientific style for communicating
results, but diffuse and share what you have learned together with the

people, in a manner that is wholly understandable and even literary
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and pleasant, for science should not be necessarily a mystery nor a

monopoly of experts and intellectuals. (Fals Borda, 1995, p3)

Both Greenwood and Levin (1998) and Herr and Anderson (2005) make the
connection between PAR and feminist analysis. Greenwood and Levin accredit
renewed interest in PAR and AR in part to contemporary anti positivistic feminist
critique. They note the shared commitment of feminism and AR to democracy and
social justice and their joint interest in issues such as critiquing positivism, analysing

power relations, respecting “silenced” voices, and transformative praxis (1998).

Equally concerned with participation and local knowledge but less politically overt
are three approaches which have been associated through the work of Peter Reason
(Greenwood and Levin, 1998). Co-operative Inquiry (associated with John Heron),
Human Inquiry (Peter Reason), and Action Inquiry (William Torbert) all place
emphasis on experience and engagement and recognise the emotional and ethical
dimensions of relationships, and that social transformation requires self-
transformation (Greenwood and Levin, 1998). They place less emphasis on political

economy.

A significant influence of AR has been in the field of evaluation. As a critique of the
model of evaluation undertaken by an objective and impartial outsider, Participatory
Evaluation questions the assumption that project participants and recipients cannot
be trusted to provide an honest or good quality evaluation of themselves (Greenwood
and Levin, 1998). It also extends the purpose of the evaluation to include
contributing to the project by using the results of ongoing evaluation to feed into the
project and help the participants to achieve their goals. The practice of Participatory
Evaluation typically involves all interested parties, including project recipients, in all

or some stages of the evaluation process.

The growth in PRA in the context of development in the Majority World has been
sketched out in a previous section (2:2). Developed to meet the need to collect
baseline information for proposed projects it involves local people in the process

through the use of various participatory techniques. Greenwood and Levin point out
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that because it had been adopted by large development agencies it has been
vulnerable to miss-use and co-optation by powerful elites. It is by definition a short-
term intervention and can therefore also be criticised for failing to take into account
the complexities of local communities in terms of gender and other power

relationships.

Finally, I also include in this category the Pragmatic AR of Greenwood and Levin
(1998). They give prominence to allowing the interaction, or conversation, between
the researcher(s) and participants to determine the direction of the research so that
“the ongoing and purposive redesigning of the projects whilst they are in progress is
a key principle of practice” (p151). It is therefore a strongly participatory model
drawing on a wide variety of methods and approaches as applicable to a local
situation. It is underpinned by epistemological arguments from pragmatic philosophy
well laid out in their book “Introduction to Action Research” (Greenwood and Levin,
1998). This approach would seem to have some parallels to Freire’s approach and in
particular his reference to ‘generative themes’ whereby the researcher works with the
community to discover issues that they consider to be of greatest importance (Freire,
1972).

Within this three pronged typology | position my own approach with this third
category and name it specifically as ‘community-based participatory action
research’. Community-based describes the location as embedded within a local

setting and ‘participatory’ reflects the centrality of collaborative working.

This attempt to simplify the plethora of accounts of the diversity of approaches to
AR runs the risk of criticism from all quarters, and in particular by those whose
particular brand has been omitted altogether. However, for a general overview of AR
approaches rather than a detailed examination of individual approaches and
differentiations, these three categories can contain the majority of practices. AR is a
large ‘extended family’ composed of unique individuals who none the less share a
strong family resemblance. For all the heterogeneity found in AR there are sufficient

solid commonalities to justify its differentiation as a discrete branch of social
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science. The following section addresses the question ‘What is AR?’ and seeks to

identify the family traits that distinguish it from conventional social science.

4. THE HEART OF ACTION RESEARCH

Having examined the various origins in theory and practice, and summarised the
main approaches and types of AR, I now consider definitions and descriptions of AR
to draw out the key principles and characteristics that help to define it. As Reason
and Bradbury observe: “There is no ‘short answer’ to the question ‘What is AR?”
(2001b, p1).

In attempting to answer this question some writers use a descriptive style to identify
what they consider to be the main characteristics, others attempt a succinct
definition, whilst others list a number of tenets which they see as the distinguishing
characteristics.

The main points of agreement revolve around the process (which Reason and
Bradbury (2001) argue is as important as the outcome), and the goals of AR. They
can be summarised as:

e AR is participatory; it is undertaken by or with insiders, but never by an
outside ‘expert’ researcher on people who are research ‘subjects’. AR is
collaborative and ideally should involve all those who have an interest in the
outcome of the research (stakeholders).

e AR involves the democratisation of research by changing the role and
relationship of the researcher to the participants; responsibility for, and
ownership of, the research is shared and participants are involved in all or
most of the processes. Knowledge to inform practice is co-generated by
participants and researcher(s).

e AR s a reflective, systematic process adopting some form of a reflective cycle
of planning, action, observation, and reflection. This involves ongoing

intervention in the research setting; it is an emergent and flexible process.
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e An important goal of AR is to effect change or action which is agreed or
desired by the participants. This is usually associated with issues of social
justice and/or improving the quality of life of the participants. AR is “research
practice with a social change agenda” (Greenwood and Levin, 1998, p4).

Sources: (Greenwood and Levin, 1998; Reason and Bradbury, 2001b; Kemmis and

McTaggart, 2003; Herr and Anderson, 2005)

Attempts at succinct definitions tend either to be short and thereby over simplistic, or
lengthy and maybe better expressed in a list or descriptive style. An example of the
first is from McKernan, cited in Herr and Anderson:

a form of self-reflecting problem solving, which enables practitioners to
better understand and solve pressing problems in social settings (2005, p4)

Reason and Bradbury offer a more complex “working definition”:

a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical
knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a
participatory worldview which we believe is emerging at this historical
moment. It seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice,
in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of
pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual
persons and their communities. (2001b, p1)

This definition begs the question of what is to be defined as a “worthwhile human
purpose” and who is to define it. Greenwood and Levin clarify this point in their

definition by introducing the concept of justice:

AR is social research carried out by a team encompassing a professional
action researcher and members of an organization or community seeking to
improve their situation. AR promotes broad participation in the research
process and supports action leading to a more just or satisfying situation for
the stakeholders. (1998, p4)

Practitioners of PAR have constructed more in depth and prescriptive lists of key
characteristics. It is worthwhile giving a brief consideration to some of these here to

illustrate some of the more detailed points. MaClure and Bassey (1991) identify
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three attributes that they consider distinguishes PAR from more traditional research

strategies:

e Shared ownership of research.

e A method of community based learning as groups learn to critically analyse
their situations and find solutions, and researchers learn from the process and
reformulate their research questions.

e Itaims to stimulate community initiated action.

This brings out the aspect of learning that occurs for all participants as an ongoing

part of the AR process. Budd Hall suggests seven key characteristics of PAR:

e  “The ‘problem’ originates within the community or workplace itself.

e The research goal is to fundamentally improve the lives of those involved,
through structural transformation.

e The people in the community or workplace are involved in controlling the
entire research process.

e The focus of PAR is on oppressed groups whose issues include
inaccessibility, colonisation, marginalisation, exploitation, racism, sexism,
cultural disaffection, etc.

e Participatory research plays a role in enabling by strengthening people’s
awareness of their own capabilities.

e The people themselves are researchers, as are those involved who have
specialised research training.

e The researchers with specialized training may be outsiders to the community,
but are committed learners in a process that leads to militancy (fighting for
change) rather than detachment.”

(cited in Hagey, 1997, p1)

Most of these could be applied to AR in general, but this list illustrates the
emancipatory and political economy aspects characteristic of the PAR branch of AR.
Even more detailed lists are proposed by Kemmis and McTaggart (2003) who name
eight key features of PAR, and McTaggart’s (1989) list of 16 Tenets of PAR
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presented to the Third World Encounter on Participatory Research in 1989. In
contrast to these more prescriptive descriptions are Greenwood and Levin’s
Pragmatic approach outlined above, which leaves decisions about specific
methodologies to be determined by the local situation, and the five ‘broad and wide’
characteristics provided by Reason and Bradbury (2001b), which are applicable to all
forms of AR. A summary of these categories provides a useful conclusion to this

discussion:

Human Flourishing: AR aims to contribute through practical knowledge to the

increased well-being of human persons and communities.

e Practical Issues: AR produces practical outcomes and new forms of
understanding, “action without reflection and understanding is blind, just as

theory without action is meaningless” (p2).

« Participation and Democracy: AR is participative research, with, for and by
persons and communities. All stakeholders should be involved.

o Emergent, Developmental Form: The process of inquiry is as important as the
outcomes and it is an evolutionary and developmental process over time, starting

with everyday experience.

« Knowledge-in-action: in AR “knowledge is a verb rather than a noun” (p2) as
knowledge creation is an ongoing process of coming to know and is not defined
in terms of hard and fast methods.

The different approaches to AR might each give a different emphasis or priority to
these categories. For example, Action Science may be most concerned with point 2,
PAR with 1 and 3, and Pragmatic AR with 4 and 5, but all could subscribe to these

broad categories.

In spite of its complex and sometimes fragmented history and philosophical roots,

AR has sufficient cohesion to be recognisable as a distinct branch of social science.
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Some view it as the way forward for social science in the present cultural, political
and environmental context of the 21% Century. The key points of departure from
mainstream social science are its purposes, relationships, and ways of conceiving
knowledge (Reason and Bradbury, 2001b).

5. THORNY ISSUES IN THE PRACTICE OF ACTION RESEARCH

The practice of AR throws up many contested issues and participatory practices have
been the topic of some heated debates and critiques. Some of these arise out of the
differences between AR and conventional social science, others from the
complexities arising from the practice of participatory techniques. The issues
identified are often interrelated, but are considered separately here to reduce

complexity.

5:1 Positionality of the Researcher

This issue is dealt with in detail by Herr and Anderson who see it as fundamental to
framing issues of methodology, ethics and epistemology (2005). This is in contrast to
some other accounts which either do not address the issue or make assumptions
about the position of the researcher vis-a-vis the setting (e.g. McNiff, 1988;
Greenwood and Levin, 1998; Stringer, 1999). Herr and Anderson (2005) describe a
continuum of positionality from Insider to Outsider, identifying six categories

described as:

1. Insider (researcher studies own self/practice).

2. Insider in collaboration with other insiders.

3. Insider(s) in collaboration with outsider(s).

4. Reciprocal collaboration (insider-outsider teams).
5. Outsider(s) in collaboration with insider(s).

6. Outsider(s) studies insider(s).

They acknowledge that it is not always easy to define a researcher’s position and that
it may change throughout the course of the study or differ for various parts of the
study. Awareness of this is important as it raises issues related to the tacit knowledge

that an insider gains (which is useful but may be biased and unexamined), power
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relations, control and ownership of the research process, and what each party wants

out of the research. They also cite other ways that positionality could be considered:

1. Hierarchical ~ position or level of informal power within the
organisation/community.

2. Position vis-a-vis dominant groups in society — class, race, ethnicity, gender,
sexual orientation, age ability/disability, religion etc.

3. Position within colonial relations within and between nation states. (2005, p44).

These are issues that need to be considered in the self-reflection of the researcher,
recognising the multiple positionalities that are held and their relationship to the

research process. | address these issues in my research in chapter 6 (4.2).

5:2 Ownership of the Research

Collaborative research, co-production of knowledge and joint action, ideally means
co-ownership. In reality the extent of shared ownership will be related to the position
of the researcher in the setting, the origin of the research project (researcher or
participant initiated), and the main source of funding for the project. The problem of
co-optation by powerful external organisations or elites within organisations is
frequently mentioned in the literature. Even for the apparently community-led
processes such as village appraisals there can be accusations of manipulation by
external bodies so that “this subtle approach converts participation into covert
manipulation. It results in local people being involved in activities imposed upon
them by powerful external groupings” (Boyd, 2000). Cochran-Smith and Lytle (cited
in Herr and Anderson, 2005) raise the issue of the danger of co-optation by
university based researchers when collaborating with insiders as they have a stronger

interest in publication.

Ownership can have more than one meaning and it is important that there is an open
dialogue about this between the researcher and other participants. Ownership of the
purpose, process, and outcomes of the AR project should ideally be shared.
Ownership of the resultant documentation also needs to be negotiated and
understood by all parties involved. How this issue was navigated in respect to my
research is explained in chapter 1 (4 and 3.4).
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5:3 Research Quality and Validity

In the ongoing debate around how to assess the quality of AR there is general
agreement that there needs to be a different set of criteria from those applied to both
positivist or naturalist social science (Fals Borda, 1995; Greenwood and Levin,
1998; Bradbury and Reason, 2001; Kemmis and McTaggart, 2003; Herr and
Anderson, 2005). This is because, as has already been noted, AR differs in terms of
purposes, relationships, and ways of conceiving knowledge (Reason and Bradbury,

2001b). For Greenwood and Levin the crux of the validity issue is that:

The conventional social research community believes that credibility is
created through generalizing and universalizing propositions of the universal
hypothetical, universal disjunctive and generic types, whereas AR believes
that only knowledge generated and tested in practice is credible. (Greenwood
and Levin, 1998, p81)

They argue that this necessity for knowledge to be tested in practice is what makes

AR ‘good science’.

There is also general agreement that the quality of the action is an important criterion
for AR. So questions should be asked such as: Did it solve the problem initially
posed? Did it satisfy the participants? Has it contributed to human flourishing? What
was achieved, and for whom? It is also considered important to obtain the views of
all the participants. For Fals Borda, these are paramount (1995). For internal validity
it is also important to ask if those who provided the data agree with the interpretation
(Herr and Anderson, 2005).

Kemmis and McTaggart (2003) argue that there is a trade-off between rigour and
relevance in AR and that sacrifices in methodological rigour are worth making if it
means that gains can be made in more relevant and timely knowledge. In AR
knowledge is needed in order to further the process of change and move the research
on to the next cycle in a “real-time process of transformation” (p375). They contend
that the criteria for what is judged as ‘good’ research should not be defined solely on
methodological issues but should also consider epistemological concerns - “what
counts as good evidence in terms of what participants - using the evidence critically

— think is accurate, relevant, appropriate, and pertinent to their purposes” (p375).
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Herr and Anderson (2005) suggest five indicators of quality for AR, whilst
qualifying this by saying that “it is too soon to formulate criteria for quality in the
absence of significant dialogue and in the context of multiple approaches to action
research” (p54). They base their system on what they consider to be a general
agreement about the goals of AR, and the quality indicators match one or more of

these goals as shown in Table 4.

Table 4: Anderson and Herr's Goals of AR and Validity Criteria (2005, p55)

Goals of Action Research Quality/Validity Criteria

a) the generation of new knowledge Dialogic and process validity
b) the achievement of action-orientated outcomes Outcome validity

¢) the education of both researcher and participants Catalytic validity

d) results that are relevant to the local setting Democratic validity

e) a sound and appropriate research methodology Process validity

Their validity criteria can be summarised as follows:

1. Outcome Validity: the extent to which actions occur that result in a resolution
to the initial problem posed. This is termed ‘workability’ by Greenwood and
Levin (1998) and is a common theme in discussions around validity for AR.

2. Process Validity: the extent to which problems are framed and solved in a
way that enables ongoing learning. This includes a cycle of reflection and
action, examination of underlying assumptions, what counts as evidence, and
the quality of relationships with participants.

3. Democratic Validity: the extent to which research is done in collaboration
with all stakeholders.

4. Catalytic Validity: “the degree to which the research process reorients,

focuses, and energises participants towards knowing reality in order to
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transform it” (Lather, cited in Herr and Anderson, 2005). In AR researchers
should also be open to revising their view of reality and their role.

5. Dialogic Validity: Peer review.

These criteria are offered as a contribution to the ongoing debate around assessing
the quality of AR. Until there is a more widely agreed set of criteria Herr and
Anderson agree that it is necessary for each researcher to establish the most
appropriate criteria and be able to explain why.

Bradbury and Reason (2001) conclude the Handbook of Action Research with a
discussion on this issue. Rather than attempting to provide a new set of criteria for
validity they pose questions based on their five characteristics of AR (see above,
section 4) and present these as ‘choice points’ which will differ in priority in
different AR projects and offer a framework for the researcher to examine quality

issues. The starting point for this examination is summarised in five questions:

Is the action research;

e Explicit in developing a praxis of relational participation?
e  Guided by reflexive concern for practical outcomes?
e Inclusive of a plurality of knowing?
- ensuring conceptual-theoretical integrity?
- embracing ways of knowing beyond the intellect?
- intentionally choosing appropriate research methods?
e  Worthy of the term significant?

e Emerging towards a new and enduring infrastructure?

These and other discussions provide useful guidelines to researchers when
considering quality criteria for AR. Whether any normative criteria will ever be
arrived at (as predicted by Connelly and Clandinin, cited in Herr, 2005) is debatable
given the diversity in approaches and scope of AR.
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The question of whether or not the findings of AR can be transferable or
generalisable frequently occurs in critiques of AR. Dick (1993) refers to a trade-off
between local relevance (‘responsiveness’) and global relevance (‘generalisation’).
He argues that if local change is an intended outcome, then this is a sensible trade-
off. Herr and Anderson (2005) cite Lincoln and Guba’s ideas about transferability
whereby the responsibility is given to the receiver to examine the contextual
evidence before deciding if there are sufficient similarities to merit application of the
knowledge. The duty of the researcher is simply to ensure that sufficient contextual
information is provided in the account of the research. Greenwood and Levin (1998)
endorse this view and argue that situated knowledge can be usefully transferred
providing that there is sufficient understanding of the contextual factors in both
locations to enable judgements to be made about whether or not there are sufficient
similarities to merit transfer of knowledge. As they point out, this is not the same as
making universal generalisations about truth based on situated knowledge. Ladkin
(2005) suggests that it is the process knowledge (explanations of how the inquiry has
been conducted) more than the results, which can usefully be transferred to other

researchers.

AR is strongly linked to democracy and challenging existing power structures
(Greenwood and Levin, 1998). It is inevitable therefore that AR often has a more
political dimension than other forms of social science research and this is sometimes
seen as a threat to validity (Herr and Anderson, 2005). Herr and Anderson identify
several levels where AR interacts with political agendas: the micro-politics of the
institutions where the research takes place, the political implications of first person
action researchers in redefining their professional roles, the politics of knowledge
creation (who, how, and who uses it), and the wider macro-politics that impact upon

any local setting.

The potential for unintended or unexpected outcomes as a result of AR needs to be
understood by agencies supporting an AR programme and to be prepared for
possible uncomfortable challenges to their existing culture. An example of how
things can go wrong if organisations are not prepared to accept the outcomes of the

AR process is illustrated by a case study in drugs prevention described by Todhunter

63



PART 1: CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND Chapter 2: Action Research

(2001). In this case the AR activity started to produce results that were not
compatible with an existing regeneration agency who regarded the research as
“merely serving to stir-up and magnify unjustified hostility towards its role in the
area”. As a consequence other agencies withdrew their support and the project was
abandoned. The residents involved in the research had challenged the existing power
structures by questioning the legitimacy of some key agencies. The commissioning
agency had not anticipated this and was unable to respond to their views. This case
study illustrates how AR can successfully enable the voices and actions of local
people but that this will not necessarily result in change if the existing power holders
are not open to engaging with the results. It is a cautionary tale for those
commissioning AR and demonstrates the need for thorough groundwork and honest

reflection about how to respond to any unexpected or contentious outcomes.

5:4 Subjectivity and researcher bias

The questions of subjectivity and researcher bias need to be addressed in all
scientific research. However, AR sits at the end of a continuum of views on the place
of subjectivity in that it openly accepts the involvement of the researcher in the
research process and does not demand that he/she takes the stance of an objective
outsider. Other branches of social science that acknowledge subjectivity include
ethnography and phenomenology. AR works from a paradigm “in which subjectivity
is acknowledged as unavoidable and in fact the basis for truth” (Ladkin, 2005, p123)
and bias and subjectivity are “natural and acceptable in action research” (Herr and
Anderson, 2005, p60). There is, therefore, an imperative to acknowledge and
critically examine the position of the researcher, to look for methods to continually
question the subjective perspective, and examine underlying assumptions. From the
perspective of a participatory worldview (Reason and Bradbury, 2001b) the
researcher is already embodied in the world/social system and already active within
it and cannot be detached or separate from it. As such, it is necessary to be both
“situated and reflexive” (p7). The researcher must consciously reflect on and be
aware of his/her own perspective, and be willing to try and stand outside of it.
Ladkin (2005) uses insights from phenomenology to challenge the dichotomy of
objectivity and subjectivity. She quotes Moran’s view that
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the whole point of phenomenology is that we cannot split off the subjective
domain from the domain of the natural world as scientific naturalism has
done. Subjectivity must be understood as inextricably involved in the process
of constituting objectivity. (Moran cited in Ladkin, 2005, p122)

In other words, we can only know ‘objectively’ through our ‘subjective’ viewfinder.

Ladkin (2005) refers to a number of methods that action researchers can use to
critically examine the positions they bring to the research process and to enable an
enhanced appreciation of other perspectives. One of these is to adopt an approach of
‘critical subjectivity” (Heron and Reason, 2001) whereby the researcher
acknowledges, for example, their political and cultural roots, and observes and
questions their habitual responses, especially those that seem inappropriate to the
present event or situation. This way of working can facilitate learning and change for
the researcher and enable them to develop a clearer view of the ‘other’ as they

present themselves at that moment.

Another safeguard against bias is the collaborative nature of AR. The researcher is
only one of a number of participants in the process and is not taking the role of
‘expert’ but rather of facilitator or enabler. Hence the perspective of the researcher is
only one amongst many in the process of the co-generation of knowledge.
Knowledge produced in this way will be meaningful to the actors involved and will
be emergent and situated (Ladkin, 2005).

5.6 Critiques of participatory research

The literature on AR appears shy of direct engagement with critiques of the
participatory process, although this is changing (e.g. see comments in Dick, 2011).
Maybe because of the struggle to become accepted in mainstream social science,
authors have tended to focus on its strengths more than any dilemmas it may throw
up. In the wider literature on participatory research and participatory approaches
generally much of the discussion revolves around a dissonance between the claims of
theory and the reality of practice, and around issues of power and control. The
practice of PAR is located within a complex milieu of local ‘community politics’,
individual personalities, hidden and partially hidden histories, power inequalities,

assumptions, expectations, and external influences. In other words it has to operate
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within the ‘messes’ and the ‘swamps’ that characterise the social world (Ackoff,
1974; Schon, 1983). In each research setting the details of this environment will be
locally contingent and derive from the particular mix of culture and society that the
setting presents. It is hardly surprising therefore that the ideals of participation are
rarely, if ever, enacted fully. This has been long recognised, as for example in Zakus
and Lysack’s (1998) review of participation in health care in which they explain that
“Community participation is a complex and fragile process .... there are many factors
that operate to diminish its success” (p6). Challenges can arise from within and
without the participant group. In an analysis of a community based PAR project
Jacobs (2010) notes that factors such as externally imposed timescales and other
peripheral pressures are the features most frequently mentioned in the literature as

serious impediments to conducting participatory research.

In the UK the critique of participatory approaches was taken to a deeper level of
analysis by the publication in 2001 of the somewhat controversially entitled book
“Participation: The New Tyranny?” (Cooke and Kothari, 2001), which addressed
issues raised by participatory approaches in the field of international development.
The editors’ acknowledge prior critiques of practice (e.g. regarding ‘community’ as
homogenous and ignoring power relations, biases, gender, age, class, ethnicity,
religion, political co-option) but assert that the potential for the misuse of power is
systemic in participatory development approaches, i.e. that “the discourse itself ...
embodies the potential for an unjustified exercise of power” (p4), and this is the
justification of their use of the description ‘tyranny’. The book exposes weaknesses
in reflexivity and practice and provoked a response in the form of a second
publication (Hickey and Mohan, 2004), which provided an answering narrative. This
recognised the problems but argued that the evidence presented indicated overall that
“there are good reasons for remaining optimistic concerning the potential of
participatory approaches to development and governance to effect genuine

transformations at a range of levels” (p. 20).
One early exception to the lack of engagement of the AR literature with these issues

is Schafft and Greenwood (2003) who, despite being fully committed to participatory

approaches, acknowledge a gap in critical perspectives. They use two Future
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Search®® (Lewis and Walker et al., undated) case studies in which they were involved
to illustrate three particular dilemmas. The first was the problem experienced in
practice of involving a broad spectrum of people from the community, especially the
difficulties of including “hard to reach” groups (e.g. unemployed, low income,
disenfranchised youth). As a result it was realised that certain concerns and issues
were never addressed by the Search process. They concluded that the difficulties of
achieving a sufficiently broad representation to make participation meaningful
should not be underestimated. The second difficulty was related to the first and was
the observation that the “pre-existing dynamics of power continued to structure
community interactions and planning efforts” (p27). The core groups of existing
community activists that the researchers worked with initially were fairly
homogenous and middle class. In spite of their willingness and efforts they were not
able to fully involve ‘other’ groups and deep divisions and differences were not
overcome. Schafft and Greenwood conclude that participatory methods may help to
“level the playing field” but that existing and historical power relations will still play
a significant role (p21). The third dilemma highlighted in this study was the initial
failure of the community members to take forward the actions identified in the
Search process. A criticism of much literature on participation is that it assumes that
people have the will, time, and energy to commit to these processes (Schafft and
Greenwood, 2003). In practice, as anyone who has experience of working with these
methods can testify, this is often far from the case. The Action Teams formed to take
forward the ideas generated by the Search process quickly collapsed due to lack of
volunteers and time pressure on those involved. This was eventually overcome by
the employment of co-ordinators to provide an organisational structure and liaise
between the different groups and the core groups. Both Search programmes had
identifiable positive outcomes, in spite of the difficulties identified. The analysis of
the problems encountered very usefully draws attention to some of the limitations of
the approach. Participatory processes and AR are often promoted in an idealistic or
purist way that ignores the practical difficulties encountered in practice. In my
narrative account of the research process in chapters 4 and 5 | raise some of the

difficulties experienced in this research programme.

3 Future Search is a technique for bringing together large groups of diverse stakeholders (60-80) to

create a shared vision for the future. See also: www.futuresearch.net
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Mosse (2001) suggests that participatory methods can result in external interests
being represented as local needs, and dominant interests as community concerns,
thus using ‘participation’ as a tool for promoting agency led programmes as
community led. A similar point is made by Greenwood and Levin (1998) in their
remark that “The best way to blunt a reform is to co-opt it, to state approval of it, and
to act in the opposite way” (p73). The AR literature recognises that this can and does

occur and frequently make reference to the dangers of co-optation.

The focus on visible, formal groups is criticised by Cleaver (2001). Used as the
source of local knowledge they can overlook and marginalise more informal
structures and networks (which may well represent greater numbers of people). He
does not argue that these socially embedded groups are superior to more formal
groups as they can themselves be sources of inequality and exclusion. This view
resonates with the difficulty experienced by the core groups in the work of Schafft
and Greenwood described above in successfully involving a diverse range of people.
A serious critique of participatory methods can be found in social psychology and the
notion of group dysfunction. Interestingly, the roots of the study of groups within the
field of social psychology can be traced back to Kurt Lewin (Cooke, 2001), often
referred to as the founding farther of AR. Work within this field also demonstrates
the value of group processes and this research is summarised by Shaw (cited in
Cooke, 2001) and includes evidence “that group membership motivates individuals,
that groups usually produce more and better solutions than those working alone, and
that they learn faster than individuals” (Cooke, 2001, p105). Cooke’s concerns
revolve around research about what can go wrong in groups and he chooses four

examples of group dysfunction to illustrate his point:

a) Risky Shift
Studies of group decision-making have found that members tend to take more risks
than they would as individuals. Cooke gives this as an example of how the process of

participation can influence outcomes (in an unintended way).
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b) The Abilene Paradox

This analysis suggests that groups can make decisions that no-one in the group
actually agrees with because members may say what they think everyone else wants
to hear.

¢) Groupthink

This theory is proposed by Janis and describes a set of group dynamics that can lead
to decisions which are obviously bad or wrong to the outsider but which appear
correct to members.

d) Coercive Persuasion

Schein’s model of coercive persuasion describes a three stage mechanism by which
group processes can be shaped to achieve a particular outcome or decision. In this

case the group is ‘manipulated’ towards a particular decision.

Cooke’s analysis contains some suggestions as to how these potential dysfunctions
can be limited. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to examine these examples in
detail, but each one poses a challenge to the AR practitioner. What is maybe
surprising is the lack of AR literature which confronts these and other insights from
social psychology. Reflecting on practice in the light of this knowledge has the
potential to generate new insights into participatory practice and how it can be
improved. A useful summary of the potential negative effects of participatory
approaches is offered by Kesby and Kindon et al (2007), providing a stimulus to
continual examination of the processes and outcomes of participatory processes in all

contexts (Box 1).
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Box 1: Some negative effects of participatory research

1. De-legitimisation of research methods that are not participatory.

2. Production of participants as subjects requiring ‘research’/‘development’.

3. Production of suitably disciplined subjects as participants expected to perform appropriately
within participatory processes.

4. Retention of researchers’ control whilst presenting them as benign arbiters of neutral or benevolent
processes.

5. Re-authorisation of researchers as experts in participatory processes.

6. Romanticisation or marginalisation of local knowledge produced through participatory processes.
7. Reinforcement of pre-existing power hierarchies among participating communities.

8. Legitimisation of elite local knowledge simply because it is produced through participatory
processes.

9. Legitimisation of neoliberal programmes and institutions (such as the World Bank) that also

deploy participatory approaches and/or techniques.

Source: (Kesby and Kindon et al., 2007, p21)

6. SUMMARY

In this chapter | have traced the history of AR from its beginnings in the first half of
the 20™ Century, through the growing momentum in the 1980s and 1990s, to the
wider adoption of its principles and practice outside academia. Its focus on
generating change through research using participatory approaches poses challenges
and opportunities for academic researchers. The dilemmas for traditional research
approaches have been reviewed and it is acknowledged that AR does not always fit
comfortably within academic structures where knowledge production is closely
related to career progression. This is not always an impediment as “many students
who take up the action paradigm do so as professionals who are also students, that is,

they are not looking for an academic position” (Bradbury Huang H., 2010, p107).

The AR literature is sometimes prone to idealism (Klocker, 2012) in its defence of its
methods and values and has not always been actively engaged with valid critiques.
The critiques highlighted by Cooke and Kothari (2001) have brought the debates out
into the open and stimulated a more critical and robust dialogue (e.g. Hickey and
Mohan, 2004). The continuing growth in interest and practice of AR both inside and
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outside of academia suggests that it is becoming more widely accepted, despite the
many difficulties resulting from research that is deeply embedded in social relations,
and that it is performing an important role in offering a means for academic
researchers to work closely with non-academics to work out solutions to pressing
problems. It is shot through with genuine ethical concerns and a desire to “contribute
to making a positive difference” (Bradbury Huang H., 2010, p97) and this
fundamental motivation underlying AR will, | believe, ensure its continued growth
and development as the world faces what is in recent history an unprecedented

combination of major environmental, economic and social problems.

Having examined AR in some detail I now move in the following chapter to a study
of CSA. | discovered an account of CSA and its various (global) forms that was
fragmented and incomplete and | attempt to provide a more comprehensive account,

linking it to the practice of community development.
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CHAPTER 3

CSA AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

It’s hands on. It’s something practical. It’s something positive. It builds
community. It’s nurturing. It gives people life. (Noah, a small CSA farmer in
lowa, quoted in Bell, 2004, p216)

1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter traces the origins and growth of ‘agri-food producer — consumer
partnerships’ from their beginnings in Japan and Europe, their growth in the US and
their place in the UK and other European countries today, so fulfilling the first stated
objective of the research programme and constructing a fuller account of CSA than
has previously appeared. As a community development (CD) professional, |
naturally approached the research from this particular standpoint and community-
based PAR enabled me to adopt a CD approach to CSA. In section 3 | interrogate the
linkages between CSA and CD.

When exploring the narrative relating to the UK | turn to the growing body of
literature around what is loosely termed ‘alternative food networks’ (AFNs) and
identify the philosophical roots and other forces that influenced the emergence of the
movement and its distribution. In particular | am interested in the arguments about
the wider transformative potential of CSA and other AFNs and in this context |
suggest that they be usefully conceived as activities that take place in the interstices
of hegemonic policy, discourse and practice. Using theories of change that suggest
global reach can be achieved through the proliferation of small scale, embedded
activity, | argue that there is a possibility of future food system change that is
structural and global, whilst recognising that this appears highly optimistic from the

present viewpoint.
Finally, in investigating the linkages between CSA and CD in the UK | show how

CSA is intimately linked to the values and purpose of CD practice and that CSA has

the potential to promote more vigorous community involvement around food
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production and consumption. The focus of the connection is the encouragement of
increased citizen involvement in decisions that have a direct impact on livelihoods. |
provide a brief introduction and history of CD in this section because it is a term that
is easily misunderstood and different meanings can be attributed by those outside of

the profession.

In deciding upon an umbrella term to use for agri-food consumer producer
partnerships | prefer to turn to the description created by the global network
URGENCI*. However, the anglicised name for these partnerships (i.e. CSA — as
used in the US, UK and Australia) is increasingly being adopted as the global
umbrella term, but this does not reflect the origins of the movement and could
unwittingly suggest superiority. The international network URGENCI uses the
phrase “Local Solidarity Partnerships between Producers and Consumers” (LSPPC)
to include all such partnerships including CSA, AMAP (France), ASC (Quebec),
Teikei (Japan), and Reciproco (Portugal). As the focus of this study is CSA, | often
adopt this term for consistency and convenience, but do not imply any primacy for

CSA above other forms by doing so.

CSA is a ‘grassroots’ movement: it emerged entirely from the actions of individuals
and groups of concerned people. Therefore there is no one definition and no one
organisation or group that can claim ownership or define boundaries; it has arisen in
different contexts producing a wide diversity of form and scale. There are differing
views about exactly what enterprises should be included and some grey areas, for
example at either end of the scale spectrum. The key feature that distinguishes it
from other models that have a direct relationship between producers and consumers
lies in the nature of that relationship. Consumers ‘join> a CSA and become
‘members’; they enter into some form of partnership arrangement with the food
producer and offer a level of commitment that represents more than an economic
transaction. In many cases, some or all members engage in additional activities to

support the enterprise by helping with food production directly or with the

% www.URGENCI.net
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administration or other activities. In some community initiated schemes all the food

is produced by volunteer members.

2. COMMUNITY SUPPORTED AGRICULTURE: ORIGINS AND GROWTH

This section examines in some detail how the LSPCC model arose independently in
different locations and how it has now begun to come together as a fledgling global
movement under the auspices of URGENCI. There is a lack of any such
comprehensive account in the literature and although there are many gaps in this
account (due to lack of access to literature in languages other than English for

example) it is an attempt to fill this gap.
2.1 Beginnings

2.1.1 Japan
“In the beginning was Teikei” (JOAA, 1993). The story of Teikei as the cradle of

producer-consumer organic food partnerships appears in many accounts of CSA (e.g.
Henderson and Van En, 1999; Wells and Gradwell et al., 1999; Mcllvaine-Newsad
and Merrett et al., 2004; Lamine, 2005). These accounts usually describe how in the
early 1970s groups of ‘housewives’, concerned about levels of chemical
contamination in their food, approached farmers with a request that they grow a
selection of vegetables without artificial fertilisers or herbicides. In return they
promised to purchase the entire crop, thus forming producer-consumer partnerships.
This consumer initiation did happen (e.g. Box 2) but there was also early engagement
by farmers experiencing health problems from the over use of agricultural chemicals,

and academics, also questioning the trajectory that Japanese society was taking.
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Box 2: An account of the beginnings of Teikei

“we stormed our way into Miyoshi village...on October 3, 1973.......more than 20
consumers went there together. There were 60-70 people, both farmers and
consumers...We made presentations to the farmers...to explain not only about the
problems of detergent usage, hazardous food additive, oil protein, pesticide and
other agro chemicals, chemical fertilizers and ready-made livestock feed blend but
also extreme climate changes, emergency energy supplies and the low rate of self-
sufficiency in Japan. We earnestly pleaded that we ourselves had to stand up,
when food was industrialized and our lives and health were being threatened. We
requested farmers to grow rice, fruits and vegetables without using any chemical
fertilizers and agrochemicals...” (JOAA, 2010b, p81)

lyo Toya, interviewed by Hiroko Kubota, Nov 29 1995. Translated by Ayako
Hirakata and Louse Burford, Jan 2010: “Organic Agriculture Movement

Supported Also by Consumers” Kobe 2010 Conference book, p81.

Following World War 11 Japan needed to re-invigorate its agriculture and national
economy and successfully initiated rapid industrialisation, economic growth, and
intensification of agriculture. By the 1960s, as Japan began to take its place at the
table of the powerful nations, awareness of some of the negative impacts of this path
began to be felt (Hashimoto, 2009). In particular, Minimata disease®, Itai-itai
disease™®, Polychlorinated Biphenyl (PCB) poisoning and the discovery of pesticide
residues in breast milk, began to cause waves of public anxiety (Yasuda, 2010). In
1971 the iconic Japanese White Stork (Ciconia boyciana) became extinct in Japan,

largely as a result of pesticide use (Naito and Ikeda, 2007). It was in this context that

> Minimata disease was caused by Mercury poisoning from industrial pollution first appearing in the
town of Minimata. See e.g.
http://www.unu.edu/unupress/unupbooks/uu35ie/uudsie0c.htm#iv.%20the%20discovery%200f%20m
inamata%20disease%20and%20the%20difficulty%20in%20determining%20its%20caus accessed
05/05/10

'8 |tai-itai disease - Cadmium poisoning. See e.g. http://www.kanazawa-

med.ac.jp/~pubhealt/cadmium2/itaiitai-e/itai01.html accessed 05/05/10
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Teruo Ichiraku initiated the Japan Organic Agriculture Association (JOAA) in
October 1971. Members include producers, consumers, and academics. From the
outset, organic agriculture in Japan was conceived in much broader terms than
simply converting to alternative production techniques. Teikei was the chosen
vehicle to develop the production and distribution of organic products. Teikei is often
given the meaning of “food with a farmer’s face”, which correctly conveys the
emphasis it puts on consumer-producer relationships. The precise meaning of the
Japanese term is more accurately translated as ‘co-operation’ and contains meanings
such as ‘joining hands’ (see Figure 1). According to the JOAA, “true Teikei is a
warm relationship between people” (JOAA, 2010c p72).

Figure 1: The meaning of Teikei
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Source: Eri Oharta, personal communication February 2010

The message that Teikei and organic farming are not simply alternative production
and distribution systems is repeated by many authors, and especially by the founders
and early members (e.g. Hashimoto, 2009; Murayama, 2009; Epp, 2010b; JOAA,
2010c; Furusawa, undated). The origins of the movement are rooted in Asian
philosophy and nature (Hill and Kubota, 2007) and for its most committed followers,
Teikei seems to be construed as an answer to the question “how can I live a good
life?”” Concepts such as co-existence, symbiosis (Furusawa, undated), co-operation,
self-reliance, and mutual support appear frequently. Consumers may initially join

purely out of concern for food safety but the experience of belonging to a Teikei
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group can lead to wider learning and a broadening of understanding to include
economic and environmental issues (Epp, 2010a). This is supported by the words of

lyo Toya:

In the beginning the movement was all about food and its safety, but...I now
believe that it has to be setting the world right by changing current economic
priorities, changing the way we disrespect life to enhancing the importance
of life, and to change from the tendency to consider science as all
omnipotent, to a science that is nature centered, and respectful of life.
(JOAA, 2010b, p85)

The JOAA places organic agriculture in opposition to the market driven economy

and is overtly anti-capitalist. Their 1971 statement of purpose declares:

The so-called modernization (of agriculture) has been promoted primarily
from a capitalist viewpoint, and from which it is extremely difficult to hold
out hope and positive expectations for the further of our Nation’s agriculture.

(JOAA, 2010a, p92)

This wider vision that encompasses a protest against the dominant neo-liberal,
consumerist paradigm and calls for a complete change in lifestyle appears to be held
most strongly by the leaders and initiators of Teikei (see Box 3). These views are
encapsulated in the Ten Principles of Teikei that were agreed by the JOAA in 1978

(see addendum).
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Box 3: Understandings of Teikei

“The essence of Teikei is not a “transaction of merchandise” but a partnership to
work closely together to co-produce and sustain healthy farms and people as
friendly equal partners helping and understanding each other even as a family. This
must be preceded by a total review of the lifestyle on both sides, both the producers
and consumers.” (JOAA, 2010c, p73)

“It is the new relationship that can save humanity and nature and is a quiet
revolution to build an everlasting stable society in place of the capitalist economy.”

(JOAA, 2010c, p75)

“It is the self sufficiency based on human relations that is essential to world peace.
That is why | say the organic agriculture conducted as a way of eating and as a way
of farming had broad implication for human survival on this earth and is the only
solution for this issue.” (Teruo Ichiraku quoted in JOAA, 2010c, p73)

“Teikei system stresses in the ecologically [sic] way of life rather than technical
emphasis on sustainable agriculture. We think that the problems of the present
agricultural condition will not change by just converting conventional farms and

farmers to organic.” (Hashimoto, 2009, p2)

“my deeply held conviction that our movement will succeed in building an
alternative society in a world of peace where, instead of bullets and missiles, we will

exchange seeds and recipes.” (Henderson, 2002)

“CSA is an experiment in creating an “oikonomia” — a household that nurtures the
life of the people on the land ... in which people share life together, that’s what an

economy is, what culture is, a shared life. It’s not about money.” (Epp, 2010b)
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An example of one of the first Teikei groups is Hashimoto Farm in Ichijima
(established 1975). Shinji Hashimoto’s farm comprises 0.8 ha on which he grows 40-
50 varieties of vegetables
and keeps a flock of 4-500
hens in a barn. He belongs to
a group of five farmers who
between them supply
approximately 400
households in Kobe. At its
peak in the 1980s this group
consisted of thirty farmers

supplying around 1,500

households. There is a managing committee and two meetings are held each year
between producers and consumers to agree prices, varieties, and quantities of
vegetables to be produced etc. Distribution is organised and paid for by consumers
and shares are delivered to each family'’. As is the case in other countries, Teikei
groups are quite diverse, ranging in size from less than 10 members to over 5,000
(JOAA, 1993). There is some disagreement around the status of the larger groups
that take the form of consumer co-operatives, which some consider to fall outside of
the spirit of Teikei. Others regard them as “applications of the Teikei philosophy in
larger scales” (Murayama, 2009). There has been no accurate records kept of
numbers of Teikei groups (and this is further complicated by disagreements over
which groups should qualify as such). The peak is assumed to have been reached in
the 1980s and 1990s with an estimated 832 groups in 1990, with declining numbers
from the mid 1990s (Parker, 2005).

Japan is not the only country to have faced the environmental and social problems of
the industrialisation and intensification of agricultural production, so why did Teikei
develop here in particular? Without more detailed research any answer to this

17| visited Hashimoto farm and Takagi Organic farm (another from the group of 5, producing rice) in
February 2010 as part of the IVth International Symposium of the Network URGENCI
(www.URGENCI.net)
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question is purely speculative but it is likely that the social and historical context was
an important factor. Three factors seem particularly relevant. First, farm sizes in
Japan are very small by Western standards with 80% being 1.5ha or below (JOAA,
1993), larger properties having been redistributed to tenant farmers as a result of land
reform in 1946 (Parker, 2005). Second, there is a strong tradition of co-operative
working. Mainly as a result of the small farm size most farmers belong to regional
producer co-operatives and since the 1950s there has developed a very strong
consumer co-operative movement (Parker, ibid). According to the Seikatsu Club
website there are around 600 consumer co-operatives with 22 million members'®,
many of which deal with food as well as other products and services. The Seikatsu
Club Consumers’ Co-operative Union is relatively new having started in 1990 and is
an association of 29 consumer co-operatives. It boasts 307,000 members, most of
whom are women. It shares many of the environmental concerns of Teikei and is
involved in promoting recycling, food safety, eco-friendly packaging, and
campaigning against GMOs. A key difference to traditional Teikei groups according
to Hatano (2008) is that these co-operatives are also interested in obtaining lower
prices for consumers as a central motivation. So although the founders of Japanese
organic agriculture and Teikei initially experienced opposition from some farmers®®
and academics (YYasuda, 2010) the experience of and familiarity with farmer and
consumer co-operatives may have paved the way for consumer-producer
partnerships. Third, particular features of Japanese development may have
contributed to the strength of consumer concern about the chemical contamination of
food. The speed at which Japan transformed itself into a modern industrialised
society resulted in substantial environmental, as well as social and economic
changes. A culture of silence and denial seemed to surround some of the worst
examples of food chain contamination (e.g. Minimata disease) so that the problems
were not addressed for many years (Ui, 1992). In 1975 Sawako Ariyoshi published a
book entitled ‘Fukugouosen’ (Complex Pollution) that was the Japanese equivalent

of Rachel Carson’s ‘Silent Spring’ and provided consumers with more information

18 www.seikatsuclub.coop/english accessed 11/03/10

19 As described by one such farmer (name unknown) in a workshop at 1Vth International Symposium
of the network URGENCI, Kobe Gakuen University, Japan 18-22 February 2010
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(Hashimoto, 2009). In this context, it is not surprising that women (who were mostly
occupied in the role of housewife at this time) acted together and sought the co-

operation of producers to provide them with safe food for their families.

Many of the more recent models of consumer-producer partnerships look to Teikei
for inspiration, yet paradoxically, Teikei has been in decline for a decade and is now
looking to the US and France for possible answers to stem the decline, and in
particular to attract younger participants. This decline is occurring at the same time
as interest in organic products is growing. The deeply held philosophical
underpinnings of the founders are not necessarily shared by a generation with no
experience outside the current capitalist neo-liberal society and who have grown up
enjoying all the benefits of industrialisation with its attendant choice and availability
of products from around the globe. Yasudu Shigeru, one of the academics involved
in the early days of Teikei, is concerned that the “underlying philosophies™ are being
lost (Yasuda, 2010). Hatano (2008) also observes that some Teikei farmers have
concentrated on production and not embraced the wider aims by, for example,
encouraging the establishment of new groups or adopting a more wholly ecological
lifestyle. Hatano also describes the causes for the stagnation of Teikei as being a
result of changes in the nature of participants, changes in the organic market, and
changes in society. He observes that other examples of co-operative systems are also
stagnating. Both farmers and consumer members are ageing and are not being
replaced by younger members. The reliance on the voluntary work of housewives,
who were the “driving force of the Teikei movement” (Hatano, ibid, p32) has
resulted in a fall in volunteer availability as women have increasingly joined the
labour market. When Teikei started in the 1970s organic produce was not available
in shops and there was no certification system or standards. Today, organic produce
is much more widely available and standards have been introduced®. The
introduction of standards has not been universally welcomed by producers and many
Teikei farmers remain uncertified. There is an ongoing debate about the future of

Teikei in Japan with some pressing for adaptation and change (e.g. Hatano, 2008),

20 JAS — Japanese Agricultural Standards introduces a standard for plant products in 2000 and for

livestock products in 2005
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and others wanting to find ways of retaining the traditional form. The younger
generation can find this unwillingness to change difficult to understand. One young
person | met in Japan expressed the opinion that Teikei was locked in the past and
too attached to its roots in the protest movement of the 1960s and 1970s when
pollution was a serious problem. She felt it was also “too inward looking and family
focussed” and not necessary now that organic food was easily available through
more conventional outlets?*. The future for Teikei is difficult to predict. The growth
of CSA and other consumer-producer partnerships around the globe is providing
support and encouragement. The global connections being forged via the
establishment of URGENCI is resulting in renewed impetus and solidarity and a
respect for Teikei as the earliest example of the model.

2.1.2 Germany/Switzerland — the biodynamic connection

Germany and Switzerland are usually also credited with early examples of consumer-
producer partnerships (e.g. McFadden, 2003; Miles and Brown, 2005) and it is well
documented that the first two examples of CSA in the US were influenced by farms
in these countries. Trauger Groh spent 15 years at Buschberghof Farm in Northern
Germany before starting Temple-Wilton Community Farm in New Hampshire
(Henderson and Van En, 1999) and Robyn Van En was influenced by Jan Vander
Tuin, who had been working at Topinambur, a biodynamic farm near Zurich
(Henderson, 2010). Groh and others established Buschberghof in 1968 on land
acquired through a community land trust. They were strongly influenced by Rudolph
Steiner (1861-1925) and adopted a biodynamic approach to agriculture (Groh and
McFadden, 1997). Biodynamic farming is “a unified approach to agriculture that

22 and was the

relates the ecology of the earth-organism to that of the entire cosmos’
first example of an intentional organic agricultural movement to develop in response

to the increasing use of chemicals in agriculture (Miles and Brown, 2005).

Steiner was a multi-disciplinarian and his achievements spanned many fields

including philosophy, theology, education, architecture and agriculture (Hilmar,

2! Hiromi, personal communication February 2010

22 http://www.biodynamics.com/biodynamics accessed 18/05/10
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1997). His many influences include the idea of ‘“associative economics” that
encourages collaboration between different players and situates economics within a
social and environmental framework. It encourages interaction between stakeholders
(producers, traders, consumers) and explicitly addresses human needs, fair price,
poverty eradication, equity and environmental impact®. It is an approach that places
meeting human needs and caring for the planet above profit as the primary
motivating forces for economic activity; profit is still important, but is viewed as a
necessary by-product rather than the primary driver of economic activity (Karp,
2008). Both Karp (ibid) and Lamb (1994) link this approach with the present day
sustainable food movement, and with CSA in particular. The partnership and
collaboration between producers and consumers inherent in CSA provides a
foundation for building the sort of economic relations envisage by Steiner. In the
case of these early producer-consumer partnerships in Europe, and later in the US
(see 2.2.1), the connection seems clear. Associative economics provided an
underpinning approach to an attempt to create an alternative market for agricultural
products. Buschberghof was initially financed by a network of members (an
“Agriculturally Cooperating Community”) who provided loans to farmers (Miles and
Brown, 2005). It was only following the establishment of Temple Wilton Farm CSA
by Groh in 1986 that Buschberghof began to move towards being a fully fledged
CSA. By 2009 they were supplying 92 households with vegetables, a selection of red
meats, poultry, eggs, milk and dairy products, and 13 types of bread baked at the
farm’s bakery. According to Henderson (2010) there are now eleven similar farms in
Germany modelled on Buschberghof, which has also helped start three in Norway.
The formative influence of biodynamic farming and the link to associative
economics is not often acknowledged in accounts of CSA, but it was clearly
important in early developments in both Europe and the US. Whilst biodynamic
farming no longer dominates CSA farming these formative ideas, especially those of

associative economics, remain relevant to debates about the future direction of CSA.

2 http://www.cadi.ph/glossary of terms.htm accessed 18/05/10
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In Switzerland, Les Jardins de Cocagne®*, a consumer co-operative near Geneva was
started in 1978. This enterprise has grown and is still operating, supplying produce to
400 members from 17ha (Henderson, 2010). Jan Vander Tuin travelled in
Switzerland and Germany learning about associative economics and in 1984 was one
of the founders of Topinambur, a biodynamic CSA farm near Zurich (Miles and
Brown, 2005; Henderson, 2010). Henderson (2010) reports that there were only three
CSA farms in Switzerland for many years but that six new ones have formed more

recently, inspired by the success of the model in France since 2001 (see below).

There is no evidence of any communication taking place in the developmental stage
between Teikei in Japan and the European projects. The major influence in Europe
seems to have been Steiner, and also learning from the co-operative movement in
Chile during the Allende administration (1970-73) (Miles and Brown, 2005;
Henderson, 2010). That the concept spread from Europe to the US is undisputed and
it found fertile ground amongst groups seeking alternative ways of living and

producing food.

2.2 Growth

This section traces the global growth of the movement. Beginning with its
establishment in the US, it turns to progress in Europe and finishes with an account

of its introduction and establishment in the UK.

2.2.1 United States

It was Robyn Van En and colleagues who first used the term ‘CSA’ to describe their
new venture at Indian Line farm, Massachusetts, in 1986. Van En was trained as a
Waldorf kindergarten teacher and was therefore familiar with the ideas of Rudolph
Steiner on whose philosophy of anthroposophy Waldorf schools are built. She was
looking for a cooperative model for her newly acquired farm and responded readily
to the ideas that Jan Vander Tuin brought with him from his experiences in
Switzerland and Germany (Van En, 1996). The Schumacher Society was located
nearby and the Director, Susan Witt, was involved in the early discussions. All of

those involved were knowledgeable about anthroposophy and biodynamic farming.

24 http://www.cocagne.ch/Histo.htm (in french)
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Witt commented that they perceived CSA as a way of bringing together Steiner’s
associative economics and Schumacher’s promotion of local economies (McFadden,

2003).

At around the same time (and not too far away) Trauger Groh, together with Lincoln
Geiger and Anthony Graham, was setting up Temple Wilton Community Farm in
New Hampshire. Strongly influenced by Steiner, they were motivated by a desire to
establish a local biodynamic farm with and for the community and they gathered
together a group of around twenty families willing to form an association, the
Community Farm. Some members had land available, others farming skills, and
others would contribute financially. The radical model adopted for financing the
farm demonstrates the practical application of the concept of associative economics.
Groh explains it as having “the human being and his or her needs at the heart of our
economy ... . This attitude ... is the basis of associative economy” (Groh and
McFadden, 1997, p35). Each season, the annual budget is presented by the farmers
to the members who then say how much they can contribute to the total amount. The
amounts are not fixed so that those who can afford more make a higher value pledge,
(Groh and McFadden, ibid). Buschberghof farm in Germany adopted this approach,
as does Elizabeth Henderson’s CSA farm, Genesee Valley (they operate a sliding
scale for a full share and invite members to pay what they can afford®), deliberately
severing the connection between food and money: each member takes as much food
as they need, regardless of the amount of their pledge. This rejection of the
conventional economic transactions of the market place reflects the philosophical
foundations as set out in the original “Aims and Intentions” of the founders. These
are categorised as “Spiritual, Legal, and Economic” Aims, the primacy being given
to the spiritual or visionary aspect rather than economic aims: “Individual profit
through farming is not an economic aim of the farmers.” ° These farms are making
an attempt to de-commodify the production of food as far as possible; as Groh says:
“Farming is so essential that one has to do it at any cost. We can stop making sewing

machines or VCRs and life will go on, but we can’t stop farming” (Groh and

2 http://www.gvocsa.org/index.html

2 http://templewiltoncommunityfarm.com/a-brief-history-of-the-farm/ accessed 19/05/10
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McFadden, 1997, p107). This system depends for its success on the building of
relationships of trust and shared responsibility. If a member does not fulfil their
obligations it is made clear that no action will be taken against them and any
potential loss must be mitigated by the efforts of the other members. The farm
celebrated its 25™ anniversary in June 2010. It now provides vegetables, milk,
yoghurt, eggs, and meat for 100 households from 130 acres. It has survived several
crises and has had to adapt and respond to changing circumstances. It has succeeded
in maintaining its core values and the original Aims and Intentions as laid out in

1986 remain.

Most CSAs in the US have not adopted such a radical approach but these two
pioneering farms inspired a wave of new CSAs so that by 1990 there was an
estimated 37 CSA projects throughout North America and Canada (Lamb, 1994).
Growth continued and DeMuth (1993) records around 400 in the US by 1993, and
Van En 500 by 1995 (Van En, 1995). By 1999 the number had grown to around
1,000 (Lass and Stevenson et al., 2003). The latest estimate (2010) for the numbers
of CSAs in the US is 2,500 (Martinez and Hand et al., 2010) or between 3-4,000%".
Almost all CSAs practice some form of organic or near-organic agriculture (Lass and
Stevenson et al., 2003; Mcllvaine-Newsad and Merrett et al., 2004; Adam, 2006); the
connection with the Biodynamic Association remains and it lists 600 CSAs on its
database?®. The Spring 2008 edition of its magazine “Biodynamics” is entitled
“Associative Economics and Community Supported Agriculture”, celebrating the
success of CSA and exploring the future development of the associative economy. A
typical feature of LSPPCs is their diversity and CSAs in the US are no exception
although the majority of CSAs in the US are farmer led (Lass and Stevenson et al.,
2003; Mcllvaine-Newsad and Merrett et al., 2004; Adam, 2006) and members are
often referred to as ‘Subscribers’. Attempts to categorise CSAs have been made

based on whether they are farmer or consumer directed, single or multi farm based,

27 Jim Sluyter, Michigan Land Use Institute. Personal communication (22/02/10). There is no
agreement on the exact number, Robyn Van En Center states 1,430 (personal communication
15/12/09), and the figure of 12,549 for 2007 recorded on the USDA website is disputed by my other
sources.

28 hitp://www.biodynamics.com/ csal.html accessed 20/05/10
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and the land ownership and decision making arrangements (Greer, 1999; Soil
Association, 2001a; Lyson, 2004; Adam, 2006). The most obvious broad distinction
in the US lies between ‘subscription’ CSAs where the farmer is in control of most
decision making and does not require subscribers to participate practically in the
farm, and ‘shareholder’ CSAs that are consumer driven, where typically the farmer is
hired by the organising group who also make most of the decisions (Adam, 2006).
According to Adam (ibid) more than 75% of CSAs in the US follow the former
model. Some of these subscription farms can be large and at some distance from their
members and, as with the larger cooperatives in Japan, the question arises as to
whether they should be included in the CSA family as the connection between the
farmer(s) and the members is no longer ‘face to face’ (Schnell, 2007). However the
majority of CSA farms are smaller than US farms in general and many have other
outlets for their production and do not devote their entire acreage to CSA. Lass and
Bevis et al (2003) consider that the best indicator of the typical size of farms with
CSA enterprises is the median figure of 15 acres, with a median of 7 acres of
cropland, with CSA typically being just one of several farm enterprises (such as also

selling at a farmer’s market, farm gate etc).

Twenty five years after the first CSAs appeared in the US in New England a
noticeable spatial clustering has developed, particularly in the Northeast, West Coast
and Northern Central States (Figure 2) (Lass and Stevenson et al., 2003; Mcllvaine-
Newsad and Merrett et al., 2004; Qazi and Selfa, 2005; Schnell, 2007).
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Figure 2: Distribution of CSA Farms in the US
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It is interesting to note the geographic concentration of CSA farms responding to this survey (as well
as listed in the Robyn Van En database). As this map shows, the numbers clearly indicate a northern
tier bias in CSA farm location with three dominant areas: the Northeast (where CSA originated in
the U.S.), the West Coast and the North Central region.

Source: (Lass and Stevenson et al., 2003, p3)

Lyson and Guptill (2004) observe the same phenomena for the more generalised

.. . 2
category of ‘civic agriculture’ ’

, with highest concentrations appearing in the
Northeast, concluding that “direct marketing/civic agriculture is associated with ...
specific social, economic, and demographic characteristics of localities” (p382). All
these authors observe that clustering appears close to metropolitan areas where there
is easy access to urban residents. Schnell (2007), noting the lack of any in-depth
studies of the geography of CSAs, identified other characteristics of counties with
CSAs. He found that in addition to proximity to metropolitan areas, CSAs tended to
be in places where there are more and smaller farms, higher incomes, higher levels of
education, a low African American population, and where there is stronger support

for the Democratic party (equated with ‘progressive politics’, although he tempers

? Civic Agriculture is a term adopted by Lyson in his book of the same name to refer to the “rebirth
of locally based agriculture and food production ....activities (which are) tightly linked to a
community’s social and economic development” (Lyson, 2004, p1). Examples given are CSA,
farmers’ markets, and community gardens.

Lyson, T. A. (2004) Civic Agriculture: reconnecting farm, food, and community. Medford: Tufts

University Press.

88



PART 1: CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

Chapter 3: CSA and Community Development

this with the view that it may be more accurate to describe CSA farmers and
members as often sharing a ‘libertarian streak’ (p557), rather than a particular
political affiliation). The idea that the prevailing political ideologies in a location
play an important role in the adoption and spread of CSAs and other AFNs is
supported by Qazi and Selfa who take a political ecology approach to exploring the
uneven spatial distribution of alternative food networks (including CSAs). They
argue that the social history and social constructions of agriculture, together with the
natural environment, influence both the type of alternative that emerges and the
underlying rationales. Several University towns have attracted clusters of CSAs (e.g.
Wisconsin, Michigan, lowa, Madison) suggesting that more highly educated
populations are more likely to have concerns about industrial agriculture (Schnell,
2007).

Research on CSA in the US has elicited some information about the characteristics of
producers and members and their motivations. The producers (farmers/growers) are
more likely to be younger and more highly educated than their non-CSA peers and
many have moved into farming from other professions, bringing non-agricultural
skills and knowledge with them (Cone and Myhre, 2000; Lass and Beuvis et al., 2003;
Mcllvaine-Newsad and Merrett et al., 2004; Schnell, 2007). More of them are
women compared to conventional farmers, prompting some scholars to investigate
CSA in relation to gender (DeLind and Ferguson, 1999; Wells and Gradwell, 2001).
Active members of CSAs are also more likely to be women (DeLind and Ferguson,
1999) and Cone and Myhre (2000) found that the farms in their survey depended
heavily on the participation of women who were not in full-time employment. The
motivations for choosing to become a CSA farmer are inclined to be moral,
thoughtful, and indicative of a desire for change in the food system (Cone and
Myhre, 2000; Wells and Gradwell, 2001; Worden, 2004). Worden discovered
farmers had multiple goals that could be summarised as marketing, community,
education and environment, but also found “important philosophical dimensions to
growers’ motivations” (2004, p323) that could not be captured in these categories.
These deeper motivations include a philosophy of “right livelihood” or meaningful
work, and building an associative economy. Wells and Gradwell (2001) interpret

farmer’s motivations as an expression of ‘care’ — care for the environment, people,
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communities, and the future. This conceptualisation of CSA as being founded on an
ethic of care is explored in greater depth in chapter 6. Their conclusion that “CSA is
a system of marketing but not just that” (ibid, p117) echoes the sentiments expressed
by the founders and practitioners of Teikei in Japan, a resistance to the suggestion
that CSA is purely an alternative form of marketing within the conventional food

system.

The reasons given by members for joining a CSA are to source fresh, organic
produce, support local farming, traceability, and concern for the environment
(DeLind and Ferguson, 1999; Cone and Myhre, 2000; O'Hara and Stagl, 2001).
O’Hara and Stagl (2002) also observed that CSA members demonstrate an above
average interest in environmental issues and the local economy and tend to be better
educated than non-members. Factors influencing the probability of consumers
joining a CSA have been identified as existing shopping habits (people who shop
outside of supermarkets some of the time are more likely to join) and a preference for
buying locally (Stagl and O'Hara, 2002). People who hear about CSA by word of
mouth and who are more highly educated are also more likely to join (Kolodinsky
and Pelch L.L., 1997). Neither of these two studies found income levels to be a
significant factor, although studies report contradictory evidence on this point (Stagl
and O'Hara, 2002). Cone and Myhre (2000) were surprised to find that only 35% of
respondents in their survey of members said that “a sense of doing something with a
community” was a motivating factor. This finding is corroborated by O’Hara and
Stagl who concluded that “Members seem to be strongly motivated by social goals,
but most of them do not look for community ties through their membership” (2002,
p522), and by Ostrom, who found farmers’ expectations of member involvement
were rarely met. Members rated community building and learning about agriculture
less important reasons for participation in a CSA than obtaining fresh, organic, local
produce (Ostrom, 2007).

Government policy in the US has influenced the development trajectory of local food
systems (Hinrichs and Charles, 2012). Post World War II, agricultural policy has
strongly driven US agriculture towards intensification and specialisation, resulting in
increased yields, larger farms, fewer people employed in agriculture, and largely
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negative impacts on the environment, animal welfare, and rural communities. It has
also disconnected farmers and consumers (Lyson, 2004). In contrast to this overall
trend there have been a growing number of initiatives that support local and regional
food system development. These include the Farmer-to-Consumer Direct Marketing
Act (1976), the USDA’s*® Farmer’s Market Promotion Programme, and several
provisions within the 2008 Farm Bill including the Value-Added Producer Grants
Programme, and the Local and Regional Food Enterprise Guaranteed Loan
Programme. The USDA recognises and supports CSA as an alternative marketing

strategy and describes it as:

a community of individuals who pledge support to a farm operation so that
the farmland becomes, either legally or spiritually, the community's farm,
with the growers and consumers providing mutual support and sharing the
risks and benefits of food production. Typically, members or “share-holders"
of the farm or garden pledge in advance to cover the anticipated costs of the
farm operation and farmer's salary. In return, they receive shares in the
farm's bounty throughout the growing season, as well as satisfaction gained
from reconnecting to the land and participating directly in food production.
Members also share in the risks of farming, including poor harvests due to
unfavorable weather or pests. **

Links to research and information about CSA are also provided on the USDA

website (http://www.nal.usda.qgov/afsic/pubs/csa/csa.shtml).

More recently, President Barack Obama has voiced his support for local food

systems:

Barack Obama and Joe Biden recognize that local and regional food systems
are better for our environment and support family-scale producers. They will
emphasize the need for Americans to Buy Fresh and Buy Local, and they will
implement USDA policies that promote local and regional food systems.
(Obama and Biden, undated)

In September 2009, in response to Obama’s challenge to reinvigorate local food

systems the USDA launched a new initiative, ‘Know Your Farmer, Know Your

% United States Department of Agriculture
3 http://www.nal.usda.gov/afsic/pubs/csa/csa.shtml (accessed 01/10/11)
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Food” (www.usda.gov/knowyourfarmer). The emphasis is placed on the economic

benefits of connecting consumers with local producers and includes a grants
programme for funding ‘Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food’ projects. This would
appear to be a move towards a more favourable and co-ordinated policy environment
for CSA and other local food system models such as farmers’ markets. However, the
vast majority of food production remains within the control of corporate business and
turning around this dominant system will require change on a much deeper and

broader scale.

CSA in the US then, has its roots in progressive and radical philosophies, but as it
has developed over the past 25 years, it has taken many and diverse forms and is
interpreted differently by different actors. Many authors describe it as a conscious
opposition to a globalised, industrialised, commodified agriculture and an example of
a deliberate ‘alternative’, forming one of a number of experiments in forming
alternative food networks (e.g. Cone and Myhre, 2000; O'Hara and Stagl, 2001;
Mcllvaine-Newsad and Merrett et al., 2004; Schnell, 2007; Thompson and Coskuner-
Balli, 2007; Feagan and Henderson, 2008). Early adopters, pioneers, many CSA
farmers/growers and some members express motivations that support this more
radical model and view CSA as an agent of social change, whether this is limited to
the food system, or a broader vision for the creation of an associative economy, or a
more person centred, caring capitalism. But it is also clear that for others it is
regarded simply as a production or consumption choice. As several surveys show, for
some CSA members it is primarily a means of obtaining a source of fresh,
organically grown food with maybe the added values of supporting local small farms
and more environmentally friendly production methods (Cone and Kakaliouras,
1995; Kolodinsky and Pelch L.L., 1997; Cone and Myhre, 2000). As in Japan, there
appears to be a tension between these perspectives, although in the US this is not a
generational division. There is some evidence that joining a CSA can result in
broader lifestyle changes and a growth in critical consciousness that might result in
wider food system activism (Allen and FitzSimmons et al., 2003; Ostrom, 2007,
Russell and Zepeda, 2008) and this is discussed more fully in section 3. Some
authors suggest that if CSA is to spread into more culturally conservative locations
the link with progressive or anti-capitalist politics will need to be severed and it
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would be more successfully viewed through the lens of more traditional values of
promoting self-reliance and hard work (Qazi and Selfa, 2005; Schnell, 2007). Others
stress the potential for CSA (and other alternative sustainable agriculture models) to
be a driving force for change in the wider society and economy (Lamb, 1994; Karp,
2008). In practice the diversity of CSA enterprises in the US seems to reflect this
tension with the biodynamic farms such as Temple Wilton at one end of the spectrum
and the larger subscription farms at the other. These questions are discussed further

in section 2.2.4.

2.2.2 Rest of Europe

Examples of LSPPCs in the rest of Europe are widespread and uneven. | have only
an incomplete picture due to language constraints and the unavailability of any
detailed research. The case of France, where the idea has “spread like wildfire”
(Henderson, 2010), is particularly interesting. Despite arriving in France later than in
the UK there are now around 1,500 groups®?, known as ‘AMAPs’ (Association pour
le Maintien d’'une Agriculture Paysanne). The first group was established by farmers
Denise and Daniel Vuillon, near Aubagne in Provence on their 10ha farm, in
response to increasing financial difficulties selling to supermarkets and at the farm
gate. They learnt about CSA from a visit to the US and they set up their group in
2001, naming it an ‘AMAP’ and distributing 40 shares. By 2003 they were selling all
their produce this way to three AMAP groups, each comprising around 70
households. They now employ four full-time staff. The success of the model in
saving their farm from economic failure prompted them to share the idea across the
country, a mission that appears to have been very successful. They initially set up
Alliance Provence (2001) to assist other farmers to set up AMAPSs in the locality, and
this organisation received support from the regional government of Provence-Alpes
Cote d’Azur.®® There are now many regional Alliances and also a National AMAP
network providing information about AMAPs (including a Charter produced by the
Provence Alliance setting out the values, principles, and commitments of AMAPS),

information and resources for setting up new AMAPs, and a facility to locate

%2 This figure was given to me by Jérdme Dehondt at Kobe 2010; also see http:/www.reseau-

amap.org/, website of the national network
% This story of the establishment of France’s first CSA is taken mainly from Henderson, 2010.
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existing groups. The Vuillon’s were also instrumental in the establishment of the
international network URGENCI, which held its first meeting in Aubagne in 2004
with representation from 15 countries (Vuillon, 2009). Aware of the rapid emergence
of CSA in France, | asked a university colleague fluent in French to send an
introductory email to the national AMAP organisation to circulate to their members,
explaining who I am and asking if anyone would be willing to answer some
questions in English. | sent out a short questionnaire to the 15 members who
responded and received three completed forms, one from a producer in the Rhone-
Alpes region and two from members of another AMAP near Grenoble (also in the
Rhone-Alpes region). Both these examples were consumer initiated. One was started
because of a waiting list for the four existing AMAPs in the area. Both began by
linking a vegetable grower with a group of consumers. One has now expanded to
include five producers and a diversity of products (vegetables, fruit, eggs, meat,
cheese, yoghurt, and bread). In both cases some produce is sold outside of the
AMAP. One respondent describes what belonging to an AMAP means to her:

On top of the fact that | have weekly fresh organic products at low cost, it has
just decrease [sic] by half the time spent in food shopping. | just have to pick
the basket once a week (may take less than 5 min. when I'm in hurry, but
most of the time, ['m spending over time with people talking....) in a pleasant
place without any aggressive marketing to make me buy things I don’t need.
The overall spent for food has decrease also as I'm not getting into mall for
shopping, removing the temptation of buying extra not needed things or
throwing away products of poor quality that the children were not eating.
The food is healthier at home; children are eating vegetables with pleasure
as they are tasty (when whittling carrots, half of them are eaten by the
children before managing to get into the pan©). Every week, I'm seeing the
farmer that is growing the vegetable for us, having discussion with him.
Human relationship is back. | have also discover a lot of new recipe for
cooking vegetable (I've got a terrific recipe of pumpkins gnocchi...) and start
back to eat some | was not cooking for ages as they were not available in
common market.

These sound like the words of a very satisfied customer, who has identified
economic, health, and social benefits and is gaining a level of enjoyment and

probably increased quality of life from her engagement with the group.
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Some possible explanations for the rapid growth of AMAPS were suggested by Anita
Aggarwal following her attendance at the 1% URGENCI conference in 2004 as a
representative of the Soil Association. She proposed that the prevailing economic
climate for producers (rising land prices and falling produce prices), consumer
awareness of environmental and social justice issues, consumer preference for local
foods, support from local Government, and the enthusiasm and drive of the early
AMAP farmers as probable contributory factors (Aggarwal, 2004). She quoted a
conference participant: “People join AMAP for political, idealistic, financial etc.
reasons and stay because they make friends.” There is little available academic
research to back up these suggestions. However, a study undertaking in the Dijon and
Dole areas in France investigating the characteristics of members who join
community supported farms found that member households tend to be younger, have
higher incomes, and belong to other associations (in comparison to non-member
households). They also concluded that they care more about environmental and
social attributes and less about cosmetic and price attributes (Bougherara and
Grolleau et al., 2009). This would seem to support the assertion that consumer
awareness of environmental issues is a contributory factor. Lamine (2005) undertook
three case studies of alternative schemes linking producers and consumers in France,
one of which was an AMAP. She argues that the emergence of local producer-
consumer partnerships is directly linked to the food crises of the 1990s and the
multiple concerns and uncertainties that consumers experience around food, concerns
which she classifies as ‘concern for self and concern for the environment’ (p330). It
IS not unreasonable to hypothesise that the rapid growth of AMAPs was the result of
the equivalent of ‘the perfect storm’ in the form of challenging economic conditions
for producers, early adopters who became enthusiastic activists and promoters,
institutional support in the form of Local Government endorsement and financial
support for network development, and a cultural environment conducive to consumer
support for local organic production. The response from the Local Government of
supporting an initiative that was emerging from the community, rather than from
within their own structures, is particularly important and worthy of further comment.
A frequent critique of participatory social change is that it is usually led by
professionals and institutions who then invite the community in to ‘participate’

(Eversole, 2012) but “bottom-up change still needs formal institutional allies to help
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overcome barriers that communities cannot shift for themselves, and to access
resources not available any other way” (ibid, p9). The role of local Government in
the spread of AMAPs by offering resources to set up networks such as Alliance
Provence was critical in enabling rapid dissemination of the idea and knowledge of
how to set up new groups. An example of political action and involvement by AMAP
members is the case of a producer from Haute-Normandie who stood for election to
her local government and was elected in 2010 and is now promoting sustainable
agriculture and AMAP development. This partnership between local action and
institutional support is lacking in the UK and may go some way to explain the
differences in the pattern of the development and spread of LSPPCs in the two

countries.

Examples of LSPPCs in other European countries demonstrate varying levels of
activity, with much slower expansion where there has been no formal institutional
support. The early examples from the 1970s and ‘80s in Germany and Switzerland
(Buschberghof Farm and Les Jardins de Cocagne) remain but the model has not
spread widely within their own countries. In Belgium, two models have developed.
In Flanders (Dutch speaking), groups of consumers are linked to a local farm by an
organiser, a system known as Voedselteams (Food Teams). In 2005 there were 90
such groups (Henderson, 2010). In the French speaking areas Groupes d’Achat
Solidaire (GAS) are developing around Brussels, with the five groups present in
2008 having grown to around 30 by 2010%. This is a consumer driven initiative and
farmers deliver produce to drop off points in the city. The second International
Symposium held by URGENCI in 2005 was in Portugal when Reciproco, the
Portuguese version of LSPPC, was just forming, supported in part by LEADER
funding® (Henderson, 2010). At the 2010 URGENCI conference, Andrea Calori
from Milan University described the Italian version, Gruppo di Acquisto Solidale

(GAS), translated as ‘solidarity based purchasing groups’. They began in 1994 in

% Alexandre Dewez, Co-ordinator GASAP, personal communication 5/08/10; and see

www. haricots.org/en/csa accessed 5/08/10

% LEADER (Liaison Entre Actions de Développement de I'Economie Rurale) is a European Funding

stream that operates through committees of local people

96


http://www.haricots.org/en/csa

PART 1: CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

Chapter 3: CSA and Community Development

Moderna and there are now around 600 registered groups, with maybe the total
figure being nearer to 1,000. They trade mainly in food but also include other goods.
Calori described how they were forming into Regional networks and seeking to
influence policy from below. He conceptualises them as “no state public space” with

a strongly political function (Calori, 2010).

The international network URGENCI® was initiated by AMAP actors from
Provence in 2004 and continues to be supported by funding from French regional
Governments and two French Foundations. Information about their objectives and

activities can be found on their website (www.urgenci.net). Whilst acknowledging

the wide variations both within and between countries, members of URGENCI have
identified four fundamental ideas that underlie LSPPCs (Table 5).

Table 5: URGENCI'S "Fundamental Ideas" underpinning LSPPCs

Partnership Characterised by mutual commitment to supply (the
farmer/grower) and up-take (the member) of the food

produced each season.

Local Promoting local exchange. An active approach to

relocalising the economy.

Solidarity Sharing the risks and benefits of healthy production that is
adapted to the natural rhythm of the seasons and is respectful

of the environment, natural and cultural heritage and health.

Producer/Consumer | Based on direct person-to-person contact and trust, with no

tandem intermediaries or hierarchy and no subordination.

Adapted from www.urgenci.net

Led by the French AMAPs they have embarked on a programme of world-wide
dissemination targeted initially in Eastern and Central Europe and North Africa. The
visiting team consists of one producer and one consumer from an existing AMAP. In

some cases return visits have also been arranged to experience AMAPs first hand. As

% URGENCI is “Urbain — Rural : Générer des Engagements Nouveaux entre Citoyens” (Urban -

Rural Network: Generating new forms of Exchange between Citizens)
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a result there are new projects being established in a number of countries including in
Latvia, Bulgaria and Morocco. The response in the former communist block has
often been sceptical with a general suspicion of any form of collective action or
language perceived as idealistic, a lack of consumer social movement initiatives, a
low level of concern for environmental impacts of conventional agriculture, and little

appetite to support small family farms*’.

2.2.3 United Kingdom

The first examples of CSA in the UK appeared in the 1990s. EarthShare, near Forres,
Morayshire (Scotland) started growing vegetables and fruit in 1994 and is the longest
running CSA in the UK., They operate a four course rotation on four 3-acre plots
and contract out salad production to a nearby site. In 2009 membership stood at 170,
a little below the 200 they need to have sufficient income and volunteers. Food
Shares come in three sizes: single, 2/3 person, and family. Family shareholders are
expected to do nine hours voluntary work/year (and proportionally less for the other
two categories). Vegetable shares are supplied all year round, with at least seven
varieties available in the ‘hungry gap,” some of which (e.g. beet) are lifted and

stored. An important customer base is the nearby community of Findhorn®.

Perry Court CSA (1992) and Flaxland Farm (1996), both in Kent, are other early
examples but do not appear to have survived as CSAs. In 1997 the new owners of
Wester Lawrenceton Farm (a near neighbour of EarthShare), established a cow share
CSA. Members loan money to the farm in units of £500 and receive interest
payments in the form of cheese at a rate of 8%, based on a price between the
wholesale and retail price. The scheme was set up to address both economic and

social issues: “The farmers believe in the need to reconnect with the rest of society

37 http://blog.urgenci.net/?p=191 and http://blog.urgenci.net/?p=195 accessed 12/08/10

% Details about EarthShare are from an informal interview conducted with the main Grower on site,
24/08/09. EarthShare ceased to trade in October 2010 due to the lease running out on their land.

% www.findhorn.org
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and to educate the public about farming.” *° Events are held on the farm, newsletters

produced, and work days organised for members.

Dragon Orchard* Cropsharers is a grower-led scheme in Herefordshire and was
started in 2001 to protect the future of their apple and pear orchards. For an annual
subscription of £352 they supply apples, pears, cider, perry, apple juice, and
preserves. Members are also entitled to attend quarterly farm events.

In contrast to EarthShare and Dragon Orchard, Stroud Community Agriculture was
set up by a group of consumers who rented land and employed a grower. Their first
growing season was in 2002, renting a one acre walled garden supplying up to 30
households. They now employ two full-time farmers and rent 50 acres of land,
supplying around 200 households with vegetables, with the option to purchase meat
raised on the farm too. Rather than expand further they chose to help establish a
second CSA on a nearby farm (Stroud Slad Farm Community). A broad diversity in
the detail of structure, produce, and organisation can be observed even amongst the

early UK examples, demonstrating sensitivity to local conditions.

Unlike in the US, CSAs did not spread rapidly in the UK, but other direct marketing
models such as Farmers’ Markets, and Box Schemes grew faster. The Soil
Association*” played a significant role in the promotion of these models via
initiatives such as Food Links and the Food Futures project (La Trobe, 2002). Food
Links UK was established in 2002. Members of Food Links UK shared the following
vision: “Systems of producing, processing and trading, foods from sustainable
production systems including organic where the physical and economic activity is

controlled within the locality or region where it was produced, which delivers health,

40 http://www.soilassociation.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=KOVP4x0H031%3Dandtabid=208

accessed 01/10/11
41

http://www.onceuponatree.co.uk/about-us/dragon-orchard/community-supported-agriculture.html

(accessed 30/08/10)
*2 The Soil Association is a Charity and the main organic certification body in the UK. See

www.soilasscoiation.org . They promote ‘planet friendly food and farming through education,

campaigns and community programmes’.
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economic, environmental and social benefits to the people in those areas™. They
merged with Sustain's** Food Access Network in 2008, which has subsequently been
superseded by the network ‘Local Action on Food’. The first Farmers’ Market started
in Bath 1997 and there are now more than 500%°. Box Schemes appeared in the early
1990s and there are now well in excess of 500*. Farm shops are also popular and
there are over 1000 across the UK*'. In contrast, the number of CSAs remains low:
the availability of local and organic food via these other outlets, and increasingly

through supermarkets, could be one explanation.

The Soil Association has also taken on the role of promoting and assisting CSA
development. It ran a three year programme (2002 — 2005) to promote CSA entitled
“Cultivating Communities” with the stated aim of developing “community support
for low-income farmers who are severely disadvantaged as a result of foot and mouth
disease, BSE, swine fever, flooding and agricultural recession” (Cultivating
Communities, 2005b). A very broad definition of CSA was adopted:

A partnership between farmers and consumers where the responsibilities and
rewards of farming are shared. (Soil Association, 2001b p6)

This could accommodate a wide diversity of enterprises and projects where there is
evidence of mutual support between producers and consumers. Although an initial
investigation identified over 100 existing enterprises that were considered to fall into
this category (Soil Association, 2001b), at the end of the three year project only 23
initiatives describing themselves as CSAs appeared in their final report (Cultivating
Communities, 2005a). In 2008 the Soil Association was enabled to enhance its
support to CSAs as a partner in Making Local Food Work, a five year project funded
by the Big Lottery that “aims to help people take ownership of their fo