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Abstract
In this paper, we describe a Participatory Insider Action Research (PIAR) intervention 
within the Executive Committee (EC) of a large publicly funded service for people with 
intellectual disabilities. I was a member of this EC and had been for 20 years. The inter-
vention ran over a two-year period and comprised three cycles of PIAR. We addressed 
two specific organisational issues but our work did not deliver change in these areas in 
a substantial sense. We identify power dynamics and role duality challenges as the core 
factors that contributed to this outcome and describe their effects in this under-researched 
domain. We finish by offering some advice for future researchers undertaking initiatives of 
this nature.

Introduction

The Executive Committee (EC) of any organisation is tasked with highly significant 
responsibilities and obligations and many tools and techniques are available to support 
these activities (Lisiński and Šaruckij (Lisiński and Šaruckij 2006); Webster et al. (Webster 
et al. 1989)). Notwithstanding the value that such prescribed approaches to strategic opera-
tions can offer, they have been criticised for being bureaucratic, rigid and detached from 
organisational realities (Mintzberg (Mintzberg 1994)). Action Research (AR) is an embed-
ded approach to organisational analysis and development (Bradbury (Bradbury 2015); 
Brydon-Miller and Coghlan (Brydon-Miller and Coghlan 2014); Erro-Garcés and Alfaro-
Tanco (Erro-Garcés and Alfaro-Tanco 2020)). Its purpose, among others, is to deliver 
learning and enhanced capacity to respond to issues and challenges as they arise (Shani 
and Coghlan (Coghlan and Shani 2017); Wenger (Wenger 1998)). In this sense, its poten-
tial to richly contribute to responding to the strategic challenges of an organisation is clear.

The organisation in which this study took place is a large publicly funded service for 
people with intellectual disabilities. Its purpose is to enrich the lives of people with an 
intellectual disability and support them in achieving their potential by providing a wide 
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range of professional, educational and support services. All the activities of this organisa-
tion are guided by the principal of maximising the independence of people with disabili-
ties. Its services are anchored in the values of personalisation, professionalism and integ-
rity and continual improvement in these services is a key priority.

While there are many techniques whereby organisational enrichment can occur (Cam-
eron and Green (Cameron 2019)), alignment between context and method is critical (Kang 
and Chang (Kang 2019)). A core concern of AR is the pursuit of worthwhile human pur-
pose (Reason and Bradbury 2001). Its values include empowerment, social change, sup-
portive relationships and learning (Nelson et al. (Nelson et al. 1998)). Such values are well-
aligned with the desire for human flourishing at the core of this organisation and thus an 
AR intervention was undertaken to support us in delivering our intent.

Action Research

Action research is an emergent inquiry process in which applied behavioural science 
knowledge is integrated with existing organisational knowledge and used to address live 
organisational issues (Coghlan and Brannick (Coghlan and Brannick 2014)). It is an evolv-
ing process that is undertaken in a spirit of collaboration and co-inquiry (Shani and Pas-
more (Shani 1985)). In its purest form, it is a process whereby members of a social sys-
tem gather and use data about themselves to undertake both remedial and developmental 
action (Lewin 1946). The phases of AR comprise observing, describing, considering and 
reflecting on action, followed by taking action, monitoring what happens, reflecting on 
outcomes, analysing data, and coming to conclusions (Berlinck, and Saito (Berlinck and 
Saito 2010)). Resting on a Principal Researcher’s explicit and tacit knowledge of the organ-
isation, these steps are repeated in a spiral of cycles leading to the development of new 
knowledge which can be brought to bear on the circumstances at hand (Altrichter et  al. 
(Altrichter et al. 2002)). AR has been used across a diverse range of settings and business 
functions to date, ranging from fashion (Radaelli et  al. (Radaelli et  al. 2014)) to media 
(Walton and Gaffney (Walton and Gaffney 1989)), policy (Larrea and Arrona (Larrea and 
Arrona 2019)) and electronics (Fredberg et al. (Fredberg et al. 2011); Schuiling 2014). Its 
application in top management teams is rare by comparison (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller 
(Coghlan 2014)).

Reflection is a key and distinctive element of action research (Coghlan and Brannick 
(Coghlan and Brannick 2014); McKernan (McKernan 1996)). It involves a complex pro-
cess of observing, recording, reflecting, conceptualising, concluding and learning. Such 
reflection requires transparency and involves intense questioning of researchers’ assump-
tions, conceptualisations of events and planning for action (Winter and Munn-Giddings 
(Winter 2001)). Kakabadse, Kakabadse, and Kalu ((Kakabadse et al. 2007)) clarify that in 
AR there needs to be both reflectionon action, which looks back on experience and reflec-
tion in action, which refers to real-time learning or ‘in vivo’ reflexivity’ (p. 258).

Reflection is supported by dialogue which offers a space for participants to exchange 
ideas and thus enrich reflections (Coghlan and Shani (Coghlan et al. 2014)). Dialogue is a 
process of discovering, exploring and interrogating interpretations to achieve understand-
ing or agreement (Tsang (Tsang 2007)). Dialogic encounters may not always be democratic 
and indeed can be a conduit for power when the dialectical space is claimed by strong 
individuals or when participants self-censor their contributions to avoid conflict (Burbules 
(Burbules 2002)). Efforts must be made, therefore, to bring about effective dialogue by 
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equalizing power holdings (Freire 1970) such that differences between participants are sur-
faced in a spirit of truth, sincerity and legitimacy and brought to bear on seeking resolu-
tions to problems as reflected Habermas’s ((Habermas 1986)) ideal speech situation. In this 
way, meaningful reflection is supported.

Insider Action Research (IAR) involves AR being carried out by a ‘complete member’ 
of an organisation in and on their own organisation (Coghlan and Brannick (Coghlan and 
Brannick 2014); Paltved et al. (Paltved et al. 2016)). Participatory Insider Action Research 
(PIAR) occurs when people taking part in the research are participants in, rather than sub-
jects of, the research (Brannick and Coghlan (Brannick and Coghlan 2007); Gustavsen 
(Gustavsen 2008); Humphrey (Humphrey 2007)). This entails the participants being 
involved in selecting the research topic, collecting and analysing data, and deciding on 
action (Baum et  al. (Baum et  al. 2006)). Within PIAR studies, the highest level of par-
ticipation is self-mobilisation in which participants set their own agenda and organise for 
action, affording research and knowledge-building to operate in a democratic manner (lisa-
hunter and Martin  (lisahunter et  al. 2013); Melrose (Melrose 2001); Smith et  al. (Smith 
et al. 2010)).

Studies have demonstrated that all forms of IAR are complex and raise many chal-
lenges (MacIntosh et  al. (MacIntosh et  al. 2007); Nyman et  al. (Nyman et  al. 2016)). 
Two key challenges have been widely discussed in the literature, namely role duality and 
power dynamics (Holian and Coghlan (Holian and Coghlan 2013); Jacobs (Jacobs 2010); 
Smith et al. (Smith et al. 2010)). Role duality arises when the IARr carries one role as an 
organisational member while simultaneously holding a role as a researcher. While roles 
help organise dimensions of thinking, feeling and acting (Landy (Landy 2009)) and shape 
behavioural expectations (Sluss and Ashforth (Sluss and Ashforth 2007)), holding multiple 
roles often complicates relationships between role set members leading to confusion, con-
flict and contradictions for the researcher and colleagues alike (Moore (Moore 2007); Rav-
itch and Wirth (Ravitch and Wirth 2007); Smyth and Holian (Smyth and Holian 2008)).

Power dynamics are visible in the possession of control, authority and influence over 
work tasks and processes (Avison et al. (Avison et al. 2007)) and are a particular feature 
of management teams (Patel and Cooper (Patel and Cooper 2014); Tarakci et al. (Tarakci 
et al. 2016)). Managing power dynamics within AR interventions requires the continuous 
and skilled negotiation of power (Aime et al. (Aime et al. 2014); Beckett and Myers (Beck-
ett and Myers 2018)). It requires the IARr to act as a political entrepreneur and demonstrate 
a range of hard and soft skills to build participation and promote engagement (Buchanan 
and Badham (Buchanan and Badham 1999)). It requires the simultaneous management of 
the two Janus perspectives of deep involvement in a continuous and long-term ongoing 
change activity, while also striving for reflective distance and rigorous analysis through 
empathic and political involvement (Levin (Levin 2012)).

The Context of the Study

The organisation where this study took place was established in Ireland in 1955 and has 
over 1,000 employees. It provides a wide range of services to almost two thousand people 
with intellectual disabilities and their families. These services comprised clinical, residen-
tial, home and independent living support as well as education, training and research.

The environment of this organisation was characterised by a high degree of stability and 
predictability within a context of strong fiscal rectitude. A traditional, top-down approach 
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to management prevailed and change evolved carefully and cautiously as befits a publicly 
funded body. The EC was a well-functioning team where decisions were made appropri-
ately and matters were dealt with effectively (Salas et al. (Salas et al. 2018)). The atmos-
phere was constructive and collegial, and reflected the collaborative learning atmosphere 
necessary for AR interventions (Shani and Coughlan 2019). Team members had a long his-
tory of working together and respected each other’s professional and personal competence. 
They were deeply committed to the purpose of the organisation and were driven to deliver-
ing on its strategic intent to the best of their abilities.

At the point in time of this intervention the organisational environment was largely 
calm. Besides the not insignificant requirement to steer the organisation effectively, there 
was no immediate crisis for the EC to respond to nor critical decisions to be made. These 
contextual advantages, along with the earlier described alignment of values between the 
organisation’s objectives and research philosophy, it was an opportune time to suggest the 
incorporation of a new way of working in the pursuit of our mission. Thus, the initiative 
was in no way remedial, but instead was envisioned to be one of growth and optimisation 
of the capacities of the EC in the service of delivering on the organisation’s purpose.

Research Participants

All seven members of the EC, which included the CEO, constituted the research group. 
Tenure of members on the EC ranged from eight to twenty years. We each had distinct 
professional and managerial backgrounds, and while sitting on the EC rendered us nomi-
nally equal, primus inter pares circumstances arose according to the agenda item being dis-
cussed and related expertise and responsibilities. Over the period of the PIAR, two mem-
bers retired with one of these being replaced by a new incumbent towards the end of the 
PIAR.

Research Process

The research began with a pre-step where I approached each member of the EC individu-
ally to discuss the idea of incorporating PIAR into our operations on the EC. I explained 
the nature of AR and its spirals of action and identified the centrality of participation, con-
fidentiality, anonymity and equality as key ethical characteristics of PIAR. I highlighted 
that reflection is a core activity and that keeping reflective journals would be helpful. I 
explained the concept of ‘communicative space’ (Habermas (Habermas 1986)) and empha-
sised that group decision-making would be an integral feature of the process. As part of 
this description, I described the matters of role duality and power dynamics and the pos-
sible challenges they may incur on the process. It was important to be explicit about these 
issues at this point, not only because some people on the team had stronger power bases 
due to their interpersonal style and personality characteristics (Anderson et al. (Anderson 
et al. 2012); Lasswell (Lasswell 2017)), but also due to the salience of the positional power 
of the CEO. I felt that raising these issues would help insure they were not ‘taboo’ subjects 
as the PIAR proceeded and would help each person become aware of and establish an iden-
tity as an equal-status co-researcher and support them in navigating the issues that may 
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arise. Interestingly, my colleagues identified with these matters and seemed relieved they 
were brought out into the open.

During these meetings, I shared my pre-understanding of the organisation which I pro-
posed would serve as the foundation to the PIAR. The four issues I offered included:

1.	 Our approach to service development.
2.	 Our inclusion of organisational stakeholders in service development.
3.	 Our use of planned and emergent approaches to organisational change.
4.	 The manner in which we undertake project reviews.

Thus informed, I invited them to take some time to consider engaging with my proposal 
and to revert with their responses. Each member consented to participate in the process and 
thus the PIAR was launched.

Three major AR cycles took place, all of which were larger than many documented AR 
cycles (Molineux and Haslett (Molineux and Haslett 2002); Torbert and Taylor (Torbert 
2008)). In fact, the cycles closely resembled the messiness of AR as described by Cook 
((Cook 2009)) and McNiff and Whitehead ((McNiff and Whitehead 2002)). Each Cycle 
comprised a number of group sessions (GS) which were interspersed with individual and 
sub-group work which contributed to the planning of subsequent Cycles (Revans (Revans 
1980)). Cycle 1 consisted of five group sessions over seven months, Cycle 2 consisted of 
nine group sessions over eleven months, while Cycle 3 lasted six months and consisted of 
eight group sessions.

Validity and Reliability

Recognising that “the principal threat to the validity of action research comes from the 
lack of impartiality on the part of the researcher” (Coughlan and Coghlan (Coughlan and 
Coghlan 2002), p. 237), I embedded many practices that served to protect the process from 
this threat. I engaged in continuous negotiation, reflexivity and dialectical engagement with 
all co-researchers thus avoiding bias and consensus (Denzin and Lincoln (Denzin and Lin-
coln 2008)). I engaged in thorough record-keeping with team members and ensured col-
lective agreement of the accuracy of these details by circulating draft records to everyone 
for input (Coghlan and Shani (Coghlan and Shani 2005); Eikeland (Eikeland 2006)). These 
techniques, supported by the collaborative use of a core research group, repetition of the 
spirals of action research cycles, triangulation of data, reflective journals and my use of 
a critical friend (Foulger (Foulger 2010)) ensured the participatory nature of the process 
and protected the validity, reliability and ethical rigour of the study (Brydon-Miller et al. 
(Brydon-Miller et al. 2006); Ravitch and Wirth (Ravitch and Wirth 2007)).

I drew on the idea of an Hermeneutic Circle (Bontekoe,  (Bontekoe 1996)) to inform 
how the data were analysed. This concerns creating a dialectic for understanding the whole 
in the interpretation of its parts such that the analysis moves between emic and etic per-
spectives (Pike (Pike 1967)). The emic position was fulfilled by us jointly analysing the 
data to extract knowledge to inform action, while the etic criterion was satisfied drawing on 
mind maps, charts and diagrams created within group and inter-sessional work (Luke et al. 
(Luke et al. 2014)). Working to gain distance from personal assumptions required repeated 
reading of the records, undertaking further analysis prompted by these reviews and wel-
coming challenges on assumptions and interpretations. Reference to the relevant literature 
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further supported the objectivity of this process (Melrose (Melrose 2001); Zuber-Skerritt 
and Fletcher (Zuber-Skerritt and Fletcher 2007)).

The Story of the Research

Cycle One

The EC had a scheduled meeting on the morning of the day when the team was due to meet 
for the first PIAR Group Session (GS). I found myself behaving differently in this meeting 
as I was already anxious about the PIAR session that afternoon. It was scheduled to begin 
at 2pm but I was asked to push out the start time by thirty minutes. My anxiety to launch 
the project led me to accede to this request. Thus even before the process formally began, 
I could detect the power dynamics and role duality challenges that are characteristic of 
PIAR.

When the first session finally began, I re-introduced the research more formally and 
reminded everyone about the value of reflection as part of the PIAR. I sought their feed-
back on the ideas I had shared with them earlier and encouraged their participation in 
building on or adjusting these suggestions. After a good discussion, we developed two of 
these four issues into clearer themes to be the focus of our work and captured them under 
the following headings:

1.	 Clarification of the role of the EC in relation to service development.
2.	 Stakeholder inclusivity within the organisation’s mission, vision and values.

We briefly discussed these matters and then wrapped the session with an agreement to 
think about them before the next session. I wrote up a record of the session and circulated 
it to capture any amendments, a practice I continued throughout the initiative.

GS 2 took place six weeks later and began with reports from the co-researchers on the 
development of their thoughts in the intervening period. No new ideas were presented so 
we got together in pairs to progress our two core themes. By the end of this session, three 
issues emerged with respect to progressing our first theme: firstly, that the EC had a role in 
relation to service development; secondly, that its role in this space was less clear than its 
role in relation to other areas of the organisation, and finally that the role should be clari-
fied and likely change as a result. We did not progress our second theme. We agreed again 
to meet up in pairs before the next GS to continue our discussions.

GS 3 took place 4 weeks later than planned to accommodate others’ diaries. This was 
the second time I acceded to requests to adjust the timetable of the PIAR and while not 
ideal, I conceded in the spirit of collaborative engagement. I kicked it off with a reminder 
of the planning, implementing, observing and reflecting phases of the AR spiral and our 
use of it to support our work. Each pair presented their inter-session work but again little 
new content was visible. As our discussions proceeded, it struck me that the more powerful 
people were those who suggested topics for consideration, directed discussions and drew 
conclusions, while the less powerful people supported the proposals of the former, acqui-
esced with their suggestions. We continued to discuss the two themes but did not reach any 
conclusions. I was asked to provide a content overview of the sessions to date and a set of 
questions to support members’ progress. I was reluctant to provide such a framework for 
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our work in case it would obstruct the flow of the PIAR process, however I agreed to this 
request while recording myself as being “too conforming”.

Even in these early sessions the power dynamics were visible and I felt I was constantly 
trying to counter what I saw as the over-control by some other members. I noted “Eve-
ryone isn’t contributing to this process”. I began to think that a tighter structure of the 
sessions would support more equal participation, but I was conscious of the need to avoid 
directing the process myself. As a result, I made no change to my modus operandi but felt 
quite conflicted. I discussed my approach with my critical friend who encouraged me to 
avoid providing too much direction.

I also found myself caught up in role duality such that although I consciously enacted 
distinct PIAR behaviours resting on the principal of equality, my thoughts within the PIAR 
were seeping out to influence my behaviour in the EC and my thoughts as I carried out my 
EC role were equally seeping out to influence my behaviour in the PIAR. I noted: “The 
dual role issue is starting to have a major impact on all of my behaviour” and discussed 
my management of this with my critical friend. I also heard back from other team members 
that they reacted to recommendations and contributed to decisions in the PIAR with one 
eye on how such interactions may impact relationships with other members in their EC 
roles. This was a clear expression of their own experiences of the challenges of role duality.

At that point in the PIAR, about five months into the process, the serious matter of a 
national economic crisis began to unfold. The likely impact of this on the organisation was 
a major concern for us in our EC roles and it distracted attention from the PIAR. When we 
did re-group for GS4, only the least powerful members had done any inter-session work. 
There was a brief general discussion about the complexity of service development, but no 
consensus on how to action this emerged, nor any plan for inter-session work. I was dis-
appointed with this but reconciled the low level of PIAR activity as an inevitable conse-
quence of the economic crisis.

I was anxious in anticipation of the last session of this Cycle, not least because it was 
going to be the first major review of the research, but also due to the additional burden 
we were under with respect to the fallout from the financial crisis. The session got under-
way and as we reviewed the activities of the PIAR, I was heartened to hear team members 
endorse its value. They noted that it provided ‘protected space’ for thinking and discussion 
with: “It creates an opportunity to communicate at a personal and revealing level based 
on shared participation and transparency.” In discussing how Cycle two should proceed, 
there was an insistence that whatever we do, the next cycle had to be characterised by 
action. My desire for Cycle 2 concerned enhancing equal participation of all co-researchers 
and increasing our use of reflection and I discussed how to achieve this with my critical 
friend.

Cycle Two

At the first GS of Cycle 2, I provided an overview of what we had done so far but peo-
ple were still distracted and anxious amidst the now keenly-felt pressures of the economic 
recession. A suggestion was made by a powerful member to remove the two topics from 
the PIAR and deal with them instead within the context of the EC. I interpreted this as a 
desire for the attention of members to be fully placed on the organisation’s response to the 
crisis and it was a blow to me as it would herald the end of the PIAR. I discussed it later 
with my critical friend who supported me to see it as ‘a possible and undesirable out-
come but one that had to be accepted as an outcome nonetheless’. In any event, with others 
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having endorsed the value of PIAR at the end of Cycle 1, there was no consensus on taking 
this path and the session finished with a commitment to consider how we could connect the 
work of the PIAR with the wider organisational environment and so render our work more 
meaningful.

When we met for GS2, only I had any thoughts to present on linking our work to the 
prevailing organisational challenges but my suggestions on how we could do this did not 
gain any traction. I was confused by this given the sentiment at the end of the previous 
session and wondered whether it reflected a preference among some members to have 
such serious issues as the financial crisis dealt with within the formality of the EC and 
not the less structured context of the PIAR. At the same time, others commented that 
keeping the two issues separate would protect the PIAR from the stressful atmosphere 
of dealing with the financial crisis. I saw this as reflecting an awareness of the value of 
PIAR although I wondered whether this was an implicit suggestion that the matters the 
AR was working on were not important and so could be left within it without a connec-
tion with the real context. We agreed that before the next session, we would work in 
pairs to propose where we go from here with respect to our two core themes rather than 
link our work to the organisational environment. I was asked to prepare a briefing docu-
ment to enable the co-researchers to do this work and I conceded to this as a means of 
supporting the PIAR.

The third GS took place after a number of postponements. Co-researchers presented 
what they had been working on and again it was clear that the more powerful people had 
done least inter-session work while the less powerful people had done most. We still strug-
gled with deciding on the next steps for progressing our two core themes. Some team 
members voiced their frustration with how slow this was going with one more powerful 
person criticising the process as “…very long-winded … going around in circles”. This 
sounded like criticism of me and was uncomfortable. One team member noted that this 
slow and repetitive process reflected how we operated when engaged in our EC role. While 
this sounded like a criticism of the EC, I also saw it as an indicator of engaging in reflec-
tive work which was positive. Ultimately there was no agreement on actions to progress 
our work on either theme. Instead, the same person as before suggested I work with one 
other person to develop the learning from Cycle 1 and that one other pair identify a project 
within our two core themes on which to take action. I noted ‘There is dominance of the 
discussion, which is impacting how people contribute to the overall thinking of the group’. 
I found this repeated suggestion from the same individual that I should revisit the data 
quite frustrating because I felt these tasks should have been undertaken by us all in a col-
laborative manner. By agreeing to do so in the spirit of supporting the process, I felt I was 
reinforcing EC dynamics rather than allowing space for new PIAR dynamics to emerge. I 
found this time tiring, stressful and discouraging and my critical friend was helpful at this 
time.

At the next session (GS4), my review of the learning from Cycle 1 prompted a good 
level of discussion and I noted: “It really felt like the communicative space was starting to 
be used more”. However, we did not come to any agreement on action in relation to our 
core themes. I agreed to circulate trigger questions to support the inter-session work on 
identifying paths for action and to collate responses received with two other members.

At the next session (GS5), rather than continue where we left off, we returned to the 
topic of linking the prevailing national financial crisis to our work on service develop-
ment and this time we agreed to move in this direction. I saw this as a positive step and an 
advantage to both the PIAR and the organisation. This decision, however, did not result in 
the identification of any clear steps to take in this regard. I agreed to work with two others 
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to identify tasks for the group in relation to this during the inter-session break. While this 
session appeared to be productive, I found the absence of any decision on action quite frus-
trating. In thinking about it I concluded that I needed to recalibrate my expectations about 
what could be achieved, thinking “…action research really does go where people want”. 
I wondered whether I had been applying my EC expectations for progress on to the AR 
rather than accepting its own pace.

I ended up doing the inter-session work alone and brought it to the next GS (6) where 
energy levels seemed low. Instead of progressing the connection between the economic cri-
sis and the PIAR, our discussion moved to away from this topic and focused on the second 
theme of the PIAR concerning the inclusivity of stakeholders in our mission, vision and 
values statements. This was the first time this theme received our attention beyond its intro-
duction at the start of the PIAR. We discussed some ideas around this issue, noting “To 
date, our mission statement has been undefined, too general…. too many words attempting 
to encompass all aspects of everything”. We agreed to further our thoughts on it during 
the inter-session break while also maintaining the momentum around the topic of service 
development.

At the next session (GS7), just two people had work to present on our mission and 
vision and values. This detailed a number of options for rewriting the organisation’s exist-
ing statements in a more inclusive manner. We discussed these but did not finalise any 
agreement. We resumed this discussion at the next session (GS8) and expanded it to con-
sider how our values get embedded in organisational processes and activities. This dis-
cussion continued at the final GS of Cycle 2 where we explored appropriate terminology, 
addressed the challenges of implementing values in practice and examined our conceptions 
of the people who received the organisation’s services in the light of these values. While 
this was a rich discussion, we did not agree on what to do next with respect to these issues 
and with no further reference to our work in relation to the role of the EC in service devel-
opment, the Cycle ended.

I felt quite deflated at this point, with: “It is akin to the most intensive and demanding 
aspects of my [day] job”. Postponements and gaps had led to interruption of the work and 
resulted in confusion and repetition while the challenges of responding to the economic 
crisis added further pressure. Again, my critical friend supported me at this time. Dealing 
with role duality and power dynamics had not become any easier either. I was aware that 
these dynamics reflected the need for people to protect their EC roles and relationships 
and I recorded: “I still feel that I am not doing well at enabling everyone to have an equal 
voice. I probably do not have enough skills or power”.

Cycle Three

I opened the first session of Cycle three seeking members’ views on whether or not the 
PIAR should continue. I did so in order to give everyone an opportunity to state their com-
mitment or otherwise to proceed. While people noted that “It took time to become confi-
dent in the process”, everyone agreed that it should continue because it “…brought a ‘task’ 
focused group together to view their collective role in a more collaborative way”. I was 
pleased with this and heartened by the constructive tone. At the next session I proposed 
a six-month timeframe for the completion of the PIAR which we agreed. I suggested we 
resume where we left off at the end of Cycle 2 and continue to focus on the topic of mis-
sion, vision and values. We agreed a detailed plan for continuing this work and I noted 
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“I’m happy with how I got the group to decide what to do and how to do it rather than me 
telling them”.

Four members of the group, again the less powerful members, progressed this work 
before the next session where we continued to discuss it. At that session (GS3), one person 
suggested that we distinguish between the mission of the organisation and its vision and 
values, in that the former was something we could continue to work on ourselves, while the 
latter should properly include the voices of wider organisational stakeholders. To achieve 
this, it was agreed that work on the vision and values would be removed from further 
consideration in the PIAR, while work on the mission would be retained within its remit. 
While I agreed that this was an appropriate path to take, I felt there was pressure to consent 
due to the power of the proposer and the manner in which the proposal was driven until 
agreement was achieved. We then turned our attention to the matter of the organisation’s 
mission and there was broad consensus that changing societal views on the dignity and 
independence of people with disabilities need to be more explicitly articulated within our 
documentation. One member offered to work on this during the break between sessions.

At the next session (GS4), there was broad agreement on the new draft mission state-
ment that was presented. This constituted a partial deliverable from the PIAR and was sat-
isfying to note, although we agreed this had to be formally ratified in the EC environment 
for it to take effect. We then re-focussed on the one remaining issue of the PIAR, namely 
the EC’s role in relation to service development. Two pairs of co-researchers agreed to 
explore this further before the next session but only one pair actually delivered on this.

We built on this work at GS5 but confusion surrounding it soon became apparent. One 
person said they weren’t even clear on what the term ‘service development’ meant. Yet 
again it was suggested that I and three others undertake a review of the records of all three 
Cycles to help clarify our thoughts on it and feed it back to GS6. I didn’t think this was 
necessary but the records were reviewed nonetheless and the findings were brought back to 
the next session. At this session (GS6), moving this topic out of the PIAR to be dealt with 
by the EC was suggested but not agreed, because it was argued that the PIAR was the cor-
rect location for its completion. Instead, the topic was split into two parts with two people 
agreeing to focus on the role of the EC in the organisation, while myself and another team 
member would consider the definition of service development.

At the next session (GS7), there was broad agreement that the EC’s role in relation to 
service development needed to change with respect to three areas: devolution of power and 
responsibility, development of an outcome focus and enhanced listening to the voices of 
service users. No action steps for translating these ideas into substantial change were iden-
tified. While it was good to have some further ideas in relation to this theme, I was tired 
and frustrated by our repeated inability to agree on a way forward and the continued sub-
mission of some members to more powerful others. I was worried that the same powerful 
person would dominate the final session and reduce the quality of our discussion. I would 
have been happy if the PIAR had ended then. Two of us canvassed the opinions of the rest 
of the team as to the format of the last session but no ideas were forthcoming.

The last session took place as planned, two years from the beginning of the main 
research. Its purpose was to finalise our thoughts on the role of the EC in relation to service 
development. As anticipated, this session was dominated by the same person who made a 
set of proposals for action in relation to the three issues from the previous session. How-
ever, our allotted time expired before we reached any agreement. As the PIAR closed with 
little substantial outcome, I wondered how effective I had been, noting “The big question 
for me is, could I have fed back to them/challenged them in a way/ways that would have 
enabled decisions and actions”.
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Discussion

This study comprised three AR cycles within a PIAR framework which ran over a two-year 
period within the executive team of a large publicly funded service for people with intel-
lectual disabilities. The study was intended to clarify the role of the EC in service develop-
ment and address the inclusivity of stakeholders in our mission, vision and values. In line 
with the premises of AR to enhance diffusion of ideas and lead to change in individual 
behaviour and organisational practices (Elden and Taylor (Elden and Taylor 1983)), it was 
anticipated that this work would initiate relevant organisational changes.

The PIAR produced a re-draft of our mission statement which was to be formally 
adopted and ratified by the EC. We also progressed our documentation on vision and val-
ues to a point where wider organisational consultation was recommended and brought back 
to the EC. That we did not finalise these documents within the PIAR left me with a ques-
tion as to how much the EC rather than the PIAR was the final arbiter of them. In line 
with the objective of organisational learning that is central to AR (Weil (Weil 1998)), we 
covered a lot of ground with respect to considering the role of the EC in relation to service 
development and I believe our understanding of its complexity was enhanced. We agreed 
this role needed to change with respect to three areas: devolution of power and responsibil-
ity, development of an outcome focus and enhanced listening to the voices of service users. 
However, we did not deliver the clarification of this role as intended. We now identify and 
discuss some factors that we believe contributed to these outcomes. In doing so, we illu-
minate the complexities of PIAR within the context of an executive team and add new 
insights concerning the challenges of PIAR.

Differences in roles and associated power among co-researchers have been clearly iden-
tified as influencing AR outcomes (Coghlan and Brannick (Coghlan and Brannick 2014)). 
Despite the nominal equality that existed between members of the PIAR, and commitment 
to the principle of equality by each co-researcher, the formal EC roles and informal inter-
personal power differences of members held considerable sway in the operations of the 
PIAR. They were visible in more powerful people dominating discussions and determining 
PIAR activity, and less powerful members acceding to their proposals and submitting to 
their requests. These outcomes align with the studies of Gorinski and Ferguson ((Gorinski 
1997)) and Krim ((Krim 1988)) and reflect the inextricable connection between power and 
action whereby the dominant discourse drives consensus (Gaventa and Cornwall (Gaventa 
2008)). Domination, as a face of power (Fleming and Spicer (Fleming and Spicer 2014)) 
determines the terrain of action and non-action (Alvesson (Alvesson 1987)) and was 
clearly visible in this study. The manner in which this occurred may reflect a degree of 
subjectification among the co-researchers (Townley (Townley 1993)) in that what appeared 
to be free behaviour, had, in fact, strong power-related qualities (Costea et al. (Costea et al. 
2008); Knights and Willmott (Knights and Willmott 1989)). This subjectification, whereby 
co-researchers had internalised their identity as members of the EC and had absorbed its 
dominant truths (Alvesson and Willmott (Alvesson and Willmott 2002); Boje (Boje 1995); 
Riad (Riad 2005)), strongly influenced their behaviour and operated as an additional form 
of covert power (Fleming and Spicer (Fleming and Spicer 2014)). It normalized the sub-
mission of less powerful members to more powerful others (Goss et al. (Goss et al. 2011)) 
and was clearly portrayed in differing levels of participation by members.

This submission dynamic may also reflect the perception of the less powerful mem-
bers that there could be consequences for their roles as EC members from how they par-
ticipated in the context of the PIAR. This may have served to reinforce and maintain the 
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‘EC-related’ behaviours while limiting the possibility of acting differently in the context 
of the research. These findings reflect the complex and paradoxical nature of power (Fin-
kelstein (Finkelstein 1992); Keltner (Keltner 2016)) and the difficulties associated with 
attempts to reformulate power relations (Van Bunderen et al. (Van Bunderen et al. 2018)).

An additional explanation for these dynamics may lie in the longevity of tenure on the 
EC of the co-researchers. This had given rise to a set of understandings and expectations 
of interaction patterns that had become embedded in the norms of the group (Chatman and 
Flynn (Chatman and Flynn 2001); Uzzi and Spiro (Uzzi and Spiro 2005)). As a result of 
their familiarity with each other as members of the EC, co-researchers interacted in rec-
ognisable and predictable ways were able to anticipate each other’s contributions. Such 
behavioural dynamics are never easy to dislodge especially when behaviours underpinned 
by them have served the group well in the past (Grønhaug and Olsen (Grønhaug 1999)), 
but they make for an arduous path when interaction patterns from new role sets are sought 
(Coghlan and Casey (Coghlan and Casey 2001)).

As a result of this long-standing engagement with each other, the social exchange rela-
tions co-researchers had developed with each other (Pfeffer (Pfeffer 1992)) activated the norm 
of reciprocity and the dynamics of commitment and obligation. These relations rendered the 
governance structures and acceptable behaviours to be durable attributes of co-researchers’ 
relationships which were difficult to displace and allow space for new styles of interaction that 
would have supported the PIAR. Instead, these relations facilitated the preservation of covert 
control among more powerful members and made it difficult for participants to move into new 
roles as co-researchers (Krackhardt (Krackhardt 1990)).

I was highly attuned to these power-related tensions. In holding multiple roles, each of 
which was vested with power in its own right, I worked hard to minimise the impact of these 
bases of power within the PIAR, not just to support its activity, but also to protect my relation-
ships with all EC members. Maintaining a balance between these conflicting demands was 
a challenge throughout the study and is at the core of managing any AR process (Mohrman 
and Cummings (Mohrman and Cummings 1989); Teusner (Teusner 2016)). These tensions 
influenced my thinking and behaviour, largely in the form of self-regulation in line with the 
experiences of Moore ((Moore 2007)) and Ravitch and Wirth ((Ravitch and Wirth 2007)). I 
recognise that the combination of my unwillingness to challenge the group and the absence 
of means to disrupt the routines of the group resulted in ‘business as (EC) usual’ being main-
tained as a practice and dynamic within the PIAR.

Within the AR literature, little attention is paid to the organisation’s external environment 
and how it affects AR projects. In this study, the national economic crisis which unfolded 
over the course of the PIAR was impossible to ignore. It triggered significant changes in rela-
tion to finance, staffing and operations and influenced the thinking, priorities and behaviour of 
the co-researchers. While the rationale for the research was ultimately to enrich the capacities 
of the EC to advance its strategic imperative, the crisis provoked managerial entrenchment 
and strong alignment of behaviour with formal EC roles. It led to a swift regression to the 
well-established configuration of power relations (Barthol and Ku (Barthol and Ku 1959)). 
At one level this was understandable due to the organisational responsibilities held by the EC. 
However, the implications for the PIAR were that there was less focus on equality within the 
group, reduced attention for the PIAR and more frustration with its dynamics. The urgency 
and importance of the crisis strengthened preferences for directive leadership and led to a 
reduction in the time, attention and priority given to the research. It further resulted in much 
of the content issues of the PIAR being relocated into the formal activities of the EC. This is 
at odds with the philosophy of AR which positions its activity within organisational realities 
(Coghlan et al. (Coghlan et al. 2014)). Perhaps it is the case that the utility of the PIAR had 



Systemic Practice and Action Research	

1 3

not been sufficiently established by the time the crisis hit during Cycle 1, leading to a rapid 
reinstatement of habitual practices of leadership, followership and group behaviour (Michael 
and Robbins (Michael and Robbins 1998)). While McDaniel, Jordan, and Fleeman ((McDan-
iel et al. 2003)) highlight the opportunity presented by ‘surprises’ that occur within AR and 
refer to such developments as ‘gifts’, the surprise in the form of sudden changes in the external 
environment was not seen as ‘promising opportunities for new approaches to meeting organi-
sational goals’(McDaniel et al. (McDaniel et al. 2003): 267), but, rather, as a threat. Being 
willing to ‘question, explore, and experiment.’ (275) in the face of this ‘surprise’ was difficult 
for the co-researchers.

Lessons for Future PIAR Researchers

PIAR is not straightforward and is subject to the vagaries of role duality and power dynam-
ics. Spending more time at the start of such a project thoroughly explaining the tenets of 
this method, detailing its implications for new behaviours and interaction patterns and 
securing commitment to engage with such requirements is recommended as a route to lim-
iting the impact of these challenges. The nature and dynamics of power, as well as the 
demands of operating out of dual roles simultaneously, need to be explicitly addressed with 
advice provided on how to handle them. Concepts such as psychological safety (Edmond-
son (Edmondson 1999)) could be introduced to encourage participants to divest themselves 
of formal power roles and to enter into the AR space where power operates according to a 
different rhythm.

Limited reflection among co-researchers further complicated this study and I recognise 
that I did not sufficiently support the practice. While time was allocated to this at each GS, 
I too easily allowed it fall off the agenda when I sensed the atmosphere was not conducive. 
This meant that my reflections were less connected to any other reflections being under-
taken by team members, thus diluting the contribution of the process to the PIAR. Future 
PIARrs should not allow the priority of reflection to be side-lined. Over the course of a 
PIAR study, participants should be assisted in using it with dedicated time for reflection 
featuring in every group session.

To finish, notwithstanding the difficulties outlined, I still consider PIAR to be an emi-
nently worthwhile activity. It enriched my appreciation of the complexities of organisa-
tional change and development and highlighted the need for deep wells of behavioural 
science based resources to support it. Armed with realistic expectations of what can be 
achieved and the psychological fortitude to sustain engagement, there is much to endorse it 
as an insight-building, growth-oriented process that can confer meaningful benefits on all 
concerned.
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