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Extending Voice and Autonomy through Participatory Action 

Research: Ethical and Practical Issues 

Brief report of Workshop, 16 November, 2018, Durham University, UK 

 

 

 

 

  

  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The workshop, ‘Extending Voice and Autonomy through Participatory Action Research: Ethical and 

Practical Issues’ on 16 November 2018 was a very lively and stimulating event. It brought together 

50 people, including those actively participating in social services, academia and community 

advocacy to explore the meanings and practice of ‘autonomy’ in participatory action research.  It 

was organised by the Centre for Social Justice and Community Action, and the Master of Social Work 

programme at Durham University, in partnership with the journal, Ethics and Social Welfare.    

Many arrived early to the venue, giving a chance to look over the participatory research toolkits at 

the reception table, produced by the Centre for Social Justice and Community Action (CSJCA). After a 

warm welcome by the co-organisers of the event, we had a thought-provoking talk on ‘Relational 

autonomy as a way past the zero-sum debate over whether children have enough capacity to be 

participatory research actors’ given by Janice McLaughlin from Newcastle University. Enthused by 

the talk, a lively discussion unfolded within the group around how to address vulnerability and 

autonomy delicately in advancing the role of children as ‘peer’ or ‘co’ researchers. Afterwards, a 

table discussion linked the talk to our personal and professional experiences of situations when the 

possibilities and capacities to make our own choices become restricted.  
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Jennifer Thompson from the Department of Anthropology, Durham University, introduced the group 

to a ‘hands for change’ photo kiosk, involving people taking photos of their own and others’ hands, 

adding captions linked to the workshop theme. Sarah Banks also launched a new book, ‘Ethics in 

Participatory Research for Health and Social Well-Being: Cases and Commentaries’ (Routledge), 

which explores the ethical work involved in doing participatory research through case studies from 

different countries/regions.  

Three parallel workshops ran in the afternoon, exploring ethical and practical issues of engaging and 

working with people whose autonomy is considered restricted. ‘Mad people interviewing mad 

people’ exposed the fears government institutions might have in supporting participatory projects 

carried out with partners who have experienced mental health issues. ‘Engaging, supporting and 

working with people through music’ challenged the pessimism propagated through the system of 

nursing homes by engaging users in celebrating life through music. ‘Making Participation Real’ 

engaged participants in visual thinking and carefully worked through a number of steps for making 

our research truly participatory. Participatory evaluation at the end of the event, aided by the 

‘evaluation circle’, helped draw together everyone’s experiences and develop action points.  

Key action points from workshop included: 

 Centre for Social Justice and Community Action (CSJCA) should continue to serve as a hub for 

bringing people from different professions and communities together. This event helped 

participants network with people coming from different fields of work and experiences, and 

fostered potential collaboration among participants. 

 

 Future workshops ideas include (1) creative methods (e.g. music, visual and digital methods), (2) 

methods and skills for community engagement and action, (3) everyday practical and ethical 

challenges in Participatory Action Research and (4) writing up Participatory Action Research. 

 

 Participants would like to see the CSJCA continue to widen the participation of community and 

service partners in running workshops/trainings.  

 


