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This paper considers how researchers can undertake participatory action research (PAR) with former migrant and refugee
communities to achieve culturally grounded outcomes that benefit the community and contribute to academic knowledge
and theory. PAR is a collaborative form of applied research that is undertaken to understand and resolve an issue affecting a
group of people (Kindon, Pain, & Kesby, 2007; Pain, 2004; Williams, 2004). This approach emphasises the value of conducting
research with (rather than on) people to share knowledge and stimulate action to challenge social inequalities and facilitate
the positive development of the target group, moving away from the top-down, theory testing models of earlier models of
action research (Gustavsen, 2001; Pain, 2005). It recognises that people have knowledge about how their life situations could
be improved and can contribute to the achievement of more sustainable, relevant and effective outcomes for research and
development projects that concern them. Thus, PAR practitioners strive to maximise participant control and ownership over
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This paper considers how researchers can undertake culturally grounded participatory

action research (PAR) with migrant and former refugee communities whose relational

network, customs and social hierarchy are perceived to be under threat. It draws on

learnings from a PAR-inspired ethnographic study with young Assyrian women, who

experienced tension with the bottom-up, participant-centred and social change-oriented

ideals of PAR. Participants preferred to discuss their experiences with the researcher and

have their views publicized anonymously through a research report than to work with her

on an action project to address the issues that they raised. The young women wanted

adults in their community to understand their desire to adapt some Assyrian cultural

norms so that they could ‘fit in’ better in New Zealand society, but feared they would be

criticised if they conveyed this in a public way. This experience showed that it is important

to ground tools and processes in participants’ own goals and sociocultural contexts, which

may not always be immediately apparent. Projects that acknowledge and work with

participants’ relational networks are more likely to be effective in communities whose

social fabric and customs are perceived to be under threat than those that attempt to

‘mobilise’ a sub-group within it to achieve social change.
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the design and implementation of the research, with a particular focus on hearing the views of people whose opinions are
often dominated by others (Kindon, 2005; Pain, 2004; The Next, 2003). The extent that a research process promotes a better
understanding of the situation and strengthens the capacity of participants to face their future is given utmost importance in
PAR, with the recognition that ‘action’ can be obstructed for many circumstantial reasons (Swantz, 2003).

PAR practitioners are advised to facilitate research processes in a way that is responsive to participants’ characteristics
and sociocultural context (Chambers, 2002; Chawla, 2001; Kesby, 2000; Keys, McMahon, Sanchez, London, & Abdul-Adil,
2004; Kindon et al., 2007; Mohatt et al., 2004). However, cultural differences are often overlooked in project plans (Carnegie
et al., 1998; Keys et al., 2004) and the value that PAR itself places on participant-centred, bottom-up processes may conflict
with cultural frameworks that are common in many migrant and refugee communities in Western societies.

This paper presents the learnings from a PAR-inspired ethnographic study with young Assyrian women in New Zealand.
Assyrians are an ethnic group of Christian faith who originate from Iraq and the surrounding countries. Almost 60% of New
Zealand’s total Assyrian population of 1680 reside in Wellington, where the research took place (Statistics New Zealand,
2007). Many New Zealanders of European or Māori descent are unfamiliar with the Assyrian ethnic group, and assume that
they are Muslims (Armstrong et al., 2005).

The study with young Assyrian women was instigated to gain better knowledge of their settlement experiences in New
Zealand and to identify ways to support them to positively adjust to life in this country. The need for this research was
highlighted after a needs assessment for Assyrian youth (Armstrong et al., 2005) revealed concerns about how the young
women were doing at school and were adjusting to gender roles in this country, but was only able to obtain the input from
Assyrian boys and adults. The needs assessment indicated that Assyrian young people in New Zealand – like their
counterparts in Australia, Sweden and the United States (Badal, 2001; Cetrez, 2005; Gow et al., 2005) – are adopting the
culture and language of their new country at a faster rate than their parents (i.e. they are experiencing an ‘acculturation gap’
– Kegler, Young, Marshall, Bui, & Rodine, 2005; Lin, 1986; Schapiro, 1988; Zhou, 1997). This gap has been described as a
particular source of tension in Assyrian refugee and migrant communities, as the long-standing persecution that has
threatened their ethnocultural group has made retaining their culture extremely important to them (Badal, 2001; Cetrez,
2005). Yet, little research has been conducted with Assyrians to understand how they are managing concerns about cultural
maintenance and adaptation in their societies of settlement.

Both academic and community research goals were formed for the proposed research so that – in line with the principals
of PAR – the research could make a positive contribution to the local community while informing academic knowledge
construction. The community research goal was ‘‘To facilitate a research process that is a positive experience for the participants,

in which their views are heard and respected, and there is an opportunity to initiate and \ or participate in a project to address issues

concerning them.’’ The academic goals were refined over the course of the research to focus on how the young women
managed expectations and assumptions about how they should ‘adapt’ or ‘maintain’ their culture (in light of the
‘acculturation gap’ mentioned above); and exploring what influences the educational and career pathways that young
Assyrian women take in New Zealand.

This paper considers the methodological learnings that took place as the research team engaged in an iterative process to
develop and progress these academic and community goals. It explores tension between the bottom-up, participant-centred
and social change-oriented ideals of PAR and the necessity of facilitating a process that is appropriate in the given
sociocultural context.

1. Methodology

1.1. Participants

The first author spoke with 60 young women (between 16 and 25 years) and 72 Assyrian adults (53 women and 19 men)
across over 400 h of ethnographic research, focus groups and interviews. Participants had lived in New Zealand for between
18 months and 20 years, with most having resided in this country for between 3 and 11 years.

All of the young women and a number of adults participating in the research were relatively fluent in spoken English. An
interpreter provided translation support for several of the conversations with Assyrian adults.

1.2. The process

The first author spent the first year of the research engaging in ethnographic conversations with Assyrians at community
events (e.g. weddings and picnics) and spaces (e.g. their church and in family homes) to gain understanding about their
culture and experiences, and to scope collaborative research opportunities. She found that her Assyrian contacts offered
advice for the development of the research methods and questions, but did not want to take on the role of ‘research partners’.

With the consent of community leaders a series of five focus groups and six semi-structured interviews were held with
young Assyrian women at the end of this scoping phase to learn about their settlement and school experiences in New
Zealand and to explore opportunities to address issues raised in a PAR project. The focus groups took place at the participants’
high school, with between 4 and 13 students participating in each session, whilst interviews were held at the participants’
homes or at a café, according to their wishes. A core of eight young women attended all – or almost all – focus groups, and
three attended both focus groups and interviews. Interviews were also held with four Assyrian parents (two mothers, two
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fathers), and two teachers who taught at the participants’ school. The research team’s Assyrian advisors recommended their
involvement to gain a holistic understanding of the young women’s experiences and because effective action to address
solutions proposed during the research would require an interconnected approach.

In light of the advice of local Assyrians, the focus groups and interviews covered topics about the young women’s
perceptions of school, their expectations for the future, and on family relationships. Following the recommendation of
researchers specialising in promoting youth participation in research (e.g. Chawla, 2001; Coomaraswamy et al., 1998; Ivan-
Smith & Johnson, 1998), some creative and interactive activities were prepared to help the researcher get to know
participants and create a relaxed, youth-friendly atmosphere. This included warm-up games and making posters to illustrate
people’s perceptions of Assyrian girls, which were well-received by the young women.

The methodology, complementary academic research questions and subsequent analyses were also informed by an
ongoing dialogue with a research team made up of the other authors who are academics from diverse ethnicities and areas of
specialisation (from human geography and participatory development, to social and cross-cultural psychology). This team
acted as a sounding board and iterative feedback loop for the first author to reflect on the implications of her observations for
the project and for academic theory.

1.3. Verification and analysis of research findings

In accordance with the principles of PAR, the first author clarified and verified the accuracy of research material (e.g. field
notes and interview transcripts) in follow-up discussions with participants. Once research material was verified, a thematic
analysis was undertaken to organise patterned responses from the data corpus (field notes and interview and focus group
transcripts) into themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These themes and the key research findings were checked with participants
and scrutinised by the research team to assess whether they were valid.

2. Results

2.1. Key learnings about participants’ sociocultural context

Over the course of the research, the research team identified two major cultural patterns that had implications for the
research methodology and how the project proceeded. Firstly, Assyrians repeatedly asserted that people in their community
are very close to each other, have a strong group identity, and are extremely loyal to their family and friends. Indeed, the
research team observed numerous Assyrians making sacrifices for their family and relatives; working long hours in menial
jobs and sacrificing personal career development opportunities so that they could send money to relations overseas or help
their family to pay off debt.

Participants demonstrated loyalty to their family and other Assyrians by moderating their responses when they
apparently realised that they may have cast them in a negative light. For example, the young women often expressed a wish
that their parents and older Assyrians could be more flexible with Assyrian customs now that they are living in New Zealand.
At the same time, they showed sympathy with their elders’ perspectives, acknowledging that they have difficulty adjusting
to life in a new country (e.g. ‘‘it’s hard for them to understand’’ – Erin1), and that their family risks getting a bad name if they are
caught doing something that conflicts with traditional Assyrian customs.

The young women’s concern about how their family is viewed by members of their community, and the consideration
that they put into the expectations and viewpoints of other Assyrians is aligned with the notion of relational collectivism.
This refers to the degree of connectedness people have to others within their immediate relational network, such as in the
reciprocal relationships they have with family and friends (Brewer & Chen, 2007; Kagitcibasi, 1997, 2005, 2007). This can be
differentiated from normative individualism-collectivism, which is concerned with the extent that group interests are
prioritised over individual interests (Kagitcibasi, 1997, 2005, 2007).

The close networks observed among Assyrians may in part be due to their position – both in New Zealand and in Iraq – in a
small ethnic minority group whose culture is ‘threatened’ by the dominance of surrounding cultures. Certainly, participants
emphasised the importance of retaining their links with each other and their culture, values and language in this country;
and were eager to dispel negative stereotypes and misconceptions about people from the Middle East that they encountered
in their day-to-day interactions with (other) New Zealanders.

Another aspect of the Assyrian culture that had implications for how the research project developed is the importance
that Assyrians place on respect for authority and following rules and obligations. This value was exemplified by the high
regard Assyrians show for their Church leaders and the older people in the community; and the importance placed on young
people behaving appropriately and respecting decisions made for them by adults–including, in some cases, whom they
should marry. This set of values was demonstrated by one young woman when she was asked what Assyrian values and
traditions she would like her future (hypothetical) children to learn: ‘‘Like go to church (.) and (.) respect (. . .) respect us (.) and

their grandfather and mother and stuff (.) and respect their uncles and aunties which I won’t even have aunties (.) respect the

father’s side’’.

1 All names used to represent participants are pseudonyms.
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The value that Assyrians place on respect and fulfilling the expectations of others can be linked with Schwartz’s (1999)
‘hierarchy’ dimension of culture, which refers to what principles are emphasised in a society to ensure that its members
behave responsibly and co-exist well with others. The response to this issue that appears to be dominant in the Assyrian
community is to emphasise the legitimacy of hierarchical stratification and the importance of people following the
obligations and rules associated with their roles (which is analogous to Hofstede’s, 2001 notion of ‘high power distance).
Kagitcibasi’s (1970) research with Turkish high school students suggests that respect for authority as a social value reflects a
desire to behave appropriately and accept the decisions of those whom one holds in high regard, rather than submitting to
authority with blind, unquestioning obedience.

In New Zealand, egalitarianism (or ‘low power distance’ – Hofstede, 2001) tends to be endorsed as an alternative to
hierarchy as a way of promoting responsible behaviour. Egalitarianism emphasises the desirability of treating others as
equals and cooperating to promote the welfare of everyone (Hofstede, 2001; Schwartz, 1999). The research team observed
this different cultural emphasis had implications for the young women’s acculturation process, as they reacted to apparent
‘freedom’ at school and formed new expectations around how much autonomy they should have from their parents. At the
same time, their psychological interdependence with their parents remained, supporting Kagitcibasi’s (2003, 2005, 2007)
concept of the ‘autonomous-related self’. As detailed below, the efficacy of the PAR approach for these young women was
influenced by their desire to demonstrate the value they place on autonomy, relatedness and respect for authority.

2.2. Attempt to develop a culturally appropriate applied research project

Over the course of the research, it became apparent that the liberal, egalitarian values and the focus on social change that
underpins PAR do not sit easily with the inclination towards relational collectivism and hierarchy values in the Assyrian
community. This was demonstrated from the start of the research project, when the first author attempted to find young
Assyrian women who would work with her as ‘research partners’ to design and implement a collaborative project. The young
women that the researcher encountered indicated their support for the project. However, they declined invitations to
develop the research questions and work on the project with the researcher, preferring to follow her direction as per
conventional ‘researcher’ and ‘participant’ roles. One commented that she was happy to answer questions, but that it was the
researcher’s job to write and ask them.

Accordingly, the research team adjusted their approach in consultation with their Assyrian contacts, preparing focus
groups and interviews to progress the academic research goals and explore opportunities for applied research outcomes in a
more structured setting. In response to the observed cultural patterns, questions were phrased in a way that allowed
participants to express their views without implicating their own family in negative behaviour. For example, the following
question ascertained what participants thought they would like their relationships with their own hypothetical children to
be like, rather than focusing on ‘problems’ with intergenerational relations now: ‘‘If you were a parent, how would you bring up

your children? What would your relationship between you and your children be like?’’

The young women’s focus groups did not include Assyrian adults, following advice that they would express their views
more freely among their peers. Adults were interviewed separately with the expectation that the two groups might be
brought together at a later date to work through shared concerns that were raised. The first author was prepared to act as an
‘intermediary’ if necessary to help the parents, young women and teachers bridge understandings with each other (see
Chataway, 1997).

The interviews and focus groups highlighted several potential areas of focus for a follow-up collaborative project:
discontent with the amount of gossip in their community; encouraging their peers to be proud of their culture; challenging
prejudice and stereotyping that they experience; and the desire to adapt some Assyrian customs so that the young women
have more ‘freedom’ now that they’re living in New Zealand. Some adults also spoke of the desire to adapt some Assyrian
customs and suggested that they had to be more like ‘friends’ to their children in New Zealand; others expressed anxiety that
young Assyrians were taking on New Zealand ways. It was clear that adults were more interested in discussing the number of
young Assyrian women leaving school before graduating. However, the young women generally did not consider the school
achievements of their peers to be something that required intervention.

At the conclusion of the focus groups, the research team invited the young women to undertake a PhotoVoice
(photography) project2 to express the challenges they experience adjusting to life in New Zealand. It was hoped that this
visual medium would offer them the opportunity to communicate their views to parents, teachers and peers in an accessible
way. It was anticipated that an exhibition displaying the photos produced would open up discussion for applied research
possibilities and help select the topic on which the young women and adults could focus further work.

However, whilst the young women enthusiastically agreed to do the project, they took few photographs and were clearly
participating for the researcher’s benefit only, asking ‘‘What do you want us to take photos of again?’’ Eventually they informed
the first author that they no longer wanted to do PhotoVoice or an alternative project and requested that she instead write up
their views anonymously in a report for Assyrian adults and their teachers to read.

2 ‘PhotoVoice’ is a methodological tool in which participants take photos about what they like about their community, and what they would like to see

changed. It is a visual way of showing how they conceptualise their circumstances (see Darbyshire, MacDougall, & Schiller, 2005; Strack, Magill, & Magill,

2004).
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2.3. Developing project outputs and outcomes

This anonymous, indirect approach through an ‘official’ (research) channel appeared to be more suited to the young
women’s sociocultural context and the topic that they were most motivated to address than a public PhotoVoice project.
As the project progressed, it became apparent that the research outcome that was most desirable to the young women
was for Assyrian adults to understand their wish to adapt some traditional Assyrian customs so that they could have a
lifestyle that was more similar to their New Zealand peers (e.g. being allowed to date or go out with their friends
unchaperoned). At the same time, they wanted to retain their close links with their culture and community, and were
unsure how to convey their complex views in a photograph without upsetting their elders, causing controversy or making
their community look bad. They were eager to show respect to Assyrian adults and to act according to their expectations.
The careful way that the young women positioned themselves as they managed various loyalties and desires highlighted
the contested and negotiated nature of their acculturation processes, as they switched between supporting different
acculturation orientations (e.g. from assimilation to integration) within moments of a conversation. This was
documented to inform academic theory and practitioners working with young Assyrian women in research publications
and presentations (e.g. Collie, 2007; Collie, Kindon, Liu, & Podsiadlowski, in press), as well as in the research report
written for the community.

The development of an anonymous, written document as the action-oriented research outcome overcame the young
women’s desire to maintain the solidarity of their community, as it allowed them to explain their complex views in
greater depth without causing offence or appearing disloyal. The document option also enabled the young women to
present a unified representation of their ethnic group and experiences as young Assyrian women to New Zealanders
who had never encountered an Assyrian before. Furthermore, through this mechanism they could negotiate a collective
opinion on the topic of cultural maintenance and adaptation, rather than having their personal views highlighted and
expressed through photographs. This may have been particularly appealing because many of the young women did not
seem to have a clear idea of how they wanted to position their views on this topic—as demonstrated by the way that
they switched between proclaiming their desire for cultural maintenance and adaptation (see Collie et al., in press).
These observations correspond with Jupp’s (2007) comment that participants’ multiple understandings and experiences
may not be able to be easily depicted within the visual representations that are common among participatory
techniques.

The document option also appealed to the young women because it diffused their identity more easily than a
photographic display and allowed them to take a ‘backseat’ role in the project without violating expectations for the role of
young Assyrian women in the community. As alternative project ideas were explored, it became clear that the young women
did not feel they had the right or authority to publicly represent their community (‘‘it is not up to us to decide about a project

like that’’). Furthermore, they were doubtful that the outcomes of the PhotoVoice project would be taken seriously or acted
upon without an explicit endorsement from Assyrian leaders. Thus, they did not want to risk participating in a project that
could jeopardize their reputations and relationships in the Assyrian community without the certainty of delivering any
positive change.

Accordingly, the research team presented the report – and the Assyrian and Arabic translations – to community leaders,
inviting them to act on the findings as they saw fit. The report was also circulated to organisations with an interest in
settlement and educational outcomes for young Assyrian women (e.g. the school where the research was held, New Zealand
Council of Educational Research; Ministry of Education; New Zealand Federation of Ethnic Councils), to inform their ongoing
work.

The report was targeted at a broad audience, so that it could help bridge understanding between teachers, Assyrian young
women and Assyrian adults regarding the young women’s desire for both cultural maintenance and adaptation. It also aimed
to provide insight into what influences the educational and career pathways that young Assyrian women take. The report
explained the challenges that the young women encounter as they adjust to the New Zealand school system, teaching style,
and English-language curriculum.

The report documented the various stakeholders’ suggestions for how teachers and parents could improve
communication with one another and enhance how they support young Assyrian women with their studies. This included
giving parents opportunities to share accounts of their own school experiences with teachers, and writing school reports in
plain English. The report also recommended that teachers directly offer assistance to Assyrian students when they appear to
be struggling, as they often find it difficult to ask for it, and may not be able to get English-language study help at home.
Similarly, it noted that teachers can be a crucial source of career and course advice to the young women, and that it is
important that the school’s career evenings give practical guidance to help Assyrian parents and students access the
information they need to make informed decisions about their future. Meanwhile, the Assyrian community was
recommended to establish a support or mentor network of Assyrians who are able and willing to help the young people with
their schoolwork, and parents were encouraged to attend a ‘Home-School Partnership’ programme that the school was
currently piloting to improve parent-teacher communication.

Following the distribution of the report, several young women commented that teachers were being more
‘understanding’ and that they were getting more help with their schoolwork. Two years later teachers reported that
Assyrian girls were ‘doing better’ at the school; truanting less and staying at school longer to achieve their final
qualifications. Members of the Assyrian community speculated that this could be because they were getting more
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accustomed to the school system in New Zealand. However, they also noted that the process of participating in the research –
and the fact that some New Zealanders had taken an interest in them – had made them feel more ‘welcomed’ in this country,
giving them more confidence to invest effort into study, without worrying that it would be wasted at the hands of
discrimination. At this time – and in line with the report recommendations – funding had been made available for a female
Assyrian young adult to act as a mentor and career advisor for the young women at the school. Additionally, the ongoing
dialogue that the first author had with teachers informed the continual adaptations that the school was making to improve
communication with Assyrian parents.

For Assyrian parents, the report summarised some underlying New Zealand educational philosophies, to help them
understand the different teaching and behavioural strategies, and expectations around parental involvement. Furthermore,
those participating in the research were shown how to access information about career and study opportunities for
themselves and for their daughters; and had the chance to practice their English and receive help to complete forms or read
texts. Likewise, the young women participating in the research gained help with their studies and advice about their future
career path; shared and acquired knowledge about the achievements of their Assyrian ancestors; and had the opportunity to
participate in a soccer and volleyball team for Assyrian girls, which was organised during the research process.

3. General discussion: implications for acculturation research

A number of learnings can be drawn from this experience for how PAR can be tailored to more effectively support the
development of migrant or former refugee communities, particularly those who have a strong respect for authority and
whose relational networks and culture are perceived to be under threat. In particular, it highlights the importance of
considering the sociocultural context when identifying the best vehicle and approach for achieving improved social
outcomes in that community. This includes consideration about the appropriate structure through which the project can be
initiated; and the design of project activities and facilitation approach to give participants a safe, culturally grounded
framework in which they can express their views. Whether ‘action’ develops or not, the research ethics of the PAR approach
can help develop a project that is of richer value for both participants and academia.

3.1. Working backwards from the desired outcome to determine the applied research approach

PAR practitioners are advised to maximise participant control and ownership over research decisions (Kindon, 2005;
Nieuwenhuys, 2004; Pain, 2005; The Next, 2003) At the same time, it is noted that some participants may require more
guidance, support and leadership than others (Kindon, 2005; Pridmore, 1998). PAR practitioners are thus advised to develop
an approach that is responsive to the local sociocultural context through working closely with research partners (Chataway,
1997; Coomaraswamy et al., 1998; Mohatt et al., 2004; Westby & Hwa-Froclich, 2003).

The flaw in this approach is that it may not be evident who are appropriate partners, or whose advice one should follow
from the range of opinions offered. The project with young Assyrian women showed that it is easy for a researcher who is
from outside the community to mistakenly think that they are on the right track to establishing a culturally appropriate PAR
project when local people are happy to cooperate with them to plan and \ or participate in project activities. Yet, this
cooperation may be influenced by the desire to maintain a positive interpersonal relationship with the researcher and fulfill
the conventional ‘participant’ role to help them with what they see as their project. Furthermore, a research approach or
method that initially appeals to participants or to the researcher may not necessarily be the best way to achieve their desired
outcomes.

This experience demonstrates that gaining a thorough understanding of the local sociocultural context is not only critical
for developing appropriate methods, but also for identifying who should participate in the research; the role that
participants wish to play; and what may drive or hinder their motivation to act on the research outcomes. Researchers may
struggle to find willing research partners if they scope the possibility of conducting a PAR project before assessing whether
this is the most appropriate way to achieve the desired outcome. Other researchers have also found that participants with
little time, research experience or familiarity with participatory research processes may prefer to follow the researcher’s
direction and ‘participate’ in the project than to act as research partners (Isenberg, Loomis, Humphreys, & Maton, 2004;
Keough, 1998; Pridmore, 1998; Rew & Rew, 2003; Simpson, Wood, & Daws, 2003). This highlights the need for the researcher
and community members to first clarify the outcome they want and then work backwards to determine how this can be
achieved and who has a role to play in achieving it (e.g. similar to Mark Friedman’s Results Based Accountability process, see
Friedman, 2006).

As researchers work with community members to determine desired outcomes and methodologies, they may need to
explicitly consider the implications of taking action on the proposed topic. A topic that participants are eager to talk about
might not necessarily be one that they want to – or are able to – work together to address. In communities with strong
relational networks projects that acknowledge and work with the interdependent interpersonal relationships within the
community are likely to be more positively received than projects that attempt to mobilise a social group within it and
threaten to cause interpersonal conflict. Indeed, Liu, Sik-hung Ng, Gastardo-Conaco, and Wong (2008) suggest that an Asian
epistemology for Action Research grounds the process in the principles of interconnectedness, noting that in Confucian
tradition ‘‘knowledge must be put into the service of the community, and the way this happens is through a web of social relations

that include power and status differentials’’ (p. 1171).
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3.2. Determining an appropriate structure through which to initiate applied research

In migrant and former refugee communities with a clearly defined hierarchical structure and strong relational networks it
may be wise for researchers to work with decision-makers within an existing community structure to establish an agreed
research topic and approach, going beyond merely attaining the ‘consent’ of leaders at the start of the project as
recommended in the literature (e.g. Choudry, Jandu, Mahal, & Sing, 2002; Westby & Hwa-Froclich, 2003). The involvement of
the leadership may come through their role at the head of functional structures that have a mandate to promote the welfare
of community members, such as a religious council or a community association or board. Such structures may be a more
appropriate unit for action than a social category (e.g. young women) in a community with relational collectivist values, as
working primarily with a particular group could encourage unwelcome divisiveness.

Of course, the chosen structure through which to initiate a project needs to be selected carefully, as committees and
boards have varying degrees of effectiveness in any culture. It is important that the group itself does not have an agenda to
exclude certain people or groups within the population they are supposed to be representing from their activities; and
undertake to attain genuine input into the research and action, so that it reflects the will of their community and not the
particular personalities on the board. A researcher can help ensure that a range of perspectives are heard and that the action
will benefit those who are most in need. If a more collaborative, ‘research partnership’ approach is not appropriate or desired,
researchers can be attuned to participants views when making research decisions through attaining their input in a
structured manner, such as giving them multiple options to choose from and prioritise in matrix or participatory
diagramming activities (see Alexander et al., 2007).

It may be only after a project has been authorised through an appropriate decision-making structure that it is possible
for a researcher to take on an ‘intermediary’ role to improve communication between groups. This requires agreement on
what is the primary issue of concern, and for both parties to be motivated to achieve change. When a group wants other
members of their community to hear their views, but others are ambivalent towards their aspirations, it may be
appropriate for researchers to relay the group’s perspectives on their behalf, such as in the anonymous report created in the
present project.

3.3. The value of incorporating PAR ethics into applied research

The project with the young Assyrian women showed how incorporating the ethics of the PAR approach can enhance
outcomes for both academia and participants, regardless of whether or not participants are motivated to undertake
‘collective action’. For example, the research team’s PAR-inspired commitment to understanding the young women’s
perspectives accurately and giving them a say in how they were represented in the research helped to establish strong trust
and a positive rapport between the participants and the first author. This in turn enhanced the richness and accuracy of the
data produced, as participants spoke more freely and clarified misunderstandings or vague comments at follow-up meetings
with the researcher. This process helped the research team understand the complex ways in which the young women
negotiated the acculturation process (see Collie et al., in press), adding depth to quantitative studies that show attitudes
towards psychological constructs such as Berry’s (2001) acculturation orientations at a single moment in time. In turn, the
participants’ complex views were relayed to their elders and teachers in a report – informing the school’s ongoing efforts to
support their achievement at school – and in the process they gained confidence and career\study advice through their
interactions with the New Zealand researcher.

3.4. Conclusion

PAR values participatory processes that challenge social inequalities and support people sitting outside seats of power to
seek social change to address issues affecting their lives. The attempt at PAR with young Assyrian women illustrated that this
approach may not be the best way to achieve improved social realities in communities whose cultural values and social
fabric is under threat. Notably, the very notion of social change can be a contentious subject for members of migrant and
former refugee communities who are seeking to preserve cultural norms and values that differ from those of the wider
society. A PAR process that works with and aims to strengthen participants’ relational networks is therefore likely to be more
effective in such communities.

Researchers who enter a community with a PAR-inspired desire to facilitate research and action that will be a valuable
experience for participants should be aware that ‘action’ can come in many forms. The listening ear and sensitive pen of
someone willing to communicate views between groups may sometimes be all that is required for action on a complex and
contentious issue. Researchers from outside the community may be in an ideal position to take on an ‘intermediary’ role to
help address a divisive issue. However, this cannot be done without a considerable time investment and the willingness of all
parties to work through the issue in this way.

All-in-all, researchers committed to PAR ethical principles must be prepared to adapt the process so that it best meets
what the community wants to achieve. To be effective, critical reflection on how the sociocultural and situational context is
affecting the knowledge and action produced is required (Alexander et al., 2007; Jupp, 2007). Through grounding projects in
participants’ goals and sociocultural context in this way, richer results can be delivered for both the participants and
academia.
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