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ABSTRACT

A large applied research study is a challenging
exercise in project management and is often
unpredictable because of its complexity. In the
beginning, funding bodies, ethics committees, and
participating organizations expect a plan of what
is intended. As the research evolves, researchers
must meet the expectations of stakeholders while
being responsive to the emergent reality that the
research faces and partly uncovers.

This article describes action research used
as an umbrella process that enabled us to man-
age the research project. We used action research
as a meta-methodology—that is, a process that
can subsume multiple subprocesses and under
which these contradicting demands can be satis-
fied. In particular, two characteristics enable action
research to do this. One is its cyclic process, itera-
tively tracing out a rhythm of planning, acting, and
observing the results. The other is the nesting of its
cycles, applied at scales ranging from the overall
study to the moment-by-moment facilitation. We
illustrate this use of action research with examples
from a long-term applied study of leadership in
faith-based, not-for-profit organizations.
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INTRODUCTION

he aim of this article is to describe how action research can be used

as a flexible approach to the collaborative project management of

a research project. In the article we outline the context of a recent

research situation, and describe the characteristics of action research
as a meta-methodology. We explain two features of action research that can
provide flexibility within a planned process: an iterative cycle of planning,
action, and reflection, and the use of nested cycles that can be applied at any
scale. We illustrate the use of action research as a meta-methodology with
examples from the research project.

When complex projects require project management, agile methods are
often used. Guindon (1990) explained that top-down methods had increas-
ingly been abandoned by experienced software designers in favor of agile
approaches. Now project managers are beginning to export agile methods
from software development into other applications of project management, as
White (2014) explains. Project managers seeking to do this may find relevance
in some of the action research strategies reported below.

Our intention therefore is not to present a conventional research report on
the study, which has been reported elsewhere (Cartwright et al., 2013). Instead,
we explain the sources of flexibility in action research. Aspects of the research
study are used only to illustrate such sources. The article is structured accord-
ingly. We begin with a description of the context in which the study took place.
A description of the action research process then follows, identifying iterative
cycles and their nesting as important contributions to flexibility. Finally, the
way in which we used action research to manage the complexity of the research
is explained, with examples. As is typical in action research, the literature is
cited where it is relevant, rather than in a separate literature review.

April/May 2015 Project Management Journal DOI: 10.1002/pmj 35

®



36 April/May 2015

Value Co-creation with Stakeholders Using Action Research as a Meta-methodology in a Funded Research Project

Context

Aged and community care is a grow-
ing sector associated with rapidly aging
populations around the world (OECD,
2005). Population aging is seen to be
driving increasing demands for aged
and community care services (Institute
of Medicine, 2001). Not-for-profit orga-
nizations are major providers of aged
and community care in many coun-
tries (Wiener et al., 2007). Heightened
demand for services, combined with
workforce shortages, increasing compe-
tition with other providers, constrained
government support, and complex reg-
ulatory requirements are undermining
the operational capacity and financial
viability of many organizations (Pietro-
burgo & Wernet, 2010). In order to
respond to these challenges, high qual-
ity leadership of aged and community
care not-for-profits is required.

Senior managers in not-for-profits
are expected to achieve the dual (often
opposing) goals of producing good
financial results while meeting the orga-
nization’s social aspirations, and are
frequently bound by government regu-
lations while at the same time being
exposed to market forces. Competing
ideologies add their own complexity,
with some scholars arguing for strong,
identifiable leaders, and others claim-
ing that what is needed is “communities
where everyone shares the experience
of serving as a leader, not serially, but
concurrently and collectively” (Raelin,
2004, p. 5).

The project described in this article
was the first study of its kind in Australia
to create a leadership capability frame-
work for not-for-profits. In this research
“leadership” is defined as a capability
that goes beyond the standard param-
eters of operational management and
that includes a strategic capacity as well
as difficult-to-define attributes such as
innovation and vision, and a justified
confidence in their ability to use those
attributes in their organizational role.

Organizations participating in this
research included three universities—
Southern Cross University, University
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of Technology Sydney, and University
of Southern Queensland, as well as two
large faith-based, not-for-profit orga-
nizations—Lutheran Community Care,
Queensland (LCC) and Baptist Commu-
nity Services (BCS), which provide aged
care and community care.

LCC, a faith-based Australian not-
for-profit, is “one of Queensland’s largest
providers of aged care, family services,
disability services, and hospital chap-
laincy” (http://lccqld.org.au/history). It
operates more than 30 service facilities
in urban and regional Queensland and
employs more than 1,000 staff members
and volunteers; it operates retirement
communities, nursing homes, commu-
nity care, and day respite centers.

BCS is “a leading not-for-profit
Christian care organization that has
been serving the aged and people living
with disadvantage for the past 65 years”
(http://www.bcs.org.au/AboutBCS
.aspx) and employs more than 3,600
staff members and has 1,000 volunteers.
It runs more than 160 facilities under
two operating divisions—BCS AgeCare
and BCS LifeCare.

We were a diverse research team
brought together from the three uni-
versities and two industry partners.
Our research topic was leadership in
faith-based, not-for-profit organiza-
tions. A previous pilot study with LCC
(Cartwright, Sankaran, & Kelly, 2008)
had given us a theoretical leadership
framework. Our intention was to fur-
ther develop that framework to produce
actionable theory. We wanted the out-
comes of the study to be useful for the
industry partners, and at the same time
contribute to theory.

For the purpose of triangulation
(the combined use of several differ-
ent research approaches) and therefore
more rigorous research, we planned
multiple ways of collecting and analyz-
ing relevant data. We sought a coherent
integration of the multiple data sources
and methods, and the literature. As we
also desired a dual practical and aca-
demic end product, our chosen overall
approach was action research.
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Informed by the work of authors,
including Phelps and Graham (2010),
we regarded the complexity of the sit-
uation as further justification for our
choice of action research. It has been
known, at least since the work of Lorenz
(1972), that sufficiently complex sys-
tems can be inherently unpredictable.
We think that certain features of action
research, discussed below, provide flex-
ibility and enable researchers to deal
with the unpredictability of complex
situations. The situation we faced as a
research team was complex in several
respects: a diverse and changing team,
varied research situations, and a convo-
luted research topic.

Members of the team were drawn
from different organizations and with
backgrounds in different disciplines.
Some of us were academics, some prac-
titioner-academics, and some practi-
tioners. The research team included
senior managers from the two indus-
try partners. Both industry partners are
large and diverse organizations in the
aged and community care sector. Most
members of the research team regu-
larly faced other external demands that
impacted on their involvement in the
leadership research study.

The research situation consisted of
the two different organizations, aug-
mented occasionally with people from
other organizations in the aged and
community care sector. In the processes
we used during the research program,
we sought to involve participants from
these organizations as more than mere
subjects of research. We invited them
to be partners who joined us in inter-
preting the information they provided
and drawing conclusions from it. When
compiling a sample for some element
of the research, we aimed for diversity,
with participants at varying levels of
management and from different organi-
zational functions. In other words, the
industry partners—and for that matter,
each sample of participants—comprised
what Peter Checkland (1981 and else-
where) calls “human activity systems”
complex and inherently hard to predict.



The research topic of leadership in
faith-based not-for-profit organizations
does not lend itself to precise formu-
lation. Leadership itself is a complex
topic, and is increasingly analyzed from
the perspective of complexity theory
(Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien, Marion, Seers,
Orton, & Schreiber, 2006; Remington,
2011). Our interest was not only in lead-
ership as in the behavior of leaders,
but (increasingly as the research pro-
gressed) also in leadership as the total
means by which the people in an orga-
nization achieve desired organizational
outcomes. We intended our research to
be relevant, not only to the present but
also to an uncertain future.

The Process of Action Research

In our use of action research we
drew on a feature of it that, in some
respects, is currently underreported and
undervalued—its ability to function as an
umbrella process, a meta-methodology,
under which a variety of flexible meth-
ods can be assimilated. In the current
literature action research is now often
regarded as an “orientation to inquiry,’
in the words of Reason and Bradbury
(2008, p. 1). Key aspects of that orienta-
tion are that participants are involved and
treated as equals, and that the resulting
knowledge is actionable. Action research
is collaborative (Denis & Lehoux, 2009).
Without wishing to deny the relevance
and importance of that orientation, we
would add that the complexity of human
systems also demands flexibility.

An important source of the flexibility
is the process that action research uses.
Two aspects of this process in particular
help it to function as a flexible meta-
methodology. The first, consisting of an
iterative cycle, is common in the action
research literature, though we believe
its contribution as a metaprocess is
less often acknowledged. The other is
that the cycles may be nested to pro-
vide cycles within cycles, to almost any
depth. Flexibility is thus further and sub-
stantially enhanced. These two aspects,
the iterative cycles, and their ability to
be nested, are addressed further below.

Iterative Cycles

In almost all forms of action research,
an iterative cycle is a prominent aspect.
It was evident in the earliest formula-
tions of action research. Lewin (1946,
p- 38) described it as “a spiral of steps,
each of which is composed of a circle
of planning, action, and fact-finding
about the result of the action.” Susman
and Evered (1978), in their much-cited
paper, describe a five-element cycle:
diagnosing, action planning, action tak-
ing, evaluating, and specifying learn-
ing. A much-used formulation is that
of Kemmis and McTaggart (e.g., 2005):
plan, act, observe, and reflect, although
in their later writing (Kemmis, McTag-
gart, & Nixon, 2014) they have displaced
this cycle from its central position.

The cycle has a widespread existence
beyond action research. It is a natural
and logical way of responding to a com-
plex and therefore uncertain situation
that requires action. Faced with such a
situation, people are likely first to try to
reach a tentative understanding of the
situation and to develop a set of goals.
They then devise actions to achieve those
goals, and enact them. They then review
the results and draw conclusions from
them. If the goals are not fully achieved,
they may revise the actions and repeat
the cycle. It is of note that a very similar
iterative process is to be found in other
areas, such as experiential learning (e.g.,
Kolb, 1984), continuous improvement
(e.g., Deming, 1986), and evaluation (e.g.,
Patton, 2011). These are elaborations of
a basic cycle, which alternates between
action and the review of that action.

The importance of the basic cycle
of planning, acting, and reviewing is
that it provides great flexibility. It allows
trial and error to be informed by expe-
rience. When the situation is uncer-
tain or unpredictable, the cycle can be
repeated, with varied plans and actions,
until success is achieved. The variation
can be guided by observation of what
works and what does not.

We can therefore develop our
understanding of a target system by
attempting to intervene in it. As Schein
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(1996, p. 34) says, “You cannot under-
stand a system until you try to change
it,” attributing the saying to Kurt Lewin.
For example, the intended goals may
be varied progressively as intervention
produces increased understanding. The
variation may take the form of substi-
tuting a method that now seems more
promising for another that did not work
as planned. Additional participants may
be involved in a study as their relevance
as stakeholders becomes apparent.

The above considerations have
implications for the use of literature.
Action research often begins with a con-
cern or problem rather than a gap in the
literature and a research hypothesis.
Often, therefore, the relevant literature
is not obvious in the beginning of a
study. It becomes evident as the study
develops. Davis (2004) and Fisher and
Phelps (2006) make a similar point. It
may be more appropriate to review the
literature as and when it is required.

Nested Cycles

The ability of the iterative cycles to be
nested is less often noted, although it is
probably common in practice. In other
words, the cycles can be applied at dif-
ferent scales. Nested cycles have been
described as a characteristic of soft-
ware development projects, for exam-
ple, by Edson (2012). There has been
some acknowledgment by List (2006), in
futures studies, of the benefits of nested
cycles. An overall study may comprise
an action research cycle, as may each
major element, and so on down to the
moment-by-moment facilitation of a
data-gathering or other process. At each
depth of cycle, actions can be adjusted in
response to the new understanding that
the action uncovers. Figure 1 summa-
rizes a simple form of the nested cycles.

Thus, the design for an overall study
may be based on a previous study. Each
study in a sequence of studies may then
comprise one action research cycle. In
the review phase of a previous study,
some conclusions may be drawn—for
example, about what worked as expected,
and what did not. In planning a subse-
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Figure 1: Action research cycles may be
nested.

quent study, the review of the first study
can be taken into account. The second
study can then be modified accordingly.

Ifan action research projectincludes
a sequence of components, as many do,
each component can itself be treated as
an action research cycle. The review of
each cycle yields improved understand-
ing about the situation and perhaps
about the processes used. That under-
standing then permits better planning
and implementation of subsequent
components of the study.

Further, many of the processes that
form part of a large action research study
are themselves iterative. Processes such
as the convergent interviewing (Dick,
1990) used in our pilot study, and Del-
phi (Delbecq, Van de Ven, & Gustafson,
1986) used in several places in our
research, are explicitly and intentionally
iterative. Less explicitly, other processes
frequently alternate the collection of
information and its interpretation.

We can use our own leadership
study as an example. The major study
summarized below can be regarded
overall as a cycle. It arose out of reflec-
tion on the earlier pilot study, also a
cycle. It is potentially to be followed
by additional cycles of research that
explore issues so far unresolved. The
pilot study informed detailed planning
for a grant application to be formulated.
Each of its major components, though
previously planned, was elaborated
in greater detail immediately before
implementation, taking into account the
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prior elements of the study. This more
elaborate plan, in turn, was adjusted
during implementation in response to
the emerging situation. The facilitators
of our workshops were people with the
necessary experience, skills, and abil-
ity to respond in the moment to what
occurred.

Community-based participatory
research provides further examples of
how several processes can be subsumed
within a single action research project.
A mixed-methods approach combining
qualitative and quantitative components
is not unusual. Community participants
and researchers work together in the
style of participatory action research to
decide on goals and plan research com-
ponents. Recent examples include Lin-
gard, Albert, and Levinson (2013) and
Windsor (2013). Many action research
theses and dissertations have multiple
phases, often using different methods
within each phase (Sankaran & Kumar,
2010). Zuber-Skerritt and Perry (2002)
recommend as much.

Managing a Research Project

We are therefore treating action research
as a useful process for project manage-
ment, allowing multiple approaches
to be assembled into a single coher-
ent study. There does not seem to be
an agreed-on term for this important
function; that action research has such
a function is recognized. Burns (2007,
p- 179) calls action research “a hub
or container for a variety of methods.”
Greenwood and Levin (2006, p. 89)
describe action research as a “research
strategy ... that orchestrates the overall
research process in a distinctive way.” Of
participatory research, Macaulay, Jag-
osh, Pluye, Bush, and Salsberg (2013, p.
159) say that it is “not a research meth-
odology” but an approach that allows
mixed methods. We read this as consis-
tent with our view that action research
is an umbrella process under which
several components can be sequenced
and integrated.
However, the
methodology” we use here does have

term  “meta-
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some currency. Attwater (2014), for
example, has an article using that term
in the SAGE Encyclopedia of Action
Research. The label “meta-methodol-
ogy” has been used in a similar sense
in a variety of fields, including research
into religious fundamentalism (Haynes,
2010), methods design (Peon-Escalante,
Aceves, & Badillo, 2008), public rela-
tions (Rampton & Stauber, 2002), and
software quality assurance (Bhargava,
2013), among others. Jackson (2003,
p. 285) captures a similar meaning
when he says of total systems interven-
tion (TSI): “because it organizes and
employs other systems methodologies,
TSI should strictly be described as a
metamethodology.”

The Research Project

The research project we conducted con-
sisted of two major phases, a pilot study
(Cartwright et al., 2008) conducted over
approximately one year, followed by a
three-year study funded by the Austra-
lian Research Council (ARC). Following
we provide an overview of the compo-
nents of both phases of the study, and
then (in somewhat more detail) the
components. Figure 2 shows the study
(both pilot and main) in overview. We
later explain the contribution of the
cyclic and nested process to the study.

The pilot study was conducted by a
partnership between one university and
one industry partner, a faith-based, not-
for-profit organization; two workshops
and 18 in-depth interviews were drawn
upon to derive a leadership framework.
The components, and their rationales,
are briefly described in Table 1. This
pilot study then provided the basis for
preparing an application for a three-
year ARC Linkage Grant (awarded by
the Australian Government to support
research and development projects
that involve collaboration between aca-
demic researchers and practitioners in
the industry).

For the major study the research
team was expanded; it then comprised
representatives from three universities
and two industry partners. The aim of



the main study remained as before: to
develop actionable theory about lead-
ership in faith-based, not-for-profit
organizations, with the related inten-
tion of testing and further extending
and refining the leadership framework
developed in the pilot study.

The application for the research
grant outlined the intended overall
research project. For more detailed plan-
ning and for obtaining ethics approval,
each of the three years of the study was
further developed as necessary. The
ethics approval process was not very
complex, because the ethics approval
given by the administering university
was accepted for a simple approval by
the other two universities. Each univer-
sity provided an ethics authorization
number for the research to be carried
out by the investigator from that univer-
sity. In addition, in the spirit of action
research, we refined each project com-
ponent in turn in yet more detail. The
Year 1 components of the main study

- Pilot study
scenario planning

identify desired leadership
conduct interviews

develop framework

~ Main study—l—

focus groups

scenario-based workshops
framework check
delphi survey
[ analysis of delphi survey |

further focus groups

develop actionable framework

scenario planning

Figure 2: The overall study: Pilot study and
three-year main study.

consisted of a focus group with each
industry partner and an email survey
of a stratified random sample of chief
executives in the aged and community
care sector. Table 2 summarizes the Year
1 components and their rationales.

Year 2 of the project began with
four scenario-based workshops, two
for samples of managers at each indus-
try partner. The aged and community
care sector faced substantial change,
and senior managers from each indus-
try partner developed realistic and chal-
lenging near-future scenarios. Near the
end of each workshop, the leadership
framework previously developed was

Component Brief Description

Workshop 1 Scenario planning to define
possible futures

A two-phase email Delphi

followed by a half-day workshop

Workshop 2 To identify leadership required

by the four scenarios

A two-phase email Delphi

followed by a half-day workshop

Interviews 18 in-depth interviews using

convergent interviewing

Framework
from workshops and interviews

Research team collated material

described, and participants were asked
to critique it. The year concluded with the
conduct of a substantial two-stage Del-
phi survey, primarily within the indus-
try partners. Participants were asked
a series of questions about the leader-
ship capabilities required in faith-based,
not-for-profit organizations, and ways
of acquiring those capabilities. Table 3
briefly describes these components and
their rationales.

In the final year of the project, the
results of the email Delphi were analyzed
in detail. Two half-day focus groups were
conducted, one with each industry part-
ner, to explore further some of the key

Rationale

Email Delphi to reduce face-to-face time
for participants

Multiple scenarios so that leadership
capabilities identified are likely to be
relevant to dealing with the unexpected

Study purpose was to define capabilities,
capacities, and personal attributes required
in the future by leaders in faith-based,
not-for-profit organizations

To triangulate findings from workshops

To convert data into an actionable leadership
framewaork for faith-based, not-for-profits

Table 1: The components of the pilot study and their rationales.

Component Brief Description

Rationale

The main study involved three universities and two faith-based, not-for-profit organizations

Focus

groups industry partners

Participants defined a vision for their
faith-based, not-for-profit and identi-
fied present leadership capabilities

and the capabilities required to lead

faith-based, not-for-profits in this
environment

Survey
sample of CEOs in the aged and

community care sector, with a request

that they distribute it to senior
managers and board chair

One focus group with each of the two

Email survey of a stratified random

To extend results beyond the single
faith-based, not-for-profit of the pilot
study

For participants to identify desirable
future leadership capabilities while
remaining anchored to some extent to
the reality of their present organization

To triangulate the focus group results
and generalize them to other aged and
community care organizations beyond
the two industry partner faith-based,
not-for-profits

Table 2: Year 1 of the main study: The components and their rationales.
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Component
Main study, year 7

Brief Description

The main study involved three universities and two faith-based, not-for-profit (FBNFP) organizations

Scenario-based

a likely near-future scenario chosen by their senior
management as realistic and challenging, to identify
required leadership capabilities. All four scenarios involved

workshops (two for each faith-based,
managing change.

Framework

check

Delphi survey

In small groups, participants at four workshops

As part of each scenario-based workshop (above), participants
were asked to comment on the adequacy, usefulness, and
completeness of the framework developed in the pilot study.

A two-stage email Delphi process was used to collect data
from industry partner managers in response to questions
about present and required leadership capabilities and ways
of acquiring those capabilities.

not-for-profit) considered

Table 3: Year 2 of the main study: The components and their rationales.

Component Brief Description

Delphi Further analysis of the Delphi results

analysis

Focus Two half-day workshops, one with senior

groups managers from each industry partner,
explored details of some of the previous
results

Actionable Drawing on all aspects of the study, a

framework more actionable leadership framework

was developed

Rationale

To explore finer differences
between industry partners and
organizational roles, etc.

To triangulate Delphi results
against specific relevant data, and
further explore some key leadership
issues

To develop a framework more
actionable and user friendly for the
industry partners

Table 4: Year 3 of the main study: The components and their rationales.

leadership issues previously identified.
Taking all project results into account,
a modified leadership framework was
developed to be more actionable and
user-friendly for the industry partners.
These components and their rationales
are briefly described in Table 4.

It can be seen that the overall research
project had many different components.
Each of these, although foreshadowed
in the grant application, was planned in
more detail before implementation. In
many instances it was then further modi-
fied in response to what eventuated. In
the remainder of this article we identify
some of the ways in which we used the
meta-methodological features of action
research to integrate the research ele-
ments and to fine-tune the components
and subcomponents of the project.

Project Management Journal

The Contribution of Action
Research—Some Examples

As mentioned previously, the nested
character of the iterative action research
cycle allows it to operate at any scale,
from overall project (and beyond) to the
moment-by-moment facilitation of one
of a project’s subcomponents. At the
largest scale, almost all studies are built
to some extent on the foundation of
prior experience and perhaps the litera-
ture. At a finer grain, implementation
of a research plan requires interaction
between research stakeholders, who are
likely to adjust their actions as they
work together.

To illustrate, following we provide
some examples on different scales,
from largest to smallest. We begin
by describing the contribution of the

DOV 10.1002/pmj
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Rationale

To collect realistic data different from data so far collected.
To triangulate with data from pilot study and Year 1
components of the main study.

As the two industry partners faced change, to ensure that
capabilities for managing change were included.

To further refine the framework. To test it against the
perceptions of managers from the industry partners after
they had been reflecting on required leadership capabilities.

To collect data on differences between not-for-profits,
faith-based organizations, and other organizations.

To augment the Year 1 survey because of that survey’s
relatively poor response rate.

meta-methodology to the functioning
of our research team. We then describe
some of the ways in which the main
study drew on the experience of the
pilot study. We follow this up with some
examples at mid-scale and below, apply-
ing to components or subcomponents.
We conclude with a consideration of the
benefits of the iterative nature of some
of the components.

Overall

As mentioned, the research team was
diverse. Different languages and ter-
minologies, and different assumptions
about research, could potentially have
undermined our work. Throughout
the study, our action research orienta-
tion helped us to make our diversity a
benefit. In striving to be participative
and collaborative we met often, face-
to-face or by Skype or teleconference,
and learned from one another. Driedger,
Gallois, Sanders, and Santesso (2006)
commented similarly on their use of
convergent interviewing. Their regular
collaborative meetings (a component of
convergent interviewing) helped their
research team find common ground
despite their differences.

As a meta-methodology,
research let us learn how to interact
with each other because, by nature,
the method was interactive and

action



longitudinal. Our diverse experience
allowed us to devise effective processes
at each stage of the research and to
adapt them as required. In developing a
model we could all be comfortable with,
we increased the likelihood that other
users, too, would find it congenial and
usable.

In the pilot study the research team
(as it was at that time) developed a
leadership framework for leadership
in faith-based, not-for-profit organiza-
tions, especially for the one industry
partner represented on the team. Dur-
ing the pilot study the team members
found constructive ways to reconcile
their different views of research, and
learned to appreciate what each could
offer. Those of us not already familiar
with the challenges facing the aged care
and community sector learned more
about them. More directly, the pilot
study was the foundation on which the
grant application was assembled and
the components of the main study were
initially designed.

For example, we knew from the pilot
study that the aged and community care
sector faces severe challenges now and
in the near future. It seemed unlikely
that current approaches in the sector
would be adequate for the future. We
therefore began the main study with
workshops during which participants
from the industry partners studied real-
istic and likely near-future scenarios
of what confronted the industry. On
this basis they identified the leadership
capabilities they believed the industry
partners would most require.

The required outcomes
the research also changed as we met
together to review the research. At
several stages during the research we
thought our partners needed tangible
outputs such as a training manual. As
the study progressed we learned that
they really wanted an evidence-based
approach to leadership development
that included selection, development,
and retention strategies.

Despite earlier comments in this
article, we did conduct an initial

from

literature review to prepare the ARC
grant proposal. In addition, on two
occasions, we revisited the literature
in response to our emergent research
findings. Just before the email survey
we sought relevant literature to iden-
tify definitions of leadership styles. We
questioned which of these the survey
respondents favored. Later in the study
we conducted a systematic literature
review on the leadership development
strategies that actually worked in the
contexts we were researching. Unlike
a traditional literature review, this was
used to answer specific questions,
which arose during our study and were
relevant to formulating our recommen-
dations.

Although we set out to test the
leadership framework that we had
developed in the pilot, eventually this
framework played only a small role in
our journey toward useful research out-
comes. Although we referred to it in our
team discussions, it was only used once
during our interventions, and that was
as an addition to the intervention. The
original framework did help conceptu-
alize the final framework in some ways.
For the most part, though, the final
framework was developed collabora-
tively by the research team in partner-
ship with our key stakeholders. Thus,
value from the research was co-created.
The project was shaped in a cyclical
manner as many complex projects are
(Miller & Lessard, 2007).

Between and Within Components

At a component level, each component
was designed taking into account all
that had been found previously, in the
pilot or main study. Sometimes we did
this by seeking to expand or refine the
information provided by previous ele-
ments of the study. For example, the
questions in the email survey and (later)
in the Delphi survey were informed by
what we knew from the pilot study and
the scenario-based workshops. Simi-
larly, the questions put to the workshop
participants in the final focus groups
were intended to provide more detail of
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some leadership capabilities identified
as important earlier.

Alternatively, sometimes the design
was required to respond to unexpected
events that impinged on the study. For
example, the large-sample email survey
of Year 1 was intended to check the
generalizability of the more specific
data gleaned from the industry part-
ners. However, the response rate for the
survey was lower than expected. Conse-
quently, we felt constrained to interpret
the responses with greater caution than
would otherwise have been possible.
To compensate for this to some extent,
we extended the Delphi survey that
followed it. We added questions. We
included participants from outside the
industry partners, and made a special
effort to secure a good response rate.
We also conducted further analyses of
the Delphi survey data than we had
originally planned. The Delphi survey
became a more important part of the
study than we had originally envisaged.

On a more detailed level, the per-
son facilitating a workshop must often
be responsive to what happens—going
with the flow, as some describe it (e.g.,
Hogan, 2002). Thus, in the final work-
shop, small groups were tentatively
formed. Participants were then asked
to check that the groups were as diverse
as possible, and then if necessary to
exchange participants between groups
to maximize the diversity. In the same
workshops, participant responses to
each segment were captured on an elec-
tronic whiteboard. When a participant
gave too long a response to capture eas-
ily, the facilitator asked “Can you sum-
marize that for me in six words?”

Iterative Processes

Ofthe explicitly iterative processes used,
the convergent interviewing in the pilot
study provides a clear example. Each of
the 18 interviews began similarly with
a question about the challenges fac-
ing not-for-profit organizations. After a
few interviews, this question was modi-
fied by asking for the “most important
challenges,” to increase the focus of

DOI- 10.1002/pmj 44



42  April/May 2015

Value Co-creation with Stakeholders Using Action Research as a Meta-methodology in a Funded Research Project

the responses. Similar fine-tuning was
performed on the other preplanned
questions.

Equally important were the probe
questions developed as the inter-
views proceeded. Their purpose was
to increase the precision of the ques-
tioning, and therefore of the informa-
tion collected. For example, when two
or more interviews yielded an agree-
ment about a theme, a probe ques-
tion was devised asking for exceptions.
On the other hand, when interview-
ees gave conflicting responses, a probe
question asked for explanations of the
disagreement. In effect, the interview-
ees were involved in interpreting the
data that they and others had provided.
The probe questions were sometimes
designed between interviews, to pre-
pare for the next one. Sometimes an
alert interviewer was able to develop a
probe on the run in immediate response
to an answer from the interviewee.

The two-stage email Delphi survey
in Year 2 of the main study consti-
tutes an additional example. In the first
round, participants were asked to pro-
vide answers to open-ended questions.
In the second round, all first-round
responses were emailed to the partici-
pants. They were then asked to identify
the most important of those. For exam-
ple, the first question in each round
asked “What are the five most essen-
tial capabilities for a person to have if
they are to provide effective leadership
within your present organization?” In
the second round, participants chose
their five preferred responses to this
question from the list of all responses
previously provided.

This is worth exploring in a little
more detail, as it illustrates both the
commitment to participation and action,
and the benefits of the iterative process.
In the first round, the questions were
open-ended so that the participants
were free to provide their own answer
to each question. Each of the collated
responses sent to each participant in
the second round was in the words of
the person providing it. The final impor-
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tance of an item was therefore decided
by summing the responses of partici-
pants. In other words, the participants
provided both the wording of the items,
and their perceived importance. The
two-stage process allowed this level of
participant involvement to be achieved.
The literature on facilitation attests
to the commonness of iteration. Authors,
such as Kaner (2007), describe iteration
between divergent elements when ideas
are generated and convergent elements
when ideas are ranked or analyzed
or otherwise used to make decisions.
In both the pilot and major studies
reported here, our workshop processes
also used iterative components. In the
final focus groups, for example, there
were multiple questions. For each ques-
tion, the procedure cycled through three
components. Each participant was given
individual thinking time, so that he or
she could identify his or her response
before he or she heard from others.
Small groups then pooled the responses,
and agreed on the order of importance.
In the large group, each small group
in turn then contributed one item not
already recorded until a list of the most
important items was constructed.

Conclusion

Research often develops in phases. In
much current action research there is
an emphasis on the “orientation” or
“approach”—in effect the values—more
than the cyclic process. We don’t wish
to de-emphasize the importance of the
participatory aspects of action research,
or the pursuit of actionable theory and
its implementation. The orientation was
important to the research team in this
project. A commitment to participa-
tion guided our wish that our partners
from the faith-based, not-for-profit
organizations be equal partners in the
decision-making process. Our commit-
ment to collaboration helped us to deal
constructively with the differences of
opinion that arose within the research
team. In fact, we believe that those dif-
ferences contributed to the innovation
in our approach and the richness of our
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findings. Our commitment to actionable
outcomes guided us toward goals which
were beneficial for the industry partners
and usable by them.

But we needed more than that. We
had to deal with contrasting demands.
Funding bodies and ethics commit-
tees favored preplanning. Our stake-
holders preferred to know what was
ahead. The complexity of the research
situation demanded flexibility. We
needed the ability to respond to the
demands of the moment as the research
unfolded and our understanding grew.
In managing the potentially conflicting
demands, we were helped by utilizing
the process of action research as a meta-
methodology—the cycles of planning,
action, and reflection, and the nesting
of those cycles to provide flexibility at all
scales from largest to smallest, allowed
the complexity of our research study to
be more successfully managed. A similar
approach may be relevant to the project
management of other complex projects.

This article reported on the suc-
cessful application of action research
as an overarching methodology to col-
laboratively manage and deliver desired
outcomes to its external and internal
stakeholders in a large externally funded
research project. It was not intended
to be an article reporting on the actual
research, rather an example of the
benefit of using action research as a
meta-methodology or a process to steer
(govern) a funded research project.

The research resulted in the follow-
ing benefits to stakeholders:

1. While meeting the somewhat con-
tradictory and evolving stakeholder
demands, the project was completed
in time, budget, and scope.

2. The study and approach resulted in
joint publications and presentations by
both academic researchers and prac-
titioners linking theory and practice,
which is one of the benefits of using
action research.

The article also illustrated how
the macro and micro cycles of action



research worked in conjunction to
provide the flexibility, which resulted
in a responsive research process that
kept the project moving ahead despite
changing directions to deliver desired
outcomes.
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