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Epistemology and Ontology of Community Psychology

Community psychology may be defined most simply as the applied study of the relationship between social systems and individual wellbeing in the community context.
   It is a subdiscipline of psychology, an applied social science and a vocation, as well as an analytical perspective (Levine, Perkins & Perkins, 2005). Like many other subdisciplines, community psychology is concerned with both understanding the factors that impact upon people’s health and wellness as well as ways of working which promote those outcomes.  Where community psychology becomes distinct from the other fields of psychology is in its focus on value-based practice, its adoption of an ecological and historical perspective, the recognition of social power differentials and a preference for ‘praxis’ over theory, research, or practice alone (Levine et al., 2005; Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005).  Each of these distinguishing aspects or tenets is expanded upon below. 

It is important to note that community psychology has emerged around the world over the past 40+ years, for varying purposes and in unique social, political and cultural circumstances.  The common thread in its emergence has been the recognition of inequity and injustice within social systems and the resulting negative impact on people’s wellbeing (Dalton, Elias & Wandersman, 2001).  Alongside this thread has been a realization of the role that traditional psychology approaches have had in maintaining damaging social relations and structures (Heller, Price, Reinharz, Riger & Wandersman, 1984; Ryan, 1971). Community psychology has emerged then as a psychology seeking some form of social change, and to enhance wellbeing via social justice (Levine et al., 2005; Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005).  Within the profession of psychology, the community perspective challenges the traditional modes of scientific theory, research and practice, and seeks to create effective and sustainable alternatives through which psychology can engage the world to enhance people’s wellbeing.

Values

A core belief of community psychology is that values are ever present in the perspective we take, the theories we generate, the research we conduct and the practices in which we engage.  This belief questions the validity of the claim traditional psychology makes that it is a neutral and objective social science.  Community psychology posits that the pursuit of objectivity is itself a value, which like all values, is based in a set of assumptions and beliefs about the world (that is, epistemology and ontology).  Community psychology then holds dear an acknowledgement of these assumptions and beliefs about the world (Heller et al., 1984), and pursues ways of working that reflect values of social change (Prilleltensky, 2001; Jason, 1991).  Key assumptions are that our social worlds are unevenly stratified in terms of wealth, class, race, gender, ethnicity and sexuality (Griffin, 1995).   The values we then adopt as community psychologists are meant to guide research and action efforts to change this system of inequality (Prilleltensky, 2001; Jason, 1991).  

Ecology and History

This tenet comes from the ‘ecological analogy,’ in which the principles of ecology (or environmental biology) are applied to human behavior.   The ecological principles of interaction between populations and the community, eco-system and biosphere are analogized to the interaction of individuals with their community, environment, society and world.  These spheres of influence or ecological levels are seen as being organized metaphorically like a Russian nesting doll, around the individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and include political, cultural, environmental, institutional and organizational spheres.  An additional component of such a contextual approach is the temporal, or historical realm (Suarez-Balcazar, Balcazar & Fawcett, 1992).  This ecological understanding informs the belief, now evidenced, that multiple levels of environments influence and affect human behavior (Lewin, 1951; Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999; Sarason, 1967; Wandersman & Nation, 1998), and that it is social contexts, rather than psychological or biological deficits, which are the fundamental cause of major social problems (Levine et al., 2005; Maton, 2000).

Power


Power can be understood as the ability to express one’s own will.   It is a phenomenon that is believed to be experienced in every social relationship through the use of resources, agendas, and ideologies (Lukes, 1986).  Although power is not inherently good or bad, it can be wielded to further either purpose.  In addition, through the use of resources, agendas, and ideologies, power can become unequally distributed across entire groups of people, leading to domination of one group’s interests over another’s.  Community psychology adheres to the view that this is indeed the case in our contemporary society, and that the effects of this situation have far reaching consequences for the health and wellbeing of all individuals (Levine et al., 2005; Marmot, 2004; Wilkinson, 2005).  Power, then, is a focus for study and change, including the hierarchical relationship between researchers or academic experts, and disenfranchised groups (Srebnik, 1991). 

Praxis

Community psychology values action in and on the world to effect socially just changes (Jason, 1991).  Change is believed to be possible by preventing and/or intervening in damaging social systems, and creating alternatives to the current system in which we live.  To do so, we must strive to understand our current dynamic world, test new and different ways of existing, and assess/ evaluate their use.  Research plays a central role in the development of knowledge, and is believed to be key in creating, enabling and evaluating these alternatives systems.  Community psychology, like many psychologies, values an empirical grounding to action-oriented work and efforts for change (Tolan, Keys, Chertok & Jason, 1990).  This intersection of action for change and empiricism, along with the development of explanations (or theory) is termed “praxis.”  Research is a key component of this praxis.  Lewin (1946) suggested that to achieve praxis, researchers engage in a cyclical process of action and reflection: action for system or social change with reflection on the process of change. The aim of this cyclical research is to simultaneously increase our understanding of the world, while facilitating a process of sustainable change.

Our Understanding of the Qualitative Research Paradigm

It is safe to say that in community psychology, as in other fields, there is no one accepted philosophy of science.  However, in order to truly appreciate the fit between community psychology and qualitative research, it is important to briefly state the underlying assumptions about research that appear to be dominant.
  Specifically, in the minds of many community psychologists, a distinction must be made between methods versus paradigms.  For example, although some social scientists understand and employ both qualitative and quantitative methods, many do so from the perspective of the logical positivist, in which phenomena can only be validated (i.e., found to be true) using deductive, or quantitative means.  For these researchers, qualitative methods become the handmaiden of the quantitative paradigm, and are seen to be exploratory at best.  Likewise, some researchers adopt the stance of the social constructivist, privileging qualitative over quantitative methods because to them, context is the sole determinant of truth.  For other social scientists (many community psychologists among them) a more Pragmatic or instrumental approach is taken, where both paradigms are recognized as separate philosophical entities, equally useful as tools for approaching knowledge, and the choice of application and method depends upon your research question (Banyard & Miller, 1998; Langhout, 2003).  It is from this latter position that we write our chapter; from this point forward, when we refer to qualitative methods, we are speaking from the perspective of the Pragmatist.

Many psychology researchers have been reluctant to look beyond the world of the quasi-experimental design.  Fears of rigor-less methods are understandable, but must be assuaged: the qualitative paradigm has strict standards for quality. Specifically, criteria of trustworthiness, including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, give researchers important ways to assess and evaluate qualitative work (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993).  In addition, we believe that many complex social phenomena and circumstances can be comprehensively studied only using qualitative methodology.  For these reasons, it behooves social scientists to take on, understand, and appreciate the qualitative paradigm and its methods.

The fit between Community Psychology and Qualitative methods

As we mentioned earlier, the field of Community Psychology rests firmly on several core tenets: values, ecology, history, power, and praxis.  Many community psychologists have elucidated these and other principles over the years (Oxford, 1992; Srebnick, 1991).  Here, we examine our understanding of these tenets and how they relate to, or fit with, qualitative methods.

The commitment to values is highly important to community psychologists.  Values drive much of the work in our field, whether as a topic of study, or as a goal for the research process itself.  The qualitative paradigm and its methods facilitate this commitment to values by allowing and requiring researchers to make explicit their own biases, backgrounds, and beliefs, and how these elements affect their study (Brodsky et al., 2004; Kidder & Fine, 1997).  Not only is it acceptable in qualitative research for the researcher to have a personal tie to the study; it is expected.  It is not expected, however, that qualitative researchers will allow their commitment to stated values (or unstated, for that matter) to truncate a research conversation or blind them to the story in the data.  Once making clear their own investment in the research, social scientists must work to remain open to all possibilities while they examine the evidence, and regularly revise their theories (Kidder & Fine, 1997).

Community psychologists have also expressed the necessity of expanding the focus of research and practice to multiple levels of analysis, beyond the psyche of the individual human.  This means thoroughly examining the context or ecology of any given phenomenon, and constructing actions that work on multiple levels.  In addition to spatial context, community psychology emphasizes the study of temporal context, or the history, of any given phenomenon.  Without understanding these enveloping, transactional factors, we believe it becomes very difficult to design a plan for lasting and effective change for people in real-life social circumstances.  Qualitative methods share this appreciation of ecology, history, and multiple levels of analysis.  Thick description is a stated objective for good qualitative research, in which vivid details of context and history are equally important data to report as what is gathered from the target of study (Banyard & Miller, 1998; Erlandson et al., 1993; Stewart, 2000).  Qualitative methods also allow the design of the research and theory itself to evolve and change according to contextual feedback; in this way, any study is crafted to suit the phenomenon, rather than bending the phenomenon to suit a preconceived study (Stewart, 2000).

One of the most recognized congruencies between community psychology and qualitative methods involves the importance of both power and praxis.  Community psychologists hope to equalize the distribution of power in social arrangements, and to facilitate the process of empowerment, whereby people, organizations, and communities can gain control over their destinies (Rappaport, 1987).
  One way to do this is by fusing social science research with action for social change to create praxis.  Qualitative methods have played an important role in empowerment and praxis, if in no other way than by providing a means for marginalized people’s voices and narratives to be heard (Banyard & Miller, 1998; Stein & Mankowski, 2004; Stewart, 2000).  These methods can also create an important system of representation, whereby the researcher becomes the steward of stories, experiences, and constructed knowledge of the respondents, rather than just the recipient of data (Stein & Mankowski, 2004; Stewart, 2000).    

In this chapter, we use the lens of our first community psychology tenet, values, to examine qualitative methods.  We also highlight particular studies that we feel exemplify efforts to understand and promote four core values within the study of community psychology (see Table 28.1 for a quick summary of these community psychology values, the qualitative methods highlighted, and the studies we reference in this chapter).  These studies were selected first because we believed they were well done and clearly illustrated community psychology’s core values through their processes and/or outcomes.  A second aim was to include studies conducted by students as well as professionals, and across the international community. Third, we chose to use many studies to give a broad understanding of the qualitative methods landscape, rather than a deeper, more focused treatment of one or two methods.  Toward the end of our chapter we shed light on some tensions and limitations of using qualitative methods in our field.  Finally, we conclude with a brief recommendation for future directions.

Table 28.1 

Summary of Methods and Studies Covered, by Community Psychology Value

	Community Psychology Value
	Qualitative Method
	Reference

	Empowerment & Self Determination
	Participant narratives
	Bond, Belenky & Weinstock, 2000

	
	Participant observation, interviews, and document reviews in a program evaluation
	Wandersman, Keener, Snell-Johns, Miller, Flaspohler, Livet-Dye et al., 2003

	Collaboration & Democratic Participation
	Semi-structured interviews 
	Tandon, Azelton, Kelly & Strickland, 1998

	Health, Wellness, and the Prevention of Psycho-Social Stress
	Focus groups
	Totikidis & Prilleltensky, in press

	
	Interviews
	Prilleltensky, 2004

	
	Participant observation, document reviews, and interviews
	Peters, Arnold, Petrunka, Angus, Belange, Boyce, et al., 2004

	Social Justice
	Interviews
	Narayan, Chambers, Shah & Petesch, 2001; Narayan, Patel, Shafft & Rademacher, 2000

	
	“Cumulative theorizing,” participant observation
	Huygens, in press; Huygens & Humphries, 2004


Understanding and Promoting Community Psychology Values


Because community psychology values praxis as central to the discipline, qualitative methods are used both as a means for understanding the world and to promote action to change it. Community psychologists seek to understand how values operate in community settings and actively work to use this knowledge to generate action that promotes our values. In addition, community psychology utilizes qualitative approaches in order to put the core values of empowerment and self-determination; collaboration and democratic participation; health, wellness and prevention; and social justice at the forefront of inquiry and action. 

Not only does each of these values provide content for study and targets for action but they also suggest a value-based process by which research and action are conducted. Optimally, the values we seek to promote in our inquiry and action are also the means by which we engage community members in constructing knowledge and designing action strategies. Whereas the empowerment is a phenomenon of interest, and a desired end result of interventions, it can also be considered a principle for how we conduct research. As we have mentioned earlier, qualitative methods have the potential to privilege the voices of those people and groups with less power, hence an empowering research process. Participatory qualitative approaches also have the potential to be based in values of empowerment, collaboration and democratic participation, whereby researchers engage community members in the design, implementation, and interpretation of community research. For community psychology, the aim is to conduct research and action in a manner that is congruent with the values we wish to promote. 

What follows are a few examples from the field that highlight how community psychologists utilize qualitative methodologies as a way to understand and promote shared values of empowerment and self-determination; collaboration and democratic participation; health, wellness and prevention; and social justice, and how we attempt to infuse these values into the research process.
Empowerment & Self-determination

Definition and Rationale


Empowerment is a complex, multi-level construct, related to individual psychological concepts such as self-efficacy, self-determination, and internal locus of control, but operating interdependently at the individual and collective (group, organization, and community) levels (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995).  Unlike purely social-cognitive concepts, empowerment is also defined by behaviors (such as critical reflection and participation in decisions that affect one's life or work) as well as knowledge, thoughts, and skills (e.g., political awareness, optimism, effective leadership qualities).  Finally, it is both a process (based on those behaviors and abilities) and an outcome (e.g., greater access to, and control over, resources and decisions; Zimmerman, 1995).


Qualitative methods are particularly appropriate for studying empowerment and self-determination for two major reasons.  First, phenomenological research strategies, such as ethnographic interviews, focus groups, and participant-observation tend to give participants a more meaningful participatory role, power, and freedom (i.e., more "voice and choice") in the research process than do experiments, closed-ended surveys, nonparticipant-observational methods, or use of existing data.  Second, the complex, contextually-dependent nature of empowerment processes can only be fully explored through the rich and nuanced knowledge gained from qualitative methods.  In particular, narrative data collection and analytic methods provide insights into dynamic empowerment processes, opportunities for citizen collaboration, and communal narratives and personal stories, which are themselves empowering resources (Rappaport, 1995).

Exemplars

In the past decade community psychologists have begun to recognize the potential use of individual and community narratives as a way of understanding the lived experiences of marginalized groups and as an empowerment intervention strategy (Bond, Belenky & Weinstock, 2000; Maton, 2000; Rappaport, 1995, 1998, 2000).  Rappaport (2000) points to the importance of narratives in relationship to empowerment suggesting, “because empowering narratives are resources, they are distributed unevenly by social class and other such statuses… The right to tell one’s own story is an index of power and psychological empowerment” (p. 6). 

Listening Partners. At the individual level, the evaluation of the Listening Partners Program (Bond et al., 2000) provides a rich example of how qualitative methods – in this case in-depth interviews -- that focus on participant narratives can be both a means of empowering those who have been denied their voice as well as of capturing the experience of women living in poverty.  At the collective level, community psychologists have used dialogue and reflection in participatory action research projects to engage communities in the process of building shared narratives focused on empowering members.  They have used qualitative methods to explore the disempowering effects of dominant cultural narratives on members of marginalized communities and have studied the impact of empowering community narratives on the lives of participants in school communities, religious communities, and mutual self-help groups. 

Empowerment Evaluation.  Another exemplar of empowerment-focused research using qualitative methods is “Empowerment Evaluation,” which is an approach to program evaluation that emphasizes the role, and increases the capacity, of program stakeholders to plan, implement, and evaluate their own programs (Fetterman, Kaftarian & Wandersman, 1996).  It is possible to include quantitative information as part of Empowerment Evaluation and, in fact, doing so can be of both practical and strategic benefit to program administrators and others.  However, qualitative data in various forms are much more conducive to Empowerment Evaluation because they are more readily understandable to a wider audience of stakeholders. One of the principles of Empowerment Evaluation is to demystify evaluation methods and reports (Wandersman, Keener, Snell-Johns, Miller, Flaspohler, Livet-Dye, et al., 2003).

A program evaluation by a community psychologist, Robin L. Miller, provides a good case study (Wandersman et al., 2003).  The Night Ministry in Chicago is a nondenominational faith-based organization that provides outreach, shelter, services and support to male and female prostitutes, homeless adults and youth, persons with chronic mentally illness, sexual minorities, substance users and others.  Empowerment evaluation was the strategy chosen to evaluate the Outreach Health Ministry program because they both share emphases on self-reflection, self-evaluation, egalitarianism, and collaboration, which also fit well with the values of the participating ministers and parishioners.  Their first task was to take stock of their program by developing a rich description of what actually happens in it.  In response to participants’ general mistrust of formal institutions and their sometimes bureaucratic methods, the evaluation team settled on an organizational ethnographic approach that included participant observation, interviews, and document reviews.  “The ethnographic paradigm was well-suited to the goals of the evaluation team because its naturalistic research strategies enabled researchers to gain experiential knowledge of a phenomenon and close understanding of what objects, activities, events, and relationships mean to people” (p. 149).

Collaboration and Democratic Participation

Definition and Rationale


The values of collaboration and democratic participation speak directly to the issue of power distribution.  Specifically, they are about the process of decision-making, and the creation of organizational structures that work to include those most affected by the decisions.  In addition, the notion of democratic participation implies that each decision-maker will have an equal say throughout the process.  These values are related to inclusion and diversity, and can provide tools for facilitating both.  However, the practice of collaboration and democratic participation requires a willingness on the part of those in charge to share their power, and to accept decisions made by the group.

Often in the doing of research, social scientists do not include their participants as collaborators in the process, nor do they view their participants as equals, but simply as sources of information who require little in return.  Such a non-mutual relationship smacks of exploitation, particularly in community research.  In our own experience, community members’ lingering resentment and frustration about prior “one-way” research experiences has made the formation of new relationships with researchers exceedingly difficult, and for good reason: when information is one of your primary resources, it ought to be protected.


Qualitative research methods can be important tools for fostering collaboration and democratic participation.  First, qualitative research regularly involves the inhabitance of your respondents’ world for participant-observation.  In many ways, this means stepping into someone else’s shoes – as your experiences from your subjects’ vantage point become data, you are more able to value their reality as your own.  This can be an important beginning step toward equality and a shift in power.  Second, any qualitative study will change as data are gathered and analyzed.  There is a natural collaboration here between subject and inquiry, and the voice of the subject guides the inquiry.  Finally, in doing qualitative research, no insider knowledge of statistics or experimental design is necessary.  Rather, intimacy with the data may be of primary importance.  These methods lend themselves to the inclusion of participants who have no research expertise, but are the best authorities on their own experiences. By the end of the process, participants may leave with new skills, knowledge, and personal connections.

Exemplar


S. Darius Tandon and his colleagues at the University of Illinois at Chicago, in the United States, used qualitative methods to study grassroots community leadership (Tandon, Azelton, Kelly & Strickland, 1998).  Their study is a strong example of how collaboration and democratic participation can be facilitated throughout a qualitative inquiry.


  In the early 1990’s, Tandon’s team began a relationship with the head of a grassroots community organizing group known as the Developing Communities Project (DCP) located in the Greater Roseland Area of Chicago.  The director of DCP identified a need to know more about fostering indigenous participation and leadership, and to learn from existing leaders in the community.  A liaison from DCP’s board of directors was chosen and a panel of 8 community members convened to facilitate and oversee the research process.  Nineteen meetings of the panel over one-and-a-half years produced research goals including the use of eventual results as a resource for DCP, the employment of methods that honored voices and stories of community leaders, and the creation of “a sense of personal contact, rapport, and dialog with the community leader” (Tandon, et al., 1998, p. 5).  In addition, the research team’s goals included a focus on ecological context and the use of Participatory Action Research techniques in which the inquiry process is viewed as a partnership (Tandon, et al., 1998).  To jointly address these aims, the team selected qualitative methods in the form of semi-structured interviews with 77 community leaders about their experiences.

Community and DCP members shared in the creation of interview questions, the selection of respondents, the interview process itself, the analysis of data, and the utilization of the results.  The project culminated in a visual display of 5 “leadership trees,” user-friendly diagrams connecting rationales for taking a leadership role with particular areas of action (Tandon, et al., 1998).  For DCP, these diagrams provided a novel insight into how to support and nurture their local leaders, and how to facilitate action once leadership is in place (Tandon, et al., 1998).  In this way, Tandon, his colleagues, and their partners in the Chicago area were able to do important research by creating new decision-making structures that cultivated collaboration, and by opening up the research process to democratic participation with the help of qualitative methods.

Health, Wellness, and the Prevention of Psycho-Social Stress

Definition and Rationale


Health, wellness, and the prevention of psychosocial stress constitute the pillars of wellbeing. Wellbeing is a positive state of affairs, brought about by the satisfaction of personal, relational, and communal needs. While subjective feelings of wellbeing and happiness are important, they don’t tell the whole story of wellness. Objective factors such as poverty and access to resources also matter. Physical health and emotional wellbeing depend not only on individual level factors, but also on societal dynamics and circumstances (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005).  


Qualitative methods can illuminate the relationship between material conditions and the phenomenology of wellbeing. When using only quantitative measures, a rather deceptive picture of happiness emerges. Above a certain threshold of material wellbeing, people of different classes, gender, or ethnic background report similar levels of happiness on a ten point scale. This has led psychologists such as Seligman (2002) to claim that gender, class or race don’t make a difference in levels of happiness. There are multiple psychological reasons why people choose to report high levels of happiness regardless of various conditions of disadvantage; among others, the need to represent oneself as happy and a reluctance to admit sadness or disappointments in life (Eckersley, 2000; 2001). If we were to rely exclusively on quantitative self reports of personal wellbeing we would be highly misled. When talking with people about their life, people from disadvantaged groups report extensively on the influence of discrimination, poverty, exclusion and oppression on their lives. Unless we get to know people’s lives intimately, our sense of their health and wellness is incomplete at best and inaccurate at worst. 

Exemplars


What qualitative tools can deliver in the area of health, wellness, and prevention is a richly textured description of live vicissitudes. A variety of qualitative methods have been used to explore people’s conceptions of health and wellbeing and to capture their journey from vulnerability to resilience. 


To provide a multicultural picture of health and wellbeing, Vicky Totikidis (Totikidis & Prilleltensky, in press) conducted focus groups with members of various ethnic groups in St. Albans, the most disadvantaged neighborhood of Melbourne, Australia. The major aim of the study was to gain a theoretical and pragmatic understanding of wellbeing from a multicultural perspective. The research involved focus groups with a total of 29 Anglo, Maltese, Vietnamese and Italian community members. There were two questions in the study. The main research question was addressed by asking community members systematically about positive and negative aspects of personal, relational and collective wellbeing. The second research question was addressed by asking community members to generate ideas on what could be done to improve wellbeing and by identifying issues of concern that emerged throughout the research. The issues identified by the community offer a rich picture of participants’ ideals, strengths, needs, as well as possible actions that could improve personal, relational, and collective wellness in St. Albans. 

The research provided a panoramic view of commonalities as well as factors unique to each ethnic community. In addition to theory development, there is a lesson in this research for practice. Service providers who attend only to the personal domain of wellness may be doing a disservice to the community. Based on the results of this study, community members want and expect service providers to go beyond the personal and the relational. Numerous examples of transportation, employment, and discrimination challenges were raised. These belong squarely in the collective sphere of wellness. Personal and relational strengths need to be nurtured and continually appreciated, but no amount of caring at the affective level will increase employment or educational opportunities. In this research, focus groups amplified the voice of the multicultural community of St. Albans.

Using repeated in-depth qualitative interviews, Ora Prilleltensky (2004) gained access to the stories of women growing up with a physical disability. The research provided accounts of resilience and flourishing that are infrequently associated with physical disability. In this case, the researcher, a woman with a physical disability herself, was able to explore in detail the variegated experience of growing up with a physical disability. The richness of the narratives could not have been captured by quantitative measures. 


Participation in a preventive change process can be an enriching experience. When that experience can be accessed through qualitative research methods, we get insight into processes impacting individuals and communities alike. The Better Beginnings, Better Futures project (BBBF) in Canada is a 25-year community-based intervention designed to prevent emotional, behavioral and cognitive problems in children and youth. As a prerequisite, each of the eight sites had to have wide community participation. Community members had to account for 51% of the steering committees managing the project (Peters et al., 2004). Throughout the history of BBBF, a team of researchers took process notes, interviewed residents, participated in community events, developed videos and used a variety of qualitative data gathering techniques to document the evolution of this unique preventive initiative. About 8 years into the project, a team of interviewers sat down with 81 residents in most of the sites to get their stories. The narratives describe the passion as well as the frustrations of institutionalizing one of the most ambitious preventive projects ever launched in Canada (Pancer & Foxall, 1998).

Social Justice

Definition and Rationale

It is hard to think of an aspect of health and wellbeing that is not affected by the allocation of resources and obligations in society. Social justice refers precisely to the distribution of pains and gains. A common definition characterizes justice as the fair and equitable distribution of power, resources, and burdens. This is at the heart of community psychology, which deems injustice as a source of suffering and oppression (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005). Compelling evidence from multiple studies demonstrates that the poor suffer more than the middle class from a myriad of physical, psychological, and social problems (Marmot, 2004; Wilkinson, 2005). This phenomenon affects the poor all over the world and not only in developing countries. 

Exemplars

Qualitative research can help us understand and promote justice. In a remarkable study, the Poverty Group of the World Bank conducted participatory poverty assessments with over 60,000 people in over 47 countries (Narayan, Chambers, Shah & Petesch, 2001; Narayan, Patel, Shafft & Rademacher, 2000). The two books edited by Narayan and colleagues provide a vivid account of what it is like to live in poverty in urban and rural settings in poor countries. At the collective level, people in the South suffer from two sets of devastating experiences: (a) insecurity, chaos, violence, and (b) economic exploitation. Narayan and colleagues (Narayan, et al., 1999; 2000; Narayan et al., 2000) interviewed thousands of people who commented on the fear of living with uncertainty and lack of protection. Lack of order and lawlessness exacerbated the plight of the poor and added a dimension of terror to the material deprivation. A poor woman in Brazil pointed out that there is no control over anything, at any hour a gun could go off, especially at night (Narayan, et al., 1999, p. 7). Chaotic environments in politically unstable regimes are fertile grounds for crime and violence. The poor are the most vulnerable of all as they are often homeless and exposed to random acts of violence. Many observed that the police can be quite brutal and heartless in their dealings with the poor. Even more complained about the lack of institutional protection afforded by the State (Narayan, Chambers et al., 2000). Economic exploitation is felt as a trap without escape. Children and adults working in slavery or near slavery conditions have no choice but to relinquish their freedom and abide by rules of despotic employers. The research documented the consequences of living in regimes of injustice. But parallel to stories of despair there were stories of resilience, solidarity and profound humanity. 


An example of qualitative studies in the service of social justice comes from Aotearoa, New Zealand. Ingrid Huygens, a community psychologist involved in the struggle to uphold and restore Maori rights, has documented the theory and action of the movement through innovative qualitative techniques. In an effort to inform practice, she set out to learn how Treaty workers disseminate among dominant groups the history of Maori oppression and the rights owed the Maori people under the Treaty of Waitangi (Glover, Dudgeon & Huygens, 2005). Her study of a social transformation in the service of social justice took Huygens to every corner of the country. She participated in conferences and workshops where movement workers shared lessons and theorized about what worked and how. As a participant, she not only recorded other people’s perceptions, but she also facilitated learning and growth through a technique she called cumulative theorizing (Huygens, in press; Huygens & Humphries, 2004). After every workshop she would summarize the lessons and present them to the next group, so that each group could build on the theorizing of the previous effort. She developed visual techniques for diagramming and representing pictorially the insights obtained in learning circles. As a participant of the movement, she upheld the values of knowledge for action, and as a qualitative researcher she contributed to the process of social change by conceptualizing how social justice evolves. 

Tensions and Limitations of Using Qualitative Methods in Community Psychology

Philosophical Tensions

A critical philosophical tension exists regarding research in community psychology. This tension centers on the purpose of qualitative inquiry. Namely, what is the purpose of qualitative research in community psychology? Regardless of choice of method, Nelson and Prilleltensky (2005) have urged community psychologists to use the critical paradigm to inform research. The critical paradigm suggests that knowledge should be in the service of human liberation (Habermas, 1971). Sloan (1996) argues that researchers in psychology need to take a stance beyond neutrality towards critical engagement in social transformation. Whereas action for liberation is a value and an aim in community psychology, not all research conducted by community psychologists has this transformational purpose or potential. Additionally, not all community psychologists agree that our research should be used to promote what are largely political ends (as if inaction is not political?). Dialogues among those in our field reveal that there is not consensus around the notion that our research should be about seeking knowledge in action for social change. Furthermore, there are ethical implications of conducting research with the aim of changing the status quo (O’Neil, 1989). Who decides what actions are valid and who should benefit? What values will be privileged over others (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005)?  Certainly as in any other community, the answering of this question is a negotiated process that evolves over time, in which some values are privileged over others and in which some voices are inevitably more powerful in directing the discipline’s course.  What it is important to note is that unlike other disciplines, the discourse about values has been and remains front and center in community psychology, and inevitably has implications for methods.   The shared hope is that this tension can only be sufficiently addressed by putting values, power, reflexivity, and structural analysis in the foreground (Flyvbjerg, 2001). 


If action is indeed an aim for researchers in community psychology, qualitative methods have limitations. Qualitative research may not necessarily promote action to respond to society’s problems. Because of its open-ended stance qualitative methodologies certainly enable, but do not guarantee critical analysis or action towards liberation. For a research method to realize this transformative potential it requires an active effort on the part of the researcher to place data collection, interpretation, and theorizing in the social, economic, and political context in order to help transform these conditions (Weis & Fine, 2004). 

There are some researchers who have difficulty with the community psychology rhetoric of community, social justice, empowerment and wellness. Even as community psychology purports to be an antidote to more individual-focused psychologies, there is a danger that the understanding of social problems and the strategies offered might still neglect the larger social, economic, and political forces impinging on wellbeing.  In a recent book chapter, Lillis et al (2005) argue that community psychology tends to have a “dominant bias associated with a liberal world view” (p. 284). They suggest that the field has a tendency to narrowly define community and misguidedly frames social justice in terms of liberal economic theory. David Fryer and colleagues (2000) posit that use the term wellness emphasizes what is needed thus focusing on deficits instead of strengths and maintaining the status quo while diverting attention away from the need to address root causes.  Worse still is possibility that these concepts have been so often misused to the point of becoming meaningless for the sake of research and inquiry.  

Community psychology has also been criticized for emphasizing some tenets of the field over others. The field has long emphasized community over power and the sense of community metaphor dominated the narrative for the first decade or so (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005). The concept of empowerment was heralded as a way to correct this overemphasis on communion and bring some attention to the importance of power and control over resources. The use of empowerment in research and action, however, has too often focused on individual power and psychological sense of empowerment rather than the dynamics of power or the leveraging of it by individuals and communities (Riger, 1993).  Lately, the field has begun to acknowledge the need to balance psychological empowerment and empowering processes with equal attention to social justice that includes a redistribution of resources and the political milieu in which such decisions are made (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005; Speer, 2002). 
Issues of Scientific Legitimacy

In most areas of psychology in the United States, qualitative research generally seems to receive less respect by journal editors and reviewers, funding agencies, tenure and promotion committees, and other arbiters of academic prestige and legitimacy than does quantitative research
.  This may be due to most qualitative research being less generalizable and less amenable to hypothesis testing than studies done with large, representative samples or experimental designs with random assignment.  External validity and experimental control are not appropriate standards of scientific rigor for qualitative research, however.  If editors, reviewers, and colleagues understood and applied the appropriate standards of methodological rigor to qualitative studies, they would see that their internal validity is often stronger than most quantitative research.

Given the many arguments for, and examples of, qualitative methods in community psychology (see above), it may be surprising that community psychology in the U.S. has historically suffered from the same anti-qualitative bias as the rest of the discipline.  Although the Journal of Community Psychology (JCP) has always been open to qualitative and theoretical work, the American Journal of Community Psychology (AJCP) is the official journal of the APA Division of Community Psychology and it rarely published qualitative studies until the mid-1990s.  Qualitative work is now very prominent in all community psychology journals internationally, including JCP, AJCP, Journal of Community and Applied Social Psychology, Journal of Prevention and Intervention in the Community, and several non-English journals in the field.

Community psychology has always been an applied field based largely on action-research conducted in collaboration with many different professional and client stakeholders.  Research in the field has also become increasingly interdisciplinary, including work in community health and epidemiology, evaluation of educational and other prevention programs, policy analysis, multiculturalism, self-help and mutual assistance, and community organizing and development (Maton, Perkins & Saegert, in press).   These intersectoral (e.g., university-government-local organization-community) and interdisciplinary partnerships have been one reason community psychologists have adopted qualitative and mixed-method research designs. As the above exemplars illustrate, qualitative approaches such as in-depth interviews, focus groups, and individual, organizational, and community narratives can provide powerful evidence that is methodologically and analytically rigorous, theoretically dispositive, meaningful to all participants, and thus politically persuasive.

Limitations in Application  

Like in other fields of psychology, community psychologists face many of the logistical constraints of organizing and carrying out qualitative research including time and resources.  In addition, the nature of taking on any form of social change is often Sisyphean.  As community psychologists using qualitative methods, the greatest gap we experience between the “is” and the “ought” surfaces as we try to negotiate the application of community psychology values in our research and the contextual demands of the real world.  A very practical way in which this tension manifests itself is in the temporal domain.  The value of collaboration in research implies that community psychologists devote time to building trust and a shared understanding of project goals and the research process with community members who are project partners.  We often hear the stories from community members of researchers coming into the community, collecting data, and leaving without providing any tangible benefit to the community.  The resentment and distrust community members harbor after such experiences is both justified and understandable.  However, it makes the task of building relationships evermore important yet time consuming, and this extended timeline may not mesh with funding timetables or publication demands.  However, in our experience, the quality of the process of engaging community has direct implications for the quality of the research in terms of access and community members’ willingness to participate.

A second related temporal challenge concerns tensions between the values of empowerment, collaboration, and participation and stakeholder demands.  Ideally, community psychologists work with community members to develop research protocols (particularly for interviews and focus groups) that reflect the informational needs of the community as well as the researcher.  Here research is valued for both its contribution to action and theory generation.  In our experience, the process of including multiple voices in this process results in higher quality products and provides opportunity for voice and choice.  Practically speaking, however, researchers may not be able to engage in that process until they have project funding with a pre-established protocol that has gone through a lengthy review from funders and an institutional research board.  We have found ourselves in this situation in our work and have opted to involve community members in formulating research questions after the fact, returning to our review board often to have new protocols re-approved as the projects unfold.  Even with these oversight demands, negotiating the questions to ask and who should ask them can be a drawn out process with costs in terms of time and efficiency.  Moreover, community members can become frustrated with such delays when from their standpoint the need for action is pressing.  


Another way that community psychologists ideally apply their values in their research is by involving partners in data collection and analysis.  Insiders have a unique perspective and knowledge of community to bring to qualitative research and may be seen by others as having a more legitimate role to play in asking questions.  Yet, numerous challenges arise in implementing this practice.  First, in the United States, federal regulations make it difficult for university research teams to involve members outside the university in research activities (e.g., data collection, data analysis).  All research team members must be certified in human subjects research by the university oversight board.  This makes it difficult for community-based researchers to partner with community members in these activities because it precludes the possibility of publishing data collected or analyzed by “unapproved” community members in academic journals.  Therein lies the obvious dilemma because without these publications or the privileges of tenure, researchers may not be able to continue their change efforts in community.   

Community psychologists navigate these challenges in different ways, some opting to make clear distinctions between their academic research for publication and their involvement in action research for the community.  Others choose not to partner with community members in this process but in other project activities.  When members have not been collaborators in the analysis the data, community psychologists will use member checks to ensure that community members have a way of voicing dissenting views and offering new meanings. However, this falls short of ideal because the community’s lack of direct access to the data can reinforce power differentials and the image of the researcher as expert – both of which with community psychology values.  In the end, values as well as the skills and interests community members bring to the project and other resource demands determine how community psychologists approach decisions in these areas.
Conclusion


Community psychology has much to gain by further employing qualitative methods in the effort to make social change.  As we illustrated above, qualitative research methods can be key to the integration of community psychology values and aims by balancing process with outcome.  In this way, researchers can adhere to values in the research process while achieving real change in human lives and conditions.  This was as true for the Listening Partners project in Vermont, or Tandon and colleagues’ grassroots leadership study in Chicago, Illinois, or Vicky Totikidis’ work in Melbourne, Australia, as it was for Ingrid Huygens and the Maori people of Aotearoa, New Zealand.


For the future of community psychology and qualitative methods, we advocate two directions.  First, more research and action should be devoted to understanding the dynamics of power.  Although much attention has been given to the process of empowerment, not enough is known about the substance of power itself, and how it works.  Such a complex and varied subject lends itself to qualitative research methods.  Leaders in the study of power using qualitative methods include Bent Flyvbjerg (1998) and his case study of a Danish city planning process, and John Gaventa (1982), who researched coalmining communities in the American Appalachian region. 

Second, we advocate the integration of more participatory action research via qualitative methods.  To do this, we must as members of the research community attend not only to the needs of our community partners, but also to our own institutional boundaries and constraints.  The standard protocol for acceptable empirical research often does not make room for diverse voices.  We must work to make the equal participation of “nonexperts” just as legitimate in the construction of knowledge through research.
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� “Wellbeing”, or “wellness”, has been studied from many perspectives and is thought to be more than simply good health or the absence of pathology (Cowen, 1994; Kelly, 2000; Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2000).  “Community” can be defined as a group of organisms that interact and share a common � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Environment" \o "Environment" �environment�. In � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human" \o "Human" �human� communities, the environment may be proximal, dispersed, or virtual.  In all three forms, the adhering element in community is mutual interests.


� Community psychologists have frequently discussed philosophies of science in specific conference sessions, on our APA division listserv and in other venues.  The debate has often been heated, and has created important opportunities for collective reflection.      


� Terms and values such as “empowerment”, or “community, wellness, and ecology” (see above), or “strengths” (discussed below) may be overused, ambiguous, and frequently co-opted for vague rhetorical purposes.   They may lack consensus as to definitions and measures.  Yet there is also complexity, conceptual clarity, scientific rigor, and strong empirical support associated with each of those terms (Jamner & Stokols, 2000; Kelly, 2000; Levine et al., 2005; Maton, Schellenbach, Leadbeater & Solarz, 2004; Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995).  Community psychologists tend to find real and useful “pearls” in murky waters.


� Psychology in other countries does not appear to share this bias, at least to the same degree.
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