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Background

The PhD program in community research and action at Peabody College of Vanderbilt University is seeking to establish an international collaborative research and action project. This initiative builds on the SCRA (Society for Community Research and Action of the American Psychological Association, Division of Community Psychology) task force on Community Action Research Centers. At present there are three sites identified in this initiative: Chicago, Kansas, and Puerto Rico. The Vanderbilt group is creating a Center that may become the fourth Community Action and Research Center (CARC) in this SCRA initiative. 

Independent of its status as a SCRA approved CARC center, the group at Vanderbilt wishes to collaborate with colleagues in several countries on a research and action project. The aim of this initiative is to collect data on commonly agreed topics across various settings and countries. At the recent SCRA biennial conference, it was agreed in concert with members of other sties that the role of power in wellness, oppression and liberation in community settings would be a suitable theme for investigation across sites and countries. 

This proposal takes the topic of power and introduces a framework for its study across levels of analysis and various domains. 

Expectations of Participating Centers and Members

If you wish to participate in this initiative, and we hope you do, we would ask you to review this proposal and give us feedback at your earliest convenience, but no later than September 15, 2003. We would ask you to comment on any aspect of the proposal. We will do our best to come up with a research protocol that reflects everyone’s interests in the best possible way. 

Once we reach agreement on the research protocol, we will come up with timelines and more concrete methodologies. We will also establish a structure for sharing data and for publishing the findings in special issues of journals, books, articles, and chapters. In addition, we can present the material in conferences. 

Overview of the Research Project

We will present below a theoretical model that captures various domains, concerns, and levels of analysis. The model builds on a paper by Isaac Prilleltensky. The paper can be read online at http://www.education.miami.edu/isaac/public_web/power.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.education.miami.edu/isaac/public_web/power.htm" 
htm. Building on the original framework introduced by Prilleltensky, Christens and Perkins (2008: Transdisciplinary, multilevel action research to enhance ecological and psycho-political validity. Journal of Community Psychology, 36(2), 214-231.) have modified the original model and enhanced its scope. 
We will introduce below the model as currently conceived by Christens and Perkins. This is a model to enhance the ecological and psychopolitical validity of community research and action. We are using this framework to explore issues related to power. 

The first step in this collaboration is to reach consensus on the viability of using this model as a research framework. The second step is to reach agreement on the research questions we are posing below. Although perfect consistency across research sites may not be achieved, we wish to strive for maximal consistency to enable meaningful comparisons. 

We ask you to read the brief overview of the theoretical model as conceptualized by Christens and Perkins. It will help you to read as background Prilleltensky’s paper online. 

Theoretical Overview: Merging Ecological with Psychopolitical Validity

The concept of ecological validity refers most narrowly to the degree to which the definition of a unit of analysis reflects the way that unit is defined in real life by people or natural features.  For example, a neighborhood defined by the boundaries and name used by people who live there is more ecologically valid than a census tract used as a proxy for the neighborhood.

A broader, more fundamental use of ecological validity is the idea that research should attend fully and carefully to the many contexts of phenomena, including multiple levels of analysis, various environmental domains (socio-cultural, physical, economic, political), and the dynamic context of capturing change over time.

What we are calling for is equal emphasis on, if not a merging of, ecological and psycho-political validity.  Levels of analysis must be made clear and specific. As shown in the vertical axis of the three-dimensional Figure 1, similar to Prilleltensky and Bronfenbrenner and others before him, we suggest at least three key levels: First is the individual (or personal or psychological-- emotional, cognitive, behavioral, spiritual). At the individual we would more explicitly add to that level interpersonal microsystem relationships.  At the mesosystem level are groups, voluntary associations, and other local organizations and networks.  At the macrosystem or “collective” level are communities, institutions, and social structures. One promising development in quantitative analysis in recent years is multilevel analysis (e.g., Hierarchical Linear Modeling), which greatly enhances the community researcher’s ability to more validly analyze data at all these levels simultaneously.

The environmental domains (depth dimension of Figure 1) imply a critical need for truly interdisciplinary research to adequately understand the socio-cultural (psychology, sociology, and anthropology), physical (environmental planning and design research, environmental branches of psychology, sociology, economics, etc.), economic, and political ecologies.  A step in the right direction is to read and adapt the literature of other relevant fields, but that is not enough.  Real progress is not likely to be made until more scholars from the various disciplines collaborate closely and begin to develop new fields that are fully interdisciplinary.  

As depicted in Figure 1, it is possible to think of the domains of oppression, liberation, and wellness as lying on a temporal dimension, or at least that is the goal.  The oppressed become liberated which leads to social, material, physical, and spiritual wellness.  Regardless of how common that is, or whether some might argue that a degree of wellness is required before the hard work of liberation can occur, change over time is an important ecological dimension, that may be informed by various human, organizational, and community developmental theories and “modeled” through longitudinal research designs, narrative analysis, and other methods.

As an example of the different environmental domains, physical environmental factors, although often taken for granted and thus overlooked, frequently interact with the phenomena of interest to community psychologists.  The nine boxes that are visible in Figure 1 (see below) serve to illustrate ways in which environment and behavior theories, physical-environmental prevention and intervention efforts, and environmental empowerment movements may apply to Prilleltensky's levels of analysis and oppression, liberation, and wellness concerns.  Similar to economic, socio-cultural, and (obviously) the political domains, physical environments are often the expression of power issues and relationships at the personal, relational, and collective levels.  Identifying these connections between community, environmental and political theories and issues contributes ideas and potential areas of intervention not only to community psychology, but also to the other fields involved.

At the personal level, many individuals are oppressed by environmental degradation.  More research is needed on the relationship between setting-level environmental features and conditions and individuals’ internalized helplessness, guilt, and physical and mental disorders.  At the same time, individual positive, liberating environmental behaviors (e.g., recycling, conservation, transit use, consumer decision-making) and beliefs/cognitions (e.g., locus of control) must also be better understood and facilitated.  Environmental psychology also studies the relationship between physical setting characteristics and behavior, health, and wellness.  What is needed is more attention to environmental conditions conducive to self-determination, pride, empowerment, personal growth, meaning and spirituality.
At the organizational level, the idea of environmental oppression includes organizations that violate standards of environmental justice for workers and communities resulting in inequities in environmental wellness.  Liberation at this level would include improving practices and decisions in both organizations that create environmental risks and ones addressing environmental oppression and justice.  Among other strategies, this would entail participatory organizational opportunities for reducing environmental threats and enhancing environmental wellness.
At the collective level, environmental justice addresses societal factors that lead to environmental oppression in both person-made and natural environments.  Collective liberation is based on community organizing, action, empowerment, and political change.  The goal of collective environmental wellness leads one to consider macro-level environmental variables that affect community wellness, such as planning, development, and design policies, as well as preservation regulations.

Research Questions on Power

If we consider the four environmental domains presented in figure 1 by Christens and Perkins, we can ask questions related to power in political, social-cultural, physical, and economic domains. Our aim is to apply the model and the research questions presented below to issues that you are already investigating or that you have investigated in the past. We do not expect you to initiate new research projects at this time to explore issues of power at the different levels. Rather, we would like to make use of existing data sets and to see how issues of power have been manifested in the subjects you have explored. 

For example, some people have studied extensively sense of community. In retrospect, they may realize that there are many issues related to power that may not have been explicitly addressed. By using this model, we are asking researchers to look at their data and draw out issues related to power.

Another example might concern a community intervention to address HIV/AIDS. We would ask of researchers to look back at their project and reanalyze the data and the processes in light of the questions of power presented below. In essence, we are asking members of the international collaboration to apply this model to reanalyze some studies and interventions they may have carried out. In the future we may decide to launch a prospective study. At this stage we are more modest in our aspirations. 

The following questions can be explored in any one of these four domains presented in figure 1 and apply to the three levels of analysis: macro, meso, and micro. Some of you may have been more interested in social and cultural issues than in economic issues, while others may have been more concerned with environmental problems. Similarly, some of you may have been more interested in studying the state of oppression, whereas others might have concentrated on processes of liberation or wellness outcomes. It is perfectly fine for you to concentrate your re-analysis on only one column and one domain. If your interests span more domains and concerns that is wonderful but it is not a requisite for participation in the collaboration. 

Your project may have been quantitative and/or qualitative. It is up to you to decide what project you want to reanalyze. From our perspective, both methodologies are legitimate. At this stage, the type of analysis we’re asking you to do is qualitative. It can be based on quantitative and/or qualitative material, but we are asking you to report in qualitative terms. It is possible that in the future we may wish to ask you to reanalyze data in numerical terms, but at this point our aspirations are more modest. 

In practical terms, we would ask you to look back at a research or intervention project and ask, as pertinent, the following questions:

            

Questions related to oppression:

The following questions need to be repeated for the three levels of analysis and can be applied to any one of the four environmental domains. Your research may lend itself to one or more of the environmental domains, in which case you would ask these questions to all applicable domains. Please note that we are thinking of oppression as an undesirable state of affairs.

What are the power relations present at the macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis?

Here we are interested in who are the players in the relationship? There may be multiple relationships at play. Some players may be oppressors in one setting and oppressed in others. In other words, multiple players can fulfill multiple roles. For a discussion on multiple roles and potential identities see Prilleltensky’s paper on line. 

What exchanges take place over time among the various players at the various levels?

Here we are interested in how people in various power positions interact with each other. What are the dynamics operating here? How do people in various power positions engage with each other? What techniques do people use to oppress others or to resist oppression?

What are the consequences of these power relations at the various levels of analysis?

What are the effects of power relations at the different levels for the multiple players involved? What are the repercussions of oppression for the various individuals or groups?

Questions related to liberation/empowerment:

Once again, the following questions need to be repeated for the three levels of analysis and can be applied to any one of the four environmental domains. Your research may lend itself to one or more of the environmental domains, in which case you would ask these questions to all applicable domains. Please note that we are conceptualizing liberation and empowerment as a process. This process may be naturally occurring in the environment, without external intervention, or it may be the result of a planned intervention. 

1.         What strategies are being implemented at each level of analysis to change the oppressive power relations? 

What are the formal and informal strategies people use to resist oppression and pursue liberation? These may be naturally occurring processes or generated by a planned intervention. If you are studying a social phenomenon, there may be resistance processes taking place in the environment already. If you are analyzing an intervention, you may explore intentional strategies as in a program evaluation.

2.         What inhibiting and facilitative factors influence the strategies and change processes discussed in question 1 above? 

Here we would like to know what factors help or hinder strategies to empower and liberate individuals and groups. What kinds of conditions enable people and groups to resist? What circumstances block the development of consciousness and empowerment actions?

3.         What tactics are used to strengthen the facilitative factors and to reduce the inhibiting factors?

Once you have identified inhibiting and facilitative factors, we would like to know what tactics individuals and groups use to address them. How do they overcome barriers? How do they reinforce positive directions toward liberation? 

Questions related to wellness

Once again, the following questions need to be repeated for the three levels of analysis and can be applied to any one of the four environmental domains. Your research may lend itself to one or more of the environmental domains, in which case you would ask these questions to all applicable domains. Please note that we are conceptualizing wellness as an outcome.

What was the ideal outcome of your overall strategies in terms of power relations?

Here we are interested in the desirable outcomes you would have wished for an individual or community. As a researcher, what do you consider the ideal outcomes of empowering and liberation processes? 

What was the expected immediate outcome of your tactics in terms of power relations? 

We distinguish between ideal and expected outcomes. Whereas the former refers to the best ideal scenario, the latter refers to your more realistic expectations of what can be achieved under the existing circumstances. 

What were the obtained or actual outcomes of your tactics in terms of power relations?

Looking at natural and/or planned change processes, what were the actual outcomes for the people involved? Did they last? If so, for how long did the effects last? Was there an improvement in terms of wellness because of power equalization across people, groups, communities, nations?

How do you explain the outcomes?

Here we want to know how you explain potential gaps between actual and ideal or expected outcomes. What is your theory for explaining how wellness is or is not achieved at the various levels of analysis? Is it possible that wellness is easier to achieve at the lower levels of analysis (micro and meso) than at higher levels (macro)? How does power equalization affect wellness at various levels of analysis?

Summary of Research Process

Read Prilleltensky’s paper online to familiarize yourself with initial framework on power.

Read modified framework as conceptualized by Christens and Perkins above (see figure 1).

Choose an existing data set or project you have already completed or that you are currently working on. The data set you choose may be quantitative or qualitative. It may be based on a program evaluation or an empirical study. We are not posing restrictions on the kind of issue or information upon which you will study power in community settings.

Think of power dynamics that obtain in your research and/or intervention. 

Choose one or more of the environmental domains presented in figure 1 that apply to your research and/or intervention.

Explore in your data questions related to oppression, liberation/empowerment, and wellness, as presented above.

Summarize your data according to the questions on oppression, liberation/empowerment, and wellness. 

Be ready to submit your findings for comparative analyses with others. 

Figure 1. Framework for Ecologically and Psycho-politically Valid Community Action-Research

(Christens and Perkins, in press, Journal of Community Psychology).
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