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Abstract

Action research is well recognised as an approach to transform, empower, and emancipate 
individuals and communities through collaborative enquiry and intervention. A central 
tenet of action research is to generate learning and new knowledge through the cycli-

limitations for thoroughly extracting learning from action due to lack of well-developed 
frameworks for understanding the researcher’s role and their evolving identity throughout 
the research process. This limitation undermines the depth of engagement with the prob-

Based on multiple in-depth longitudinal case studies conducted over a decade, this paper 
argues for the emancipation of action researchers through a new Situated Emancipatory 
Action Research (SEAR) framework developed using a novel soft systems methodology 
called the Process Oriented Holonic (PrOH) Modelling Methodology. The SEAR frame-
work seeks to overcome the limitations inherent in action research by emphasising the im-
portance of a cognitive journey for the researcher, moving from a primarily detached ob-
server to an immersed agent of change, while continuously re ectin in action. This study 
demonstrates how the SEAR framework enables emancipation of both the researcher and 
the researched through an intertwining and mutually complementary process of deepenin  
and idenin  understanding through successive action research cycles. The new SEAR 
framework facilitates action researchers to become emancipated from their precepts, bi-
ases and identity, towards better engaging with problem situations and extraction of new 
knowledge. This paper recommends further investigation and experimentation using the 

Clinical Trial Number
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Introduction: the Limitations of Canonical Action Research

Action research is a widely utilised methodology that facilitates both organisational change 
and knowledge creation through the collaborative engagement of researchers and practi-
tioners. It involves an iterative process where researchers work within real-world contexts, 
diagnose problems, and engage participants to enable learning about a situation (Checkland 
1991; Bradbury and Reason 2001; Davison et al. 2012). Its cyclical nature allows research-

been criticised for limitations around knowledge creation and the role of action researchers 

A key framework within action research literature is Canonical Action Research (CAR), 
introduced by Susman and Evered (1978
stages as shown in Fig. 1 providing a structured process for researchers to work through 
organisational challenges. In this paper, CAR has been selected as the central methodology 
to critique, serving as a representative framework for broader action research methodolo-

-
hensive lens through which to examine the iterative process of action research, facilitating 
the analysis of its strengths and limitations.

Methodologically, CAR employs an experiential, emergent, and dialogic process of 

2015). While CAR methodology has been widely applied, it has been criticised for not ade-

Fig. 1 Canonical Action Research (CAR) process (Susman and Evered 1978)
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quately addressing the dynamic role of the researcher within the CAR process. Literature 
highlights the challenges in operationalising the cyclical model and the role of theory in its 
enactment (Davison et al. 2012). There is little research on action researchers’ perspectives 
and cognitive journeys when using the CAR model at the process-level. For instance, Davi-
son et al. (2004) indicates that CAR often positions the researcher as an external observer, 
which limits their engagement with the organisational context, and hinders their ability to 
capture the complexities of organisational behaviours. Also, by focusing on the organisation 
as an object of study, a researcher’s subjectivity and embodied experiences are frequently 

Researchers engaged in CAR often encounter the recurring challenge of extracting learn-

(1983 -

2009) raise pertinent 

-

of scholarly debate. For instance, CAR’s emphasis on detached observation can create a 

over time. Coughlan and Coghlan (2002) highlight the importance of conscious and delib-
erate enactment of action research cycles and contend that the temporal separation may 

accuracy of insights gained and reported. This concern about temporal separation and its 
-

stood through the lens of situatedness, as articulated by Haraway (1988). This notion of 
situatedness emphasises that knowledge is inherently embodied, partial, and situated within 

-
edge generated is shaped by unique perspectives, experiences, and contexts of research-
ers and participants, which is often referred to as the ‘ e tanschauun  (the ‘world view’) 

phases of the action research cycle may create a disconnect between researchers’ embodied 

Limitations in capturing the ‘situatedness’ of researchers’ embedded in the problem situ-
ation are noteworthy and are a concern highlighted by Bradbury and Reason (2001). CAR, 
as critiqued by previous researchers, is limited in adequately recognising the dynamic and 

2001; Davison et al. 
2012) as the complexity and ever-evolving nature of real-world situations which demands 

context at hand. Researchers argue for a more subtle understanding of action research that 
emphasises the need to move beyond linear problem-solving models and embrace the intri-

1998; Bradbury and 
Reason 2001; Kemmis 2008 2013) Also, as CAR is criticised for its tendency to 
adopt linear approaches and for overlooking plurality in how individuals think and know 
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Heron and Reason (2008) argue for embracing a broader epistemological perspective that 
-

tive practice.
Rooted in the above critique, this paper seeks to advance the discourse on action research 

methodologies. It delves into the development and application of a recently published ‘sit-
2021) resulting in its extension to more 

comprehensive Situated Emancipatory Action Research (SEAR) demonstrating that action 
research is emancipatory not only for the researched organisation but also for the research-

scholars including Carr and Kemmis’ (1986) who emphasise action research’s transfor-
mative potential of going beyond problem-solving to empower individuals and groups by 
enabling them to critically examine and challenge their own practices, assumptions, pre-
cepts, and biases, including researchers and the researched. Emancipation has been fur-
ther explored by McTaggart (1994), who highlights the importance of participatory action 

1990) 
who discuss how action research provides the opportunity for individuals and groups to 

1988) who emphasise that at core of emancipatory action research lies the spirit to 
enable participants to question and alter underlying structures that constrain them.

-
ducted by the authors in various organisations over a decade aiming to demonstrate the 

bridge existing gaps in traditional action research methodologies. Two of these case studies 
will be used in this paper to explicate the new SEAR framework.

Literature Precis: Action Research and its Limitations

Carr and Kemmis (1986 -
acterised by distinct aims and relationships between researchers and practitioners. Table 1 
illustrates these three types with their respective features.

The distinction among these three types of action research lies not in their methodologies 
but in the underlying assumptions and worldviews of participants, leading to variations in 
how methodologies are applied. Within the action research process, researchers actively 

Type of 
Research

Aims Facilitators 
Role

Researcher 
– Participant 
Relationship

1. Technical Informing Expert Participants 
dependent on 
researcher

2. Practical 
(interpretive)

Participation Process-orient-
ed consultation

3. Emancipatory Transformation Moderator Collabora-
tion to expose 
injustices

Table 1 Types of action research

(1986)
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1998
used to characterise it (Eikeland 2012, p.10). However, action research is also recognised 

groups and (ii) empowering individuals at a deeper level and emancipating them by facili-
tating the construction and utilisation of their own knowledge (Reason 2001 1988). 

research one uses.

Critique of Canonical Action Research

Canonical Action Research (CAR) can foster organisational and societal change but has 

Brannick 2014). While action research serves a broader purpose, researchers practicing 
it encounter inherent dilemmas. One such dilemma is the dual objective of addressing a 
research question while simultaneously meeting a practical need (Rapoport 1970). Addition-
ally, action researchers often face criticism for their failure to disclose and deliberate upon 
intellectual frameworks that may inform their projects Checkland (1981, p.400). Checkland 
(1995, p.2) strongly “advocates the need for an intellectual framework, declared in advance, 

(1985) delves further into the above process by proposing the FMA model which posits that 
an Action Research intervention must be guided by a purposeful strategy or methodology 
(M) supported by a set of related concepts within a theoretical framework (F), to enhance a 
particular situation or area of application (A).

Other researchers emphasised the need to re-evaluate power dynamics within the research 
process. For instance, Carr and Kemmis (1986) argue that CAR often neglects the unequal 
power relations between researchers and participants, potentially leading to the imposition 

Therefore, there is a growing call for action research methodologies to actively address and 
redress these power imbalances, promoting a more egalitarian and participatory research 
approach (Carr and Kemmis 1986; Davison et al. 2004).

The temporal dimension of CAR has also been criticised by Coghlan and Brannick 
(2014) as they contend that the cyclical nature of canonical action research might not ade-
quately capture the dynamic nature of contemporary organisational challenges. Extending 
the durations of action research cycles may lead to a lag in responding to rapidly changing 
situations, potentially rendering research outcomes less relevant. This critique suggests the 
need for more agile and adaptive action research methodologies that align with the acceler-
ated rate of change in today’s organisational environments.

Reflection-in-Action

Argyris and Schön (1974
that ‘consciousness in the midst of action’ by a researcher is a fundamental principle of 
action inquiry. One prominent limitation of CAR is its implicit cognitive emphasis, which 
aligns with Schön’s (1983
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recognises that practitioners embedded in the problem situation often engage in problem-

action researcher’s inclination towards detached observation neglects this subtle, embodied, 
1999). Also, as noted by Susman 

and Evered (1978), there is a historical predisposition in action research towards a cognitive 
focus, emphasising rational problem-solving processes over the more intricate and subtle 
aspects of human action. This bias tends to overlook the intricate interplay of emotions, 
perceptions, and contextual factors that shape decision-making and actions in real-time 

a researcher’s ability to grasp tacit knowledge and subtleties embedded in the ongoing 
process. The work of Reason (1994) further accentuates the cognitivist leanings of CAR, 

Kemmis (1986
to critically examine their own assumptions and biases. Bradbury and Reason (2001) extend 
this discourse by advocating for a more participatory and collaborative role for the action 
researcher, challenging the conventional notion of the researcher as a detached observer 

(1998) further emphasise the importance of ‘reco era i ity  which means making the 
research process explicit and traceable, allowing an outside observer to follow the reason-
ing and decisions of a researcher. This ensures transparency and accountability in dynamic 
research environments, where researchers’ ongoing engagement with the situation shapes 
their evolving understanding. Similarly, the idea of ‘ rst person in uiry’ (Torbert 1998; 
Reason & Bradbury 2001; Taylor 2004) also referred to as ‘ rst person action research’ 
(Marshall 2004 -
tion in the research process, calling for a deeper understanding of their own biases and 

1998) modern science has tended to favour 

(intersubjective) research. These critiques emphasise an evolving understanding of action 

novel and innovative approach to address the complexities of real-world problem-solving.

Evolving Identity of the Action Researcher

Recent studies discuss how researcher identity is shaped through continuous engagement 
with the research context. Castelló et al. (2020) provide a comprehensive review of two 
decades of research on researcher identity, identifying key dimensions such as the transi-
tioning among identities, the balance between continuity and change, and the development 
of personal identity over time. These insights posit that an action researcher’s identity is 

transformation is essential in understanding how researchers become more immersed in 
a research setting, shifting from detached observers to active agents of change. Hakkara-
inen et al. (2023

2003) 
argues that researcher identity is continually constructed through interactions with partici-
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pants and the research context, highlighting the evolving nature of the researcher’s role. 
As Stowell (2024) notes, our understanding of a situation is continually updated through 

2006, p. XV) 
notion of ‘multiple interacting perceptions of reality,’ underlining the dynamic and shifting 
nature of the problem context as well as researchers’ evolving understanding within the 
action research process.

engage deeply with the research topic, shifting from conventional roles into those that align 
more closely with the research setting itself. Similarly, Weiner-Levy and Abu-Rabia-Queder 
(2012) discuss how positionality of being an insider or outsider plays a crucial role in a 

throughout the action research process as a researcher’s relationship with participants 
deepens.

These shifts in identity and positionality -
nent of action research. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009

-

within the research process but also the relationship they build with research participants. 

-
ers and participants co-create knowledge through ongoing interaction. These insights high-
light the need for a deeper exploration of how a researcher’s identity evolves over time and 

As substantiated by the above discussion, action research still has several limitations 
to fully realise its transformative and emancipatory potential. These limitations emphasise 
the need for innovative methodologies to overcome the above-mentioned challenges on 
researchers’ identity, namely positionality and re e i ity
and adaptable framework for organisational inquiry and change. A framework for address-
ing some of these limitations is discussed below.

Development of the Situated-Reflective-Agent Model

To further illustrate the role of a researcher in action research, the authors have previously 

Clegg 2021). The concept of ‘situatedness’ refers to an agent embedded in the environment, 
emphasising the importance of direct engagement with the research context. This means that 

within the context, allowing their understanding to evolve. In doing so, a researcher’s iden-
tity is shaped by their engagement with the research process and the participants, leading to 
a more dynamic, adaptive role that goes beyond simple observation or detachment.
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along with a detailed explanation of the cognitive journey in a recent paper by Balthu and 
Clegg (2021). The SRA model is presented in Fig. 2 to provide the background for the 
extended framework presented later in this paper.

model was to initially position a researcher in the place of detached observer (at Point A) 
which is akin to the pure in uiry of Schein (1999). As a researcher becomes more immersed 

and understanding as demonstrated in the downward journey. This downward journey rep-
resents Polanyi’s (1966) concept of tacit no led e as a researcher is developing in-situ. 
The researcher then gradually emerges at Point C through an upward journey as a Situated-

The SRA model provides a valuable stepping stone for conducting rigorous action 
research by emphasising the importance of embedding the researcher within the organ-

stops short of providing concrete guidance on translating its principles into a comprehen-
sive research design that can support impactful organisational transformation and therefore 
a missed opportunity to address the limitations of action research approaches discussed 
above. Thus, the remainder of this paper explains how an extended framework has been 
developed to tackle the constraints of CAR.

Fig. 2
Clegg (2021

 

1 3

    6  Page 8 of 29



Systemic Practice and Action Research            (2025) 38:6 

Methodology: A Novel Approach to Enhance Canonical Action 
Research

This study uses two in-depth longitudinal case studies underpinned by CAR, one from the 
service sector and one from the manufacturing sector, intending to capture a broad spectrum 
of organisational processes and challenges.

Each case study was a two-year engagement with an organisation, allowing for a deep 
exploration of their respective contexts, challenges, and opportunities. The qualitative 
methods employed included interviews with key stakeholders (n = 35), focus groups com-

total across both the organisations. These methods were chosen to gather rich and con-

2005), 
provided an in-depth understanding of complex phenomena by capturing the nuances of 
human experiences and organisational dynamics. The interviews and focus groups facilitate 
the exploration of participants’ perspectives, allowing for a deeper comprehension of their 
attitudes, motivations, and challenges.

Case Study Organisations

novel people management strategies, and foster a cultural shift towards greater inclusivity 
across roles and departments.

-
facturing company, specialising in designing and manufacturing customised retail displays 

for bespoke retail displays created layers of organisational challenges.
-

sent contrasting sectors with unique operational environments. The examination of these 
organisations, guided by the PrOH Modelling Methodology, provides insights into how 
limitations of action research could be remedied towards delivering more impactful and 
emancipatory change. The longitudinal aspect of the case studies is crucial for capturing 

-
cesses and researcher identity. Longitudinal studies are particularly valuable in tracking 
change and development, allowing the researcher to observe how organisational challenges 

2017).

extended into the new (SEAR) framework using the second case study from the manufactur-
ing company. By focusing only on the manufacturing company this research has explored 
the nuances of the SRA model (previously grounded in a service organisation) within varied 
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the manufacturing domain, such as capacity constraints, legacy process management, and 

how the SRA model can be adapted and extended to not only address these unique organisa-

to move away from the limitations of traditional action research. It is important to note 

diverse operational environments.

Process Oriented Holonic (PrOH) Modelling

The basis of this paper’s methodological approach was the use of Process Oriented Holonic 
(PrOH) Modelling Methodology, a novel methodology derived from Soft Systems Method-
ology by Clegg (2007). The PrOH Modelling Methodology has been developed as a trans-
formative methodology rooted in the principles of Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) and 
tailored for business process redesign (Clegg 2007; Clegg and Shaw 2008). The criticism 
of conventional process mapping techniques is that process maps are overly reductionist, 
especially when modelling intricate conceptual models of change such as Human Activity 
Systems (HAS) (Checkland 1981), and this criticism is one of the main motivations for 
why the novel PrOH Modelling Methodology was developed. Reductionism is a way of 
simplifying complex phenomena by breaking them down into smaller, more understandable 
parts. Reductionist approaches, are often referred to as ‘hard systems’ approaches (Check-
land 1981; Wilson 2001) and often overlook the interactions and emergent properties of 
systems, potentially leading to an incomplete understanding of their behaviour and dynam-
ics, and ‘hard’ systems approaches are criticised by proponents of ‘soft’ systems approaches 
such as Churchman (1979), Checkland (1981 2006) who favour more holistic 

reductionist relationships.
Checkland (1999

diverse perspectives could lead to inappropriate solutions for the actual problem. SSM, 
grounded in interpretive philosophy, assumes that individuals or groups interpret their situ-
ations rather than adopting the detached, objective view of a priori systems typical of a view 

SSM’s principles of building purposeful conceptual activity models to understand its sys-
temic success factors (SSFs). SSM is designed to facilitate learning about the problem situ-
ation, where participants engage in purposeful action that is meaningful to them, whether 

how to change an organisational system for the better.
The PrOH Modelling Methodology addresses reductionism, and its limitations as pre-

viously discussed, by providing a holonic lens that elicits systemic success factors using 
holonic template, as shown in Fig. 3. 

A holon is an entity that functions both as a whole system and as part of a larger system, 
addressing the conundrum of what constitutes a part and what constitutes a whole in a 
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The Ghost in the Machine 
(1967

holos 
on, suggesting a part or particle, as in proton or neutron 

(Koestler, 1967, p.48). This distinctive feature of PrOH Models is particularly valuable in 
the context of action research where the complex interplay of perceived conceptual human 
activity systems of change for organisational processes demands a holistic (holonic-based) 
representation (Coghlan and Shani 2014).

Rigorous action researcher engagement facilitated by PrOH Modelling, during the action 

mapping, PrOH Modelling, as Sampson (2012) highlights, becomes imperative in concep-
tualising, visualising, and analysing service operations characterised by high human labour 
intensity and customer contact. The inherent ability of PrOH Modelling to bring out hidden 
and emergent properties of systems aligns with the participatory nature of action research. 

-
land and Scholes 1990), as shown in Fig. 3
‘holonic’) components, encompassing inputs/outputs (green bubbles), data, intangible ele-
ments, systemic success factors (white bubbles), human actors (red bubbles), and their 
interactions within a process (a system boundary – shown by the large dotted line box). 
These components form the minimum viable system necessary for understanding change. 
This comprehensive representation ensures that a PrOH Model not only captures observable 

Fig. 3 The PrOH Holon Template – “key human resource of current process phase produce core trans-
2008)
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phenomena but also delves into the underlying dynamics, facilitating the extraction of both 
practical insights for immediate change and theoretical insights for the development of an 
adaptable model of intervention. It is important to stress that a PrOH Model is not intended 
to be a model of an actual real-world process ‘as-is’ or ‘to-be’ but a model of the systemic 
success factors of its change from ‘as-is’ to ‘to be’ and so is ipso facto a soft systems model 
of a conceptual system of chan e.

The application of the PrOH Modelling Methodology has resulted in sets of PrOH Mod-
els known as a ‘holarchies’. PrOH Models have served as instruments to systematically 
extract and articulate the intricate interactions among individuals, systems, and both tangi-
ble and intangible entities within the realms of legal services and manufacturing operations, 
spanning various departmental and organisational levels. Drawing upon the abstraction and 
enrichment principles inherent in the PrOH Modelling Methodology (Clegg 2007), pur-
poseful sets of PrOH Models have been developed. These models brought to light systemic 
success factors (SSFs) crucial for instigating change within both legal services and manu-

to successfully elicit SSFs in a variety of business environments (Clegg et al. 2020; Clegg 
2020).

PrOH Models are used in ‘storyboarding’ workshops, strategically designed to secure 
-

ers are involved in crucial decision-making about the system being changed, and where 
a PrOH Modeller is in a facilitator role rather than in an omnipotent autocratic role. This 
intervention-based approach aligns with the principles of action research put forth by Davi-
son et al. (2004) ensuring stakeholders are actively engaged in the process of conceptual-
ising and visualising systemic improvements (Coghlan and Shani 2014). ‘Storyboarding’ 
workshops have not only fostered collective understanding but also helped establish action 
teams. These teams, armed with a shared vision derived from the PrOH Models and the 
workshops, then felt empowered to collaboratively develop targeted solutions and, cru-
cially, have strengthened agency to implement changes. A seamless transition from model-
ling to participatory workshops and subsequent action teams also embraces the holistic and 
iterative nature of the canonical action research (CAR) methodology, ensuring that theoreti-
cal insights from PrOH Modelling translate into practical and impactful changes within the 
organisational context.

Thus, PrOH Modelling has served as a powerful tool to navigate the intricacies of action 
-

tems within selected organisations while PrOH Models per se provide a visual representa-
tion of these organisations’ systemic success factors.

Implementing Canonical Action Research

Within each case study organisations, each department/service line formed its own action 
research cycle lasting approximately 12 weeks in total; cycles were staggered and overlap-

Planning, (3) Action Taking, (4) Evaluating, and (5) Specifying Learning.
2004) were 
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1) Principle of the researcher–client Agreement
2) Principle of the cyclical process model 
3) Principle of theory 
4) Principle of change through action

The application of CAR principles and stages to each case is presented in Table 2.

Canonical Action Research Imbued with the PrOH Modelling Methodology

The PrOH Modelling Methodology played a pivotal role in supporting the overall research 
approach. By creating visual representations of change systems of human activity systems, 
PrOH Modelling enabled action researchers to elicit both tangible and intangible systemic 
success factors. The iterative and participatory nature of the PrOH Modelling Methodology 

(Reason & Bradbury 2001). The development of PrOH Models served not only as a diag-
nostic tool but also as a catalyst for intervention, promoting engagement and collaboration 
among stakeholders.

The above approach allowed the visualisation of intricate feedback loops between indi-
viduals and processes, aligning with the participatory stance advocated by Kemmis (2008). 
PrOH Modelling, as proposed by Clegg (2007 -
ing dynamic systems, making it well-suited for grasping the dynamics of changing organ-

CAR 
Stages

CAR Principles Research activities based 
on PrOH modelling meth-
odology to create a concep-
tual model of change

the Issue
Principle of the 
researcher-client agree-
ment ensures that the 
researcher and client have 
a mutual understanding of 
the research goals.

Stakeholder interviews, 

maps, agreeing systemic 
success factors

Action 
Planning

Principle of the cyclical 
process model involves 
cycles of action and 

PrOH Model storyboard-
ing workshop, action team 
formation

Action 
Taking

Principle of change 
through action emphasis-
es practical interventions 
and problem-solving.

Action teams deliver tasks, 
target operating model 
development

Analys-
ing and 

Principle of theory al-
lows theoretical insights 

progress and learning.

Target operating model 

team meetings, evaluating 
systemic success factors

Reporting 
Findings

Principle of learning 
through re ection serves 
as a critical mechanism 
for understanding and 
improving the research-
ers’ actions, decisions, 
and interventions.

Report on lessons learnt, 

handover

Table 2 CAR Execution model 
-

activities
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Service Firms (PSFs) are considered complex and distinct organisations (Blau and Scott 
1962; Lorsch and Mathias 1987 2010). Likewise previous researchers have 

2004), and 

other researchers liken managing PSFs to “making ten or twenty racing horses pull a cart 
1997 p.63); also, that PSFs are often portrayed as a “… fashionable 

-
hotra 2002 p.16). These observations on PSFs are given to bring readers’ attention to the 
importance of the human factors in change management that were successfully addressed in 
CAR imbued with PrOH Modelling.

Within a CAR and intervention-based context, the PrOH Modelling Methodology not 
-

ing organisational systems, aligning with the principles and praxis central to action research 
(Reason & Bradbury 2001; Eden and Huxham 1996). For example, Bradbury-Huang (2010) 
advocates that action research, “proceeds from a pra is of participation, is uided by prac
titioners  concerns for practicality real life problems , is inclusi e of sta eholders  ays of 
no in  oint meanin  construction , helps to build capacity for on oin  chan e e orts 

or able solutions

Data Collection and Analysis

In the context of action research, the richness of the data is inherently intertwined with the 
participatory nature of the methodology. Coghlan and Brannick (2014) assert that data col-
lection during action cycles is not a detached, observational process but instead constitutes 
an intervention in its own right. This approach aligns with the philosophy of qualitative 
research, emphasising the importance of contextual understanding and the co-creation of 
knowledge between researchers and participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This deliber-
ate sampling strategy enhances the diversity of data, covering a comprehensive spectrum of 
service and manufacturing operations.

Moreover, insights based on data from two distinct companies enriched the study by 
bringing out contextual variations and commonalities in the application of the newly pro-
posed framework discussed in the subsequent sections. The diversity in organisational con-

2017). In essence, the data collection 
approach adopted in this study, drawing on the depth and richness of qualitative research 
methods, is well-suited to the intricacies of action research and the development of the 
new framework to comprehensively address some of the longstanding criticisms on action 
research.
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Implementing the PrOH Modelling Methodology: the Case of the 
Production Department

The production department serves as the operational heart of the organisation, responsible 

are used in retail stores for showcasing products. This department has 11 employees, each 
working on various production equipment that involves cutting, printing and activities such 

-
tors for production department are on time completion of orders, quality of display boards, 

Defining the Issue

consolidated PrOH Models containing multiple-tenable viewpoints and systemic success 

-
ment, record keeping and logging. These categories of issues are discussed in more detail in 
Table 3, where the SSFs of change are outlined.

Action Planning

improvement. Based on the process maps initially developed and the insights gathered, a 
core process statement (objective) has been agreed to build the PrOH Model as ‘Production 
team aims to manufacture a Display Board’ focusing on a typical client project. This state-
ment takes a process perspective of production activities involved and captures the essence 
of what each stakeholder is individually aiming to achieve within each project. According 
to Clegg (2007) “it is imperative that each individual [PrOH] model should be given an 

in its name which denotes the purpose why the process exists. This gives the exercise more 
-

cess ensured that all stakeholders had a shared understanding of the goals and their respec-
tive roles in achieving them. The PrOH Model, developed during this phase, captured the 

depicted in Fig. 4. This PrOH Model instigated action, ensuring that the interventions were 
implemented and aligned with both the process requirements and the strategic goals of the 
production team.
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Storyboarding

During the PrOH Model storyboarding session, key participants including the Managing 
Director were invited to participate in a working session aimed at discussing current issues 
and suggesting potential improvements. The intention of this exercise from an SSM point 
of view is to compare the purposeful acti ity models of chan e ith the real orld hich 
sets up a structured discussion about chan e as shown in Fig. 5. Storyboarding involves 
scripting a PrOH Model into incremental scenes and posing questions and or SSFs on each 
scene to tease out responses from participants in the workshop, helping to surface insights 
and stimulate dialogue on potential changes.

Systemic Success Fac-
tors of Change for the 
Production Department

Changes Achieved Through the Action 
Research Project

Inaccurate estimation 
of manufacturing and 
assembly times
(a. Scheduling)

Accurate production times, increased 

Achieved by implementing a system for 
recording prototype and manufacturing 

requirements. This allowed for more 
accurate estimation of production times 
and standardised procedures, leading to a 

Lack of transparency 
between management, 
clients, and production 
personnel
(b. Communication)

Standardised procedure in place, reduced 

and repeat purchase rate. Achieved 
through the development of project forms 
for production stages, procedure book 
development, and reviewing the chain 
of command in the company structure. 

-
duced waste, and improved communica-

time and increased customer satisfaction.
Absence of stan-
dardised quality control 
procedures
(c. Quality control)

Clarity of job roles, reduced waste rate. 
Achieved by developing project forms 
for production stages and procedure 
book development, which provided clear 

for quality control. This reduced waste 
and errors in production processes.

Poor communication 
channels leading to 
delays and errors
(b. Communication)
(c. Quality control)

Reduced quality issues and standardised 
production activities, reduced communi-
cation bottlenecks, reduced production 
errors and defect rate. Achieved through 
reviewing the chain of command in the 
company structure, adding new sections 
for receiving feedback in amendment 
forms.

Limited foresight into 
-

tive planning
(a. Scheduling)
(e. Record Keeping and 
Logging)

Production schedule attainment and 
increased visibility, increased availability 
of information (for benchmarking of 
future projects). Achieved by implement-
ing Smartboard for planning.

Table 3 Examples of the SSFs 
for change for the production 
department over a period of 8 
weeks
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In a PrOH Model storyboard, questions were added onto every scene covering activity, 
dependencies and SSFs as suggested by Checkland (2006

In every scene, participants are posed with questions which allowed them to participate 
in the discussion and highlight any issues as well as provide suggestions for improvement. 
Participants were allowed to input their ideas for improvements using post-it notes which 

designed.

Fig. 5 SSM’s Learning Cycle. (Adapted from Checkland and Poulter 2006)

 

Fig. 4 PrOH Model Depicting the Production Team aiming to Manufacture a Display Board
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Action Taking

After PrOH Modelling storyboarding sessions, the Production department’s desirable and 
feasible 3.

These SSFs emerged from the iterative PrOH Modelling process, where key stakehold-

PrOH Modelling workshops, insights gained from stakeholder discussions were translated 

-
posed changes were both realistic and aligned with organisational goals. Table 3 illustrates 

Discussion: Situated Emancipatory Action Research - A New 
Framework

Extending the SRA Model into a Multi-Cycle Situated Emancipatory Action Research 

Framework

The Situated Emancipatory Action Research (SEAR) framework presented in Fig. 6 picks 

on real-time learning. The emancipatory focus allows the SEAR framework to challenge 
restrictive organisational assumptions and structures through a process of critical empower-
ment, supported by PrOH Modelling. Expanding cycles enable progressively deeper under-
standing of the problem situation and broader impact over time. Integrating participatory 

Fig. 6 The Situated Emancipatory Action Research (SEAR) Framework
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methods like PrOH Modelling bring forth stakeholder perspectives through participation, 
knowledge co-creation and solution design.

Enacting the SEAR Framework Through PrOH Modelling Methodology

the PrOH Modelling Methodology (Clegg 2007; Clegg and Shaw 2008; Balthu and Clegg 
2021). The SEAR framework facilitates continuous expansion of researchers’ understand-
ing of organisational contexts and processes. The researcher immerses themselves in the 
organisational environment throughout each cycle, gaining deeper insights and fostering 

immersed within the organisation through engaging employees in collaborative PrOH Mod-
elling workshops. This immersion grants deep experiential insight into the initial problem 
situation allowing the researcher to recognise and confront their biases, as they interact 
with stakeholders and observe diverse perspectives. As a researcher then initiates ARC 2 

PrOH Models, action teams and solutions thereof.
In the diagram, the SEAR framework illustrates a reduced need for complete re-embed-

ding of the researcher in each cycle, allowing more in-depth analyses at an accelerated 
a ency to the researcher 

through more insightful and impactful interventions. This expanding depth is depicted on 

situatedness. With each iterative 
cycle, the researcher deepens their understanding of organisational nuances and tests new 

Additionally, the X-axis width corresponds to the widening problem scope enabled as the 
cycles progress. Instead of retaining a static focus, the compounding insights gained from 
repeated PrOH Modelling iterations and SSF implementations encourage broader change 

chan e a ent with greater a ency to deliver highly relevant yet rigorous research-based 
change leading to higher levels of emancipation for client stakeholders due to their con-
tinual involvement throughout each ARC. More extensive organisational transformation 
becomes possible as researchers’ perspectives evolve. Points A, B and C as discussed in the 
SRA model (Fig. 2) remain central to the SEAR framework (Fig. 6) establishing the tempo-
ral nature of change in an action researcher’s eltanschauun , towards a more evolved and 
powerful agency of change embedded into the problem situation - yet cleansed of cognitiv-

The Phenomenon of Deepening and Widening in Successive ARCs

In ARC1, these researchers initiated their exploration within the Design department, closely 
collaborating with the design team. These researchers delved into the department’s activities 
and wider organisational routines, seeking to understand how each new project is received 
and delivered. However, the absence of a formal knowledge base within the company and 
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-
sive picture of the departmental operations. These action researchers employed various 
research techniques such as stakeholder interviews, process mapping, and PrOH Model-
ling workshops to gain insights into the design process. All interviews, workshops, and 
meetings are audio recorded with the consent of participants, ensuring accurate capture of 
verbal exchanges. Additionally, written notes are taken during these sessions to capture key 

to immerse in the design these researchers encountered limitations in fully grasping the 
intricacies of organisational norms, routines and processes due to lack of formal commu-
nication channels within the department. For example, the challenge of repeat instructions 
resulting in loss of productivity stems from lack of a simple version control system, and lack 
of structured client engagement. A designer noted “Because what often happens is some
body will come bac  a wee  later and say  want you to chan e this drawin  to this material 
or want you to chan e this  whereas if we could identify that before they e been issued, 
it would a oid ha in  to ma e re isions and issuin  new re isions  ARC1 highlights the 
importance of developing a comprehensive understanding of the organisation’s dynamics, 
despite initial constraints, to establish a foundation for subsequent cycles of inquiry.

ARC2 marks a pivotal advancement as the research focus shifts to the production depart-
ment, enabling a deeper understanding (point B2) of underlying systemic success factors. 

optimisation, the researcher delved into operational intricacies and supply chain dynamics. 
Through extensive engagement with stakeholders and iterative modelling sessions, hidden 
complexities that shape organisational behaviour were tapped into gaining insights not pre-
viously accessible. For example, a discussion around some poor norms and routines was 
highlighted, in the words of a Project Manager, as, nfortunately researcher name , we 
call it the esi n o  way  pseudonym , basically we et rst si n o  but sometimes 
thin s et missed at that point  Because the pro ect mana ers ha en t been told, or maybe 
it s been for otten, and we rushed to si n o  and then we e ot  to  to  bo es 
sittin  there and we open them up and we do the retrospecti e chan es  t s the esi n o  
way  t s a bit of a standin  o e, but it s uite an issue . Such access to deeper organisa-
tional practices and cultural nuances led to deepening of the researcher’s understanding of 

depth of knowl-
edge at point B2.

Concurrently, ARC2 also sees a widenin  scope of organisational change initiatives 

ARC1, researchers implemented solutions such as developing standardised procedures 
through the procedure book for recording prototype and manufacturing build times, 
establishing clear job roles through project forms, and enhancing communication chan-
nels through new feedback mechanism. These changes resulted in tangible improve-

a broader and more holistic approach to organisational change, driven by the deeper 
understanding attained through ARC2’s rigorous exploration of production processes 
and dynamics.
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ARC3 presents further advancement as the research focus extends to the Shipping 
department, deepening the researcher’s comprehension (point B3) of the problem situa-

insights into broader systemic challenges related to inventory management, transporta-
tion, and customer service. Collaborative workshops and action planning sessions with 
shipping personnel facilitated knowledge exchange and co-creation of solutions aimed 

researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the complexities involved in managing 
shipping operations, managing inventory levels, and ensuring timely deliveries, which 

“ e e ot a list basically of all the di erent elements that we need to be able to ship 
abroad  And we ust eep sendin  it to the account mana ers and say that these are the 
vital information, these are the, you know the key parts that we need, and they ll ust o 
back to the customer  But sometimes it could take a week, sometimes shipments et held 
up because of it, sometimes they end up with our hauliers or customs  They ll say we 
can t clear it  we haven t ot the ri ht information  Then they ll have to put it in there 
for a couple of days while we et the information  And then obviously the process starts 
a ain, and they et throu h customs and all the rest of it  But yeah, it s there are issues, 
a lot of issues with it  This issue directly links to broader issue of information manage-

departments.
ARC3 sees a widening scope of organisational change initiatives (point C3). Build-

ing upon the foundational knowledge acquired in previous cycles, researcher imple-
mented strategic initiatives such as technology adoption and operational redesign. This 

technology to enhance customer service capabilities. For example, the newly piloted 
customer information portal and the Customer Relationship Management (CRM) sys-
tem have potential to eliminate the challenges discussed above. By integrating emanci-
patory intent, situating the researcher in context, and expanding cycles of inquiry, the 
SEAR framework aims to address common criticisms of action research. It supports 
rigorous, empowering interventions that foster emancipation of both the researcher and 
the researched delivering authentic transformation. Emancipation for the researcher 
occurs through the process of deepenin -
tions from B1 to B3, allowing them to gain deeper insights into organisational dynam-
ics. Emancipation for the researched occurs through the process of widenin  along the 

the exploration of alternative solutions leading to organisational changes.
The above two facets of the SEAR framework, deepenin  and widenin , align with 

calls for action research to solve real-world problems, integrate diverse views, build 
change capacity, and catalyse researcher agency and participant evolution through criti-

2010). The SEAR framework therefore provides meth-
odological details to translate the SRA model into an extended and more comprehensive 
framework for conducting emancipatory action research.
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Core Principles of SEAR Framework: Addressing Limitations and Achieving 

Emancipatory Action Research

This SEAR framework aligns with foundational thinking on action research and its core 
principles put forth by previous research (Eden and Huxham 1996; Reason & Bradbury 
2001; Bradbury-Huang 2010
of participation, solving real-world problems, integrating diverse views, and building 

(1988), the SEAR framework emphasises the active participation of both the researcher 

problem-solving but also promotes emancipation and transformation for both parties 
involved. The PrOH Modelling Methodology at the heart of the SEAR framework ful-

the researcher’s sustained embedded presence across action research cycles facilitates 
co nitive 

emancipation  is coined here to refer to the process by which individuals free them-
selves from precepts, cognitive biases, and constraints induced by the multiple inter
actin  perceptions of reality, allowing for more open-mindedness, critical thinking, 

for undertaking sound action research. Measuring cognitive emancipation is inherently 
-

ever, these changes can be assessed through the volume and quality of SSFs generated 
from stakeholder interactions during ARCs. The extent to which these SSFs were suc-
cessfully implemented and their subsequent impact on organisational performance can 
be measured.

The SEAR framework acts as a guide for action researchers. Below are the core prin-
ciples of the SEAR framework, each addressing a critical limitation of CAR while enabling 
two-fold emancipation for both the researcher and the researched.

a. Transforming Researcher Identity: Overcoming Detached Observation
Traditional CAR positions the researcher as a detached observer, limiting engagement 

2008). Such external positioning can hinder the researcher’s ability to grasp the complexi-

SEAR addresses this by fostering the evolution of the researcher’s identity. Over succes-
sive ARCs, a researcher transitions from an outsider to an insider, deeply involved in the 
problem-solving process. Through PrOH Modelling workshops and stakeholder interac-

and processes, getting to grips with the systems, understanding the culture allowing for 
co nitive emancipation (Bradbury and Reason 2001). This shift empowers researchers to 
engage more authentically, making them more active agencies of change rather than passive 
observers.

b. Situating the Researcher: Embedding Within the Organizational Context

understanding of deeper issues at play within the organisation. This external perspective 
-

cesses, which are critical for generating meaningful insights and solutions (Haraway 1988). 
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The SEAR framework overcomes this limitation by ensuring that the researcher is deeply 

of its practices, challenges, and interactions. Over successive ARCs, a researcher becomes 
progressively integrated into an organisational culture. For instance, in ARC2 in the design 
company, the researcher’s continuous engagement with the production department and 

-

-

-
evant, actionable solutions, ensuring that interventions are both practical and tailored to 

researcher relies on data and theoretical saturation, when no new insights or patterns emerge 
1967). Action research accepts that social phenomena evolve over time, 

and ending research is ultimately a judgment call (Checkland and Holwell 1998). The cycle 
-

ration no longer yielding new knowledge, ensuring interventions are tailored to the organ-

c. Engaging in Re exivity: Re ecting-in- ction

make real-time adjustments to interventions (Schön 1983). The SEAR framework addresses 

making real-time adjustments based on emerging insights. For example, in ARC3, as these 
researchers engaged with the Shipping department, they encountered unforeseen commu-
nication breakdowns that delayed shipments. Rather than waiting until the next cycle to 

-
back loops between the shipping team and account managers. By incorporating real-time 

the changing dynamics of the organisation.
Table 4

through successive ARCs. The SEAR framework provides methodological guidance and 
-

isational complexities. This framework leverages on participatory and intervention-based 
approach imbued with PrOH Modelling to facilitate engagement of stakeholders and 
increased agency of an action researcher in co-creation of solutions by tapping into their 
collective experience and knowledge.

-
tional inquiry. This empowers action researchers to confront endemic challenges like reac-
tivity, bias, and lack of participant-voice through embedded and emancipatory practice. In 
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Table 4 Evolution of researchers’ identity and situatedness across action research cycles
Action 
Research 
Cycle 
(ARC)

Deepening of Research- Widening of Organ-
isational Change 
(C)

Researchers’ 
Identity & 
Situatedness

Emancipation

ARC1 Initial Understanding
Through PrOH work-
shops and stakeholder 
interviews, the research-
ers gain initial insights 

However, surface-level 
understanding remains 
due to limited organisa-
tional documentation.

Narrow Focus
Focused on design 

-
cies, such as delays 

and lack of ver-
sion control. The 
researchers propose 
a more struc-
tured process for 
documentation.

Outsider Role
Initially, the re-
searchers observe 
the design team, 
focusing on pro-

without fully 
understanding the 
team’s internal 
dynamics.

Re ection
researchers acknowl-
edge limitations in 
their understanding 
due to lack of formal 
communication 
channels. Recognise 
the need for deeper 
engagement and begin 
to question their posi-
tion as outsiders.

ARC2 Deeper Immersion
PrOH Modelling sessions 
with the production team 
reveal deeper organ-
isational issues such 
as missed communica-
tions during the design 
process. The researchers 
begin to understand how 
production bottlenecks 
are interconnected with 
earlier stages.

Expanding Focus
The research-
ers expand their 
scope to include 
cross-departmental 
issues, working 
on standardis-
ing procedures, 
developing project 
forms, and imple-
menting a feedback 
loop to improve 
communication.

Transition to In-
sider -
searchers become 
more involved 
in team meetings 
and workshops, 
they move from 
an outsider to an 
insider, building 
trust and facilitat-
ing change.

Re ection

on their growing 
involvement and how 
their increasing role 
impacts the project’s 
direction. Research-
ers' understanding 
deepens as they 
actively contribute 
to the creation of stan-
dardised procedures.

ARC3 Comprehensive 
Understanding
researchers facilitate 
workshops in the ship-
ping department, utilis-
ing PrOH Modelling to 
explore systemic success 
factors (SSFs) such as 
information delays in 
shipments. The insights 
gained help connect is-
sues across departments 
(Design, Production, and 
Shipping).

Broader Organ-
isational Change
Based on prior 
insights, the 
researchers propose 
system-wide 
changes such as the 
adoption of a CRM 
system and a cus-
tomer information 
portal to enhance 
communication 
and operational 

Fully Integrated 
Change Agent
The researchers 
are now fully em-
bedded within the 
team, facilitating 
the collabora-
tion between all 
departments. 
Researchers play 
a pivotal role in 
co-creating solu-
tions and are seen 
as a key partner.

Re ection

their transition from 
an external observer 
to active agents of 
change. Research-
ers recognise how 
their immersion in 
organisational culture 
(going native) has 
allowed them to ad-
dress deeper systemic 
issues.

Post-ARC Strategic Understand-
ing
PrOH Models from 
departmental workshops 
are consolidated into a 
higher-level strategic 
model. The researchers 
collaborate with senior 
managers, including the 
managing director, to ad-
dress systemic issues that 

-

reinvestment, capacity 
building).

Systemic Trans-
formation
strategic PrOH 
Model is used to 
guide long-term 
changes, including 
the restructuring of 

-
nology adoption, 
leading to improved 

-
tomer service across 
all departments.

Trusted Partner 
and Co-Creator
The research-
ers are now 
considered an 
integral part of 
the organisational 
team, contribut-
ing to long-term 
strategic planning 
and organisation-
al development.

Re ection

their full immersion 
into the organisa-
tion’s systems and 
processes, noting the 
transformation in their 
role from research-
ers to co-creators. 
Researchers feel 
empowered through 
the collaborative ap-
proach and acknowl-
edge the broader 
organisational impact 
of their work.
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rigor, agency with real-world impact.

Limitations of the SEAR Framework

-

-
tion within each ARC of the SEAR framework. By focusing on a researchers’ evolving 
identity and deepening engagement with the organisational context, SEAR encourages con-

 The framework assumes a researcher is able to stay embedded within an organisation 
across multiple action research cycles. But maintaining access and engagement over an 
extended period of time may be challenging in some applied settings.

 There is an assumption that each action research cycle (ARC) will build neatly upon the 
last, but organisational realities are often messy. Findings and plans from one cycle may 
lose relevance as contexts shift.

 While the framework aims to expand scope over successive cycles, there is a risk of 
trying to expand too quickly without properly consolidating lessons and capabilities 
from prior cycles.

 

these axes.
 The framework is conceptual and developed as a methodological guidance similar to 

Davison et al. (2004) for action researchers. Individual researchers should exercise dis-
cretion in adapting it to varied organisational settings and turning it into actionable 
research design.

 Emancipation in action research is inherently qualitative and subjective, making it dif-
-

velopment of agency, and their ownership of solutions requires continuous dialogue and 

impact on participants.

The SEAR framework presents a logical approach to iterative action research, but may need 

evaluation, metrics, and translation into concrete methods to maximise its utility. However, 
the structure is guided by the core principles of quality in action research as highlighted by 

2007); four quality dimen-
sions of organisation development through action research (Coghlan and Shani 2014
quality criteria proposed by Heikkinen et al. (2007); and 15 characteristics of good action 
research (Eden and Huxham 2006).
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Conclusion

-
onstrated how successive cycles of participatory modelling could deepen understanding 
and widen the scope of intervention. This inspired formalising the Situated Emancipatory 
Action Research (SEAR) framework to translate the SRA ethos into a comprehensive itera-
tive approach. This framework is a result of years of application of the novel version of SSM 
called the PrOH Modelling Methodology (Clegg 2007); which has been rigorously used in 

delivering organisational change rooted in the principles of systems thinking. Each applica-
tion has advanced the SEAR framework based on the distinctive organisational context, 
for example the legal services and, the manufacturing operations. With each iteration, the 
rigor and utility of the framework improved by confronting the dynamics, constraints, and 

-
tive practice and action research. By drawing on Schön’s (1983) re ection in action, col-
laborative inquiry principles, and systems thinking through PrOH Modelling, the SEAR 

cognitive emancipatory journey of an action researcher, embracing not only detached obser
vation of Schein (1999) but also gaining immersive en a ement and developing tacit knowl
ed e of Polanyi (1966) thus enhancing the depth and authenticity of re ection in action. By 
doing so, the framework aligns with Bradbury and Reason’s call for a richer, more contex-
tually embedded exploration of ways of thinkin  and knowin  within the action research 

Research methodology but also aligns with broader discussions on the evolving nature of 
-

2009; Hadjimicheal et al. 2024).

Recommendations for Future Research

-
patory Action Research (SEAR) framework in the context of participatory action research 
methodologies. Conducting additional case studies across diverse organisational contexts is 

-
tual organisations, could provide insights into necessary adaptations. Experimentation with 
alternative participatory modelling approaches beyond the PrOH Modelling Methodology 

-

of scope, an increase in the depth of understanding, and the evolution of researcher identity 
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