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Abstract
There is an increasing interest in action research in business and
management studies. This is due to a number of drivers, an important one
being that increasing numbers of degree candidates find it very convenient
and advantageous to conduct their research in their experiential employer's
organisation. This provides relative ease of access to interesting situations
from which business and management lessons may be learned. In these
circumstances, the action researcher is actually playing the role of a
consultant to his/her experiential organisation. There are a variety of
different approaches to experiential training and it is important for the action
researcher to understand which of these are appropriate to action research.
After closely examining the stages and components of action research, this
paper focuses on some of the details of how the actual research work or
experiential training could be performed by considering the methods
outlined in a work entitled 21 st Century Process (200 I), Adams and
McNicholas (2007), Van Aken (2004) and Baskerville & Pries-Heje (1999).
The paper suggests how such research can be pursued in a rigorous manner
and how the researcher can ensure that s/he realises the learning experience
and thus the objectives of the research.
lOur thanks to Dan Remenyi for his valuable input on Action Research.
Alternation 14.1 (2007) 218 - 242 ISSN 1023-1757
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1. Introduction
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Interest in the academic research process in the fiel.d of business and
management studies has grown strongly in recent years. One of the main
drivers is that universities have increasingly expanded their degree offerings
to include an experiential learning/training module of as part of certain
qualifications. Although such degrees are described as 'taught degrees' they
frequently include a research project as one of the requirements. The scope
of work required from the student varies, but frequently involves some
original research. In addition, many universities, technikons and business
schools have a final~year capstone project in their undergraduate degree
programmes. Such a project is often focused on a practical research
question, which can be quite a demanding task.
The increase in interest in research has led to various books on
subjects related to 'How to write your project' or 'How to survive your
dissertation', etc. (Becker 1986; Becker, 1998; Leedy & Omrod, 2007;
Blumberg et al., 2005; Huff 1998). Although these sources are useful, in our
experience, few of them really address the most pertinent research issues. As
a result, the quality of research presentations for projects and minidissertations at bachelor's degree level is frequently questionable.
A significant number of students in business management supplement
their fonnal studies with some practical experience. To this end, they may
hold a full-time position for at least six months in a commercial or industrial
workplace or possibly in a public sector organisation. These may often be
large-scale organisations, because in general, only larger organisations are
able and prepared to accommodate experiential learners by offering them
practical experience and possibly even paying their tuition fees. Experiential
students often find their employer's organisation a convenient environment
in which to undertake the research project required for the practical
component of their studies. The question arises as to whether the student is
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able to find an appropriate research problem or question within the
workplace that lends itself to th is type of research?
In most instances students do find such a problem and they produce
project reports that are synergistically useful both to their employers and for
personal study. In the process the student is effectively working as a
consultant and his or her experiential organisation has, in terms of the
research, become the 'client'. This is a different relationship from the
student's normal modus operandi, and it requires special understanding and
skills on the part of the student. This is not a trivial matter, as there are
various different ways in which experiential training is understood by
organisations and the student needs to be clear as to what is actually required
of him or her by the employer and by the academic organisation. Due to the
nature of experiential training, the requirements of the workplace and those
of the milieu of formal stuffy may differ, yet this must not be permitted to
reduce the integrity of the research requirements of the degree programme.
Furthermore, this work is done in a single organisation, viz., the student's
experiential employer, and may thus, in some sense, be viewed as a single
case study. In such situations the student needs a working knowledge of the
particular kind of research required for the project in hand.
Succinctly, the resulting project reports sometimes lack academic or
scholarly focus and our objective in this paper is to point out how a scholarly
focus can be improved while synergistically retaining practical value for the
employer.

2. Experiential Training
Experiential training should provide real-world workplace exposure to
activities and procedures in an organisation. Any knowledge, insights, or
skills gained from the experience should be linked to that organisation's
mission and specific business challenges. The experiential training should be
conducted in such a way that it helps accelerate a student's learning curve.
Experiential training is based on the fact that true learning requires
considerably more than the content presented in training manuals. In fact, the
experience itself is where the most effective learning takes place.
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Experiential training allows the student to learn about learning and be clear
about the objectives (Caudron, 2000).
The above supports the concept that action research (AR) - to be
discussed in the next section - can support students in their experiential
training endeavours. AR combines a substantive act with a research
procedure, it is an action disciplined by enquiry. The professional can thus
become a reflective practitioner (Smith, 200 I) because knowing-in-action
helps the experiential trainee to absorb the relationship of theory to practice.

3. Action research
3.1

Background: The Dichotomy between Science and

Action

Reproduced by Sabinet Gateway under licence granted by the Publisher (dated 2010).

In order to achieve the twin objectives of producing scholarly research while
retaining a practical focus, it is useful for the student to understand a
particularly relevant research paradigm - commonly referred to as Action
Research (AR) - and be able to apply it effectively.

Although AR is a highly effective framework for achieving these twin
objectives of academic rigour and experiential relevance, it has its critics.
Until recently many academics took the view that AR has much to do with
action and little to do with research (Naslund, 2002). Zmud (2005) argues
that with the multi-domain pervasiveness of technology, Information
Systems (IS) research should be salient to other fields of research. In this
context, AR can be directly applied to IS research within the workplace, and
relevance of AR to IS is further addressed in this article.
As stated, the concept of AR has not been embraced wholehearted Iy
by academics. There has been the notion, possibly connected to Plato's ideas
in his Republic, that there were essentially two separate worlds - the world
of the philosopher and that of the king. The king is the person of action and
his domain is quite distinct from the realm of thought, where the philosopher
resides. The combination of these two domains was considered
problematical. Indeed, there is good reason to support this point of view. It is
not trivial to bring together the mindset of knowledge and reflection with the
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propensity to action. Thus the action researcher needs to be simultaneously
deeply involved with the project, while absorbing detail to reflect on the
situation and thus to extract knowledge from the experience, as well as
benefiting from experiential training.
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It was perhaps at least in part this type of thinking that underpinned
the criticism that rigorous knowledge could not be created from general
experience but rather could only be established if the process of its creation
was to comply with the scientific method espoused by the natural sciences.
Thus the scientific method was considered the only way to obtain valid
research results.
It was perhaps, at least in part, this type of thinking that underpinned
the criticism that rigorous knowledge could not be created from general
experience but rather could only be established if the process of creating it
complied with the scientific method espoused by the natural sciences. Thus
the scientific method was considered the only way to obtain valid research
results. But this view has been amended over the past few decades. Medawar
(1986), who is undeniably one of the 20 th century's most distinguished
scientists, posits that 'there is indeed no such thing as "the" scientific
method. A scientist uses a very great variety of exploratory stratagems'.
Taking this idea further, Feyerabend (1993) argues that there are so
many different ways of approaching science that it is better to recognise that
there is really no scientific method at all. Thus Feyerabend's thinking is
often encapsulated in the expression 'anything goes', which he argues as
follows:
To those that look at the rich material provided by history, and are
not intent on impoverishing it in order to please their lower
instincts, their craving for intellectual security in the form of
clarity, precision, 'objectivity', 'truth', it will become clear that
there is only one principle that can be defended under all
circumstances and in all stages of human development. It is the
principle: anything goes.
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In a similar vein Habermas (1993) notes that the whole arena of
science has actually shifted over the past few decades. His comment
(Habermas (1993), 'Now we think more tolerantly about what might count
as science' may in one sense be seen as an indication of how much more
open science has become to new ideas and new methodologies. On the other
hand, some scientists would argue that what has happened is that the
scientific profession has become much more frank about their so-called
methods. One of the more honest and amusing accounts of the scientific
method is provided by Wikipedia (2005): 'One contemporary philosopher,
Abraham Kaplan, when asked to define the scientific method, answered that
the "scientist has no other method than doing his damnedest".'
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It is clear that early definitions of the scientific method, which
emphasised objectivity and truth, have been exposed as a gross
simplification of how research actually functions. In fact, seeing science as
being simply a proce~s of objectively seeking the truth is now perceived to
be largely a myth. As Gould (1992) notes: 'I believe that science must be
understood as a social phenomenon, a gutsy, human enterprise, not the work
of robots programmed to collect pure information.'

Understanding science and research methods in this way has opened
up an opportunity for a new method such as AR (Martensson & Lee, 2004)
which, in the view of the authors, has a meaningful role to play in IS
research in the workplace.

3.2 Definitions and Origins of the Action Research Process
The action research approach (Baskerville, 1999; Baskerville & Preiss-Heje,
1999; Cohen, de Villiers, 2005; Manion & Morrison, 2000; Zuber-Skerrit,
1992) emanates from the behavioural sciences and encompasses a variety of
research and intervention methods. It originated in action-based social
psychology, as founded in the 1940s by Kurt Lewin of the University of
Michigan, who contended that complex real social events could not be
investigated under laboratory conditions (du Poy & Gitlin, 1998; WoodHarper, 1985). AR was used independently at the Tavistock Clinic to study
post-WW2 social disorders among veterans (Baskerville, 1999). It has also
become an accepted approach in the educational domain, where Zuber-
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Skerrit (1992) defines it as inquiry by higher-education academics into
problems of students learning. Its participative, practitioner-researcher
approach lends itself to general educational research and educational
technology, where an evolving intervention or artefact is investigated over
several cycles. However it is appropriate for inquiry into, and for
investigating the introduction of, technologies in any organisation.
Aiming to bridge the gap between research and practice, AR
encompasses action outcomes and research outcomes (Dick, Passfield &
Wildman, 1995). Commencing with the identification of a problem or
situation that calls for action, AR functions as a change agent. We
consolidate characteristics of AR mentioned by Baskerville (1999), Dick,
Passfield and Wildman (1995), and du Poy and Gitlin (1998), and describe
AR as being:
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Cyclic: iterative steps recur in a longitudinal time frame,
generating knowledge to infonn further action.
Participative: clients, end users and researcher collaborate in
close partnership as co-researchers; or as practitionerresearchers examine their own work. Where stakeholders are
full participants in the research process or where practitioners
serve both as subject and researcher, one refers to participative
action research .

./

Qualitative: it tends to operate more via verbal aspects than by
numbers'.
Reflective: critical reflection on the process and outcomes is
vital to each cycle, and is used in designing subsequent steps,
interventions and events.
Responsive: it reacts and adapts flexibly to the findings from
each previous cycle.

In a parallel from the professional disciplines, Smith (2001), using
Schon, defines reflective practice or reflection-in-action as the professional
artistry that occurs when skilled practitioners tackle work-related activities.
going beyond rigid rules of inquiry, and generating new rules in situations
that are uncertain and unique. Furthennore, the reflective practitioner is both
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a participant in the process and a critic who observes and analyses.
Similarly, AR aims both to improve practice and to advance knowledge.

3.3 Research Processes and Methods
Zuber-Skerrit (1992) terms the four repetitive processes undertaken in each
cycle as plan, act, observe, and reflect. The mega process comprises a series
of cycles that feed into each other. Action research is accordingly less an
event and more an ongoing process. It employs or integrates methods from
both the experimental and naturalistic (interpretivist) traditions, yet is
consistent with naturalistic inquiry in that all research occurs within its
natural context (du Pay & Gitlin, 1998).
A broad variety of data collection methods may be used, provided that
they are appropriate to the inquiry in hand. Multiple data collection methods
may be used in a single study to triangulate the findings. Methods commonly
used are experimentation, surveys and interviews, observation, etc.
Reproduced by Sabinet Gateway under licence granted by the Publisher (dated 2010).

3.4 The Epistemology, Relevance and Rigour of Action Research
Action research has' an interpretivist ethos, incorporating social enquiry
based on the views and interpretations of the participants, all regarded as
equals, making it an emancipatory process, while also incorporating the
researcher as participant. It is a holistic, not a reductionist, approach, which
includes ethnographic enquiry and works from an ideographic standpoint,
promoting the uniqueness of each setting (Baskerville, 1999). When AR
originated, the precise collection of quantitative data was emphasized and
there was less focus on qualitative research skills. In due course, it was
recognised that AR operated under a different epistemology and, although it
can be less rigorous in design and methodology than other approaches, it is
acknowledged as a participative research process that generates reliable
knowledge and makes theoretical contributions. AR can be distinguished by
its operation over a longitudinal time framework of several cycles and by the
in-depth involvement of researcher as participant. In many cases it focuses
more on refinement of existing processes, situations or products than on new
developments. Certain AR projects do not attempt to construct theory,
models or principles to guide future work, but this is not consistently the
case.
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With regard to the rigour and validity of an AR process, Kock (2004),
mentions three potential 'threats'. First the issue of control: while the natural
environment, as opposed to a lab setting, is one of AR's benefits, the
researcher will not have complete control over this environment and its
subjects. To counteract this, Kock suggests that data collection and analysis
can be based on the units-of-analysis method, where the units are defined
before research commences. Second, he refers to the contingency threat: as a
change agent, the researcher has access to a large body of data, which may
be 'broad and shallow' and thus complex to analyse, because its rich context
makes it difficult to separate components relating to particular constructs.
This can possibly be addressed by the integration of grounded theory, which
involves the identification of categories and relationships between them, and
groups the inter-related categories into theoretical models. Third, the close
involvement of the researcher can lead to subjective bias in interpreting the
data, a factor that can be mitigated by multiple iterations of the AR cycle to
support cumulative collection of predefined data (Kock, 2004).
Recently there has been mounting criticism that the more traditional
approaches to academic research have not satisfied the community of
practitioners; they may well have produced rigorous results, but findings
have possibly not been as relevant as they could have been. In fact, the past
few years have seen a substantial increase in the call by, the business
community for more relevant research. It has become clear that rigour in
academic research is not enough and that without specific relevance the
output of academics and academic institutions is of little value. In fact, this
was acknowledged many years back by Wittgenstein's (1969) article, stating
that knowledge is in the end based on acknowledgment. This may in tum be
interpreted as anticipating the need for researchers to be cognisant of the
requirements of their communities; however it is clear from the on-going
debate on this issue that many academics have failed in this respect.
In this situation, the spotlight turns to action research. As an academic
research paradigm, the AR approach can deviate substantially from
traditional academic research methodological thinking. AR is based on the
assumption that we can often learn more by focusing on the 'action-net'
(actor network) - how actors, or participants, engaged in the same or
different projects may share a common narrative (Czarniawska-Joerges;
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1997). Joint understanding (by both researcher and stakeholders from the
organisation) of that narrative is often the key to learning and thus enabling
change. Whereas some interpretivist research design may be seen as being
related to or at least derived from the traditional academic research method
of the natural sciences, AR is really quite different. Baskerville and PreissHeje (1999) capture this in their succinct statement, that 'to an archpositivist, it [AR] should seem very unscientific'.
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But in reality, AR has many of the characteristics of the type of
research conducted by physical and life scientists. It is empirical. It is both
interventionist and observational. While it is experimental, it can also
accommodate a multivariate situation. AR, in fact, may be considered to
more closely resemble a laboratory situation than any other business and
management studies academic research approach.
AR qualifies as academic research because when used correctly it
offers a viable framework that allows something of theoretical value to be
added to the body of knowledge. To clarify what this means it is necessary to
consider the main characteristics of academic research. To be accepted as
rigorous academic research in the business and management studies' field,
any piece of research work needs to be:
1. clearly articulated as a question;
2. framed within the body of current theoretical knowledge;
3. conducted with appropriate observational and analytical procedures;
4. expressed as a convincing and reflective argument; and
5. clearly demonstrated to have practical management validity and
utility.
If these criteria are met, the research may well have a sound claim to
be regarded as both rigorous and relevant.

3.5 Application within IS
IS research has been characterised by lack of relevance (Keen, 1991;
Westfall, 1999; both cited by Baskerville, 1999). Myers (2004) proposes that
AR is a valid research approach for applied fields. Baskerville (1999) asserts
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that AR generates highly relevant research results due to its basis in practical
action, aimed at explicit problem solving while also informing theory. In the
previous decade, however, Trevor Wood-Harper had already set out to
address the tensions between theory and practice and the confusion that
existed between traditional scientific research and the more sociological
approaches, by introducing AR to the IS community as a purely research
methodology with his landmark paper, Research Methods in Information
Systems: Using Action Research (Wood-Harper, 1985). In the 1980s, AR
techniques were applied by Peter Checkland in systems analysis, as he
developed soft systems methodology. AR is increasingly used for scholarly
research in IS. Baskerville (1999) advocates it to inquire into the complex
and multivariate nature of IS's social setting, using:
•

joint goals of solving practical computing problems and
expanding scientific knowledge;

•

collaborative performance, which enhances the competencies of
all participants;

•

an emphasis on action and change orientation in social settings.

Baskerville lists various forms of IS action research: prototyping, soft
systems methodology, action science, participant observation, fieldwork, and
process consultation. Implicit within these is the investigation of problems
and evolving solutions in their context of use, which will be discussed
explicitly by the present authors (Section 4).
3.6 Systematic, Iterative Stages
Action research can be graphically depicted as a spiral, but the model
developed by one of the present authors and shown as Figure I, is a series of
cycles which close in as a solution is attained. The researcher occupies a
central, participative, and influential position. This model forms a useful
framework to guide and monitor the progress of a research project. Variants
can be custom-built for particular applications as appropriate.
Several of the researchers cited in this section advocate iterative
cycles of AR research, feeding into change and re-development. However,
the context of the present study relates to research conducted in short-term
projects, such as those associated with blocks of experiential learning. In
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such situations multiple iterations may be precluded and the research process
must be based on a 'compressed' variant of action research.
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Figure 1 Action research model (synthesized by de Villiers, 2005)

4. Relevance and Rigor
In the past few years there has been increasing pressure on business and
management studies to accept AR as a method for academic research. The
reason for this is that there has been mounting criticism that the more
traditional approaches to academic research have not satisfied the
community of practitioners; they may well have produced rigorous results,
but findings have possibly not been as relevant as they could have been. In
fact, the past few years have seen a substantial increase in the call by the
business community for more relevant research. It is now clear that rigour in
academic research is not enough and that without specific relevance the
output of academics and academic institutions is of little value. In fact,
Wittgenstein's (1969) states that knowledge is in the end based on
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acknowledgment. This may in turn be interpreted as anticipating the need for
researchers to be cognisant of the requirements of their communities;
however it is clear from the on-going debate on this issue that many
academics have failed in this respect.
This type of thinking about the inadequacies of the traditional
approach to business and management research has created a real
opportunity for AR.
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4.1.1 Applying Action
Management Studies

Research

within

Business

and

In the past few years there has been increasing pressure on business and
management studies to accept AR as a method for academic research.
Section 3.4 considered the issues of relevance and rigour within research
approaches and then reviewed AR in this light, noting the recent calls by the
business community for more relevant research. Rigorous research alone is
insufficient; direct contextual relevance is essential. Academics need to pay
cognisance to this requirement. This type of thinking about the inadequacies
of the traditional approach to business and management research has created
a real opportun ity for AR.

4.1.2 Conceptualising the AR Process in the Business Context
AR works through a process of theory discovery that involves the solving of
a problem through a specific intervention in a working organisation, and
which is conducted in collaboration with members of the staff. The focus of
AR is ·on problem-solving that leads to organisational learning. From a
conceptual point of view, AR may be described in tenns of five high-level
stages as defined in Figure 2; these are clearly equal to the five requisites of
action research described which relate respectively to the five requisites of
academic action research described at the end of Section 3.4.
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Figure 2: Thejive high-level conceptual stages of AR

The first ofthese activities is the articulation of the problem. Thus AR
will always have a set of specific business objectives both in terms of
solving a problem as well as in terms of learning. Initial identification of the
problem will come from the client (either a manager or an employee). The
second step involves understanding the state of the current theoretical
knowledge in a particular field of study.2 This obviously requires a detailed
I iterature survey.
The third step involves planning and conducting the intervention or
'action' in the workplace in order to solve a problem or take advantage of an
opportunity. It compresses the plan-act-observe-reflect processes named in
Section 3.3 and shown in Figure 1 into a single comprehensive step. This
step will also incorporate observation ofthe intervention; data collection and
the evaluation of its results, which should inform and feed back into the
action by introducing refinements (note the feedback loop in Figure I). Here
2 The process consultant does not have to be an expert in a particular
functional area. In fact, Schein (1969, 1987) argues it is best if that is the
case, as functional knowledge may sometimes obscure understanding of the
processes occurring between organisational members. This is similar to the
case of Argyris (1993), where the consultant should go armed with an
understanding of Argyris' theory of learning. Thus the theoretical
background of the researcher/consultant could be in the arena of facilitation
and interviewing.
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the researcher-participants will not only be involved in the work of the
intervention but are also required to stand back from their actions, distancing
themselves, reflecting and behaving as pure researchers. Theoretical
concepts are key to achieving objectivity and ethical boundaries are vital.
The fourth activity comprises the action researcher's converting this
experience into a contribution to the body of knowledge, which is, making a
contribution to theory. Here the important skill is the ability to generate or
extend theory from the experiences encountered during the AR.
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The fifth step is to demonstrate that the contribution made to the body
of theoretical knowledge is in fact valid and useful to the practising
community. The validity and the usefulness of the new theoretical
contribution are conferred through the evaluation of the research findings, an
evaluation over and above the evaluation of Step 3. It is undertaken
primarily by the participants in the AR programme. Of course the validity
and the usefulness of the new theoretical contribution may be further
endorsed by the acknowledgement of the wider community.
It is this combination of action and of the subsequent creation of

knowledge that makes AR so useful in the field of business and management
research, especially for experiential students who can simultaneously work
and research in their experiential training employers' organisations.

4.1.3 The Five Sets ofActivities of an AR Project
The five high-level stages described above may also be viewed in terms of
five sets of detailed activities of an AR project. These are: Initiating the
Research Project, Planning the Research Project, Participating in the Action,
Evaluating the Action and Presenting the Contribution. These five sets of
detailed activities are described in Figure 3.
It is important to emphasise that action research cannot be conducted

without the collaboration of a number of project stakeholders and thus it is
important to take the necessary time and give the required attention to obtain
the support of these stakeholders. These individuals will make important
contributions to the design of the project and to the actual work or action, as
well as to the evaluation of the result of the intervention.
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Planning

Figure 3: The five sets of detailed (low-level) activities
in the AR Process

In the light of the features and models of the AR process described in
this article, we now return to the problem in hand, namely the specifics of
the research project to be undertaken by students as a capstone to their
studies in business and management. This project should:
•

be based on a sound and rigorous research methodology; but should
also

•

hold relevance to the workplace environment
conducted.

In

which it is
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We propose five sets of detailed activities of an AR project to be
conducted by project students. The activities are practical and applicationoriented, but are in line with the ethos and methods of action research and
are, respectively:
1. Initiating the Research Project;
2.

Planning the Research Project;

3.

Participating in the Action;

4.

Evaluating the Action; and

5. Presenting the Contribution.
These sets of activities are depicted in Figure 3 and outlined in the
subsections following.
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4.1.4 Initiating the Research Project
Two different activities need to occur during this stage of AR. These are
setting the specific business objectives of the intervention and defining the
research question that this activity will help answer. Although these are very
similar issues, they are nonetheless different. The research question will
focus on a problem or opportunity currently of concern to the organisation in
which the researcher is working. It should be a problem within the direct
responsibility or ambit of the researcher. In AR, the researcher will normally
obtain a wide range of views from colleagues about the problem and will
draw on these views when formulating the question. It is for this reason that
AR is sometimes seen as a democratic or empowering approach to research
(Lindgren et al., 2004). Of course, like many other research projects in
business and management research, defining the research question is most
effectively achieved when the practical problem being addressed is framed
by reference to the researcher's broader working experience, as well as
knowledge of the relevant academic literature.
At this stage of the research process it is useful for the researcher to
clarify such issues as who actually needs to have the question answered and
what exactly will be achieved by knowing the answer. It is important for the
researcher to be completely open with all the stakeholders, and hidden
agendas would be ethically questionable.
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4.1.5 Planning the Research Project
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Having established the research question, the next stage is to decide on the
particular intervention or action that will be used. There may be several
ways in which the researcher could attempt to solve the problem identified
by the research question. The implications of each of these possible
interventions need to be thought through and a choice has to be made. Once
the approach to solving the problem has been selected, the detailed planning
of the AR may begin.
What this amounts to is creating a detailed project plan where all the
activities or work elements are described. The approach here is very much
the same as that which is used in standard project management techniques.
However, there is another dimension to this stage besides simply planning
the business intervention. During this stage the evaluation approach to be
used should also be selected and plans should be implemented to use it. In
AR the evaluation of the projects will normally involve the views of several
of the organisation's staff who are involved in the project. This is another
dimension of the democratic nature of AR.

4.1.6 Participating in the Action
In this stage the researcher performs the activities that are required of the
intervention. This is the practical business and management equivalent of
what the natural scientist does in the laboratory. Here the researcher may
actually do the work himself or herself or slhe may simply manage the work
being done. But in either event, it is during this stage of the research
programme that the action takes place.
This stage may take hours or days or in some cases even weeks or
months. What is important here is that the action carried out should be
carefully observed and noted by those involved, and recorded in an unbiased
way. Of course in the multivariate work of business and management, it may
not be possible to observe all the detail of precisely what is being done and
the organisation's reaction to it. The more comprehensive the observation
and recording of the intervention, the more likely that interesting results will
be revealed. The researcher needs to be continually aware that he or she can
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easily be plagued by the problem of selective perception that could result in
only reporting those aspects of the intervention which support the research
objectives. Knowingly omitting evidence to suit a particular argument may
invalidate the research and is, of course, ethically questionable.
It should be noted that to obtain useful research evidence from these
'actions' it is not necessary for them to achieve their original business
objectives. In fact, even if the intervention completely fails, the research
could still be considered a success (Henfridsson & Lindgren, 2005).
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4.1.7 Evaluating the Action
The evaluation of the action or the intervention will have been previously
discussed and consensus reached. Whatever the approach, the researcher
needs to be cognisant of the views of all the stakeholders in the research. It
may not be easy to obtain consensus from the various stakeholders, and this
stage of the AR project can be quite challenging if not actually
problematical. However, the evaluation stage of AR research is considered
to be critical in obtaining valid results and therefore needs to be performed
with considerable care. The output of this stage of the research is the main
'raw material' from which to compile the final conclusions and thus add
something of value to the body of knowledge.

4.1.8 Presenting the Contribution
The final stage of AR involves the researcher's presenting a reflective and
strongly convincing argument that he or she has been able to use the
experience to develop an academic contribution. It is here that the creativity
of the researcher comes into play in that the researcher needs to synthesize
his or her understanding of the data, evidence or experiences obtained from
the research process. Here the researcher leaves the mere observable facts
behind and develops a contribution to business and management theory, and
then presents his or her findings. No matter how sound the rest of the
research, it will have little impact if at this stage the researcher cannot
present a convincing argument.
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One of the characteristics of a convincing contribution to the body of
theoretical knowledge is that the researcher has carefully reflected on all the
possible interpretations of the findings of the work. This is not a trivial
matter and normally requires the researcher to engage in a detailed discourse
with both the - corporate stakeholders and possibly other appropriate
academic researchers.
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4.1.9 The Action Researcher as an Experientially Trained Person
Having established the stages that an AR project would involve, we now
examine some of the detail of how the actual research work or experiential
training could be performed by considering the methods outlined in a work
entitled 21 st Century Process... (2001). This author provides us with an
explicit enunciation of how the AR researcher can be effective in the mode
of experiential student or 'researcher', providing firm boundaries that should
govern the 'contract' that the researcher forms with the organisation.
However, any discussion of action research would be incomplete without
reference to the work of Adams and McNicholas (2007), Cady and Caster
(2000), McKay and Marshall (200 I), and Agyris and Schon (1978). We
therefore may start with a consideration of the contribution made by van
Aken, and argue that, for the experiential researcher, the method proposed
by 21 st Century Process Consultation is more feasible.

4. Conclusion
The impact of action research on experiential training is an area that has not
previously received much attention, yet there is a lot to be learned from its
proponents. An understanding of the interplay of the various forces
unleashed by action research and experiential training in traditional societies
can help organisations find solutions to modem problems. Action research
on experiential training can:
• Effect positive
and negative impacts on old problems;
,
• Help to emphasize lessons learned by experientially trained students
being broadened; and
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• Underline the best research methods to complement experiential
training.
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