HARMONY AND SOCIETAL CHALLENGES:
EMPOWERING COMMUNITIES

Rachel Parker

We have to look at the whole picture to understand the problems we face ...
to [understand] the principles that produce the active state of balance which
is just as vital to the health of the natural world as it is for human society.”

INTRODUCTION

THIS CHAPTER REFLECTS UPON THE PRINCIPLES OF HARMONY outlined by H.R.H.
the Prince of Wales as a method of responding to the challenges facing humanity.
At the centre of this approach is the need to empower communities to address
societal issues for sustainability and resilience. This chapter suggests a pragmatic
response to building community capacity to achieve these goals. It outlines the
community-based empowerment method of participatory appraisal (PA) which
is embedded in the whole-systems perspective of the socio-ecological model. It
describes both the quality and ethical role research can play in supporting this
process. It is hoped this work will help to empower communities to respond to
the call to action from H.R.H. the Prince of Wales to find sustainable solutions
and quality partnerships for building community resilience to overcome societal
challenges. This call from the Prince of Wales has arisen from his lifelong work
in exploring solutions to tackle environmental and social problems. He defines
harmony as both an active and balanced state, a dynamic equilibrium of tensions
and forces, embedded within a socio-ecological systems perspective of intercon-
nectivity. A key ingredient within this approach is the need to empower commu-
nities through the development of public and private-sector partnerships that
meaningfully engage with the community using effective participation.*

THE ENTRENCHED NATURE OF SOCIETAL PROBLEMS

The Prince of Wales explains that ‘For more than thirty years I have been working
to identify the best solutions to the array of deeply entrenched problems we now
face’.> He highlights the ingrained nature of societal problems which means their
key features are that they are challenging, long-standing, difficult to change and
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multifaceted. These characteristics can act as significant barriers to finding solu-
tions or designing effective support interventions. For example, within the initial
analysis of any societal problem, notions of linear pathways of cause and effect
are not usually pertinent, due to the complex interactions from numerous com-
ponents across multiple system dimensions.* At a later stage such components
may be broken down and targeted, but at the start a linear model is too limited
to understand the full picture. This is why a socio-ecological systems model is a
useful starting point for gathering a holistic understanding of the whole system
that the social issue resides within.

Tue Socio-EcoLoGIicAL SYSTEMS MODEL AND COMPLEX SYSTEMS ANALYSIS

In the socio-ecological systems model, individual and intra/inter-personal rela-
tionships are interconnected to the local community as well as to broader societal
factors. So there is a complex and dynamic interplay of multiple factors through-
out a whole system, ranging from the individual to family and communities and
including local and national influences from the wider society such as prevailing
societal norms.s Mapping the full contextual detail including the range and im-
pact of a problem from this systems perspective in order to understand the issue,
and then from this work to also begin to find acceptable and feasible solutions,
is complex and resource intensive. Challenges involve non-linear pathways, man-
ifold influences and dynamic properties in the social systems that social issues
both stem from and are embedded within.

One solution is to apply a complex systems lens which can accommodate
these issues both for analysis purposes and social intervention design.® Further-
more, embedding an analytical dimension of sustainability helps in the explo-
ration of socio-ecological system resilience and adaptation.” These concepts are
informed by complexity science. Understanding the context for this work is
therefore paramount, and requires input from multiple perspectives to generate
a quality evidence base so that complex system intervention modelling provides
effective solutions to the problem.?

USING RESEARCH TO ENSURE QUALITY AND ETHICS

Research has a key role to play in this complex socio-ecological systems informed
process to ensure that the quality of the evidence-base, analysis, process evalu-
ation and outcomes are fit-for-purpose for real-world social solutions. Another
important factor that research brings to enhance this societally-focussed work is
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ethics. This enables ethical principles and practice to be at the forefront as well
as being embedded throughout the lifespan of a project. For example, through
utilising the quality framework of social research, the core ethical principles from
the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) can be clearly activated. The
focus of the ESRC is upon shaping society. Embedding its ethical principles in
research activities is a strong and pragmatic way of both bringing and consoli-
dating ethical values into society. This is why ethics in practice is a core strand of
the ESRC’s work which is specifically contextualised in each research project.®

A TRANSDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH APPROACH

For research planning, harnessing the conceptual developments surrounding a
transdisciplinary approach to complex societal challenges is one way forward.™®
This is when research is designed from across the boundaries of multiple disci-
plines, creating innovation and new conceptual frameworks.™ It uses an array
of methods for a collective approach to finding solutions to complex real-world
issues. This stems from a collaborative dialogue involving researchers and other
sectors of society.”™ It includes important and rich detail being shared by lay ex-
perts who have lived experience and knowledge of the context.

In this way, a working group of community stakeholders is brought together
to facilitate multiple perspectives, knowledge and skills. Such a transdisciplinary
approach has the potential to deliver a working model for the collaboration be-
tween public and private-sector partnerships, including non-governmental organ-
isations and the community, in order to tackle societal issues. Managing inherent
tensions and challenges within the transdisciplinary approach is necessary to this
process.” One potential barrier is the structural inequalities that are present, with
the potential for some stakeholders to have unequal status. There may also be
challenges in interdisciplinary communication and knowledge hierarchies. An-
other barrier centres around the nature of shared knowledge generation and its
validity, stemming from the realm of empirical epistemology and ontology. A
further issue is in regards to having the knowledge and expertise in facilitating
meaningful community participation. There is also the need to offer multiple and
inclusive methods to facilitate community communication and ensure equality
of access. Additional barriers reside in having the capacity to build the concep-
tual frameworks for this work for quality research purposes. From the outset
these types of potential barriers should be rendered visible by being brought to
the stakeholder discussion table so they are planned for, delineated and actively
managed.
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PARTICIPATORY APPRAISAL

A research method that is suitable for transdisciplinary research, and which can
address some of its potential barriers, is participatory appraisal (PA). This can
incorporate multiple stakeholder perspectives and shared knowledge generation,
facilitating equality of access. It is traditionally used within a community-based
and localised problem-solving approach to community development.™ PA creates
knowledge in a way that aligns with many of the elements of a transdisciplinary
approach to knowledge generation for real-world solutions. For example, PA en-
ables dialogue and input from community laypeople stakeholders, other communi-
ty organisational stakeholders and community research stakeholders, centred upon
the context and real world of where the question/problem resides. This incorpo-
rates analysis on a number of levels (for example, from the laypeople’s analysis
of the current situation, through to researchers’ post analysis of the research data
within academic research validity, integrity and ethical protocols) which can lead
to shared and real-world solutions.’s Furthermore, a proactive stance is taken at
the outset with measures in place to actively address the potential power imbalanc-
es that may arise within the process.

PA stems from participatory rural appraisal.*® This was a participatory ap-
proach designed for use in rural development agency work from the 1970s on-
wards. It empowered local people within their communities to unlock their own
wealth of expertise from locally situated information to find local solutions to
solve local issues. There is a rich history of PA being used to help deliver meaning-
ful participation in democracy, decision-making and governance.’” PA facilitates
perspectives, enabling shared learning and appraisal by the community upon the
specific topic under investigation.™ This is achieved through the use of a highly
trained and quality facilitator who enables these goals to be met.™

Key facilitation methods include group cohesion activities and rapport build-
ing; the use of secondary sources; semi-structured interviewing and creative and
visual-based participatory exercises such as participatory diagramming; and focus
groups.>® This way of working is undertaken to draw upon local expert knowl-
edge about a community-based problem and to help provide community solutions
to community issues. Through its key methods, PA engenders intensive and rich
quality data and encompasses the complexity of the lived social reality under in-
vestigation.*'

The participatory process that is produced by PA may also mean that the
knowledge is acceptable to the community setting it is created within, in that it is
based on the community’s perspectives of the issue/problem. This may help lead the
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new knowledge to be implemented within the real world setting, as the knowledge
is accepted by the community due to the participatory way it has been generated.>
The community stakeholder partnership relationships that have developed over
time within the initial community research enterprise can also aid this work.>s For
example, the research institution that has established the research stakeholder part-
nerships in the project will have the expertise in facilitating knowledge exchange
and its impact, which can be drawn upon and activated. Applying this additional
pragmatic dimension, which includes whether a solution to a societal issue is both
acceptable and feasible, to the community, and also the success or failure of the
uptake of this new knowledge within the community, is part of implementation
science. A model design that uses a ‘top down’ expert approach with little commu-
nity involvement or no community partnerships risks the construction of systemic
barriers to tackling complex social issues. Some of these barriers will include up-
take failure and the work not being fit-for-purpose as its causal assumptions will be
flawed due to the lack of community-based stakeholders, perspectives and input.>+

Law AND COMMUNITY EMPOWERMENT IN WALES

A final brief reflection within this article is to draw attention to the point that in
Wales there is an increasingly strong current within education, health and social
care legislative frameworks to give a mandate to the use of community participa-
tion and empowerment for tackling societal challenges. Two examples are those of
the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, and the Well-being of Future
Generations (Wales) Act 2015, where a collaborative community empowerment
approach is a key objective, both for working preventatively as well as in finding
solutions. All the public bodies in Wales named in both these Acts are directed to
work in this way.

In conclusion, engaging in community empowerment is now legally mandat-
ed as the way forward for our society. This support from legislation gives legal
weight and purpose to revisiting any challenges stemming from ontology and
epistemology.>s As is already acknowledged within transdisciplinary research, we
must now continue to extend the frontiers of our knowledge and generate new
paradigms that are fit-for-purpose to accommodate these new developments.

As a starting point in beginning this work, in order to find answers that deliver
sustainable solutions, we must first create quality community partnerships that
can help to build capacity in community empowerment. This is work in which
universities can and should play their full part as higher-level public research and
education institutions.
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