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Abstract Enabled by the underpinnings of critical theory,

this article discusses research methodology developed with

the aim of empowering beneficiaries within Third Sector

Organisations, through their participation in organisational

evaluation processes. The discussion on methodology in

this article occurs at three levels: conceptual, processual,

and reflexive. The conceptual level explores ontological

and epistemological assumptions that shape the critical

approach. At the processual level, research methods are

explored, drawing on case studies involving interviews

with beneficiaries. In interviewing beneficiaries, Third

Sector research becomes a means of representing this

group. Finally, the reflexive level explores how findings

from the processual level enable praxis through the

development of approaches supporting beneficiaries’ par-

ticipation in organisational evaluation processes. As such,

Third Sector research can engage beneficiary participation,

in order to promote more effective beneficiary participation

organisationally.

Keywords Accountability � Beneficiaries � Critical
Theory � Methodology � Evaluation

Introduction

This article explores methodology used within Third Sector

research considering beneficiary participative evaluation.

Beneficiary stakeholder groups are frequently underrepre-

sented within Third Sector accountability and evaluation

processes (Ebrahim, 2016; Mathison, 2018; Murtaza,

2012). This underrepresentation reflects organisational

asymmetric power relations and beneficiaries’ limited

ability to hold the organisation to account (Jacobs & Wil-

ford, 2010). In this light, a lack of beneficiary voice or

ability to be heard within Third Sector Organisations

(TSOs) is identified as a broad research problem. Third

Sector research has been motivated to respond to this

underrepresentation through empowering marginalised

beneficiary groups (Kennedy, 2019; Kilby, 2006) via both

research design and outcomes (Kingston et al., 2020), and

as such is embedded within critical theory motivations.

Here, ‘‘critical research can be best understood in the

context of the empowerment of individuals. Inquiry that

aspired to the name critical must be connected to an

attempt to confront the injustice of a particular society or

public sphere within the society’’ (Kincheloe & McLaren,

2011, p. 300).

Beneficiary participative evaluation is considered a way

to increase beneficiary voice and strengthen accountability

toward beneficiaries (Ebrahim, 2003; Kingston et al., 2019;

Wellens & Jegers, 2016). The case study research
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discussed within this article specifically questioned how

participative evaluation (Greene, 1997) can enhance

accountability to beneficiaries within TSOs (Kingston

et al., 2020). Here, epistemological assumptions related to

how the creation of knowledge can be empowering, point

to an importance of directly asking beneficiaries their

experiences of and thoughts on participative evaluation.

This demonstrates a ‘‘commitment to involving the people

in the setting being studied as co-inquirers’’ (Patton, 2015,

p. 222). In this way, the research engages beneficiary

participation, in order to promote more effective benefi-

ciary participation organisationally.

Methodology can move beyond data collection and

interpretation, toward becoming an active process enabling

change. The ‘‘methodological aspects of critical theory can

create this movement’’ (Laughlin, 1987, p. 482). Being

aware of the potential to enable change (both positive and

negative) is important when researching with typically

underrepresented research participants. This article exam-

ines methodological approaches that aim to provoke

change and empower beneficiaries through their involve-

ment in research and its outputs. This is in response to

research practices globally that note beneficiaries’ lack of

power and identify recommendations for how this might be

changed but fall short of contributing to facilitate that

change. In light of this, whilst the methodology discussed

here was used within an Australian context, findings may

enhance research internationally, in contexts where bene-

ficiary empowerment is focal.

In order to expose underlying research assumptions, the

discussion on methodology occurs at three distinct levels:

conceptual, processual, and reflexive. These levels provide

three important yet complementary perspectives of how the

methodological approach is shaped, employed, and

applied. At the conceptual level, the ontological and epis-

temological assumptions that shape the research approach

are illuminated. At the processual level, research methods

are explored. A highlight of this level includes reflecting on

case studies involving interviews with beneficiary stake-

holders, a group known to be difficult to access within

Third Sector research (Yang & Northcott, 2019). In this

way, the research itself becomes a means of enabling

empowerment towards this frequently underrepresented

group through creating a platform to hear beneficiary voice.

Finally, the reflexive level explores how the findings from

the processual level enable praxis through the development

of further organisational processes supporting beneficia-

ries’ participation in evaluation, as a means of evaluating

with beneficiaries rather than on them (Patton, 2015). In

exploring these three levels, the complexity and value of

the research methodology is examined.

The article begins with a background discussion situat-

ing understanding of critical theory and of beneficiaries’

position in TSOs within extant literature. Following this,

and in keeping with the focus upon methodology, the body

of the article presents the conceptual, processual, and

reflexive levels of methodology. The article concludes by

illuminating contributions and limitations of the research

methodology, particularly relevant when research involves

participants with asymmetric power relations.

Background

Critical theory is a theoretical tradition typically attributed

to writers in the 1920-30s at the University of Frankfurt,

referred to as the Frankfurt School (e.g., Adorno, Fromm,

Marcuse). Critical theory attempts to disrupt and challenge

the status quo (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2011) and places a

judgement upon (a constructed) reality (Scotland, 2012).

Applying a critical approach to research suggests a nor-

mative or prescriptive stance (Chiapello, 2017; Gendron,

2018). Whilst other research approaches may seek to

describe or represent a phenomenon, critical research seeks

to change social relations and enhance social equality

(Catchpowle & Smyth, 2016; Rose & Johnson, 2020). In

this light, this article examines research that has a core

motivation to respond to social injustices through the

empowerment of marginalised groups.

The focus here is upon beneficiaries of TSOs. Benefi-

ciaries, described as stakeholders receiving services

intended to benefit (Wellens & Jegers, 2017), are consid-

ered both the raison d’être of TSOs (Chen et al., 2019) and

important organisational actors (Benjamin, 2020). Yet,

they present as marginalised in relation to more powerful

stakeholder such as regulators and resource providers

(Cordery & Sim, 2018). Beneficiary participation in eval-

uation processes may be a means of reducing this

marginalisation through increasing beneficiary representa-

tion, potentially leading to empowerment and enhanced

social equality (Kingston et al., 2020). Practical rationales

for stakeholder participation in evaluation, including

organisational decision-making and problem-solving, sit

alongside rationales that support increased social justice

and empowerment (Cousins & Whitmore, 2007). Addi-

tionally, the participation of beneficiaries within evaluation

processes may improve organisational accountability

toward beneficiaries, a stakeholder group considered in

need of increased accountability engagement (Yasmin

et al., 2020). Yet despite the importance of accountability

toward beneficiaries in TSOs (Chu & Luke, 2018),

empirical research in this area is considered scarce (van Zyl

et al., 2019).

The approach to researching with beneficiaries detailed

in this article, presents potential benefits at both the indi-

vidual and organisational level. At the individual level,
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benefits stem from beneficiaries’ participation within the

research process, which creates a platform for their voices

to be heard. This in itself is a potentially empowering

process as beneficiaries are listened to, valued, and inclu-

ded within the research space. At an organisational level,

the benefits of hearing beneficiaries’ voices include

increased awareness and potential for enhanced evaluation

practices, leading to more effective accountability

processes.

Embarking on a research project that actively seeks to

respond to social inequalities requires understanding and

articulating underlying assumptions of the researcher,

toward how social injustices are shaped and perpetuated.

The following Section expressly considers these assump-

tions through illuminating the paradigm within which such

research is situated. As noted by Martinez and Cooper

(2020, p. 1), ‘‘…paradigms impact the way we both rep-

resent and intervene in the world…’’. Therefore, it is

important to uncover world views that inform and construct

how research both represents and responds to reality. This

uncovering can be aided by considering the conceptual,

processual, and reflexive aspects of a methodological

approach.

Methodology

Conceptual

Matching the ontological and epistemological underpin-

nings of a research project to the research objective is

important toward ensuring there is no inherent conflict,

after all ‘‘the types of research questions we generate grow

out of our ontology’’ (Berryman, 2019, p. 273). Further-

more, ontological assumptions shape human action (Sulli-

van, 2017), impacting upon both the nature of the work of

TSOs and what they are capable of achieving.

Ontology is the study of being, of what constitutes

reality (Crotty, 1998; Scotland, 2012). Critical theory

acknowledges realities are shaped and constructed by

social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, and gender

values (Scotland, 2012), historically constituted, produced,

and reproduced (Myers, 2009). Within this critical para-

digm (Guba & Lincoln, 1998), language actively shapes

reality and constructs relations of power, capable of

empowerment or disempowerment (Scotland, 2012).

Importantly for this research, Rexhepi and Torres (2011)

suggest critical theory capable of empowering

stakeholders.

Epistemology concerns what it means to know, or how

knowledge can be created and communicated (Scotland,

2012). Within a social-constructionist view, ‘‘knowledge

itself is socially constructed and facts are social products’’

(Cunliffe, 2008, p. 125). Framing this epistemological view

within a critical paradigm reinforces that knowledge is

shaped by societal structures and the dominant ideology

(Patton, 2015). Here, socially constructed knowledge is

entangled within power relations and historically posi-

tioned (Scotland, 2012; Wedeen, 2010). Within a critical

paradigm researchers seek to understand both social life

and lived experience (Schwandt & Gates, 2018) and

address issues of social justice and marginalisation. How-

ever, to go beyond a merely conceptual representation,

research within this critical positioning needs to move

toward activating social change. This movement begins

within the processual level.

Processual

The methodology of critical theory questions ideology and

attempts to create action in order to instigate social justice

(Crotty, 1998). An aim of critical research methodology is

to empower the disempowered, in doing so acknowledging

the politicality of research design (Lather, 2013). Indeed,

even the quality of critical research may in part be deter-

mined by ‘‘its ability to act as a catalyst for social or

political change’’ (Rose & Johnson, 2020, p. 437).

Within the critical paradigm, the achievement of change

frequently involves an iterative relationship between the-

ory, data, research questions, and analysis (Scotland,

2012). This recursive relationship within critical method-

ology positions research as abductive in relation to theory

development (Saunders et al., 2016).

The focus of this article reflects upon case study

research involving two Australian-based TSOs, that

specifically questioned how participative evaluation can

enhance organisational accountability to beneficiaries (see

Kingston et al., 2020). The case study research involved

data from semi-structured interviews and organisational

and legislative documents. The multiple sources of data

helped to strengthen the credibility of findings (Shenton,

2004).

Whilst interviewing is a common qualitative research

method and is not particular to a critical paradigm, the

critical motivation moves interviewing away from seeking

truths toward constructing new knowledge (Kvale, 2008),

with the aim of enabling social change. Semi-structured

interviews are appropriate to a critical research paradigm

due to their ability to make use of dialogue as a knowledge-

producing agent (Brinkmann, 2018). Denzin (2001) imag-

ines a world where language empowers, stressing that

words matter and interviews to be dialogic conversations.

The semi-structured approach supported beneficiaries’

shaping the interview process and questions asked,

impacting upon the research itself. This structure enabled

and encouraged beneficiaries to tell their stories. In this
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regard, a beneficiary commented ‘‘I’ve got a bit of a hard-

luck story and it is empowering to hear my story’’ (bene-

ficiary interviewee). In keeping with these views, inter-

viewing beneficiaries supports a research motivation to

empower beneficiaries through hearing their voices within

the research process and using those voices to influence

further change (as described in the Reflexive Section). In

this regard, interview transcripts are viewed as ‘‘…criti-

cally empowering texts…’’ (Denzin, 2001, p. 24).

As noted earlier, beneficiaries are considered a difficult

stakeholder group to access within Third Sector research,

especially where services received are sensitive in nature

(Yang & Northcott, 2019). Yet, embedding research within

critical motivations seeking to empower marginal stake-

holder groupings, emphasises the importance of talking

directly with beneficiaries, rather than allowing someone

else to speak for them (Alcoff, 1992). The perspectives of

beneficiaries have been heard through interviews within

Third Sector research (Awio et al., 2011; Connolly &

Hyndman, 2017; Mercelis et al., 2016; Walsh, 2016).

Whilst some have involved beneficiaries in the data col-

lection process, few have systematically analysed and

reflected on the importance of this methodological

approach as a means of empowerment via research

participation.

Within the case study research (Kingston et al., 2020),

identifying beneficiaries willing to be interviewed was

aided by a trusted third party within each organisation’s

external environment, who was able to introduce partici-

pants to the researcher through snowball sampling tech-

niques. Snowball sampling is considered appropriate when

members of a population are hard to locate and for

exploratory research (Babbie, 2015).

How to engage beneficiaries in the interviews was an

important consideration. After deliberation, the most suit-

able way to engage beneficiaries mirrored the ways they

interact within their respective organisations. Where ben-

eficiaries engaged regularly onsite, the interviews were

conducted onsite. Where beneficiaries did not regularly

engage onsite, beneficiaries nominated their preferred

venue for the interview. Highlighted here is the need for

researcher flexibility in adapting to individual beneficia-

ries’ needs.

Ensuring beneficiaries felt comfortable and safe within

the interview was also a key consideration toward

encouraging participation. Again, the approach mirrored

beneficiaries’ involvement within their TSO and differed

across the two organisations. Where beneficiaries physi-

cally engaged regularly within their TSO, more vulnerable

beneficiaries felt safer to be interviewed within their

organisation. This setting assisted in reducing power

imbalances between the researcher and beneficiaries, by

placing the researcher in the foreign place, rather than the

beneficiary. Leaving this familiar environment could have

amplified power asymmetries between the researcher and

beneficiary. Where beneficiaries did not regularly engage

onsite and had less dependency upon the TSO, interview

locations were influenced by beneficiary convenience.

Thus, the importance of minimising discomfort within

interview settings (a potential source of disempowerment)

is highlighted.

Within the two case studies, interviews were also con-

ducted with staff and board members. These interviews

were all conducted within the participant’s organisation,

excepting one board member who nominated a phone

interview. Interviews with participants from three stake-

holder groups (beneficiary, staff, and board members)

enabled a richer understanding of similarities and differ-

ences amongst participants and a more contextualised

understanding. In total, 14 interviews were conducted

across the two cases. As Miles et al. (2014) highlight,

within qualitative research, researchers typically work with

small samples of people located within their case, provid-

ing opportunity for theoretical rather than statistical

generalisation.

Data was analysed thematically, searching for themes

and patterns (Saunders et al., 2016). The analysis was

assisted by the use of the QSR NVivo software which

helped to support data analysis, arrangement, and man-

agement (Ponelis, 2015). To strengthen the credibility of

the findings, phases of thematic analysis suggested by

Braun and Clarke (2006) were followed. These included

becoming familiar with the data, generating initial codes,

searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and

naming themes, and lastly, producing the report. Interpre-

tation and analysis involved developing case records and

case narratives (Patton, 2015). The analysis included a

cross-case comparison which was used to enhance the

‘‘situationally and complex interaction of case knowl-

edge’’, subsequently deepening understanding of the indi-

vidual cases (Stake, 2006, p. 83).

The processual level included developing research

findings that emphasised participants’ thoughts on benefi-

ciaries’ participation in evaluation. However, the critical

motivation moved the research beyond a discussion of

findings. The aim was to both give beneficiaries a voice in

the research project and, through listening to that voice,

develop further processes capable of enabling beneficia-

ries’ voices to be heard beyond the research project. In this

way, findings were used to enable praxis, or ‘‘reflection and

action upon the world in order to transform it’’ (Freire,

2017, p. 25). Here the reflexive level of the research arises

from the research praxis.
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Reflexive

Reflexivity is considered an important issue within quali-

tative research (Hertz, 1996). At the individual researcher

level, reflexivity includes the researcher’s self-awareness

and consideration of assumptions they bring to the project

(Woods et al., 2016). In the context of the case study

research, the Conceptual and Processual Sections of this

article have highlighted how this individual level of

researcher reflexivity was achieved. However, through the

methodology itself, an additional level of reflexivity was

enabled – labelled here as methodological reflexivity.

Methodological reflexivity is conceived as a movement

beyond researcher self-awareness or reflection, toward a

reflective use of research findings to inform further

methodological development. Within the case study

research, methodological reflexivity was enabled through

the development of beneficiary evaluation surveys for each

organisation to use (see Kingston et al., 2020) for a more

detailed presentation of these evaluation surveys). These

surveys (or evaluative tools) were developed directly from

the findings of the case studies and based on the voices of

both beneficiaries and organisational staff and board

members. In this way, the surveys enable the beneficiaries’

voices to continue to be heard, beyond the interview pro-

cess. Two surveys were developed in response to the

beneficiaries’ differing needs across the two TSOs. The

difference in survey styles reflects the distinct ways the

beneficiaries interact within their respective organisations.

The beneficiaries’ reflections upon their current

involvement, or lack thereof, in evaluation processes, their

ideas for participative evaluation formats, questions, con-

cerns, and insights enabled methodological reflexivity. The

research findings were used to create avenues for further

beneficiary participation, leading to the development of a

more reflexive organisational environment. The method-

ological reflexivity of the research is represented within

(Fig. 1)

As illustrated within (Fig. 1), the research methodology

was designed to impact upon the broad research problem of

addressing beneficiary marginality through creating plat-

forms to hear beneficiary voice. Platforms for hearing

beneficiary voice were enabled twofold: (1) within the

research methodology and (2) within the organisation. By

engaging in praxis, the researchers were able to reflect

upon the case study findings and underlying theoretical

assumptions within the critical methodology, to develop

organisational practice-related evaluative tools. In essence,

these evaluative tools are new instruments to be used

within each case and as a reference for other organisations.

The research discussed in this article was strongly

motivated to research with beneficiaries rather than on

beneficiaries. At the outset of designing the research

project, hearing beneficiaries’ voices was considered

imperative toward understanding their perspectives on

participating in evaluating TSOs. Through the unfolding of

the research project the importance of not only hearing

beneficiary voice, but also acting upon it was emphasised.

In order to achieve any sort of benefit for the beneficiaries,

their words needed to matter. This emphasis motivated the

researchers to not only gain beneficiaries’ perspectives on

participative evaluation, but to also develop the organisa-

tional evaluation tools to enable beneficiaries’ voices to

continue being heard. Without this level of reflexivity, the

research project may have concluded with a valid yet

merely descriptive understanding of beneficiaries’ thoughts

on evaluation. Although this may have contributed to

extant literature, it would have done little to enable these

beneficiaries’ evaluative voices to continue being heard

within their TSOs. It should be noted that it is outside the

scope of this research to explore the use of the evaluation

tools within each organisation. However, soon after

receiving the evaluation tool, the manager of one organi-

sation commented that they were making use of it imme-

diately. This suggests the TSO values the instrument

developed from its beneficiaries, for its beneficiaries.

Contribution, Conclusion, and Limitations

The purpose of this article has been to reflect upon critical

research methodology seeking to empower beneficiaries

within TSOs. The presented methodological reflection

involves three distinct methodological levels: conceptual,

processual, and reflexive; resulting in methodological

reflexivity and praxis.

As a contribution to critical Third Sector research

internationally, other researchers exploring the construc-

tion and reduction of societal power asymmetries may

benefit from considering methodology at conceptual, pro-

cessual, and reflexive levels. Doing so may prompt

researchers to be more ontologically, epistemologically,

and methodologically sensitive and lead to the design of

research projects that go beyond process, toward influ-

encing social change. This supports underpinnings of crit-

ical theory, toward enhanced equality through

organisational practices. Here beneficiary participative

evaluation meets both practical and empowerment related

rationales (Cousins & Whitmore, 2007).

In extending extant TSO literature considering research

with beneficiaries, this research emphasises the importance

of matching the motivation of the study to the underlying

research assumptions. A research motivation seeking social

change and enhanced equality corresponds to a critical

ontology. Importantly, a critical motivation to include the

voices of marginalised stakeholders involves a responsi-

bility to consider how those voices can be heard in a way
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that provides for their safety and attempts to reduce power

asymmetries. In this regard, matching the way beneficiaries

engage within their TSOs to the interview location and

style proved beneficial. Reflexively, the importance of the

beneficiaries’ voices not only being heard but being con-

sidered and acted upon, helped to move the research

beyond offering a single opportunity to the heard, toward

the development of participative evaluation instruments

capable of enabling beneficiary voice to be ongoingly

heard within their respective TSOs. This offers potential

for increased and more meaningful accountability to be

directed toward beneficiaries, thereby contributing to the

limited empirical research in this area (van Zyl et al.,

2019).

However, the methodology presented is not without its

limitations. Research involving groups with power asym-

metries is difficult and eliminating power differentials and

affects is questionable. Whilst embedding research of this

nature into a critical paradigm does not eliminate power

dynamics, it does attempt to bring them to the fore. In this

way, critical research is able to engender a reflexive

approach. Critically reflexive research can probe into

power relations that construct the world in which we live,

whilst also accepting that it cannot provide all the answers.

Instead, research can continue to pose challenging ques-

tions in the pursuit of social justice, and shine a light on

ontological, epistemological, and methodological assump-

tions that construct not only how we see, what we see, and

why we see it, but also importantly who we see.

Additionally, it is important to recognise the onus upon

TSOs to consider how to progress current operations in

ways that involve beneficiaries within evaluation

processes. Evaluation processes will have little impact

upon enabling beneficiary voice at an organisational level

without being utilised. Beneficiaries can be empowered

within their TSOs through having their feedback heard,

valued, and applied. The evaluation tools arising from this

critical methodological research may enable a means for

TSOs seeking to authentically listen to their beneficiaries,

to do that. Whilst this level of organisational participation

is beyond the scope of this research, researchers can con-

tinue to acknowledge the importance of hearing, listening

to, and engaging with the voices of beneficiaries within

Third Sector research, as a way of continuing to disrupt

disempowering societal structures.
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