Forskning&
Forandring

RESEARCH AND CHANGE

Vol. 5, No. 1, 2022, 85-101 ORIGINAL ARTICLE - PEER-REVIEWED

The role of the researcher in participatory
processes: A study of learning about place
and place attachment in communities

Author: Magdalena Elmersjo & Hanna Bertilsdotter Rosqvist
Affiliation: Department of Social Work at S6dertorn University, Sweden

Contact corresponding author: Magdalena Elmersjo; magdalena.elmersjo@sh.se

Abstract

This article explores what the present researchers have learned about place and place attach-
ment in connection with an ongoing study of homemaking, belonging, and the significance
of place for older people. The article is a contribution to research on the role of the researcher
in the field, with a particular focus on the researcher’s own place attachment in the research
process. The data comprises interviews, observations and diaries, and the writing of it was an
iterative process that took place within a place attachment process. We are interested in the
impact of place on what researchers learn about place and their own place attachment process -
in relation to the idea of a place and its inhabitants as co-producers of each other. To be place
attached means having an identity that is connected to a place, and it has been suggested that
this has an impact on community development and social community capacity. The article
provides insights into the place attachment of the researchers, and how the value of time spent
at a place is central to embracing place and becoming fully part of the participatory process,
bringing truthfulness to participatory community-based research.
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Introduction

Considerable attention has been directed towards participatory research, displaying
a broad spectrum of research ambitions in social work as well as in other disciplines,
from action research (Eikeland, 2012; Westoby et al., 2019) to community-based par-
ticipatory research (Donnelly et al., 2019) and practice-oriented research (Frid, 2021;
Serensen & Wilms Boysen, 2021). This article contributes to the discussion about
community-based participatory research (Donnelly et al.,, 2019) and about the
researcher’s own attachment to the place of research.

Community-based participatory research inevitably actualizes the importance of
place, both the physical place and the mental notion of the place in which you live
and work. A previous study of voluntary social work and its capacity for value cre-
ation in relation to ideas about place and the people in that place (Elmersjo, 2020)
stresses, from an urban theoretical approach, the importance of geographical area in
terms of understanding the relationship between a society and the people living within
it. A study of the impact of civil society in socially marginalized areas (Kings, 2011,
p. 141) discusses how a place and its users co-produce each other, and illustrates
how homemaking, trust and belonging to specific areas are characterized by socio-
economic challenges. Similarly, Holmqvist (2015) and others (Blunt & Sheringham,
2018; Hornqvist & De los Reyes, 2016; Papakostas & Gawell, 2021) show how place
can influence people’s welfare, depending on the place they are in and their percep-
tions of that place. In connection with the idea that a place and its inhabitants are co-
producers of each other, we are interested in the impact of place on the researchers’
own learning about place and their place attachment processes. The context of our
study is a municipality in the Stockholm region that is becoming increasingly pola-
rized and spatially segregated, specifically in relation to an ongoing study of home-
making, belonging, and the significance attached to a place by older people who live

there and the professionals who work there.

A socially engaged academy and the researchers’ own place attachment

A central ideal in research is publication in peer-reviewed journals on subjects related
to current research debates in a wider international research context, commonly pub-
lished out of reach of the communities to which the research may be relevant (see Ber-
tilsdotter Rosqvist et al., 2019). Bertilsdotter Rosqvist et al. (2021) argue that a socially
engaged academia has an important civic role to play at a time of changing conditions
for social work: a time of social change and civil society involvement in the ‘glocal’
— the intersection where the local, national and global are intimately entangled (see
Hartley & Harkavy, 2010). Central here is the role of the committed researcher, and the
various contextual conditions that characterize the relationship between the socially
engaged academic and the local community. Different forms of partnership between

local communities and universities are discernible in descriptions of socially engaged
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academia, but most commonly social justice is ‘the why,’ ‘co-learning’ is ‘the what,’
and action research is ‘the how’ (cf. Rutherford et al., 2011).

There is an increasing interest in and recognition of partnerships between local
communities and academia as a strategy for creating social change. Participatory
research is also anchored in the European Commission’s research policies (Hultqvist,
2021), which has led to a greater focus on participatory research concerning policy-
making and knowledge and innovation strategies (Macq et al., 2020). According to
Fitzgerald et al. (2010), a partnership requires that the voices of both researchers and
local community partners are heard. The experiences of both partners, the lessons
learned, and the knowledge produced are vital if the partnership is to be developed
further. This reinforces the importance of social responsibility with reference to place.
The room for manoeuvre for a socially engaged researcher depends on various con-
textual conditions and puts further demands on the academic to act as a ‘responsible
institutional neighbour’ for society (Hartley & Harkavy, 2010). This can be embodied
in community-based research, in which researchers, together with practitioners and
service users, produce knowledge that is of practical use (Kemmis, 2009). The active
participation of local inhabitants, community organizations, and representatives in
the place at all stages of the research process — from problem formulation to the dis-
semination and implementation of research results — is central. However, since the
partnership aims to achieve mutual benefits for all those involved, it is also important
that the research and the researchers contribute to community development.

To establish mutual trust between researchers and research participants, central
factors are the researchers’ genuine involvement in the place and a shared sense of
belonging with the participants, and thus also the researchers’ own place attachment
processes. This is in line with the ideas of early social work practice, notably the settle-
ment movement (Addams, 1912). From the perspective of the settlement movement,
for social workers to reach marginalized groups they must become part of the com-
munity and work together with community members to achieve community deve-
lopment, belonging and inclusion. This place-based social work stresses the social
workers’ own experiences of the place they are working in, and in the long run the
social workers’ own place attachment. In our study, the exclusion of older people from
social society, often based on ageism, makes them a marginalized group. This may be
seen from our own research as well as that of other researchers. For example, Walsh
etal.’s (2018) scoping review reveals that while there are grounds for a scientific focus
on old-age exclusion, there is not enough research being done on the topic. Additio-
nally, Krekula (2021) and Snellman (2021) reveal the consequences of ageism, such as
health problems and inequality, and the need for more explorative research.

Notions of place attachment were first developed within environmental psycho-
logy, stressing how emotional bonds are formed between people, places and physical
surroundings (Plunkett et al., 2018), and also include memories (Alawadi, 2017). To be
place attached means to have an identity that is connected to a place — a place identity
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with a sense of self, based on the places in which one’s life is spent (Fullilove, 1996).
This is an important base for local personal engagement and involvement (Estrella
& Kelley, 2017). Place attachment has therefore been said to have an impact on com-
munity development and social community capacity (Plunkett et al., 2018), and to be
valuable in promoting socially responsible behaviour and civic engagement (Estrella
& Kelley, 2017). Place attachment is about simply being in an area or actively using
a place in different ways (Riolo, 2020). The notion of place attachment as ‘doing’ is
closely connected to the notion of place as “place-in-process” (Thrift, 2008), the
result of a constant reinvolvement process based on the continual redefinition and
reconstruction of the meaning of a place (Cristoforetti et al., 2011).

Belonging can be interpreted as a resource on which people may draw in terms of
the local politics of place (Stratford, 2009). A socially well-functioning community is
one that allows residents to ‘put down roots,’ form place attachments and create bonds
of mutual support with neighbours (Manzo et al., 2008). This can be contrasted with
various forms of ‘distressed housing,’ or displacement and dislocation from home
(Manzo et al., 2008). If belonging is associated with connection and an attachment
to place, the contrasts to belonging include social and ecological dispossession and
displacement (Stratford, 2009). Fullilove (1996) notes that place attachment is some-
thing that “parallels, but is distinct from, attachment to person, is a mutual caretaking
bond between a person and a beloved place,” which can be threatened by displacement
(Fullilove, 1996, abstract). When exploring the meaningful bonds that people have
with places, such as relationships with socio-physical settings, Masso et al. (2008)
stress the importance of exploring people-place bonding processes under conditions
of displacement or dislocation.

Displacement and dislocation from home are most explored in the context of forced
relocation (Afriyanti et al., 2021; Manzo et al., 2008). Forced relocation is something
that complicates residents’ attachment to their new place (Afriyanti et al., 2021;
Manzo et al. 2008; Thurber, 2021). It is also something that disrupts the “fundamen-
tal social processes necessary for optimal community functioning” (Spokane et al.,
2013, abstract). Deboulet and Lafaye (2018, abstract) note that “displacement can be
considered as an eviction process, traces of which in different ways still have reso-
nance long after tenants have been placed in their new social housing.” Similarly,
in the context of forced migration, Kale (2019) notes that “important people-place
relationships are often severed during forced displacement, leading many refugees to
feel a sense of loss, grief, and disorientation which can negatively impact upon their
wellbeing and hinder their resettlement in a new country” (Kale, 2019, abstract). In
addition, neighbourhood and community social capital, collective efficacy and place
attachment are social processes that may be compromised following natural disasters,
conflict, and upheaval (Spokane et al., 2013). Gentrification is not just about residential
displacement and the loss of affordable housing. Gentrification can also disrupt feel-
ings of attachment and belonging even if residents have lived in a place for a long time
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(Valli, 2015), and may also displace community histories, social ties, and spaces of cul-
tural gathering and civic action (Thurber, 2021).

We argue that socially engaged research is not only about partnership with the
community but is also in line with the ideals of a place-based social work practice
as conditioned by the researchers’ own place attachment. Drawing on the Settlement
movement and the tradition of social workers being in place, we stress both the impor-
tance of the researchers’ place attachment and the disadvantage of the displacement
and dislocation of researchers from the research place. In sum, this shows the impor-
tance of the four related themes set out in Figure 1.

Research process/method Research subject/s
Participatory research process Researcher
Place attachment process Community/groups/individuals

Figure 1. Researchers’ place attachment in community-based participatory research

Methods

Our data for this article comprises notes, observations and diaries. Both the data
collection and the writing involved an iterative people-place bonding process,
during which we gradually got to know people in the municipality through active use
of the place (Riolo, 2020). Following the dictates of our own curiosity and competence
requirements, this involved Zoom meetings and telephone calls, walking or cycling
and arranging coffee meetings and picnics, as well as participating in more formal
board meetings in the municipality. These activities were done either on our own, or
together with older people living in the municipality and professionals working there.
We also examined websites offering flats for rent or purchase in the new parts of the
municipality, in order to get a sense of the cost of living and the ease of getting a flat,
and to look more closely at the presentation of new housing in the area and how it is
marketed. Our experiences of the place of research are affected by it being situated in
a particular part of northern Stockholm, which is a part of Stockholm different from
our respective home communities and the place of the university where we work. We
started to refer to the process of data collection as ‘winding’ or ‘following the clouds,’
dependent on our conversations with professionals and older people, but also refer-
ring to our own sensory experiences of the place. Similarly, our own analytical pro-
cesses took the form of ‘place attachment storytelling,’ which involved us telling each
other different stories about and our experiences of the place, and through this story-
telling supporting each other’s place attachment process.

Hanna came on her bike the first time we met up at the place in order to get a physical/
sensory sense of the place and its surroundings (see Costa et al., 2014). Experiencing
the distance between the place and her own home community contributed to the place
attachment process. There was a sense of time and of the tiredness in her legs. It took

almost two hours to reach the place by bike from home, mostly due to a lot of wrong
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turns, resulting in her being very late for the appointment with Magdalena. Hanna
experienced the wind and the scents of a showery late spring day. She also experienced
the different neighbourhoods in terms of the social and physical environments she
needed to cross in order to reach the place, as well as taking a lot of wrong turns along
the way, getting lost due to several areas of affected by the construction of new neigh-
bourhoods, new roads, a new subway route and new station for the commuter trains.
She interpreted this as “the place as a place in rapid/intense transformation.” This was
later referred to by the participants in the study as consisting of both ‘old’ areas, as
one of the oldest suburbs of Stockholm, and ‘new and emerging areas,’ as part of a new
greater Stockholm area emerging due to increased national and international immi-
gration. The same description of old and new together in one place worried the profes-
sionals we spoke with. They often raised the risk of place dislocation and what needed
to be done in order to make new citizens feel at home in the new neighbourhoods.

The need to support new citizens with no previous or contemporary community
history during their relocation to the newly constructed areas was described as a task
for both professionals and citizens, but also for the ‘old’ place. The plan is that the
‘prehistoric community’ history will participate in the new ‘storying’ of the place. This
stresses the need to connect with or produce a new place history from the prehistory of
the place in order to avoid dislocation. For example, the community website connects
the newly constructed place with both a ‘prehistoric community’ from the Swedish
Bronze Age (1700 BC to 500 BC) and a modern industrial history as a place for modern
Swedish military and civil aviation since the early 20™ century: “Prehistoric burial
grounds and settlements for airfields for both military and civil aviation. (...) Settle-
ments, burial grounds, rune stones and other ancient remains show that people have
lived here since the Bronze Age” (municipal website).

The main idea for the entire project is the vision of a single, cohesive city —
Stockholm, the capital of Sweden — that at the same time acknowledges the need
for everyone’s own space, a place where you know your way around, where you have
neighbours and feel safe, the starting point of your everyday life and a place where you
can recover yourself on a regular basis. In our conversations with municipal officials,
questions concerning aspects of safety, belonging, place attachment, and trust were
naturally framed as municipal obligations for securing the quality of life of the people
living in the area. In the study, we got to know older people in the area and to learn in
more detail about these aspects of everyday life. Not being the ones to define aspects of
neighbourhood, such as safety, belonging, place attachment, and trust, was an impor-
tant part of our participatory process. Instead, a core methodological path was talking
about, listening to and to some extent the sharing of stories, ideas and reflections with
municipal officials and people living in the area.

Our first meeting in the project was with municipal officials whom we had invited
to talk about our study. At this meeting (described below), we presented our explora-
tory design and our view of it as ‘empirical responsiveness’ and ‘organically driven.’
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We also presented ourselves and our experience of research on societal conditions
regarding older people and people with disabilities, as well as our stand on socially
engaged research. We believe that it was important to be clear about this early on,
and about the collaborative conditions of the project. Drawing on earlier participatory
studies (Elmersjo, 2021; Hultqvist, 2021; Macq et al., 2020), we also believe that an
explorative design in such a collaboration is an important tool for achieving partici-
pation and deliberative processes. In addition, we believe it is important for an orga-
nically driven research process to grow continuously, both relationally and in terms of
knowledge. However, this process also risks making participants anxious, uncomfort-
able, or uncertain about their roles and about the future of the project. Time and com-
mitment are often at a premium, and working life today is about priorities (cf. Elmersj6
et al., 2022). It was therefore important to clarify our responsibility for keeping track
of the project’s progress and processes through documentation and following-up on
knowledge issues and relations.

Taken together, the data consists of conversations with municipal officials in one
municipality in the Stockholm region. We spoke to nine officials with different func-
tions in the municipality about matters concerning the situation of older peoples in
the municipality and/or tasks concerning place development and place sustainability.
We also met, shared stories with and walked and talked with groups of older people in
two different constellations: board members of the local branch of one of the largest
organizations for retired people in Sweden, and a mixed group of older people from
two different Christian communities. With few exceptions, all the older people we met
were white Swedes. Some of them had lived in the municipality for most of their lives,
while others had lived in different parts of Sweden before settling down in the muni-
cipality. The data also includes our reflections on learning about the municipality and
physically experiencing the community and place.

Findings
In our study, the older people and the professionals talk about place in relation to their
sense of belonging. The older people talk about place in relation to being able to feel
at home in times of change — both changes of place and changes in population. The
professionals talk about being able to separate the professional self from the private
self that lives in the community, or the dislocation (good or bad) for the professional
living in other municipalities than the one in which they work. At the same time, we as
researchers became aware of the importance to us of gaining knowledge of the place
we were investigating in a Settlement sense (Addams, 1912). The ideals of place-based
social work practice of living in the area were not possible for us, but being present
‘body and mind’ in the area and ‘making it our place’ became essential to understand-
ing how a sense of belonging can change over time.

We elaborate below on the different methodological aspects of the researchers’
own place attachment process within the research process, and the benefits gained.
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Following the clouds

Our starting point for the first conversation with officers from the municipality was
the theme “homemaking, belonging and the significance of place for older people.”
We presented our standpoints on the project and stressed the ambition inherent in our
approach to work together with them, rather than just invite them to participate in a
set research design.

This relatively open start to the discussion enabled the participants to bring in their
point of view and ‘fill in the blanks.” The conversation raised questions and provided
tips for gaining more knowledge on the subject. We all addressed the concept of ‘life
between the houses,” which stresses the importance of neighbourhood. All the par-
ticipants agreed on the need for a second meeting and notes taken during the meet-
ing were emailed to the participants. To provide an open climate for discussion and
avoid any potential steering effect from a descriptive and detailed text, we decided
to produce an image of colourful clouds. Each cloud had various tips and suggestions
for people to contact or places to visit so that both researchers and municipal officers
could learn more about marginalized groups, neighbourhoods, and community work
in the municipality.

This stance, both inclusive and explorative, taken at our first meeting with muni-
cipal officers, perhaps challenged the perceived role of researchers in municipal pro-
jects as primarily conducting evaluations. In that role, the researcher presents a formal
and structured research design and delivers a research concept, followed by a result
— the evaluation. Such a process legitimizes the role of the researcher and maintains
the relationship between researcher and research object as a two-way relationship. We
relate our way of thinking about research to Frid’s (2021) contribution on an intra-
active action research approach. Residing in the complexity of practice is about trying to
stay immersed in the muddle; what Donna Haraway (2016) has referred to as “staying
with the trouble.” We embrace practice as non-fixed and not limited to human relations
(cf. Frid, 2021, p.29). Research and practice as well as place will affect each other and
ongoing opportunities for change will arise. In this fluid process knowledge production
grows out of closeness, and in our case closeness is partly about us as researchers being
in, learning about and identifying with the same place as the other participants.

In the meeting referred to, we exemplified our research competence by sharing
our research interests, our experience of similar research projects and our knowledge
of different groups in society. Our domain-specific expertise was clearly expressed:
Magdalena as a social worker by profession and a researcher who focuses on eldercare;
and Hanna as a researcher in the area of disability studies. We also discussed our expe-
rience of working with action research methods.

Drawing on Se¢rensen and Boysen (2021), it is possible that our expressed
domain-specific expertise served to strengthen the co-creation process. Therisk of this
design, as we see it, is that it brings with it some form of insecurity for both researcher
and research object. Overall, however, a non-fixed qualitative research design
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naturally opens up to different methodological paths ahead. Discussions about the
next step will move back and forth to a greater extent, and it is possible that several
meetings will be needed. This also brings up the element of time: an explorative design
takes more time for both researcher and participants. Showing respect for those work-
ing in social services and the work itself is partly about respecting limited time avail-
able to the former and using their participation carefully (cf. Elmersjo et al., 2022).
However, it became clear at our meeting that we as researchers would be the ones to
make appointments and schedule meetings, after checking dates with the partici-
pants. In this way, we became the administrators who removed from the rest of the
participants the administrative burden of being the person who makes it happen. This
was important for everyone and reinforced the time aspect. Making room for research
is not only about interest, engagement, ability, or opportunity. It also demands a sort
of service that will smooth the research process. In addition, by taking on the admi-
nistrator role and positioning ourselves as knowing very little about the municipality at
the beginning of the project, we acknowledged their expertise on the subject, including
about what interesting research questions to pursue.

To some extent, following the clouds and focusing on our place attachment as
researchers transformed the researcher and participant roles in the research project.
Since we as researchers acknowledged both the need and the responsibility for place
attachment, the roles of participant and researcher, as giver and receiver, were trans-
formed. This was a game changer for the project as awhole, as from early on it changed
the power relations between the different roles.

The five senses path

The Stockholm region, which is the largest metropolitan area in Sweden, is divided
into 13 administrative districts and 23 municipalities. Both researchers grew up in the
Stockholm region, but had little experience of the municipality involved in the project.
Early on in our research process we found ourselves talking about and trying to under-
stand a municipality we knew very little about. It was not enough to learn about the
place through the experiences of other people, such as municipal officials and the par-
ticipants themselves, or to read and learn about the history of the place. We wanted to
be there, seeing for ourselves, smelling, touching, feeling, listening and even tasting
the place. The five senses became our knowledge path, which we experimented with at
the Garden of the Senses in the centre of Stockholm.

During one of our early meetings with the municipal officers, one of them told us
about a garden in the city of Stockholm that had provided a model for a smaller garden
at a residential care home for older people in the municipality. We were also given the
contact details of a member of the social board who had been involved for many years
in creating a green community for all, but especially for older people in need of care.

In our dialogue with this member of the social board, we learned much about his
vision of what we interpret as green accessibility from an ageing perspective. We were
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introduced to his vision of a ‘garden of the senses’ in the municipality and decided first
of all to visit the model for it in Stockholm. This was important to us as researchers; we
needed a more detailed knowledge of the garden, seen as a model for future projects
in the municipality. We went to experience it for ourselves, with our five senses and a
mindset focused on learning as ‘a whole being.’ To be able to do this, we formulated
a simple schedule for embracing the five senses experience. A first step in this pro-
cedure was to acknowledge the burden of everyday life and the risk of thinking about
everything else but the garden: “What does our everyday life bring with us?” One of
the final steps in the procedure was to acknowledge what had happened to us in the
garden: “What did the garden bring to us?”

At the Garden of the Senses in Stockholm city, using our own five senses in the obser-
vation of place came naturally to us. We had recently conducted an experimental com-
posting project, which explored the relationship between mind, body, and soil. That
experience made us attentive to the potential power of mind, body and place. However,
we also noticed how easily we became practical, rational and effective even in such a
project. The compost project also stressed the importance of acknowledging the time
aspect, by which we mean that exploring the relation between senses and place takes
time. We found conducting the observation to be a rewarding and well-structured
method for putting ourselves as researchers in the place and examining how we expe-
rienced the garden as a space for both body and mind. Following this first observation
in the Garden of the Senses we continued to use the five senses method in our research

process.
BEFORE THE OBSERVATION BRINGING IN THE OBSERVATION
BODY AND MIND BODY AND MIND
DURING THE OBSERVATION AFTER THE OBSERVATION
BODY AND MIND BODY AND MIND

Figure 2. Observation map

The five senses observation map has four parts (see Figure 2). The different parts assist
the process of becoming aware of body and mind in order to recognize what happens
in a place. The five senses capture the wholeness of body and mind, helping you to rec-
ognize what happens when you focus on smell, sensations, vision, hearing, and taste.
In our research, following the five senses path involved a collating our experiences.
Therefore, directly after the observation, we sat down nearby and talked about our
experiences during the observation and jointly developed our understanding of place.
We then separated and went home to write up notes that we later shared with each
other. The notes varied and of course mirrored our personalities and our perceptions

of the world. In one example of an observation note, Magdalena noted that it was:

Almost as if it is difficult to experience the park itself because there is
so much sound, life and movement from the surroundings. Also, the
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liveliness outside the park makes the park appear frozen. It feels a bit
like stepping into something frozen. Locked in a snapshot. (Observation
notes, Magdalena)

Magdalena perceived the garden as “something frozen” in relation to the noise outside
the park (where there was a playground). However, someone else might describe the
garden as an oasis, a quiet, safe spot that hides a person from the outside world. Hav-
ing at least two researchers in the research project made it possible to let our observa-
tions merge to some extent, and to exchange sensory experiences. It also provided an
opportunity to see ourselves using the other as a mirror, and to think about what we
had experienced. Our experiences also brought us closer to each other as researchers
and fellow human beings.

After bringing all the notes together, we added new thoughts based on our readings
of them until the observation was perceived as saturated. The notes were therefore
collective rather than individual field notes, and together they constituted the results
of our place attachment storytelling. This also shows how the observation maps bring
structure to observations.

As is stressed above, place attachment has been conceptualized as attending or
using a place (Riolo, 2020), and as ‘place-in-process’ or the emerging results of con-
stant reinvolvement processes based on a continuous redefinition and reconstruction
of meaning (Cristoforetti et al., 2011). Following Alawadi (2017), our place attachment
was concerned with bonding with physical settings, creating memories and to some
extent being part of relational processes (meetings, talks and events) using our five
senses path to knowledge. Visiting two gardens of the senses, one in central Stockholm
and the other in the urban area of the municipality, served several purposes. Firstly,
it trained our ability to connect to our five senses and to view experiencing our world
with our five senses as opening up for a more complex researcher understanding of our
surroundings. Secondly, we observed the two gardens of the senses and reflected on
their function and their impact on us and the people around us.

Sharing experience of place and place attachment

Our study involved conversations with people with different access to and experiences
of place in the municipality. Unlike regular interviews used to obtain information, the
conversations in our study aimed for shared and collective knowledge production as
co-learning.

Co-learning is not just about gaining more knowledge about a phenomenon, place,
or subject. It is about mutual self-development and learning relationships between the
researcher and the participants in a study. Our five senses path for gaining knowledge
in the research process, which was something we gradually grew into, had several
turning points. The first happened before we had even formulated the five senses path:
Going with an explorative research design. This approach to data collection resembles
snowball selection but is a more widely defined approach that comprises not only the
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recruitment of participants, but also a way of collecting data. We think of this as being
what we started to refer to as ‘following the threads,’ or the yarn of experiences. Both
researchers had similar experience from previous action research projects: Magdalena
from a project in which the research questions were formulated with employers and
volunteers in an NGO in a suburb of Stockholm; Hanna from a project in which she was
a follow-up researcher with a group of autistic people, and in which both researcher
and participants formulated threads of interest to discuss in focus groups during the
period of data collection. In the latter part of these projects, the themes from the tran-
scripts of the data that were found interesting enough to be analysed in greater depth
were identified jointly with the group. In general, the focus of both previous action
research projects was on filling knowledge gaps and learning about the needs and
wishes of the participants in the research. In the current study, the research experi-
ence as a whole came to be much more about following the clues to a broader under-
standing of the needs and wishes of the community. This became important in relation
to achieving an overall social political understanding of the welfare state, particularly
in connection to eldercare and disability care.

During the first meeting with the municipal officers, several different threads
started to appear. These threads were followed up in new meetings with people sug-
gested by the municipal officers. These meetings in turn led us further, with new sug-
gestions of people to talk to and subjects for conversation. Working thematically and
in an exploratory way meant letting go of fixed research questions and being respon-
sive to empirical findings as we went along. We were positioned differently in diffe-
rent interactions; sometimes an ‘interesting’ or ‘nice’ person to talk with, or ‘young
female company,” sometimes as a possible pathway to politicians’ ears, as a bridge
between residents and professionals/municipal officers, or between municipal officers
from different municipal areas. The research participants became not only bearers of
knowledge for us to digest, but also active agents driving the project based on their
own knowledge interests or what they found interesting to talk about or share with us.
As researchers we started to do things together with the participants, following them
sometimes as more passive listeners and facilitators of the conversation, or as partici-
pants in walks and coffee meetings. Sometimes we listened to what was said and asked
questions to facilitate the discussion. At other times, we steered the conversation more
actively towards themes we found particularly interesting that had evolved from the
conversation or experience sharing. The conversations were allowed to swing back and
forth in directions that we and the participants found interesting. (For a similar shared
interest-based approach to research interviewing/conversations, see Bertilsdotter
Rosqvist, 2019.)

‘Walk and talk meeting’ with a group of older people

The following is based on Magdalena’s recall of her experiences at a ‘walk and talk’
meeting with a group of older people, which both she and Hanna participated in. Hanna
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has woven some recall of her own into the text. The walk and talk method was inspired
by walking narrative methods, especially drawing on the landscape research of Costa
et al. (2014). We used this approach to get away from ‘consuming the participants’ and
‘learning as much as possible.’ Instead, we wanted to slow down and perceive the place
with them. At the same time, we wanted there to be storytelling in an organic way,
allowing participants to guide us and share memories of place as we walked together.

Just as the summer of 2021 was preparing to bloom, we went on a walk and talk
with a group of seniors who all belonged to different denominations. We were invited
to the group meeting by one of the members and they were all very welcoming. Neither
Magdalena nor Hanna had met the people before and we had very little experience of
the community at this time. Being able to connect with people you have never met with
an open mind and body, and being able to make yourself a part of something new is as
much about letting go for the moment of yourself, your needs and your feelings, your
wishes and problems. In our social work programme at our university, this is part of an
educational training module referred to as “personal and professional development”
(PPU). Recently, both authors have introduced PPU as part of a PhD course, given that
the need for self-knowledge and the ability to be aware of your needs in order to be
able to put them aside is as important for PhD students in social work as for students
on the social work programme. Now, in the municipality, we had the chance to practice
our own theory. The five senses path for knowledge was useful, not only for structur-
ing data about our own learning in the participatory process, but also for making us
ready for the task and helping us to pay attention to what we brought to it, in our minds
and our bodies.

The walk and talk meeting was itself a typical experience of being part of some-
thing new and unfamiliar, not knowing what would happen or what was expected of
you. As aresearcher, you are both exposed and challenged. Besides talking to strangers
without a given theme, Hanna and I were put on stage and asked to answer all possible
questions linked to our research project and the politics of eldercare. Our unstructured
research design left it open for the group to interpret themselves and us, and through-
out the meeting we were constantly positioned differently in different interactions —
sometimes as ‘interesting’ or ‘nice’ people to talk with, sometimes as a possible

pathway to politicians’ ears.

Concluding reflections

This article has explored what the researchers have learned about place and their
attachment to place in connection with an ongoing study on homemaking, belonging
and the significance of place among older people. One of the lessons learned about the
researchers’ place attachment is that the value of time spent in a place is central to
embracing (the) place and being fully part of the participatory process as a researcher,
as well as bringing truthfulness to participatory work with municipal officers and
marginalized groups in the community. The importance of the researchers’ place
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attachment is linked to the act of being together, and to developing methods for, and
theories about, participatory research with particularly vulnerable groups in society.
In order to fully embrace PAR through co-writing and co-collecting research data, this
‘togetherness’ sheds light on the importance of not only ‘getting something from’ but
also actively ‘giving back to’ the community. This involves participatory elements of
community-based and practice-oriented research (Donnelly et al., 2019). In our study,
this was done by the participants giving us tips and suggestions about people to con-
tact or places to visit in order for both researcher and municipal officers to learn more
about marginalized groups, neighbourhoods and community work in the municipa-
lity. In this process, the older people became our co-learners; they taught us about the
place, and we responded to their questions concerning eldercare politics.

The ‘giving back’ must occur in ways that are most helpful for the participants
involved, and perhaps also most practically useful (cf. Kemmis, 2009). Similarly,
physical proximity and social interconnectedness have the potential to be important
in strengthening aspects of safety, belonging, and place attachment as vital aspects of
enhancing the life quality of the people living in the area. However, achieving authen-
tic partnerships can be difficult (Fitzgerald et al., 2010), and not being the ones who
defined aspects of neighbourhood was an important part of our participatory process.
Talking, and the receiving and sharing of stories, ideas and reflections with municipal
officials and people living in the area formed the core methodological path. In addition,
we believe it is important for organically driven research processes to grow continu-
ously, both relationally and in terms of knowledge. Practice and theory played a central
role in the collective learning based on people’s experiences (cf. Eikeland, 2012).

However, this process might risk causing increased anxiety among both research-
ers and participants, by making them uncomfortable and uncertain about their roles
and the future of the project. Time and commitment are expensive, and life today is
often about priorities. Clarifying our responsibility to keep track of the project’s pro-
gress and processes, through documentation and following up on knowledge issues
and relations, was therefore very important. Unlike regular interviews for gaining
information about something, the conversations in our study aimed at shared and
collective knowledge production on place. The benefits of the conversations were the
potential for co-learning. Co-learning is not just about gaining more knowledge about
something. It is also about mutual self-development and developing learning rela-
tionships between the researcher and participants in the study.

While the distinction between home and place often includes notions of a division
between private and public, we assume, in line with Blunt and Sheringham (2018),
that home and place (in this case the municipality) are interrelated. How people con-
cretely draw boundaries between home and their immediate surroundings is fluid and
depends on socioeconomic factors, and other factors such as levels of (dis)ability, age
and gender. This means that neither home nor place can be a starting point. Of neces-
sity, the material and what is place-specific are also related to more general politi-
cal and social processes (Papakostas & Gawell, 2021). Perceptions of, and measures
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taken for marginalized groups and places, as well as socioeconomic development, set
conditions that affect homemaking. However, it should be emphasized that the home
and the immediate neighbourhood should be carefully examined, since, for example, a
neighbourhood does not by definition constitute a community. Instead, we see home-
making as a way in which people try to gain control over their lives, and this includes
negotiating specific understandings of home and place.

In relation to the participants’ shared experiences of everyday practice and their
experience of home and the surrounding area, our place attachment as researchers
was important in terms of fully understanding central aspects of people’s immediate
surroundings and for the feeling of trust and belonging. It was also important in order
for the participants to gain trust in us as researchers and to begin the journey from
place outsiders to place insiders.
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