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A. Our Focus 

The Institute is committed to researching and supporting practice that engenders progressive social 
change. We seek to understand, and assist in the growth of, work that redresses the inequalities and 
social injustices that beset our world. A key part of this work is to explore the organisational, 
institutional and policy contexts that shape and are shaped by practice, so as to better understand 
how progressive practice can be best supported. 

These inequalities are complex political, social and cultural phenomena, requiring multi-disciplinary 
thinking on local, national and transnational levels. To date, the international development 
community has struggled with bringing about the progressive social change needed to successfully 
address these inequalities. As the UNDP noted at the end of 2013, ‘The world is more unequal today 
than at any point since World War II’ (UNDP, 2013).   

This is despite such transnational initiatives as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The UN 
System Task Team on the Post-2015 UN Development Agenda has acknowledged: ‘Despite many of 
the successes of the MDGs, they have not managed to integrate all principles outlined in the 
Millennium Declaration, including equality … Furthermore, the era of the MDGs may have 
inadvertently seen some channelling of resources away from the poorest population groups and 
from those that are already at a disadvantage’ (UN System Task Team, 2012). The continuation and 
deepening of inequalities around the world contributes to local, regional and global insecurity. 

Our understanding of the intersecting and overlapping ‘fields’ that work together to create 
inequality draws heavily on the work of Rao and Kelleher (2005) in relation to gender inequality.  
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We have adapted their change model to account for all forms of inequality, and also to reiterate the 
role that the personal plays in the politics of both formal and informal systems and institutions: 

This model is intended to acknowledge the complex relationships and power dynamics between 
each of the four quadrants. Generating progressive social change requires paying attention to these 
inter-relationships.   

For example, laws and policies may be generated at a systemic level but are still subject to the effect 
of the values, attitudes and beliefs held by those either supporting or opposing these laws and 
policies. Similarly, exclusionary practice may occur at an interpersonal level (control of intimate 
partners, for example) but it is supported by values, attitudes and beliefs; discriminatory laws or lack 
of protective laws; and systemic or social constraints on access to resources.  

A wealth of academic and grey literature already tells us that progressive social change in relation to 
complex problems of inequality is most likely to occur where there is: 

• Local ownership of interventions and collective action involving those who are most 
marginalised and disadvantaged 

• Attention paid to the roles of emotion, power, agency, leadership and conflict at individual, 
collective, state, and transnational levels  (which can also be described as ‘thinking and 
working politically’) 

• Use of generative processes to create social change (which requires recognition that social 
change agents are most effective when enabled to function organically, rather than within a 
fixed framework of inputs, actions and outputs). 
(Barder and Evans, 2014; Chambers et al., 2001; Commonwealth of Australia, 2012; Cornwall, 2003; Department 
for International Development, 2006; Gready and Ensor, 2005; Hobart, 1993; Keough, 1998; Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2008; UN System Task Team, 2012; United Nations, 2005; UNDP, 
2013; Green, 2015) 

 

B. Our Overarching Research Questions 

Based on the above understandings, we have adopted the following overarching research questions 
to guide our work: 
 

1. What processes and practices of social change in the Asia/Pacific have been relatively 
effective in addressing inequality and social injustice? How and why have these processes 
been effective and who has — or has not - been involved? 

2. Which processes and practices have been less successful in generating positive social 
change, and why? 

3.  What are the barriers to the adoption of processes and practices that have generated 
change elsewhere, but have not yet been attempted in this region? 

4. How can these processes and practices be built on to improve and share practice, and to 
encourage a more supportive organisational and policy environment for their development 
and emergence? 
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C. Our Research Principles 

Our principles for research are grounded in our understanding of research as a social and political 
process, central to which must be the building ethical relationships with the people, communities 
and organisations with which we seek to collaborate. This is particularly important in a region where 
extractive research and the colonial experience were intimately linked1, and examples of unethical 
research practice continue to prevail. 

Informed by the Guidelines for Ethical Research in Australian Indigenous Studies, the Guidelines for 
Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research , and Guidelines on Ethical 
Conduct of Evaluation and Code of Ethics produced by the Australian Evaluation Society, we will seek 
to meet the following principles: 

• Reciprocity, Benefits and Giving Back 
‘In the research context, reciprocity implies inclusion and means recognising partners’ 
contributions, and ensuring that research outcomes include equitable benefits of value’  
‘People or communities involved in, or who may be affected by research, should benefit from, 
and not be disadvantaged by, the research project. In negotiating the conduct of research 
communities have the right to define the benefits according to their own values and 
priorities’.  
‘Benefits may not take only one form or be immediate. Some benefits may be available to 
participating communities or to the wider community as well. They must, however, be valued 
by the participating community.’ 
 

• Rights, Respect & Recognition of Diversity 
‘Respectful research relationships acknowledge and affirm the right of people to have 
different values, norms and aspirations. Those involved in research processes should not be 
blind to difference.’ 
We also recognise the rights of those we seek to collaborate with to ‘maintain, control, 
protect and develop their cultural heritage, including their traditional knowledge, traditional 
cultural expressions and intellectual property’. 

• Negotiation, Participation and Mutual Understanding 
‘Consultation, negotiation and free, prior and informed consent are the foundations for 
research’. 
‘Consultation involves an honest exchange of information about aims, methods and potential 
outcomes (for all parties) and allows people to decide for themselves whether to oppose or 
embrace the research’. 

 ‘Inclusion and participation are the basis for mutual obligation and describe the degree of 
equitable and respectful engagement with people and communities, their values and cultures 
in the proposed research.’ 
 

1 See pages 1-3 of NHMRC (2003) ‘Values and Ethics: Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Health Research’ 
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http://www.aiatsis.gov.au/research/ethics/GERAIS.html
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines-publications/e52
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines-publications/e52
http://www.aes.asn.au/membership-ethical-guidelines.html
http://www.aes.asn.au/membership-ethical-guidelines.html


 

• Competence, Quality & Integrity 
‘Researchers should remain current, competent and rigorous in their research practice and 
fairly represent their competence and experience to others.  They should undertake their 
research in accordance with appropriate standards of research practice and have a 
commitment to continuous improvement.’  

‘Researchers should consider the interests of the full range stakeholders in their work, 
including the broader public interest, and in particular, the potential impacts of differences 
and inequalities in society’. 

 
• Responsibility & Accountability  

‘Ethical research occurs when harmony between the sets of responsibilities is established, 
participants are protected, trust is maintained and accountability is clear.’ 
We will seek to appropriately balance our accountability to the multiple stakeholders 
involved (communities, research partners and DFAT) in ways that are clear and transparent. 

 

D. Our Research in Practice 

We will: 
• Use an assets based approach, in which collaborating partners will be engaged in identifying 

examples of positive social change related to inequality and social injustice.  
 

• Seek to engage existing and new contacts and networks in discussion of our overall research 
approach and the thinking behind this, as well as in discussions of the priorities, interests, 
experiences and expectations of these contacts and networks.  
 

• Develop research partnership agreements that articulate expectations, rights, 
responsibilities, and accountability, where broad alignment can be found in relation to the 
above.  
 

• Establish effective and ongoing engagement with appropriate communities, organisations or 
networks/coalitions to co-develop the research and provide ongoing feedback. 
 

• Be open and transparent about the timelines and constraints we are subject to, and the 
expectations of other stakeholders. 
 

• Strive to avoid the increasing duplication and lack of coordination of research that is noted 
as occurring, particularly in the Pacific. 
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