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It’s About Time: Catching Method Up to
Meaning—The Usefulness of Narrative Inquiry
in Public Administration Research

As a form of interpretive research, narrative inquiry contributes to the pursuit of high-quality
public administration scholarship, along with other forms of explanatory research that have domi-
nated the field. In this article we discuss the unique features of narrative inquiry, review how this
research orientation has been used in public administration, and use our experience with a na-
tional, multimodal, multiyear research project on social-change leadership in the United States to
identify and illustrate the contributions of narrative inquiry to address two key issues in the field:
the concern with good research and the aspiration to cultivate a meaningful connection between
researchers and practitioners in the field.

Stories are compelling. When someone tells us a story
about his or her experience, we become alert, tuned in,
curious. But this is not the only reason—perhaps not even
a good reason—we might want to use stories as the basis
of public administration scholarship. It is because stories
contain within them knowledge that is different from what
we might tap into when we do surveys, collect and ana-
lyze statistics, or even draw on interview data that do not
explicitly elicit stories with characters, a plot, and devel-
opment toward a resolution. For researchers of social life,
narratives not only help to explore issues such as personal
identity, life-course development, and the cultural and his-
torical worlds of narrators, they also help to explore spe-
cific phenomena, such as leadership and organizational
change, and how they are experienced by social actors.

Over the past decades, scholars have increasingly used
narratives to enhance their understanding of diverse expe-
riences and their meanings. In the humanities, the social
sciences, and applied fields (such as law and public ad-
ministration), scholars have used narratives to move be-
yond efforts to describe a universalized, orderly social
world and to put themselves in touch with “local knowl-
edges,” or aspects of experience that are unique to specific
contexts and tell us something important about the human
condition. In the process, scholarly fields have taken a “nar-

rative turn” that directs attention to questions about what
it means to interpret and experience the world (rather than
explain or predict it), both from the perspective of schol-
ars and the people they study.

Public administration and related fields such as policy,
planning, and public management have not been absent from
these developments. The narrative turn in public adminis-
tration has contributed to the theoretical and methodologi-
cal development of the field by encouraging scholars to ex-
plore and highlight the multidimensional aspects of public
institutions and their administrative and policy problems.
Despite the richness of this emerging work, its logic is still
not widely understood (White 1999), and the inroads that
have been made so far are limited. As White (1999) con-

Sonia M. Ospina is an associate professor of public management and policy
and codirector of the Research Center for Leadership in Action at the Robert
F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service, New York University. Her re-
search interests include organizational and management theory; leadership
in public contexts; public management reform, governance, and collabora-
tive problem solving in public service in the United States and Latin America;
and diversity in public service and human resources management. E-mail:
sonia.ospina@nyu.edu.

Jennifer Dodge is a research associate at the Research Center for Leadership
in Action and a doctoral candidate at the Robert F. Wagner Graduate School
of Public Service at New York University. Her research interests include pub-
lic and nonprofit management, leadership in public contexts, public partici-
pation in policy making in the United States, and environmental and anti-
poverty policy. E-mail: jed234@nyu.edu.



144 Public Administration Review • March/April 2005, Vol. 65, No. 2

vincingly argues, public administration and closely related
applied fields continue to aspire to build an inquiry tradi-
tion that favors explanation over interpretation and under-
standing, despite the fact that even basic disciplines such as
economics, sociology, and political science have increas-
ingly turned to narrative to address the limits of traditional
explanatory social science. The theoretical frames, tools,
and products of narrative inquiry have stayed in the mar-
gins of the research and teaching practices that socialize
members into the field, to our own detriment.

A greater turn to narrative inquiry—a theoretical ap-
proach with its own methodological tools—will help to
strengthen the field of public administration in important
ways. We start to develop this argument here and will con-
tinue to do so over the course of two other articles that will
appear in future issues of PAR. We do so from our position
as organization and management scholars engaged in re-
search on leadership for social change, and thus as active
members of a broadly defined public administration com-
munity of practice. Our argument explores the usefulness
and promise of narrative inquiry for addressing two key
preoccupations in the field: the challenge of doing high-
quality scholarship, and the challenge of cultivating au-
thentic connectedness between academicians and practi-
tioners in the field. Our contribution is to call attention to a
moment in time in social science and administrative re-
search when narrative inquiry has gained momentum as
an important approach to public administration research.

This first article sets the stage for the series by showing
the development of the narrative turn in public administra-
tion and related applied fields, as well as disciplines such
as political science, organization and management theory,
and even economics. The heart of the article focuses on
how and why narrative inquiry has been used in public
administration and how its further development and pro-
liferation holds promise for strengthening the field. In the
second article, we will turn to the methodological issues
associated with doing narrative research, thus addressing
in depth the field’s concern with quality research. We will
conclude the series with a third article exploring in depth
the promise that narrative inquiry holds for helping to re-
duce the academician–practitioner split.

The structure of this article is as follows: We briefly
define narrative inquiry and then offer an overview of the
dramatic shift in research known as the narrative turn. We
explore the reasons for these developments, their influence
in public administration, and the obstacles encountered to
fully embrace this turn in our field. We then briefly tell our
research story and use it to discuss the contributions of
narrative inquiry for public administration, exploring first
its potential to strengthen research and then its potential to
engage academicians and practitioners in dialogue. We will
take you far enough into our story so that you can under-

stand the choices we have made, and to locate it in a broader
context to suggest the ways in which narrative inquiry has
potential for the field. We then conclude with the argu-
ment that fully embracing the narrative turn in public ad-
ministration offers the promise of a more pluralistic, and
thus even stronger, field.

Introducing Narrative Inquiry
Our story began with a research challenge to develop

new insights about leadership. The sponsor of our project
was launching an awards program to recognize and sup-
port social-change leaders in the United States because
they saw a disconnect between what the public perceived
as a lack of leadership in this country and the reality of
successful leadership on the ground. A research agenda,
they thought, could help to develop a new understanding
of leadership that would encourage people to recognize
that leadership abounds. Our mandate was to use the lead-
ership program to develop and implement such an agenda.
We thus entered our project full of questions that would
influence the direction of our work: How, as researchers,
could we contribute to changing the conversation about
leadership in this country? Could our research reveal any-
thing new about leadership? Would research about lead-
ership taking place in social-change nonprofits, where the
program participants worked, uncover new insights?1

This paragraph represents the beginning of a story whose
plot becomes thick and full of twists, and whose charac-
ters engaged in complex interactions and negotiations
around a national, multimodal, multiyear participatory re-
search project.2 It is not possible, nor appropriate, to tell
the full story in this article. Yet, because we honor stories
as a valuable way to understand ourselves in the world, we
will use portions of our story to illustrate the arguments
we want to advance.

Narrative inquiry is a research orientation that directs
attention to narratives as a way to study an aspect of soci-
ety. It is not, however, just about studying texts, whether
written or visual. It is about finding meaning in the stories
people use, tell, and even live. Narrative inquiry, then, has
its own theoretical perspective and its own methods of
analysis that are distinct from other forms, such as dis-
course analysis and content analysis.3 What distinguishes
narrative inquiry from these and other methods is the fo-
cus on narratives and stories as they are told, implicitly or
explicitly, by individuals or groups of people, not on texts
that are independent of the tellers or institutions where they
are scripted.

As a human manifestation that is present in both folk
and scholarly traditions, narratives re-present events in
space and time.4 Narratives have at least five essential char-
acteristics:
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• They are accounts of characters and selective events
occurring over time, with a beginning, a middle, and an
end.

• They are retrospective interpretations of sequential events
from a certain point of view.

• They focus on human intention and action—those of the
narrator and others.

• They are part of the process of constructing identity (the
self in relation to others).

• They are coauthored by narrator and audience.
These characteristics suggest that narratives are quite

suitable for understanding social events and social experi-
ences, either from the perspective of participants or from
the perspective of an analyst interpreting individual, insti-
tutional, or societal narratives (Soderberg 2003; Riessman
2002; Ewick and Silbey 1995; Schram and Neisser 1997).
Narratives are a particular form of the general process of
representation that takes place in human discourse, but not
the only one. There are others, such as chronicles, analyti-
cal models, photographs, and moving visual images (film),
among others (Cobley 2001).

Researchers use narratives in different ways to advance
their agendas. At a minimum, all research reports are ac-
counts of the process and results of an inquiry, and, as such,
they represent narratives authored by the researcher (Ewick
and Silbey 1995). More formally, a researcher may decide
to use narratives as a tool to obtain meaningful informa-
tion about a topic of interest, using in-depth interviews and
analyzing the stories collected. The assumption is that sto-
ries convey meaning about something in the world. For
example, a researcher may elicit stories about how people
move an agenda forward to understand leadership processes
in an organizational context (Ospina and Schall 2001).

In contrast, a researcher may be interested in seeing how
narratives express underlying, taken-for-granted assump-
tions that people hold about themselves and their situa-
tions. In this case, the focus is not so much on the content
of the story at its face value, but on narratives as a mani-
festation of implicit and interrelated ideas that help people
make sense of the world. Stories can be written (such as
official documents), or they can be “unwritten” or invis-
ible (such as ideologies and theories in use). For example,
a researcher may study “political performances” such as
lobbying, policy formulation, or mass mobilization, which
can be read as texts that help to uncover assumptions about
the nature of politics (Schram and Neisser 1997).

These choices indicate the purposes of narrative inquiry
may be as diverse as reconstructing social events from the
perspective of the informants; learning about human ex-
perience by focusing on the meaning making of social ac-
tors; or identifying and interpreting underlying general
story lines (narratives) that describe, explain, or legitimate
particular social practices, institutions, or structures. Early

developments in our own project on social-change leader-
ship illustrate why researchers may turn to narrative as a
powerful tool to approach their work, given the purposes
and circumstances surrounding their inquiry.

We used in our project a definition of leadership drawn
from an emergent body of literature. This literature views
leadership as a process of meaning making in communi-
ties of practice that are engaged in actions to change some-
thing in the world (Drath and Palus 1994; Drath 2001).
This working definition was particularly appropriate for a
research project connected to a larger leadership program
that targeted leaders in nonprofit organizations working
with a social-change agenda. Members of these nonprofits
work with disadvantaged populations to address an identi-
fied systemic inequity, combining at least three types of
activities: service delivery, organizing, and advocacy. Their
work is characterized by a high degree of uncertainty, com-
plexity, and often hostility from the environment. After
preliminary conversations and much reflection, we saw that
we could learn something new about leadership by invit-
ing these leaders and their colleagues to explore with us
the meaning-making processes behind the actions they
undertook to successfully eliminate or reduce the targeted
social problem. Narratives became critical to illuminate
meaning making for action in these particular communi-
ties of practice. With this decision, we took a narrative turn
as we plunged into our research.

To conclude this section, we offer a brief illustration of
a completed public administration study that uses narra-
tive inquiry—in this case, to illuminate the dynamics of
public service delivery. The example gives a flavor of what
this kind of scholarship looks like and highlights the types
of insights that narrative inquiry provides. In their book
Cops, Teachers, Counselors: Stories from the Front Lines
of Public Service, Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003)
collect and analyze stories from three types of street-level
workers: cops, teachers, and counselors. The authors chal-
lenge the prevailing narrative about the state and gover-
nance, which assumes that street-level workers use “dis-
cretionary decision-making” to ensure “equal treatment”
for all citizens, to the extent possible.

Maynard-Moody and Musheno show, instead, that cops,
teachers, and counselors first engage in judgments about a
client’s identity and use these judgments to assess the merits
of the client’s worthiness for help. These judgments influ-
ence street-level workers’ responses to clients and deter-
mine whether they bend the rules for them, offer standard
service, or punish those they view as unworthy of their
effort. It is very unlikely that this insightful understanding
of street-level workers’ exercise of power over their cli-
ents’ lives would have been uncovered with the use of a
questionnaire or other standard data-collection techniques
that are typical of traditional research. The use of narrative
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inquiry, with storytelling as the focal point of data collec-
tion and analysis, is at the core of these insights.

The Narrative Turn: Catching Meaning
up to Method

The recent emphasis on discourse, text, and language
as phenomena of theoretical interest across a broad range
of fields is both a consequence and manifestation of what
scholars have called the “turn to language” across the arts,
humanities, and social and behavioral sciences (Denzin
1997; Riessman 2002; Gill 2000).5 This turn represents a
radical shift (a paradigm shift) in thinking about and the
doing of research in each field. While challenging research
practices that focus on explaining and predicting behav-
ior, this turn has also opened up new pathways for research
in the social sciences and applied fields that focus on in-
terpreting social events.

To contrast, explanatory researchers aim to explain and
predict events and behavior using laws of statistical prob-
ability to generalize causal relationships. Interpretive re-
searchers, on the other hand, aim to understand intention
and action rather than just explaining behavior. These dif-
ferent modes of research are based on two fundamentally
different ways of seeing, with different theories about how
we know the world, and therefore different methods and
criteria of quality.6 Shank (2002) uses metaphors to describe
these differences. Because the explanatory mode assumes a
separation between the observer and the world being ob-
served, the observer must look through some type of mag-
nifying glass to get an accurate view of what is on the other
side. This vision has as its main goal to see the world with
as little distortion as possible and explaining it with some
degree of detachment. In contrast, in the interpretive mode,
seeing—and thus knowing—can only happen from inside
the world, and it is always bridged by conversation. Shank
uses a lantern to describe this way of seeing. The lantern
brings clarity to dark places, it illuminates and provides in-
sights, allowing the observer to discover and reconcile mean-
ing where it was not clearly understood before. This mode
of research assumes that meaning can be better unveiled and
understood in experience and through practice, and that it is
always mediated through language and narrative, thus giv-
ing preference to interpretation.

The explanatory mode of research (often referred to as
“positivism”) corresponds to the traditional vision of sci-
ence that has dominated empirical research in the twenti-
eth century, both in the natural and the social sciences,
particularly in the United States.7 For this reason, explana-
tory research is often viewed as the best way to accumu-
late knowledge in a field. Often interpretive research and
critical reasoning are viewed as “soft” and less scientific
(Shank 2002; White 1999). In spite of this critique, re-

searchers have gradually started to give more attention to
interpretive and critical approaches as the critiques of tra-
ditional research have gained hold.

These challenges to traditional explanatory research
came from emerging schools of thought such as structur-
alism, poststructuralism, and postmodernism, which had a
tremendous influence in many disciplines throughout the
twentieth century (Schwandt 1997). For example, struc-
turalism invited scholars to pay attention to the underlying
structures that cannot be directly observed but that clearly
affect human experience. Later on, poststructuralism pos-
ited that multiple sources and perspectives produce mean-
ing, thus highlighting the power of language and challeng-
ing the idea of rigid boundaries between truth and false-
hood, science and myth.

Finally, postmodernist scholars rejected the core ideas
that gave shape to the Enlightenment, such as the emphasis
on the scientific method and rationality and their mechanis-
tic applications to other areas of social life. Distrusting all-
encompassing frameworks, which they called metanarra-
tives, postmodernists argue that a fragmented, fluid, inde-
terminate, and diverse social world cannot hold single truths,
emphasizing even more that multiple voices and perspec-
tives influence meaning making. All of these ideas empha-
size the social nature of language and its role in the con-
struction of the world we inhabit and, taken together, en-
courage a turn to narrative as a focal point of research.

The concern with the limits of positivism brought about
a “crisis of representation” for social scientists, as they
found it difficult to continue to adequately describe social
reality with any certainty (Denzin 1997; Geertz 1973). The
crisis produced a “methodological diaspora” and opened a
two-way street between the humanities and the social sci-
ences, so that they exchanged tools to study social texts
and discourses (Denzin and Lincoln 2000). Indeed, dis-
cussing the crisis of representation within the historical
evolution of qualitative inquiry, Denzin and Lincoln (2000)
describe qualitative researchers’ struggles in the mid 1980s
and 1990s to locate themselves, their voices, and those of
their subjects in the texts they collected and created as field
notes and final reports. This was a period of experimenta-
tion, when literary and rhetorical tropes, storytelling, and
social discourses gained currency.

These developments help us to understand why narra-
tive inquiry, as a form of qualitative inquiry, has begun to
move from the margins to the mainstream of established
scholarly traditions (Jovchelovitch and Bauer 2000;
Clandinin and Connelly 2000). The narrative turn involved
the search for new models of truth, method, and represen-
tation. It encouraged some scholars to develop what they
called a “standpoint perspective” on research. This means
explicitly using one’s social position as a reference from
which to interpret and analyze information—for example,
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using a feminist perspective to do research. The turn also
highlighted the relevance of voice: not only the voice of
the researchers and their subjects in general, but also the
voices of groups previously excluded from social texts, such
as women, people of color, and others in the social mar-
gins (Lincoln and Guba 2000).

The narrative turn has affected a broad range of social
science disciplines. In economics, for example, the turn
to narrative challenged the disconnect between econom-
ics’ simple modeling and the world’s complex reality. This
led to acknowledging some of the limitations of its ex-
planatory approach and opened new opportunities for
reframing analysis (Hayek 1967; Lavoie 1991; Brown
1994; McCloskey 1992, 1998).

In political science, researchers have used narrative to
study political realities, such as how populations gener-
ally assumed to be passive understand the process of po-
litical development (Cohen, Jones, and Tronto 1997), how
the U.S. Supreme Court sets its agenda (Perry 1990), and
how Kuwait developed its democracy (Tetreault 2000).
Other political scientists directly explore the power of
storytelling in influencing politics and policy making
(Stone 1988; Fiske 1993). A good example of relevance to
public administration is Schram and Neisser’s Tales of the
State (1997), an edited collection of articles based on the
question, “What are public policies but stories narrating
our relations (between citizens, between the citizen and
the state, between states, etc.) in politically selective ways?”
(2). The authors explore the idea that stories mediate how
public problems are understood, and thus influence the
politics of public policy making. To illustrate this thesis,
the contributors study themes such as gay rights, freedom
of expression on the Internet, devolution, and the use of
statistics in advocacy, among others.

On a different front, the link between narrative and or-
ganizing is now central to the interdisciplinary field of or-
ganization and management theory. Some scholars focus
on storytelling practices of organizational members (Boje
1995); others use narrative to study organizational phe-
nomena such as culture (Martin 1992), organizational
change (Soderberg 2003), organizational performance
(Corvellec 2003), and strategy (De la Ville and Mounoud
2003). Czarniawska (1997), for example, creates three sto-
ries of public management reform in the Swedish public
sector: “A new budget and accounting routine in Big City,”
“Tax Reform,” and “The Rehabilitation Program.” In her
analysis of each story, she links narrative metaphors, such
as paradoxes and interruption, to themes of personnel and
communication and to the trends of institutional decen-
tralization, computerization, and privatization.

Even though the theoretical importance of narrative in
organization studies has influenced public management
scholarship, direct applications of narrative inquiry for

public management research are less common in the
United States. Our own research project on leadership in
nonprofit organizations whose members engage in influ-
encing critical policy debates will, we hope, contribute to
filling this gap.

The Narrative Turn in Public Administration
The crisis of representation and the interpretive turn also

had a direct manifestation in public administration and ap-
plied fields such as policy (Dryzek 1982; Jennings 1987;
Roe 1992) and planning (Forester 1993). Within public ad-
ministration, a group of scholars in the late 1960s similarly
began to question the assumptions of traditional explana-
tory research and raised questions about the future of the
field. At the Minnowbrook conference, for example, dis-
cussions centered on challenges to the idea of value-free
research, the need for public administration to be socially
relevant and to foster social equity, and the need for more
citizen involvement in decision making. This “new public
administration” implied a turn away from an exclusive fo-
cus on explanatory accounts, toward giving more impor-
tance to interpretation and critique of public institutions.
There is a long list of well-recognized public administra-
tion scholars who developed these principles or were influ-
enced by them in the next 40 years.8 These developments
set the stage for the field’s participation in the scholarly
revolution that scholars have called the narrative turn.

Scholars in public administration have made excellent
use of the ideas behind the narrative turn, both to discuss
the nature of the field and to do empirical investigations.
For example, some argue the type of knowledge required
to make policy or administrative decisions may differ from
the type of knowledge derived from traditional explana-
tory research. In particular, they argue that traditional ex-
planatory research is concerned with the explanation and
prediction of facts, the separation of facts from values, and
the aspiration of leaving the latter out of the research pro-
cess. These positions are problematic given the assump-
tion that decisions in public contexts require political and
moral judgments (Hummel 1991; Rein 1976).

Making a case to embrace the narrative turn in our field,
White (1999) uncovers the assumptions of a narrative
theory of knowledge for public administration in his in-
sightful book Taking Language Seriously: The Narrative
Foundations of Public Administration. Drawing from a
variety of fields, he argues that better understanding this
narrative foundation will give interpretive and critical
modes of research their due place in the field, thus creat-
ing more research that is relevant for scholars, practitio-
ners, and the public.

There are also excellent empirical studies that reflect
the narrative turn in public administration. Yanow (1996),
for example, uses a narrative approach to study the Israel
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Corporation of Community Centers (ICCC), focusing on
the ways that policy meanings were communicated to vari-
ous audiences as the legislation to create the ICCC was
designed and implemented and during its early years of
existence. She describes organizational metaphors that
shaped agency actions and objects, as well as rituals that
communicated meanings symbolically, both of which
helped to enact policy and organizational myths. At the
core of the story are the multiple interpretations that audi-
ences gave to the meanings communicated as the ICCC
was created. She argues that the difference between legis-
lation and its final implementation cannot be understood
simply as inadequate legislation or poor policy implemen-
tation. Instead, the story of the ICCC, she claims, is better
understood as part of a larger story about national identity.

In another study in two U.S. city administrations,
Feldman et al. (2002) collect stories obtained from open-
ended interviews to explore how city administrators make
sense of change processes. They argue that stories have
been underutilized as a source of data, and they found in
narrative analysis “an important tool for recovering, or some
may say, uncovering meaning in data” (28). They found
narrative an attractive tool because the arguments or claims
that individuals communicate enable a kind of analysis that
explores their experiences and attitudes rooted in context.

In sum, the narrative turn in public administration has
produced significant insights about many dimensions of
public affairs, with considerable implications for theory
and practice. The field is stronger because of this scholar-
ship. But these positive developments are clouded by a ten-
sion that sets the stage for the work that lies ahead.

An Ongoing Tension in the Field
In public administration in general, there is a prefer-

ence for explanation over interpretation or critical analy-
sis. This preference becomes a barrier to research ap-
proaches such as narrative inquiry, despite their potential.
In recurrent waves over the years, concerns about the qual-
ity of the scholarship in public administration and public
management have consistently led to calls to promote the
canons of the traditional explanatory mode as the most le-
gitimate way to build knowledge (Perry and Kraemer 1986;
Houston and Delevan 1990; Cleary 1992; Lynn and
Heinrich 2000). Additional good explanatory research can
certainly help to strengthen the field. However, this view
ignores the fact that various ways of knowing can lead to
theory development and can help to inform practice, par-
ticularly in applied fields.

The theoretical contribution of narrative scholarship is
enormous in this discussion. For example, in Actual Minds,
Possible Worlds, Bruner (1986) describes narrative as one
of two distinct and complementary ways in which we or-
der experience. In contrast to the dominant, logicoscientific

mode based on logical proof, tight analysis, argumenta-
tion, and hypothesis driven discovery, the narrative mode,
he argues, focuses on good stories that convince through
lifelikeness. For Bruner, stories are a way of knowing and
have knowledge in them. In public administration,
Hummel (1991) similarly argues that the stories public
managers tell are a form of knowledge that is better suited
to developing theories that inform practical action. The
implication is that applied fields, which are supposed to
help solve problems, may be better served by methodolo-
gies such as narrative inquiry that tap into narrative know-
ing. White (1999) makes the same point when he advo-
cates for action-oriented methodologies for research in
public administration.

This discussion suggests that quality can be better ad-
dressed by encouraging the use of different modes of in-
quiry, so that researchers choose the right theoretical lenses
and methodological approaches according to the nature of
the problem and the purposes of the research. Explana-
tion, interpretation, critical reasoning, and even reflective
practice are all useful approaches to theorizing about the
nature of public institutions and the structures, systems,
and practices that sustain them.

Furthermore, this discussion becomes quite relevant to
the ongoing aspiration to connect practitioners and acade-
micians in the field, which is so excellently described by
Chester Newland (2000) in his review of PAR’s efforts to
stay relevant to both. Quality research may also depend on
engaging practitioners as stakeholders in the research, ac-
cording to the nature of the problem and the purposes of
the research. When we acknowledge roles for both aca-
demic researchers and practitioners in knowledge genera-
tion and theory development, the resulting theories may
be more useful and relevant for practice.

The narrative turn has contributed to the production of
high-quality research. However, the field of public admin-
istration will not fully take advantage of these develop-
ments unless narrative inquiry and similar types of research
become normalized and are given their place next to the
explanatory forms that have tended to dominate the field.
One step in that direction is to fully explore the ways that
narrative inquiry, as a critical exemplar of the interpretive
mode of research, contributes to public administration
scholarship.

Why Narrative Inquiry in Public
Administration?

So far we have laid out the underlying theoretical as-
sumptions of narrative inquiry and how the narrative turn
in public administration has been a part of a broader para-
digmatic shift taking place in the arts, the humanities, and
the natural and social sciences. We can now directly ad-
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dress the following questions, using our own experience
as a way to illustrate the arguments: Why is narrative in-
quiry a relevant research orientation for pursuing good
public administration scholarship at this time in the field’s
development? How can this approach to research shed light
on some of the key concerns in our field? What are the
theoretical and practical implications of using narrative
inquiry in public administration scholarship?

Introducing Our Story: Exploring “Meaning” in
Research on Leadership

The mandate that originated our research project chal-
lenged us to come up with a research agenda that would at
the same time (1) pass the test of complying to the highest
standards of scholarship; (2) resonate with both practition-
ers interested in learning about leadership practice and
academicians interested in developing theories of leader-
ship; (3) respond to the philosophy and basic demands of
a broader social intervention within which the research
would be embedded; and (4) be respectful of the partici-
pants of that program, who were to encounter research by
virtue of their participation in the program.

As we became immersed in the literature, we found that
academic research on leadership, while shifting over time,
still tends to emphasize traits, styles, and contingency theo-
ries to define what is a good leader. The literature in both
private and public contexts concentrates mostly on politi-
cal leaders and managers in formal positions of authority
in public and nonprofit contexts (Bryman 1996; Kellerman
1999; Terry 2003). We soon came to believe that narra-
tives about individuals who occupy these types of posi-
tions have shaped the mental models that people hold about
leadership. While insightful, these understandings rest on
a “heroic” version of leadership that is compiled from a
narrow set of voices (Allen 1990; Fletcher 2002).

Theories of the last 50 years have not significantly chal-
lenged these mental models. Despite providing important
contributions for leadership development, most of the tra-
ditional literature on leadership has not yielded terribly
innovative insights to address the challenges of rapidly
changing contemporary organizations. Rost (1993) argues
that traditional theories of leadership have stayed stuck in
an industrial model that dominated the twentieth century—
they are overly management oriented, individualistic, ra-
tionalistic, linear, and technocratic in language and meth-
odology—rather than reflecting postindustrial values more
in accordance with our times, such as collaboration, glo-
bal concern, diversity and pluralism, critical dialogue, quali-
tative language and methodologies, and consensus-oriented
policy-making processes (27, 181).

Despite voluminous research on leadership and a mul-
titude of people practicing it, these two worlds continue to
be disconnected. Many practitioners seem dissatisfied with

what the academic leadership literature offers. Scholars’
attempts to produce research that is relevant to practice
yields lists of features that make ideal leaders rather than
ways to understand and approach the work of leadership.
The leadership literature continues to be, generally speak-
ing, focused on narrow contexts and populations. The
knowledge derived may not ring true for women and mi-
norities or for others working in contexts that are different
from public office, corporations, or large bureaucracies.

We recognized that alternative approaches to study lead-
ership were in order. We were not alone. New directions in
the field were focused on developing the transformational
and symbolic nature of leadership (Burns 1978; Schein
1990), exploring the role of cognition in the emergence of
leadership (Gardner 1995), documenting shared leadership
(Bennis and Biederman 1997), and highlighting its practi-
cal value as a means to produce socially useful outcomes
through adaptive work (Heifitz 1994). But these works are
still person centered.

Influenced by the narrative turn, some organizational
scholars had long proposed the idea that leadership emerges
from the constructions and actions of people in organiza-
tions. In this view, leadership happens when one or more
individuals in a social system succeed in framing and de-
fining how the demands of the group will be taken up and
what roles, including “the role of leader,” will be attrib-
uted to whom (Pfeffer 1997; Smircich and Morgan 1982;
Tierney 1987).

In the public leadership studies field, some scholars were
describing a more collective type of leadership in the col-
laborative processes of urban governance (Chrislip and
Larson 1994; Huxham and Vangen 2000). Others suggested
the interconnectedness of contemporary society demands
a different kind of leadership to address public problems,
one that is more collective than individual (Bryson and
Crosby 1992; Crosby 1999; Luke 1998). But not much
empirical research has been done to test these ideas. Our
project was an opportunity to do so.

Choosing the Right Lens. We chose a conceptual lens
that views leadership as a collective achievement or the
property of a group, rather than something that belongs to
an individual (Hunt 1984; Meindl 1995; Drath 2001). This
post-heroic model of leadership (Fletcher 2002) views it
as a process of meaning making in communities of prac-
tice—groups of people who are “involved with one an-
other in action” (Drath and Palus 1994). This lens could
help us to explore ways that people understand and attribute
leadership and would allow us to distinguish between the
emergence of collective practices that constitute the work
of leadership and the individuals involved in those prac-
tices. This shift from an emphasis on traits and behaviors
to meaning making in communities of practice moved us
from explanation to interpretation.
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Our Turn to Narrative: Implications for Research. Our
choice of lens had clear research implications for both fo-
cus (what to study) and stance (who defines what is im-
portant and does the research). If leadership is about the
meaning making required to produce action, if it is rela-
tional and collective, then we must focus our attention on
the sense-making experience to achieve a common goal.
Once the focus was on the experiences associated with the
work that calls for leadership (Drath 2001), it became com-
pelling to invite the people engaged in the work to inquire
about its meaning, thus studying leadership from the in-
side out. The stance we have chosen is one of coinquiry, a
participative approach where we conduct research with
leaders on leadership.10 Thus, we have invited the partici-
pants of the leadership program to join as coresearchers of
our project. We have also chosen to take an appreciative
approach to research like that advocated in the “positive
organizational scholarship” (Cameron, Dutton, and Quinn
2003), with a focus on the forces and factors that sustain
the work of leadership and make it flourish. Given these
choices, language and narratives became central to our
enterprise.

To uncover the relational, shared, and meaning-making
aspects of the work of leadership in the nonprofit organi-
zations where our new coresearchers work, we created a
multimodal design with three parallel streams of inquiry—
ethnographic inquiry, cooperative inquiry, and narrative
inquiry.10 These are anchored in our belief in the value of
conversational encounters with research participants as the
core activity of the research process. The multimodal de-
sign is aimed at generating practice-grounded products that
will help our coresearchers learn something about their own
practice and help us answer the guiding question: In what
ways do communities trying to make social change en-
gage in the work of leadership? Narrative inquiry, with its
theoretical insights and its methodological tools, took center
stage in this research design. It offered critical contribu-
tions to the quality of our research and served as a bridge
to establish a strong connection between the program prac-
titioners and the core research team.

Improving the Quality of Public
Administration Scholarship

We chose narrative inquiry in our project because we
understood three distinct contributions it could make to
produce stronger research. First, narrative inquiry provides
an internally consistent research approach when asking
questions that relate to meaning and interpretation. Sec-
ond, narrative inquiry is an excellent methodology to cap-
ture complex interpretations of experience because it cap-
tures context and makes space for the multiple representa-
tions of various voices with a stake in the research. Finally,

narrative inquiry taps into the unique kind of knowledge
that is communicated through stories and narratives.

Matching Method to Lens
The theoretical challenges posed by the narrative turn

have led social scientists to see the shortcomings of tradi-
tional methodologies, such as experimental and survey re-
search, for exploring meaning making, social identities,
culture, and so on. New approaches to research were nec-
essary to respond to these interests. Indeed, an internally
consistent approach to research in which methods match
theoretical perspectives is a key feature of good scholar-
ship, what is referred to as indication of method (Gaskell
and Bauer 2000).

In our story, taking this point seriously, we struggled to
find a research methodology that would help us to learn
about leadership as meaning making in action and to de-
velop new insights about leadership. We chose narrative
inquiry, in part, because its theoretical assumptions had
great resonance with our definition of leadership. We view
both leadership and narrative as socially constructed and
begin with the understanding that narratives do not objec-
tively mirror reality, but are constructed in interaction
(Riessman 1993). We are interested precisely in seeing how
participants interpret the work they do and how those in-
terpretations tell us something about leadership.

For example, conversations with program participants
and their colleagues are the primary source for accessing
information in each organization. The narrative-inquiry
component of our design consists of in-depth group con-
versations with the leaders and others members of their
organizations and communities. We construct unique lead-
ership stories for each organization and search for themes
by comparing across stories. We use a fluid and open in-
terpretive interview technique to allow the story line to take
any direction, as each participant’s experience is captured
in the course of these group conversations, held during field
visits to each organization. Doing narrative inquiry in this
way helps us answer the questions we have posed for our-
selves in a way that is internally consistent with our theo-
retical perspective.

Attention to Context, Voice, and Perspective
The narrative turn suggests that social phenomena are

not universal, that people in different contexts construct
the world in different ways. To understand any phenom-
enon, such as leadership or organizational change, we must
understand the way it plays out in particular contexts for
particular actors. An exciting contribution of narrative in-
quiry in public administration has been work that brings to
the forefront attention to the local knowledge and perspec-
tives of key public service stakeholders (Dryzek 1982),
including citizens (Herzog and Claunch 1997), managers
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(Hummel 1991), and local planners (Forester 1993). Illu-
minating public issues from these different perspectives
makes our understanding more grounded and, therefore,
more complete. In addition, context lends texture to our
interpretations of events, relationships, challenges, and tri-
umphs. Narrative inquiry is appropriate for learning about
social phenomena in context because it allows people to
tell stories that reflect the richness and complexity of their
experience. This contrasts to a survey, for example, where
the analyst reduces that complexity, intentionally leaving
out context.

We agree with contingency theorists that context mat-
ters in order to understand leadership. We push this further
by arguing that the leader should not be the primary focus
of the research. If we consider leadership to be a shared
act of meaning making in the context of a group’s work to
accomplish a common purpose, then the context is as im-
portant as the visible leaders. This view directs us to be
open to the possibility that leadership takes different forms
in different contexts, and that leadership carries different
meanings depending on the requirements that a particular
group has to accomplish their work. Therefore, our inter-
view protocols are designed to collect information about
context, and our narrative analysis revolves around con-
textual issues to understand the meaning making processes
and the actions derived from them.

An important theoretical concern about voice and per-
spective follows from the understanding that narratives are
embedded in context. As Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000)
argue, “language, as the medium of exchange, is not neu-
tral but constitutes a particular worldview” (61). The nar-
rative turn has led social scientists to develop more sensi-
tivity to issues related to voice as a key bridge to interpre-
tation. Bringing in the voice of participants not only helps
to ground the research in context, but also helps us to see
things from the inside out. The concern here is with whose
point of view is privileged in the inquiry: Narrative ana-
lysts reconstruct social events and processes that reflect
interviewees’ point of reference and voice.

In our project we privilege participants’ point of view to
generate greater insights about the experience of leadership
(rather than leadership as a behavior). In addition, we invite
participants to be coresearchers so that they identify the as-
pects of their work to focus on and highlight in research
products; they choose people to be part of group interviews
to explore these issues; and they engage in the analysis pro-
cess with us. Hence, we receive important feedback to en-
sure that we get it right from their perspective. Because we
view leadership as a collective process, we also organize
group interviews, thus including multiple stakeholders in
the telling of the experience, not just a single leader’s voice.
Bringing in multiple voices helps to reconstruct the com-
plexity of the situation, as different people have different

perspectives of the same reality. The researcher’s voice in
the process and research texts is also important.

Illuminating the Social World
Narrative inquiry also contributes to stronger scholar-

ship because some phenomena are better understood
through narrative rather than through other methods of in-
quiry (such as surveys or experiments). Stories tell us some-
thing that other forms of data do not (recall Bruner’s claim
that narrative is a way of knowing). We illustrated this in-
sight earlier when we shared Maynard-Moody and Mushe-
no’s (2003) findings about how street-level workers make
identity judgments that influence how they treat clients.

By eliciting stories about the work that calls for leader-
ship, our inquiry contrasts with traditional leadership re-
search, which favors surveys and in-depth interviews as a
way to learn about leaders. We learn something new from
doing narrative inquiry by focusing on the way people make
meaning of the experience of leadership. But here we point
to something that goes beyond this understanding. The sto-
ries themselves have knowledge that can be generalized to
other contexts, which enrich our learning in ways that are
relevant for both practitioners and academics. For this rea-
son, we made some of our products into stories that we
hope resonate with other practitioners struggling with simi-
lar challenges. We will return to this point in our discus-
sion of the theory–practice divide.

The following propositions summarize our arguments
about the potential contributions of narrative inquiry to
enhance the quality of research in public administration:
1. Narrative inquiry enhances the quality of public admin-

istration scholarship by:
• Matching method to lens: Offering researchers

appropriate methods for answering theoretical
questions generated by interpretive approaches

• Attending to context, voice and perspective:
o Allowing the researcher to pay more attention to

the ways that experience, attitudes, and knowl-
edge develop in particular times and places

o Highlighting the multiple representations of
experience and phenomena that different people
or groups of people make

• Illuminating the social world: reminding the
researcher of the importance of tapping into the
particular kind of knowledge that is communicated
through stories and narratives.

Connecting Theory and Practice,
Academic Researchers and Practitioners

Narrative inquiry also has the potential to help heal the
theory–practice divide, another key concern in the public
administration community. This divide seems to be fueled
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by a feeling on the part of practitioners that academic re-
search often does not produce meaningful, actionable
knowledge. Some researchers in public administration have
developed case studies that are perhaps more relevant, or
at least more resonant, for practitioners. But other acade-
micians have criticized this research as too anecdotal or
too normative and not rigorous enough (Cleary 1992; Lynn
and Heinrich 2000). The standards that practitioners have
for actionable knowledge and that academicians have for
rigor are seemingly at odds. Yet this split is false because it
is based on an assumption that only explanatory modes of
research are rigorous and can produce valid knowledge.

Research that takes a narrative turn offers a way to heal
the theory–practice divide that has come to characterize
much applied social science research because it may offer
information that rings true to practitioners’ experiences,
making them more likely to consume it. The narrative turn,
especially in combination with an “action turn” (Reason
and Bradbury 2001), has two important effects. First, it
helps to legitimate practitioners as producers of valid
knowledge, and second, it helps to open a two-way street
so that both practitioners and researchers have their inter-
ests addressed through scholarship. These two contribu-
tions help to bring practitioners and academicians closer
together.

Practitioners as Knowledge Producers
We made an argument earlier in the article that narra-

tive is a way of knowing. This insight has encouraged prac-
titioners to build theory based on their own practice. Influ-
enced by Schön’s (1991) practice-based theory of
knowledge, some “reflective practitioners” have con-
structed narratives to reflect on their own experiences. Tell-
ing and reflection are intimately intertwined in this work,
as mirrored in the kinds of products that emerge from it:
They share lessons learned from experience and are in-
tended to enhance practice, not just to understand it. Schall’s
(1997) work on public management innovation is an ex-
emplar of this approach. Using her own experiences as
commissioner of the Department of Juvenile Justice, she
developed lessons for practitioners trying to create a cli-
mate of innovation. She focused on three fundamental tasks
that public managers must do: manage the work of the staff
(the front line), structure the work of the organization (the
main line), and deal with more sophisticated and difficult
dynamics (over the line). Schall’s story offers “hope and
guidance” for addressing these tasks.

Practitioners can also play a role in producing more aca-
demic research. In our story, we grounded narrative in-
quiry in participative traditions of research not only to un-
derstand the experience of leadership from participants’
perspective, but also to ensure they had a stake in shaping
research inquiry, from defining research questions to do-

ing analysis. We organize our interviews around themes
that participants identify as central to their success. We
engage participants in the assessment of analytical memos
that we write about the stories they tell us, to make sure
the analysis and the products of the research will resonate
with their experience. We then write a story for each orga-
nization and compare themes across organizations to gen-
erate propositions for further exploration. This approach
is based on an assumption that academic research can bet-
ter contribute both to theory and practice if academicians
can engage practitioners in conversations to articulate re-
search problems, gather data, and do analysis.

Reciprocity, Relevance, and Opportunities for
Growth

Academic research is often criticized for taking learn-
ing from organizations and communities without giving
back in real and practical ways. This is true in community-
based research contexts, where people have expressed feel-
ing like guinea pigs for academicians, and perhaps it has
some resonance in other organizational contexts as well.
White (1999) advocates for greater use of action-oriented
research to make research more applicable to administra-
tive problems: action theory, action research, and action
science. In contrast to traditional pure or applied research,
and in contrast to narrative inquiry without an action ori-
entation, these approaches aim to help practitioners per-
ceive, understand, and act on their own environment (White
1999).

In our project we have been sensitive to these challenges
and were intentional about creating activities for our
coresearchers that would give back to them and, we hope,
to a broader community of practitioners. In part, we did
this by further grounding narrative inquiry with an appre-
ciative stance so that it becomes an inquiry not simply about
(re)telling stories, but “retelling of stories that allow for
growth and change” (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, 71).
In particular, when we initiated conversations about the
key factors participants identified as central to their work,
we asked them to tell us how these factors contributed to
their success. Jim Ludema (1996) notes the generative con-
nection between narrative inquiry and appreciative inquiry:
“Eliciting positive narrative responses from interviewees
[is] most generative of collective hope, knowledge, and
action in the organizational and communal contexts” (15).
Appreciative inquiry helps to discover, understand, and
foster innovations in social arrangements and processes
because it generates new positive images that can help to
discover and construct new possibilities to enhance sys-
tem effectiveness and integrity (104–5).

By creating a container for participants to step back and
reflect on their work, we offered direct opportunities for
participants to grow and learn. Participants commented on
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the usefulness of these conversations for sharing learning
with each other and for taking some time to reflect on their
work, and how leadership happens in their communities.
It even encouraged one participant to write extensively
about leadership in his organization. In this way, working
collaboratively has the potential to be directly relevant for
our coresearchers and, if we are able to generate sound
theory, for others as well.

The following propositions summarize the second part
of our argument about how narrative inquiry can contrib-
ute to address the connection between academicians and
practitioners in the field:
2. Narrative inquiry, when combined with an action

orientation, reduces the theory–practice divide in
public administration by:
• Engaging practitioners as knowledge producers:

Elevating their role in developing valid theoretical
knowledge

• Creating reciprocity, relevance, and opportuni-
ties for growth: Providing research processes and
products that are directly relevant and applicable to
practice and provide opportunities for participants’
development.

Conclusion
Academic researchers and practitioners make decisions

in their practice based on explicit or implicit assumptions.
The assumptions one makes have implications for how one
does inquiry, how one sees what one is looking at, and
how one does analysis to produce insight for theory and
practice. In the public administration field, like in many
other academic fields, a certain set of assumptions about
what is valid knowledge and what is good, legitimate re-
search, have become taken for granted. We have thus given
preference to certain research methodologies and certain
modes of research.

In this article we have offered some formal propositions
about the contributions that narrative inquiry can make to
public administration scholarship. First, narrative inquiry
has the potential to help strengthen the quality of public
administration research because it offers an orientation to
inquiry and methodologies that are well suited to the na-
ture of the problems and questions in a field, which, as
White demonstrates, have narrative foundations. As a form
of interpretive research, narrative inquiry provides an ap-
propriate method for tapping into “local knowledges,”
multiple voices, and experiences in context. Second, it has
the potential to make strides toward healing the divide be-
tween theory and practice, which, in turn, helps to culti-
vate a more meaningful connection between academicians
and practitioners in the field. This is especially the case
when researchers combine narrative inquiry with an ac-

tion orientation. When this happens, practitioners become
involved with researchers as producers of valid theoretical
knowledge, and research products and processes are de-
signed to give back to practitioners.

We propose, more generally, that narrative inquiry, with
its commitment to interpretation, helps to illuminate di-
mensions of public affairs in ways that deepen our under-
standing. Narrative inquirers appreciate the value of and
tap into the practical and narrative knowing that is charac-
teristic of many dimensions of public life. The insights
gained this way complement, add, and sometimes chal-
lenge the insights produced through explanatory research,
offering opportunities for constructive conversations among
researchers of different orientations.

Even though the narrative turn has taken place in public
administration, its potential has not been fully realized. This
is the case in part because, as an exemplar of interpretive
research, narrative inquiry is still considered less legiti-
mate for producing valid and relevant knowledge. The con-
sequences are significant for the future of the field. The
preference for explanation over interpretation and critical
analysis prevents the normalization of research approaches
such as narrative inquiry, despite their great potential. The
theoretical orientation and methodological tools of narra-
tive inquiry are relatively absent from the curricula of our
doctoral programs. The products of this type of research
are not as readily available in many of the prime journals
of the field. Constructive exchanges among researchers
engaged in different modes of research are less frequent,
as each goes about their ways, doing their own work. Our
goal has been to explore the implications and value of fully
embracing the narrative turn in the field, hoping to deepen
a conversation that has key implications for addressing the
big questions and challenges we face.

Yet, we also recognize that narrative inquiry is not a
panacea, but is most suitable for doing research concerned
with the “systematic study of personal experience and
meaning: how events have been constructed by active sub-
jects” (Riessman 2002, 263). Rather than promoting nar-
rative inquiry as the best approach to research, our point is
that interpretive approaches to research are valid and can
complement more traditional explanatory approaches that
answer different questions better and elevate other, more
logicorational ways of knowing. Both of these approaches
produce valid knowledge relevant to the theory and prac-
tice of public administration. Thus, we advocate for a plu-
ralist view in which competing approaches to inquiry are
nurtured and supported.

To continue to develop this argument, in the second ar-
ticle of this series we will address the methodological is-
sues related to narrative inquiry. We will discuss when nar-
rative inquiry is an appropriate research choice. We will
also focus on standards for judging the quality of interpre-
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tive work, addressing the question of how good narrative
research can be done in public administration. To engage
this discussion, we will offer a more elaborate map of the
various approaches to narrative inquiry that we find in pub-
lic administration. We will discuss the methodological chal-
lenges, opportunities, and techniques associated with each,
using empirical examples from our own project and from
other research in the field. Finally, in the third article we
will return to explore in depth the potential role of narra-
tive inquiry in continuing to cultivate connectedness be-
tween academicians and practitioners, and for contribut-
ing to reducing the theory–practice gap.

It is about time we engage in conversations that acknowl-
edge the contributions of the narrative turn in public ad-
ministration and to give narrative inquiry and other forms
of interpretive inquiry their place in the field. It is about
time to catch method up to meaning. To arrive there, both
academicians and practitioners in the field must first stop
taking their assumptions for granted. We must articulate
these assumptions clearly, and then we must make sure
there is a logical, clear connection between our assump-
tions and the choices we make in research, the claims we
make about the results of that research, and the uses we
give to these claims.

Acknowledgments

We want to thank Ellen Schall for her excellent suggestions
as we were writing this article and for her invaluable contribu-
tions as an active member of the research team during the first
cycle of the research project we describe here. Many thanks to
Marian Krauskopf for her feedback on an earlier draft of this
article. Thanks also to Randall K. Johnson for his thoughtful
research assistance and for his well-crafted write-ups, many of
which became embedded in the text of this article.

Our experience in the Research and Documentation compo-
nent of the Leadership for a Changing World (LCW) program
informs the ideas we have developed in this article. We would
like to acknowledge the many contributions of coresearchers and
partners who, over the course of the years, have been active par-
ticipants in shaping our learning. We would also like thank the
Ford Foundation for its generous support of the LCW research.

Notes

11. This research is part of a larger program, Leadership for a
Changing World, developed by the Ford Foundation in part-
nership with the Advocacy Institute and the Research Cen-
ter for Leadership in Action, at Wagner/New York Univer-
sity. For more information, please visit the research link at
www.leadershipforchange.org.

12. See Ospina et al. (2004) for a glimpse of this complexity
and for the story of the first encounters between the pro-
gram practitioners and the research group.

13. Discourse analysis focuses on the structure of the argument
presented in a text, and content analysis focuses on the quan-
tity and quality of ideas represented in a text.

14. Formal narrative analysis distinguishes story (the events
depicted) from narrative (the showing or telling of these
events and the way they are told) (Cobley 2001). We use
them interchangeably here.

15. The emergence of cultural studies as a discipline expanded
the scope of a theoretical approach to narrative (indepen-
dent of literary studies, and applicable to diverse fields) and
expanded the focus from written texts to include other forms
of representation, such as films, advertisements, and jokes
(Soderberg 2003; Currie 1998).

16. White (1999) refers to a third mode of research that is based
on critical reasoning as an additional way of seeing. Criti-
cal researchers, he argues, aim to uncover false beliefs about
reality so people can see how these beliefs constrain action
and change.

17. Postpositivism is an updated version of positivism, using
the same assumptions within a more sophisticated method-
ological tool kit that address some of the critiques.

18. Marini, Frederickson, Dunn, Harmon, Hummel, Stivers,
Balfour, Peters, Denhardt, Miller and Farmer are only a few
of those exploring alternatives to traditional research, draw-
ing from philosophical traditions as varied as existential-
ism, phenomenology, critical theory, action theory, femi-
nism, psychoanalysis, hermeneutics, and postmodernism
(White 1999).

19. Stafford (1996) has pioneered the idea of coproduction of
knowledge as a way to incorporate the perspective of people
of color in public policy debates.

10. For a fuller description of these three streams and how they
relate to each other, see Ospina and Ospina and Schall (2001)
and Schall et al. (2004).
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