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Introduction

Context Setting: Research Practices in the Indo-Pacific

In recent decades, the Indo-Pacific region has witnessed a proliferation of research agendas
linked to development, climate change, urbanisation, and livelihoods among other burning topics
in the developing nations. Yet despite the increasing emphasis on inclusivity and participatory
knowledge systems, research practices remain deeply shaped by extractive and hierarchical
traditions. Scholars have argued that research in this context is often externally driven,
prioritizing donor priorities, state policy frameworks, or academic incentives over the lived
realities of local communities (McHugh, Kennedy, & Wright, 2024; Gorman, 2023). This has
resulted in the production of knowledge that circulates predominantly within academic and
policy silos, rarely feeding back into or benefiting the communities from whom it is extracted.

The architecture of research in the region continues to mirror broader global inequities in
knowledge production. As Connell (2007) highlights, much of the Global South is positioned as
a “data mine” for theories generated in the North, reinforcing epistemic hierarchies that
marginalise local knowledge systems. In the Indo-Pacific, these hierarchies are further reinforced
through expert-driven methodologies and project-based approaches that frame communities
primarily as sources of data or beneficiaries, rather than as co-producers of knowledge. The
result is a form of knowledge extraction, wherein the experiences of marginalised groups are
reduced to “evidence” for externally defined agendas, thereby denying them agency in shaping
research priorities or outcomes.

This disconnect has significant implications for marginalised populations in the region,
particularly women, indigenous groups, and migrant workers, whose perspectives remain
peripheral to mainstream knowledge-making. For instance, research on urban livelihoods has
expanded; it seldom captures the structural barriers — such as time poverty, gendered



responsibilities, or lack of documentation — that define the everyday struggles of marginalised
people. The absence of participatory approaches reinforces their invisibility, leaving the most
vulnerable excluded from processes that directly impact their lives.

The persistence of extractive methodologies also undermines the transformative potential of
research. As Tandon and Singh (2016) highlight, democratic knowledge production requires not
only technical inclusion of marginalised voices but also a fundamental shift in power relations
between researchers and communities. Without such a shift, research risks reproducing the very
inequalities it seeks to address, serving the interests of institutions and policymakers rather than
those of affected communities.

Against this backdrop, participatory research offers a critical counterpoint. By recognising
communities as knowledge holders and co-investigators, it challenges the dominant logics of
extraction and hierarchy. The present study builds on this critique to explore how participatory
research can transform knowledge production in the Indo-Pacific, particularly when applied to
contexts of acute precarity such as the lives of women domestic workers in India’s urban centres.

Problem Statement

While research in the Indo-Pacific has generated extensive documentation of poverty, labour
exploitation, gender inequities, and displacement, the communities whose lives these studies
ostensibly centre remain largely marginalised in the research process. Research methodologies
are frequently shaped by the priorities of academic institutions, donors, or policy frameworks,
rather than the concerns and aspirations of those most affected. Consequently, studies often
capture the symptoms of inequality but rarely engage with the structural changes required to
address them.

The extractive nature of these practices reinforces a power imbalance — communities are
positioned as “subjects of data” rather than as knowledge-holders capable of analysing and
proposing solutions. While such approaches may produce compelling evidence of hardship,
including poor housing conditions, informal labour precarity, or exposure to gender-based
violence, they seldom enable communities to influence agendas for redress. As a result, research
outputs frequently circulate within academic journals or policy reports, with limited feedback or
tangible impact at the ground level.

This disconnect reflects a deeper knowledge-based problem: — knowledge production privileges
external expertise while discounting lived experiences. Consequently, research outputs, though
valuable in diagnosing causes, remain limited in their capacity to generate solutions that resonate
with or empower communities. Rather than catalysing agency or fostering ownership, such
outputs risk perpetuating the very hierarchies of voice and power they purport to critique.

Research Questions and Objectives



This paper is guided by a set of interrelated research questions that seek to interrogate not only
the methodology of research but also the politics of knowledge production. In light of the
persistence of extractive and hierarchical approaches, the central inquiry is: Why participatory
research?

The first objective is to explore what participatory research (PR) offers as an alternative
framework. Unlike conventional methodologies that document lived realities from an external
vantage point, PR begins from within communities. It recognises marginalised groups — such as
women domestic workers — not merely as informants, but as knowledge-holders, capable of
analysing their own conditions and proposing strategies for change. By asking “why
participatory research?” the paper aims to evaluate how this approach addresses structural gaps
in mainstream research that often silences or dilutes community voices.

The second question — What does participatory research reveal? — is concerned with the depth
and quality of knowledge generated when communities lead or co-lead the research process.
Participatory approaches often surface issues that remain obscured in standard methodologies —
the emotional toll of precarity, the hidden dynamics of workplace harassment, or the
complexities of navigating migration, livelihood and survival. These are not simply “data points”
but layered insights rooted in lived experiences. The objective here is to show how PR makes
visible forms of knowledge that are relational, affective, and contextually situated dimensions
often invisible in quantitative or top-down qualitative studies

The third guiding question — What can participatory research change in the mainstream
discourse of research practices? — is both about knowledge and politics. It explores how
participatory research challenges existing hierarchies by sharing authority and recognising the
expertise of communities themselves. It questions the idea that only academics or institutions
hold knowledge and shows that communities can analyse and understand their own situations.
This is more than a procedural change; it affects what is considered valid knowledge, how
evidence shapes policy, and whose perspectives guide interventions. Participatory research can
therefore move research beyond simply describing problems, enabling it to support social change
and strengthen collective agency.

Taken together, these research questions position participatory research as more than a
methodology; it is an ethical and political stance that reorients the purpose of knowledge
production towards accountability, reciprocity, and justice.

Contribution

This paper makes both methodological and political contributions by challenging dominant
paradigms of research in the Indo-Pacific. Conventional approaches frequently frame
marginalised groups as passive subjects of inquiry, reinforcing extractive relationships between
institutions and communities. By centering participatory research with women domestic workers



in Delhi NCR, this study disrupts these hierarchies and demonstrates how knowledge can be
co-produced in ways that are ethical, situated, and actionable.

Methodologically, the paper contributes to debates on participatory approaches by showing how
research led by communities generates richer, more contextually embedded insights than
externally imposed agendas. Participatory processes surface otherwise invisible issues — such as
workplace harassment, time poverty, and the psychosocial costs of informality — that
conventional frameworks often overlook. These insights not only broaden the epistemic base of
research but also invite a rethinking of what constitutes “valid” evidence.

Politically, the paper argues that participatory research is not a neutral exercise but a practice of
redistribution. By shifting the locus of authority from academic institutions to workers
themselves, the study foregrounds the agency of women domestic workers as analysts of their
own conditions and as actors in social change. This challenges the privileging of institutional
expertise over lived experience and demonstrates how research can become a site of
empowerment, where participation itself fosters leadership, collective solidarity, and political
voice.

In doing so, the paper offers a critical methodological-political insight: participatory research is
not merely a tool for improved data collection but an intervention that reconfigures power
relations within the research process. It contributes to scholarship that calls for more democratic
and accountable knowledge systems, while also showing, through the case of women domestic
workers, how such systems can be realised in practice.

Literature Review & Conceptual Framework

A substantial body of scholarship has critiqued conventional research in the Global South for its
extractive tendencies and hierarchical orientation. Traditional methodologies often treat
communities as mere sources of data rather than as collaborators in knowledge creation. Escobar
(1995), in his critique of development discourse, highlights how research practices frequently
prioritise the perspectives of external experts while marginalising local knowledge. Similarly,
Mosse (2005) shows through his ethnographic work in India that research and evaluation
processes are often structured to serve institutional agendas, rather than to reflect the lived
realities of local communities.

In practical terms, this extractive approach results in findings that are largely produced for
academic journals, policy briefs, or donor reports, leaving the communities under study with
limited access or influence over the outcomes. Cornwall and Brock (2005) warn that concepts
such as “participation” and “empowerment” are frequently used rhetorically to legitimise
top-down projects rather than to genuinely democratise knowledge. These dynamics are
particularly visible in the Indo-Pacific context, where urban research on informal labour often



relies heavily on census data and large-scale surveys (Singh, 2021). While such methods capture
macro-level trends in migration and employment, they obscure the everyday experiences and
coping strategies of women in informal work. As a result, research frequently identifies poverty,
precarity, or marginalisation without adequately engaging with the social processes through
which communities navigate, resist, and adapt to these structural constraints.

Participatory research (PR) emerged in the 1970s as a critique and alternative to such extractive
approaches. Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) provided its philosophical
foundation by advancing the idea that education and knowledge production should build
conscientisation — critical awareness among oppressed groups of their social and political
conditions. This thinking directly influenced Orlando Fals-Borda’s participatory action research
in Latin America, which positioned marginalised communities not as objects of study but as
co-investigators who define questions, generate evidence, and mobilise findings for action
(Diaz-Arévalo, 2022).

PR is distinct from conventional qualitative research in that it explicitly links the process of
knowledge generation with the pursuit of social transformation. As Hall (2005) explains, PR
seeks to ‘“democratise knowledge” by redistributing control over research agendas,
methodologies, and outcomes. Rather than privileging the detached stance of the academic, PR
acknowledges that knowledge is situated, relational, and deeply tied to lived experience. Reason
and Bradbury (2008) describe PR as a family of practices which include participatory action
research, feminist research, and community-based research, that share a commitment to equity,
reciprocity, and collective agency.

The scope of PR extends beyond producing insights; it creates platforms for collective voice and
agency. Gaventa and Cornwall (2006) note that PR interventions are often designed to expand
the boundaries of the possible by enabling marginalised groups to speak, organise, and influence
structures of power. This makes PR simultaneously a methodological and political project,
challenging hierarchies of whose knowledge counts in both academia and policy.

Linked closely to PR is the idea of knowledge democracy, which calls for recognising multiple
forms of knowledge — academic, experiential, indigenous, and practitioner-based — as equally
valid in shaping research and action. Hall and Tandon (2017) argue that higher education and
formal research institutions often perpetuate “epistemicide” by devaluing non-academic forms of
knowledge. Knowledge democracy insists on plural epistemologies, where the lived realities of
marginalised groups are not “case studies” but constitutive elements of theory-building. This
framework is especially relevant for labour and gender studies, where worker voices are often
absent from dominant discourses.

Domestic Workers in Research: Missing Voices



In India, scholarship on domestic work has largely highlighted its precarious conditions —
irregular wages, lack of contracts, and absence of social protection (Neetha, 2018). International
Labour Organization (2015) reports have provided critical global and national estimates of the
scale of exploitation faced by domestic workers. Yet, much of this literature adopts a structural
lens, treating workers primarily as examples of vulnerability within the informal economy.

For example, Neetha and Palriwala (2011) analyse the absence of legal frameworks protecting
domestic workers, while Kundu (2021) situates domestic work within urban informality. Both
contributions are invaluable in mapping systemic neglect, but they largely fail to capture how
women workers themselves articulate their needs, strategies, and aspirations. Even studies
attentive to gendered dimensions of labour often frame women workers as passive recipients of
exploitation rather than as agents engaged in resistance, negotiation, and solidarity-building.

A more limited body of participatory and feminist research presents a nuanced perspective,
portraying domestic workers not merely as passive victims but as active agents who negotiate
their working conditions. Bino Paul, Murthy, and Datta (2018) demonstrate, through
survey-based evidence, that many women engage in strategies to challenge wage disparities and
secure improved conditions. Despite these insights, such studies are relatively rare, leaving the
everyday practices of resistance, such as asserting rest breaks, forming self-help collectives, or
negotiating collectively, largely overlooked in the literature.

This paper identifies a critical gap at the intersection of labour, gender, and research
methodology. While the literature has established the structural vulnerabilities of domestic
workers, it has not sufficiently explored research as a process of empowerment and
agency-building. Conventional approaches highlight causes (exploitation, precarity, exclusion)
but are less attentive to solutions generated by workers themselves. Participatory research, by
contrast, positions women domestic workers as co-creators of knowledge, enabling them to
define priorities, articulate challenges, and imagine alternatives.

In this sense, PR is not just research, but an ongoing process that builds dignity, voice, and
solidarity. It opens methodological and political possibilities for bridging the distance between
research and social change. By embedding inquiry within community realities, PR ensures that
findings are not only academically robust but also actionable and transformative.

Participatory Research in Gender and Labour Studies

Participatory research (PR) in gender and labour studies shifts focus from merely documenting
disadvantage to enabling collective analysis and action. Feminist PR highlights how gendered
power relations shape both what counts as knowledge and who produces it. Early work by Freire
and Fals-Borda emphasised that marginalised groups can act as co-investigators, linking
reflection with action. Building on this, feminist scholars adapted participatory methods to



surface women’s everyday experiences, politicise domestic and care work, and use research as a
tool for organising.

Methodologically, feminist PR stresses reflexivity, ethical reciprocity, and centring embodied
knowledge. Cornwall and Jewkes (1995) highlight that participatory approaches foreground
collaboration in defining problems and analysing data, which is crucial for sensitive topics like
workplace harassment or unpaid care. Techniques such as participatory mapping, story circles,
and photo-voice (Kindon, Pain, & Kesby, 2007) enable participants to represent complex
realities of domestic labour, time poverty, and employer control in ways that conventional
surveys cannot.

In labour studies, participatory research has highlighted informal and precarious work while
simultaneously supporting collective organisation and advocacy. Organisations such as WIEGO
and SEWA illustrate how evidence co-produced with workers can directly inform policy and
practical interventions. Academic studies further complement this approach by combining survey
data with qualitative narratives, thereby capturing coping strategies, negotiation processes, and
collective practices among women workers.

Participatory methods also reveal less visible harms, including the emotional and physical
burdens of domestic work, and translate these insights into actionable recommendations. As
Reason and Bradbury (2008) observe, such initiatives often generate enduring support networks
and local mechanisms for redress. At the same time, scholars emphasise the risks of tokenistic
participation, underscoring the importance of reflexivity, sustained engagement, and careful
attention to power dynamics to ensure that participatory research genuinely empowers
participants and contributes to meaningful change.

Methodology

This paper employs a qualitative approach, combining secondary data analysis, comparative
review of existing research, and critical reflection on community-based participatory research
(CBPR) conducted with women domestic workers (WDW) in Delhi NCR. The aim is to
foreground the lived experiences and agency of domestic workers while situating them within
broader debates on labour, gender, and informality.

Secondary Data and Literature Analysis

A wide range of academic and policy literature on participatory research, gendered labour, and
informal work was reviewed. Comparative analysis highlighted the limitations of conventional
research paradigms, particularly their extractive tendencies and failure to translate findings into
solutions or community ownership.



Community-Based Participatory Research with Women Domestic Workers

The study draws on CBPR initiatives led by the Martha Farrell Foundation (MFF) over several
years. These processes prioritised co-creation of knowledge and action rather than one-off data
collection. Key methods included participatory safety audits, where women collectively mapped
public and private spaces to identify risks of harassment and strategies for safer mobility. Artistic
methods such as theatre, storytelling, and drawing allowed women to express experiences of
violence and discrimination that are often silenced in conventional research. Problem
identification workshops enabled participants to set their own research priorities, ranging from
wage insecurity to lack of social protection. Findings from these participatory processes were
channelled into advocacy campaigns that pressed for recognition of domestic work in law and
policy. Success stories and case studies demonstrated how collective knowledge production
enabled women to negotiate better wages, resist harassment, or access entitlements.

This paper contrasts knowledge generated through conventional academic studies with insights
produced through CBPR, showing how participatory approaches not only produce different data
but also different forms of agency, shifting domestic workers from research subjects to
knowledge producers and advocates.

Case Study: Women Domestic Workers in Delhi NCR

Lives and Struggles of Women Domestic Workers in India

The lives of women domestic workers in India unfold within overlapping realities of migration,
informality, and gender inequality. Many women move from rural and tribal areas to cities in
search of work, driven by poverty, agrarian distress, and lack of livelihood options. Migration
often becomes a matter of survival rather than choice. In urban areas, these women enter the
informal economy, where work is insecure, poorly paid, and largely unregulated. Domestic work
is one of the most common forms of employment available, offering immediate income but very
little protection or recognition.

Domestic work occupies a complex position in India’s labour market. It is essential to urban life,
yet undervalued and unprotected. Most domestic workers have no written contracts or fixed
employment terms. Payments are negotiated verbally and can change at the employer’s
convenience. There are no social security benefits, health insurance, or paid leave, and dismissal
without notice is common. The work is physically demanding, repetitive, and carried out in the
private space of the employer’s home, making it invisible to public scrutiny and state regulation.

For migrant women, vulnerability is intensified by displacement from home and community.
Many live in informal settlements with limited access to clean water, healthcare, and childcare.



Their mobility is often restricted by employers and social norms that police women’s
movements. Most commute long hours by foot or public transport, starting early and finishing
late. Despite their contribution to the urban economy, they are rarely recognised as workers. The
absence of identity documents also prevents access to welfare schemes or public services.

The structure of domestic work reflects historical hierarchies of caste and gender. Most domestic
workers come from Dalit, Adivasi, or other marginalised communities, while employers often
belong to upper-caste, middle-class households. Employers may maintain separate utensils or
restrict workers’ access to certain areas, reproducing notions of purity and pollution, and
showing how caste discrimination persists in urban contexts. The home, often a site of care,
becomes a space where power and inequality are reproduced.

Domestic work also mirrors gendered assumptions about labour. Tasks such as cooking,
cleaning, and caregiving are considered extensions of women’s natural household roles. Because
this work is associated with femininity and care, it is undervalued socially and economically. The
skills, effort, and time spent maintaining households are taken for granted. The economy relies
heavily on this invisible labour, yet it remains excluded from measures of productivity and value.

Legal frameworks offer limited protection. Some states include domestic workers under
minimum wage notifications, but enforcement is weak. There is no national law recognising
domestic work as formal employment, leaving women dependent on employers’ goodwill. Even
policies like the Prevention of Sexual Harassment (PoSH) Act are difficult to apply in private
homes, as the private sphere is treated as beyond labour regulation. This separation has profound
consequences for women’s rights and safety.

Despite these constraints, domestic workers have organised themselves into collectives and
unions to demand better wages, weekly rest days, and recognition as workers. They are
challenging exploitative conditions and broader social hierarchies that devalue their labour. Their
collective action shows that agency and resistance persist, gradually transforming domestic work
from invisible servitude to recognised and legitimate labour.

The situation of women domestic workers highlights deep links between gender, caste, class, and
informality. Their experiences expose how the labour that sustains households and the urban
economy continues to be excluded from formal recognition. Understanding their position
requires acknowledging that economic growth depends on the invisible and undervalued labour
of women from marginalised backgrounds.

Participatory Research in Action: The Main Bhi Programme

The Martha Farrell Foundation’s Main Bhi programme is one of the few initiatives in India
addressing sexual and gender-based violence among women informal workers and focuses on
making the workplace safe for them. . Designed and implemented collaboratively with women



working in the informal sector, the programme empowers women to speak up against violence,
file complaints, and seek justice for experiences of violence and sexual harassment at workplace.
Simultaneously, it engages with government and other stakeholders like employers, police to
support women informal workers in accessing their rights and holding institutions accountable
for safe workplaces.

Supported by the UN Trust Fund (from the year 2021 - 2024) to End Violence against Women,
the Main Bhi programme worked with women domestic workers in Delhi and Haryana to
challenge the status quo and address sexual harassment in their world of work (Martha Farrell
Foundation, 2025). The programme not only built capacities to understand the Sexual
Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act (PoSH Act)
and its reporting mechanisms, but also engaged government stakeholders and institutions to
ensure accountability and effective functioning of justice delivery systems. At its core, Main Bhi
followed a community-led participatory research approach, with women domestic workers as
active knowledge producers. Their lived experiences, insights, and agency shaped every stage of
the research, from problem identification to advocacy, ensuring that the knowledge generated
reflects their realities rather than externally imposed assumptions.

Sexual harassment is one of the most under-reported forms of violence (Martha Farrell
Foundation, n.d.), and domestic workers face particular vulnerability because their workplace is
someone else’s home. Many are migrant women, navigating precarious livelihoods, social
stigma, and fear of job loss. Recognising these structural barriers, the programme deliberately
avoided asking women to disclose personal experiences at the outset. Instead, the initial phase
focused on trust-building through listening circles, where women discussed daily challenges in
their homes, workplaces, and communities. Using participatory tools, they collectively identified
problems, explored root causes, and discussed impacts on their lives and work. Over time, these
discussions expanded to harassment and discrimination, including verbal, non-verbal, and
physical abuse during commutes and at workplaces, as well as exclusion from basic facilities.

Women documented these experiences creatively on fabric pieces, which were later sewn
together into an eight-metre-long sari, representing collective experiences rather than individual
exposure. This method enabled women to exercise agency in knowledge production (Martha
Farrell Foundation, 2020), ensuring their voices were represented safely and powerfully. Once
trust was established, the sari was presented to the Deputy Chief Minister of Delhi, symbolising
the systemic issues faced by domestic workers and advocating for formal recognition under the
POSH Act.

As a result of this advocacy, Local Committees (LCs) were formed. These committees are
institutional mechanisms intended to strengthen accountability, ensure survivor-centred
responses, and make justice delivery systems more accessible to informal workers under the
PoSH Act.. By combining community-led evidence with policy engagement, the programme



demonstrated how participatory research can translate lived experiences into actionable reforms,
amplifying marginalised voices while creating systemic change and enhancing the agency of
women domestic workers.

Community-Led Accountability and Institutional Engagement

In addition to the study described above, another case from the Main Bhi programme illustrates
how participatory research can lead to sustainable systemic change. Women domestic workers
discovered that Local Committees (LCs), intended to provide a formal redressal mechanism for
sexual harassment in the informal sector, were largely non-functional at the district level.
Although these committees existed on paper, they were inaccessible to women and had failed to
serve their intended purpose.

Through participatory sessions, women first familiarised themselves with their rights under the
law, the role and responsibilities of LCs, and the procedures for reporting sexual harassment.
They quickly recognised a critical gap: while they understood what constituted harassment and
how to seek redress, the institutional mechanism in their districts was absent or dormant. This
realisation sparked collective reflection and action.

Drawing on their own knowledge and agency, women designed a demand campaign targeting the
district administration. They decided to submit written representations, postcards, and formal
letters highlighting the absence of functional LCs and urging accountability. Over 3,000 women
domestic workers across Delhi participated in the campaign, travelling in small groups of 40-50
to district offices to submit their postcards and directly question the administration.

The response was tangible. Within months, multiple districts published the names and contact
numbers of local committees, and several committees conducted training sessions with domestic
workers, building trust and demonstrating responsiveness. Women reported that they now felt
confident in approaching the committees and understood how to navigate redressal processes.

This case demonstrates the transformative potential of community-led participatory research
(Poddar, 2021). By centering women’s lived experiences, creating safe spaces for dialogue, and
facilitating collective decision-making, the campaign enabled domestic workers to not only
demand accountability but also develop the knowledge, confidence, and preparedness to engage
with justice mechanisms in the future. It exemplifies how participatory approaches can produce
empowered communities and sustainable systemic solutions.

Collective Action in Jasola Vihar



When participatory research is conducted with the community, centring their knowledge and
lived experiences, it cultivates collective strength. This was clearly evident during a participatory
session Jasola Vihar, Delhi, where women domestic workers gathered to discuss challenges they
face in their workplaces and communities. The session was structured as a listening circle,
creating a safe space for women to share experiences without pressure, while collectively
identifying common problems.

During the session, two women shared with the group that they knew of two other domestic
workers who had been confined by an employer against their will for over a month, denied
wages, provided only one meal a day, and subjected to verbal abuse. This revelation sparked
concern among the participants, highlighting the prevalence of abuse and the urgency of
collective action.

The group collectively decided to respond immediately. Almost 80 domestic workers mobilised
to confront the employer, accompanied by the two women who had reported the incident. They
involved the police, ensured the release of the confined workers, recovered pending wages, and
supported their reintegration into safe employment.

This case exemplifies the democratic and empowering nature of participatory research and
action. The process allows participants to analyse problems, question the status quo, and actively
design solutions, rather than merely responding to external prompts. It fosters solidarity,
collective voice, and coordinated action, turning individual accounts of injustice into shared
knowledge and tangible outcomes.

In this instance, participatory research transformed lived experiences into direct action,
demonstrating that community-led approaches strengthen agency, cultivate leadership, and
mobilise communities to address structural inequities. Participants become co-creators of
knowledge, identifying problems, reflecting on root causes, and designing interventions together.
This process embodies the principles of empowerment, collective problem-solving, and
democratic participation, showing how research can simultaneously document, analyse, and
remedy systemic injustices.

Grassroots Knowledge and Policy Influence

Participatory research and community-based action represent a process that can elevate
grassroots voices all the way to policy-making. A compelling example of this is evident in the
work of women domestic workers under the Main Bhi programme. These women engaged in
extensive dialogue with other informal women workers, including those in construction and
garment sectors, to understand the forms and manifestations of sexual harassment in diverse
workplaces (Martha Farrell Foundation, 2022).



The insights and conclusions drawn from these discussions were then presented by women
domestic worker leaders in a consultation with the Local Committees (LCs) (Martha Farrell
Foundation, 2024). This process achieved two critical outcomes. First, it challenged conventional
notions of status and power dynamics — the women claimed ownership of their knowledge and
directly shared it with institutional actors, asserting that the Local Committees were accountable
to them. Second, it sensitised the Local Committees to their responsibilities, prompting them to
collaboratively identify strategies to address the long-standing neglect of women informal
workers.

Taking these insights into account, a joint effort between the women leaders and Local
Committees led to the creation of a policy brief focused on the effective and comprehensive
implementation of the PoSH Act for informal sector women (Martha Farrell Foundation, 2024).
This policy brief became a tool for advocacy at higher levels, generating sustained dialogue
across the country regarding the accessibility and effectiveness of the Act.

Subsequently, UN Women India approached the Martha Farrell Foundation to contribute to a set
of recommendations for the Ministry of Women and Child Development. The policy brief,
co-created by grassroots women workers and Local Committees, was shared with UN Women,
who then presented it to the Ministry. This trajectory demonstrates that even in contexts where
isolated efforts may struggle to gain traction, a process rooted in genuine community
participation can successfully transmit the voices of the marginalised to national-level policy
discussions. Grassroots knowledge, when mobilised collectively, not only documents lived
realities but also drives systemic change.

Participatory Safety Audits: Expanding Understanding of Safety

Participatory research is never limited to a single issue. While the initial focus for women
domestic workers was on violence and sexual harassment, the process empowered the
community to broaden the conversation, inviting others to participate and collectively reflect on
what safety means and how balance can be achieved within their environments.

To explore this in depth, women domestic workers conducted a participatory safety audit of their
localities, workplaces, and surrounding areas (Martha Farrell Foundation, 2024). They mapped
spaces where they felt safe, where they did not, and analysed the reasons behind these
perceptions. This process went beyond assessing physical infrastructure; it centred on lived
experiences, personal encounters, and the insights of community members regarding safety.
Unlike top-down approaches to safety, the participatory safety audit incorporated community
knowledge, documenting not just the presence of risks but the real experiences of women
navigating their environments daily.

The women themselves decided how to use the findings. They identified relevant stakeholders —
not their employers, but local authorities and civic bodies — as partners in addressing safety



concerns. They shared the safety maps with the local police to address instances of harassment
during evening hours, with ward councillors and Members of Legislative Assembly (MLAs),
highlighting roads and public spaces that were unsafe due to loitering men, substance use, or lack
of infrastructure. Actions were taken in response — parks were cleaned, seating spaces were made
safe for women and girls, and awareness sessions on sexual harassment were organised in
localities. Additionally, the domestic workers met with Resident Welfare Associations (RWAs) to
raise concerns regarding safety when they come to work and collaboratively design
interventions.

This example illustrates how participatory research and community-based approaches amplify
women’s voices, enabling them to become leaders of their own advocacy. Women domestic
workers not only identified problems but also determined solutions, mobilising collective action
to influence local governance and policy. The process demonstrates that participatory research is
not merely a method of data collection — it is a transformative practice that cultivates agency,
strengthens leadership, and ensures that grassroots knowledge directly informs tangible action
and systemic change.

Findings and Analysis

Research Ownership and Agenda-Setting

One of the most significant outcomes of the participatory approach is the redistribution of power
in setting the research agenda. In conventional research, questions are pre-determined by external
researchers, often reflecting institutional, academic, or donor priorities, which can marginalise
the concerns of the communities being studied. In contrast, the women domestic workers
actively determined which issues mattered most to them. They identified wage insecurity,
harassment by employers, exploitative practices of placement agencies, and the lack of
recognition of domestic work as priorities. This process of agenda-setting was not merely
procedural; it represented a fundamental shift in who has the authority to define what counts as
relevant knowledge. By leading the identification of research topics, women positioned
themselves as active participants whose lived experiences dictated the focus and direction of
inquiry. This finding underscores how participatory research transforms research from an
extractive exercise into a collaborative process that values local insight, ensuring that the
questions asked are rooted in lived realities rather than externally imposed assumptions.

Surfacing Silenced Issues

Participatory research enables the articulation of issues that traditional research methodologies
often fail to capture. Experiences of harassment within households, subtle forms of
discrimination, pressures from exploitative placement agencies, and the emotional and physical



toll of domestic work were highlighted by participants through creative and collaborative
methods. These issues are rarely represented in conventional research, which tends to focus on
measurable or easily quantifiable data, such as income levels or employment statistics. By using
tools such as story circles, visual mapping, and collective problem identification, women
domestic workers articulated the complexities of their work and the nuances of power dynamics
in both domestic and public spaces. The process not only revealed the hidden dimensions of
precarity but also made visible the relational and affective experiences of the women,
demonstrating that participatory research has the capacity to surface knowledge that is deeply
contextual and otherwise overlooked, thereby challenging the narrow focus of conventional
knowledge production.

Trust-Building and Collective Voice

Another crucial finding is the role of participatory research in building trust and fostering a
collective voice among participants. Women domestic workers often face social stigma, fear of
reprisal, and isolation due to the private nature of their workplaces. Participatory processes
created safe, structured spaces where women could share sensitive experiences, reflect on shared
challenges, and collectively analyse the causes and consequences of exploitation. The gradual
development of trust enabled conversations about deeply personal and difficult topics, such as
harassment and abusive practices, that might have remained silenced in conventional research
settings. Beyond facilitating dialogue, this trust created the conditions for collective reflection
and analysis, allowing women to construct shared understandings of structural barriers and
potential interventions. This demonstrates that participatory research is not just a method for
collecting data but a transformative process that strengthens solidarity, mutual understanding,
and collective reasoning.

From Subjects to Agents

Participatory research reconfigured the role of women domestic workers from passive subjects of
inquiry to active agents of change. Engagement in problem identification, data collection, and
advocacy empowered participants to see themselves as capable of analysing their circumstances,
proposing solutions, and influencing outcomes. This transformation went beyond personal
confidence; it was about cultivating collective agency and leadership. Women began to view
their labour, experiences, and insights as knowledge of value, giving them legitimacy in
engaging with institutional actors and shaping discourse around domestic work. This finding
highlights that participatory research functions as a tool for empowerment, enabling participants
not only to contribute knowledge but to use it strategically to negotiate, resist, and effect change
in their social and professional environments.

Collective Learning and Capacity Building



Participatory research processes also created opportunities for capacity building and mutual
learning. Women developed skills in mapping, documentation, problem analysis, and advocacy,
which they then applied in practical contexts such as engaging with authorities or advocating for
their rights. Knowledge was co-created through iterative processes of discussion, reflection, and
action, ensuring that participants gained both insight and practical skills. This finding illustrates
that participatory research simultaneously generates knowledge and builds competencies, making
it a dual process of epistemic and pedagogical growth. It also reinforces the idea that research
can cultivate enduring capabilities within communities, rather than being a one-off data
collection exercise.

Collective Knowledge Ownership and Policy Influence

Participatory research enabled the women to collectively own the knowledge produced,
determining how it was interpreted, shared, and applied. Unlike conventional studies, where data
is often controlled by external researchers, this approach ensured that insights were mobilised for
advocacy and systemic change. Women used their collectively generated knowledge to engage
with local authorities, influence policy discussions, and shape institutional practices. For
instance, community-led evidence guided the creation of tools for accountability and informed
policy recommendations, demonstrating that participatory knowledge production can reach
beyond the research site and influence governance. This highlights that participatory research is
not merely an academic exercise but a mechanism for amplifying marginalised voices and
translating experiential knowledge into actionable change.

Sustained Collective Agency

Finally, participatory research fostered sustained collective agency. Beyond immediate outputs,
the process strengthened women’s ability to act collectively, address new challenges, and
maintain engagement over time. The networks, shared understanding, and problem-solving
practices developed during the research continued to function as platforms for ongoing action,
including advocacy, conflict resolution, and community organisation. This enduring impact
illustrates that participatory research has transformative potential not only in knowledge
production but in building resilient structures for sustained empowerment and social change

Discussion

The participatory research with women domestic workers highlights the transformative potential
of community-led inquiry. By enabling participants to set the research agenda, the process
shifted authority from external researchers to the women themselves, centering issues that
directly affected their work and livelihoods. This approach reveals critical challenges such as
wage insecurity, harassment by employers, and exploitative practices by placement agencies,



which are often overlooked in conventional studies. It underscores how participatory methods
can capture nuanced, context-specific experiences that quantitative or externally driven research
frequently misses.

The study also demonstrates that participatory research fosters trust and collective voice.
Structured, safe spaces allowed women to share sensitive experiences and reflect on shared
challenges, which not only illuminated the complexities of domestic work, but also strengthened
solidarity and mutual understanding. This trust facilitated discussions on deeply personal and
systemic issues, creating conditions for informed collective decision-making and strategic action.

Moreover, the process redefined women’s roles from passive subjects to active agents. By
engaging in data collection, problem analysis, and advocacy, participants developed skills in
documentation, mapping, and policy engagement, translating experiential knowledge into
tangible influence on local governance and institutional practices.

Importantly, participatory research contributed to sustained collective agency. Networks and
shared problem-solving practices established through the study continue to function beyond
immediate outputs, enabling ongoing advocacy, conflict resolution, and community mobilisation.
These findings highlight that participatory research is not only a method for generating
knowledge but a catalyst for empowerment, leadership development, and systemic change within
marginalised communities.

Reflexivity and Limitations of the Paper

The study acknowledges the role of MFF as both facilitator and mediator, which may shape
outcomes. Limitations include the geographical focus on Delhi NCR, reliance on secondary data,
and the fact that insights reflect specific moments in ongoing participatory processes. These
considerations frame the findings as a situated exploration of how participatory research can
transform knowledge production and advocacy for women domestic workers.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that participatory research represents a significant departure from
traditional, extractive research paradigms, particularly in contexts marked by vulnerability,
precarity, and marginalisation. In conventional research, communities are often positioned as
passive subjects from whom data is extracted, with little influence over the research agenda or
outcomes. By contrast, participatory research with women domestic workers in Delhi NCR
illustrates that knowledge production can be reclaimed by those whose lives and labour are under
study, centring their experiences, insights, and agency. This reclamation transforms research
from a one-way process of extraction into a collaborative, co-creative endeavour that recognises
communities as legitimate knowledge-holders.



At its core, participatory research challenges epistemic hierarchies that prioritise external
expertise over lived experience. Women domestic workers, historically marginalised in both
labour and research discourses, were able, through participatory processes, to articulate their
priorities, surface hidden forms of harassment, and document structural inequities. By generating
knowledge from within the community, these processes reveal the complexities of informal
labour, gendered vulnerabilities, and social hierarchies in ways that conventional studies often
overlook. The research moves beyond describing problems, instead identifying, documenting
and analysing social invisibility, done by the women themselves, often using creative and
non-linear methods such as storytelling, art, and mapping exercises. These approaches not only
captured experiences that are difficult to quantify or formalise, but also legitimised participants’
knowledge as evidence. By recognising these everyday realities, participatory research broadens
the epistemic base of knowledge production, challenging the narrow definitions of what counts
as valid research.

Trust-building emerges as another crucial dimension of participatory research. Through sustained
engagement, listening circles, and collaborative problem-solving, participants were able to
discuss sensitive issues safely, collectively interpret experiences, and envision actionable
responses. This relational dimension of research ensures that insights are grounded in
authenticity, reflecting both individual perspectives and collective dynamics. The trust developed
through participatory methods enables communities to co-own research outputs, transforming
what might otherwise be abstract findings into actionable strategies for change.

Beyond individual and collective empowerment, participatory research demonstrates tangible
pathways to systemic impact. Women domestic workers translated insights into advocacy
campaigns, engagement with Local Committees, and policy briefs that influenced institutional
practices and governmental decision-making. This process underscores that participatory
knowledge production is not limited to documentation but is a mechanism for extending
community influence into policy and governance, bridging the gap between research and
real-world action. The approach exemplifies how knowledge generated collaboratively can both
diagnose inequalities and contribute to structural reforms.

While the potential of participatory research is evident, it is also essential to acknowledge the
risks and challenges inherent in these approaches. Tokenistic participation, co-option by
institutions, and uneven power dynamics within communities can compromise the authenticity
and transformative potential of participatory processes. Ensuring that participation is substantive
requires long-term engagement, reflexivity on the part of facilitators, and deliberate strategies to
maintain equitable representation. These safeguards are necessary to protect the integrity of
participatory research and to preserve its ethical and political commitments.to illuminate the
relational, affective, and structural dimensions of work, highlighting the knowledge embedded in
everyday practices and negotiations.



A key insight from this study is the centrality of research ownership and agenda-setting.
Participatory research enabled women workers to define the questions that mattered to them,
rather than responding to pre-set priorities determined by external actors. This shift in power is
both methodological and political — it demonstrates that communities can direct the focus of
inquiry, frame the analysis, and shape solutions. When participants exercise such authority,
research ceases to be a neutral exercise and becomes an instrument of empowerment, cultivating
leadership, collective decision-making, and critical reflection within the community itself.

The findings also illustrate the capacity of participatory research to surface silenced and
underexplored issues, including workplace harassment, exploitative placement agencies, and the
pervasive impact of time poverty on women’s ability to balance work, domestic responsibilities,
and personal well-being.
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