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Abstract

The severe restrictions placed upon face-to-face meetings during the Covid

pandemic in 2020/2021 created new challenges for the on-going research into

food systems in the Portsmouth community. The researchers had planned to

use soft action research which involves participants meeting face-to-face. The

restrictions that were imposed during the pandemic forbade such meetings

and created a new set of issues for the researchers to overcome. In this paper,

we describe how these shortcomings were addressed and introduce a novel

way of adapting soft action research through the use of Information and Com-

munication Technologies. The lessons learnt from our experiences will help

inform researchers and professionals using Soft methods of inquiry and open

opportunities for others to explore further the benefits and disadvantages of

online investigation.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In this paper, we discuss an action research inquiry into
the impact of ‘food deserts’ undertaken in the local com-
munity and how the research had to be adapted during
the restrictions of the 2020–2021 Covid-19 pandemic. The
research reported here had arisen from a critical evalua-
tion of the literature by the researcher who concluded
that a study involving a local community might enrich
the understanding of what is meant by this phenomenon.
This research would focus upon the experiences of citi-
zens in the Portsmouth community1 in order to gain an

appreciation of how access and provision of fresh fruit
and vegetables (FFV) affected them. This aspect of the
study was to be undertaken by adopting a method of soft
action research. Soft action research involves ‘finding out
from within’ which necessitates interaction between par-
ticipants, but this important aspect of the inquiry was not
possible because of government restrictions on group
meetings. The restrictions meant that a new way of
undertaking the cycle of action research (A/R) had to be
explored and the planned method of inquiry, the Appre-
ciative Inquiry Method (AIM), had to be adapted to work
in a virtual environment.

The purpose of this paper is to (i) summarise the liter-
ature on food deserts and why an investigation into a
local community was important, (ii) describe the method
of soft A/R and how it was used to gain understanding
from the local community and (iii) reflect upon lessons

1Portsmouth has the highest population density in the United Kingdom
(after London) and faces issues with poor health and life expectances in
the most deprived areas of the city (Portsmouth City Council, 2017,
Office for National Statistics 2013).
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learnt from the creation of a virtual A/R environment.
The paper is arranged as follows: first, the area of interest
and the outcome of a critical review of the literature; sec-
ond, the method chosen and how it was adapted because
of the restrictions on group meetings; third, the results;
and, finally, the lessons learnt from the inquiry.

2 | AREA OF INTEREST

The concept of food deserts is widely considered to be an
important issue by UK policy makers, who are concerned
with factors surrounding social exclusion and health
inequalities. The term is used as a means of identifying
‘populated urban areas with no access to healthy and
affordable food’ (Beaumont et al., 1995 cited in Lu &
Qiu, 2015; Cummins & Macintyre, 2002; Wrigley, 2002).
The epithet has been frequently used by academics and
community groups and has become a critical issue on the
political agenda. The work by Cummins and Macintyre
(2002) on the use of ‘factoids’ (assumptions or specula-
tions reported and repeated until they are considered
true) demonstrates a symptomatic concern for the lack of
supporting evidence and the ambiguity which food
deserts are being discussed in the context of policy mak-
ing. Ultimately, this has led to tenuous definitions that
undermine the credibility of the claim for the existence of
food deserts in urban areas in the United Kingdom
(Cummins & Macintyre, 2002; Wrigley, 2002) and no
agreement on a universal definition. It would seem that
much of the research has been undertaken without gain-
ing a holistic appreciation of its fundamental causes. For
example, there are still calls for a conceptual framework
(Walker et al., 2010; Wishon & Rene Villalobos, 2016)
and a better understanding of the underlying causes
(Bitler & Haider, 2011).

The lack of agreement in the literature has led to
questions being raised in academic circles and in the
wider society about the appropriateness of the definition
(Cummins, 2007; Reisig & Hobbiss, 2000). The majority
of corresponding literature focuses on quantitative stud-
ies which speak of spatial food access and poverty
(e.g., see the work of Bastian et al., 2017; Beaulac
et al., 2009; Guy & David, 2004; Larsen & Gilliland, 2009;
United States Department of Agriculture et al., 2009).
These reports focus on factors such as low income, dis-
tance to the shop and ethnicity, which are considered the
prime reasons for unequal access to food. But other stud-
ies present ‘food deserts’ as a more complex system and
include a combination of barriers and noneconomic con-
straints, such as customers' preferences (see
Weatherspoon et al., 2014), and education and customer
attitude (Shaw, 2006). Beaulac et al. (2009) show, in their

review of the ‘food desert’ literature between 1966 and
2007, that studies from high-income countries are not
generalisable in terms of universal patterns, laws or rules.
Although various methods were applied in these studies,
there was little consistency and no clear and comprehen-
sive definition. Similarly, the US-based systematic litera-
ture review by Walker et al. (2010) focuses mainly on the
exploration of the ethnic and low-income disparities in
‘food deserts’ but does not identify significant commonal-
ities to draw a universal theory. This is particularly the
case in the United Kingdom where there are different
customs and behaviours at regional and local level that
cannot be easily mapped on to the inferences drawn from
these studies. This adds support to the observation that
the inconsistency of measurements throughout the litera-
ture has not produced ‘one true’ or ‘objective reality’ or
universal definition that can be studied, observed or mea-
sured from a natural science or a reductionist-based
approach (see Saunders et al., 2016, p. 136). The criteria
on which these studies are based are inconsistent suggest-
ing it to be a more complex issue than it at first appeared.

Figure 1 below shows the sources where ‘food
deserts’ have been addressed in the literature, and it2

should be noted that about 70% of studies is undertaken
by researchers that are affiliated with institutions based
in the United States and Canada. This representation also
underpins the observation that ‘food deserts’ are investi-
gated predominantly from the traditional disciplines
(silos) with limited cross-disciplinary or multidisciplinary
research.

3 | HARD/SOFT METHODS OF
INQUIRY

A critical review of this literature showed there to be a
predominance of reductionist methods and a dearth of
interpretivist research. Previous investigations had been
mainly undertaken using mapping techniques or measur-
ing areas at high risk or areas with limited or no access to
fresh food in the cities (areas known as ‘food deserts’).
There arose no universal definition of food deserts, and it
is doubtful if the outcomes are easily translatable into
local communities. The literature research had identified
a gap in in terms of its universal applicability and rele-
vance at local level.

What is lacking from the literature is insight into the
‘real world’ experiences of those facing these perceived
deficiencies. Its root causes are not fully understood and

2The data were derived by a SCOPUS search for ‘food dessert’, ‘urban’
and ‘fruit and vegetable’ and are limited to four subject areas, namely,
Social Science, Economics, Arts and Business.

2 KRAMAROVA ET AL.



its fundamental practicalities yet to be explored. This
means that theoretical knowledge alone is not sufficient
for this type of research. While a limited number of stud-
ies3 have attempted to understand the dynamics and
complexity of ‘food desert’ from the stakeholders' per-
spective, it was clear that gaining insight into such a com-
plex issue needed to be understood in context.
Champion (2001, p. 63) suggests research within social
situations ‘… ought to be characterised by those involved
in the situation participating in the inquiry process and
collaborating with researchers’. Clearly, in order to do
this, the researcher had to engage with a representative
group who could share their experiences, that is,
Perceive–Judge–Act–Reflect, in order to reveal the sub-
jective nature of aspects of internal and personal knowl-
edge and experience that might be assigned to human
expertise. (West, 1995, p. 144).

A method of soft action research was considered
because it would enable the researchers to gain an appre-
ciation of the experiences of local citizens in gaining
access to (FFV).

4 | FRAMEWORK OF IDEAS

The choice of the method of action research had to be
capable of dealing with complexity and at the same time
yield a rich insight into the situation of concern. Action
research is about action, doing and undertaking the
research rather than ‘research about action’ (Coghlan &
Brannick, 2014, p. 6). The method employed should be
‘agnostic’ to the situation of interest; that is, it should not
be hostage to its own design (e.g. Churchman, 1971,
p. 249).

Because of its long history of organisational research,
we gravitated towards the kind of A/R undertaken at the
University of Lancaster (see Checkland, 1999) and what
Stowell and Cooray (2017, p. 118) refer to as soft action
research. Soft A/R is based upon a ‘continual cycle of
learning’. Learning takes place throughout the entire
process not just for the facilitator but also for partici-
pants, individually and as a group (see Stowell, 1995,
p. 128; West, 1995, p. 143). Individual understanding is
enriched and developed into common learning leading to
a deeper appreciation through participants sharing opin-
ions and ideas. The result of the cycle of learning, similar
to Gadamer's (2004, pp. 304–305) notion of ‘a fusion of3Mui et al. (2019) study in Baltimore MD using Systems Dynamics.

FIGURE 1 Scopus analysis. TITLE-ABS-KEY (fooddesert*) AND (urban*) AND (fruit* AND vegetable*) AND LIMITTO (SUBJAREA,

“SOCI”) OR LIMIT-TO (SUBJAREA, “BUSI”) OR LIMITTO (SUBJAREA, “ECON”) OR LIMIT-TO (SUBJAREA, “ARTS”) OR LIMITTO

(SUBJAREA, “MULT”) [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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horizons’, leads to an exchange of views (worldviews)
between the different participants. It was decided that
the research would adopt a soft approach as it was impor-
tant that the researchers engaged with key stakeholders
and they in turn, as a group, exchange their personal
experiences.4 The outcome is an appreciation of what
provision and access to fresh food and vegetables means
for the local community. The development of the systems
maps (SMs) provides the basis of fruitful discussions
between participants about the provision and access FFV
at the local level rather than a set of general themes pro-
duced by the literature.

5 | CHOICE OF METHOD (M)

Critics of soft A/R point to the lack of a verifiable out-
come. Checkland suggested that in order to avoid A/R
becoming little more than an anecdotal account, the
researcher should declare their approach in advance. A
third party should be able to follow the pathway that led
the researcher to their conclusions; in other words, its
outcome should be recoverable (Checkland &
Holwell, 1998). The action researcher should declare
their framework of ideas (F) and the method they employ
(M). There should be a clear synergy between ‘F’ and
‘M’. Soft systems ideas reflect Vickers' (1983, pp. 36–49)
notion of ‘Appreciation’ and the ideas on elucidation and
human decision making and action. The outcome of such
research is learning about the situation of interest leading
to ideas for action. These ideas were the foundations of
two research methodologies relevant to this research,
namely, Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) (see
Checkland, 1981), and the AIM,5 (see Cooray, 2010,
p. 96; West, 1991, pp. 14–157).

SSM and AIM can be considered to be based upon the
interpretive paradigm. They provide insights into human
learning and facilitate a rich understanding of individuals
(stakeholders) decision making (Cooray, 2010, p. 100).

The process of sharing ideas helps in the understand-
ing and accommodation of different views held by partic-
ipants. SSM is focused on developing an appreciation of
the situation of interest, whose prime aim is to engender
a cycle of learning. AIM is a close ‘cousin’ of SSM and
uses appropriate modelling ‘tools’ (some adopted/
modified from SSM) to help gain a clearer definition of
the agreed problem (issue) all aimed at finding an agree-
ment on a plan of actions. (West, 1995, p. 140) Unlike
SSM, AIM starts from an agreed issue or question. The

agreed question/issue is explored further by asking each
participant to represent their view on a systems map
(SM), a type of Venn diagram. Participants are asked to
produce a SM of their understanding of the question/
issue, and this should be done with the minimum of
interference from the inquirer or from the method itself.
In this way, it provides participants with a means of tak-
ing part in a cycle of learning about the situation of inter-
est and how the agreed ‘Issue’ or ‘Question’ can best be
addressed (examples of this can be seen in Cooray, 2010;
Hart, 2014; Stowell, 2012).

The method of inquiry chosen was the AIM, a
method of soft systems action research (Stowell, 2012), as
this would assist the researchers in learning about the
personal experiences of local people. Our earlier field
research had provided clear questions considered to be
important enough to investigate further. Inquiring in the
local community to discover what this means in practice
created a new challenge because of the moratorium on
group meetings resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic.
An alternative way of undertaking soft A/R had to be
developed. It was not possible to gather a group together
to use a full cycle of SSM whereas AIM begins from an
agreed issue or question. In this case, the agreed question
was the outcome of a critical examination of the litera-
ture from the first phase of the research. There was also a
time constraint6 and together with the limitations indi-
cated above, resulted in SSM being put to one side in
favour of AIM. In AIM, the key stakeholders are invited
to share their ‘appreciation’ of the situation of concern
and in so doing yields a greater understanding and
encourages ideas relevant to the central question, namely
the key driving factors for urban ‘food deserts’. See
Figure 2 for a schematic representation and see Stowell
(2021) for a full account of AIM and its development.

6 | AIM

AIM comprises three stages. The first stage begins with a
central question or issue that has been established and
agreed in advance by those concerned. The first task is
for each individual, within their group, to consider the
subsystems that, for them, make up the central issue.
Each participant is asked to think about their SM in
terms of its Transformation and the Weltanschauung, the
worldview (e.g., Checkland & Poulter, 2006, pp. 9–11 and
pp. 40–42; Stowell & Welch, 2012, pp. 52–53).

Undertaking this process will help the participants
with their thinking and also enable them to answer any

4This stage of the field study was confined to the Portsmouth area (UK).
5AIM should not be confused with AI, a management tool with a
similar name, developed by Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987).

6This was an integral part of a PhD research project with the usual time
constrains of PhD research funding.
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questions about their map when discussing it with others.
Once individual maps have been completed these are
combined in a single map. The point of this step is
intended to generate a discussion within the group in the
spirit of reaching Gadamer's ‘fusion of horizons’. That is
to say there is an exchange of ideas, which in this case is
the means of involving all participants in gaining an
appreciation of the situation as represented in their indi-
vidual SM's.

In the second stage we are concerned with the
description of the elements of the SM's as purposeful
activities. Each participant is asked to describe every map
element using PEArL7 to ensure that enough information
is provided to develop the description of some purposeful
human activity. Experience has shown that the maps can
be a mixture of what the participant thinks the situation
to be and what they would like it to be. To address this,
Cooray (2010, pp. 164–165) found that by asking the cli-
ent (participant) to describe the subsystem first in terms
of what is the case (reality judgements), then what ought
to be the case8 helps them to separate what is taking
place presently and what they would like to happen. This
activity assists all participants because it encourages each
person to provide a richer portrayal of their map leading
to an improved appreciation of the issue for all con-
cerned. Once more, the participants are invited to clarify
what they mean by each of the subsystems by asking
them to explain the ‘T’ and the ‘W’ behind each of their
subsystems.

We have found that because AIM is focusing on a par-
ticular issue or question, there are many overlapping
points between individual maps, often the same subsys-
tem but with a different name. Reflecting upon this is a
useful part of the learning exercise as the group begin to
explore in more detail their thinking and understanding
behind their map. The outcome of this session is to dis-
cuss with the participants ways of combining individual
group maps into what we call a composite map, repre-
senting what the group as a whole think. This may mean
that some of the subsystems created in the first encounter
will be removed and some added. This part of the process
helps the participants to gain a richer appreciation of the
issue or question posed. Once there is a clear agreement
of the makeup of the ‘issue’ in terms of ‘what is the
case’; the next task is to establish a composite SM based
upon ‘what ought’ to be the case. The outcome of this
activity is an agreed composite map.

In Stage 3, the participants are asked to select one or
all of the subsystems and then define each subsystem,
usually in the form of a description similar to the Root
Definition stage of SSM. Once all participants have
authenticated the definition—that is, they are satisfied it
says what they mean (Champion & Stowell, 2003 pp. 27–
28), the final task is to produce a model of the system or
systems that make up the collective view of the central
issue or question. It is not unusual for the model to be in
the form of an activity model, although other systems
diagrams may be more appropriate, for example, influ-
ence diagrams, feedback models and black-box diagrams
(see Stowell & Welch, 2012, pp. 25–31). The outcome is a
model that provides a feasible (and agreed) set of actions
for change.

It was clear that the way in which AIM was designed
to be used could not happen in the prevailing

7Note: PEArL is a mnemonic tool; P—Participants; E—Environment;
A—Authority; r—relationships; L—Learning; see Champion and
Stowell (2001).
8‘What ought’ to be as being ‘… judgements of the significance of these
facts … to him/her and their society …’ (Vickers, 1970, p. 150).

FIGURE 2 Appreciative Inquiry Method

(AIM) diagram with stages (Stowell, 2021)

[Colour figure can be viewed at

wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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circumstances. The researcher had to consider ways of
adapting the approach and create a virtual environment
in which the research could take place. There follows a
brief summary of the considerations.

7 | ADAPTING SOFT A/R—
CHOOSING THE PLATFORM

Soft systems investigations involve groups of participants
as a means of learning from their collective experiences,
but this was confounded by the regulations and restric-
tions put in place arising from the pandemic. Face-to-face
meetings were not possible, and alternative ways of
achieving group meetings had to be found. The first chal-
lenge to consider was to find a suitable software platform
that could be used to serve the needs of an online study.
The requirements were threefold. First, the chosen soft-
ware should support the researcher to engage with the
participants. Second, be familiar and easy to use and be
capable of supporting the kind of participant interaction
that is characteristic of this approach. Third, it should be
possible to adjust the platform to accommodate partici-
pant needs, based on their feedback and expressed prefer-
ences.9 It should be simple yet sophisticated enough to
allow views to be expressed, preferably without using
more than one tool.10 This entailed searching for an
online tool that would support the researcher to facilitate
discussions.

There were several packages tested, but there was no
single tool/online platform on the market at the time that
would tick all the boxes. An online noticeboard tool
called Padlet was found to be a useful tool as it allowed
the participants to reflect on what they had done in their
own time, asynchronously, for example, modification to
wording and so on. While Padlet possessed many desir-
able features such as being user friendly and the possibil-
ity of anonymity, it needs to be constantly monitored,
and when necessary, an additional communication plat-
form had to be used.

The ubiquity of Zoom provided an opportunity for a
‘ready to use’ technology. Tests were carried out to inves-
tigate if it could support face-to-face meetings. It was
found that the most suitable combination was Zoom and
Padlet because it satisfied the research needs for this soft
action research. Zoom was used for all synchronous

meetings and Padlet for asynchronous feedback in
between phases to provide the basis for authentication
(Champion & Stowell, 2001).

This combination enabled a virtual face-to-face envi-
ronment and convenience and ease of use to be created.
The readily available feature of these two platforms was
important as this was central for the main field study
involving local citizens who were from diverse back-
grounds. It is important to note that Stowell and
Cooray (2017) observe that ‘… conflict is more prevalent
in virtual teams since participants are more unwilling
to change their preconceptions and biases when they
never or rarely meet face to face …’. It is important to
emphasise that when selecting ICT support, the
inquirer should make themselves aware of the impact it
might have upon the online discussions. The important
‘non-verbal’ cues that can be experienced in face-to-
face meetings cannot be as easily recognised in a virtual
setting.

The next stage was to find individuals that repre-
sented the Portsmouth community, had the necessary
knowledge to address the question we sought to
explore, were happy to participate ‘virtually’ and had
the ability to manipulate the software. In the event, we
were able to find a small group of suitable and willing
participants. These included experts concerned with
procurement and distribution of FFV who had an expe-
rience with collaborating and actively participating in
the local NGO and charities: a retail manager, a repre-
sentative from the local authority focused on poverty
issues in the city, a food science teacher and a single
parent who had experience of engaging with local citi-
zens concerns.

8 | OUTCOMES

The research was conducted as if it was a ‘normal’ envi-
ronment and the meetings were face-to-face. In order to
replicate this process in a virtual situation, each partici-
pant was contacted individually by Zoom, and after a
brief introduction of how to draw a map, they were then
asked to produce their map using Zoom/Whiteboard.
Following the introduction, the facilitator's camera and
microphone were switched off. After a short interval, the
participant declared they had completed the task. The
facilitator ‘returned’ and raised any points of clarification
but offered no comment on the content of the diagram.
All maps were produced from a series of one-to-one
meetings with the participants, and each attempt circu-
lated via Padlet but discussed individually via a Zoom
link (see Kramarova & Stowell, 2021). When all partici-
pants had completed this stage, the maps were combined

9This is in cognizance of Stowell and Cooray's observations where they
observed that not all members of the group were prepared to use the
technology; see Stowell and Cooray (2016).
10Note: Wiggio, which was used in Stowell and Cooray (2017) study,
unfortunately no longer exists. Therefore, it cannot be critically
reviewed in reference to other reviewed online tools.

6 KRAMAROVA ET AL.



into a ‘composite map’, a single all-encompassing map.
This map was then circulated, and the facilitator dis-
cussed it with each participant in turn. Where there were
syntactical differences the map was modified with the
agreement of the participants, then the final iteration
was circulated, discussed and agreed. The result of this
exercise was a map representing what they consider ‘is
the case’ (reality judgement), which is shown in Figure 2.
The composite map, which was discussed between partic-
ipants, is the detailed map of that they considered
addressed the central question. In this respect, they had
provided and answered the question posed for this stage
of the research.

The next diagram, Figure 3, is the agreed composite
map in Portsmouth at the time of the study. Each of the
outer ellipses provides key points that were to be fol-
lowed up in the next stage of the study.

Each of these points was discussed providing an
agenda to take forward into the next stage of what
ought to be the case. The above maps provide a recover-
able pathway through the discussions that took place
with the participants and provide examples of the evo-
lution of the maps as the elements that make it up
were discussed and agreed by the group. The facilitator
took each subsystem by turn and encouraged group dis-
cussion. The end result, Figure 4 and Figure 5, provides
the basis for the next stage of the research which

explores the ‘what ought’ to be the case leading on to
actions for change.11

9 | LESSONS LEARNT

In summary, the following four ICT requirements to
apply soft A/R were identified:

• the requirements of the method employed are sup-
ported by the platform chosen;

• the platform should serve the needs and convenience
of a diverse stakeholder group with different levels of
technical skills;

• the platform can simulate the experience of face-to-
face interaction (i.e. not become the dominant feature
of the inquiry); and

• the chosen platform should be user-friendly, readily
available and easy to use.

It should be noted that what might seem to be the best
choice from a technical perspective does not always gain
acceptance in the real world. This is especially the case if

FIGURE 3 Detail of the groups view of ‘what IS the case’ [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

11This part of the study formed the basis of a presentation at the WOSC
conference in 2021 and as such formed part of the proceedings of that
conference.
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the participants are unfamiliar with the software or find it
difficult to operate (e.g., not a user-friendly interface or
intuitive platform; see Stowell & Cooray, 2017).

A summary of perceived differences between the tra-
ditional face-to-face inquiry and the experiences gained
from the virtual inquiry is shown in Table 1

10 | SUMMARY AND
CONCLUSIONS

Selecting an appropriate ICT platform was more taxing
than expected. Not all of the popular options were

conducive to support the kind of iteration that a soft
approach requires (see Kramarova & Stowell, 2021).
There was something of a surprise to find the licenced
version of one package was not as flexible as the trial ver-
sion. Time taken to evaluate the available packages
against the needs of the approach, in this case AIM, was
longer than anticipated and was not as straightforward as
expected. The facilitator/researcher also needs time to
familiarise themselves with the package and how it sup-
ports all aspects of the inquiry.

There were many lessons learnt about the best prac-
tice to simulate face-to-face meetings with individuals
and groups in online settings without affecting the

FIGURE 4 The composite map produced from group discussions [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

FIGURE 5 Agreed simplified map of the

current situation in Portsmouth [Colour figure

can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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nature of the method of inquiry. The value of a pilot
study cannot be overemphasised as it helps the facilita-
tor learn how to support the sessions, what kind of
questions to ask and learn the way to best utilise the
designated time. The management of the time element
is crucial and difficult to administer in an online envi-
ronment. There is a thin line between facilitating the
session and restricting participants' comments. Care
should be taken not to stifle comment or restrict any of
the participants in expressing their opinions. Adjust-
ment of AIM was necessary to be appropriate for all
parties involved, be time-effective and, at the same
time, be faithful to the soft action research cycle.
Adapting AIM for online use highlighted some deficien-
cies but interestingly provided insight into some of the
challenges encountered in the ‘normal’ face-to-face set-
ting, such as the production, circulation and discussion
of individual maps.

Overall the exercise showed that action research can
be undertaken in a virtual setting and that modern tech-
nologies (and doubtless their successors) can provide the
flexibility for this kind of inquiry.
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