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On 3 August 2026, at the Singapore
University of Social Sciences (SUSS), Dr
Rajesh Tandon spoke to a gathering of
researchers and practitioners involved in
the Memory & Cognitive Health
Community Programme and the
Regional Reminiscence Hub initiative,
reflecting on the use and imperative of
participatory research (PR) in working
with older adults. His reflections offered
5 a broader methodological and conceptual
grounding for the work being undertaken

through this project.

Dr Tandon speaking on the imperatives of Participatory Dr Tandon began by returning to one of
Research in Asia his earliest field experiences in western
India. While working with farmers who were considered “illiterate” by conventional
academic standards, he found that they were able to provide essential data and, importantly,
guide his own process of data collection. The experience led him to reflect on how people
generate knowledge through their everyday engagement with the world. He noted that people
create knowledge through their ability to sense the world through touch, taste, sight, smell
and hearing, and that the challenge is therefore not a lack of knowledge or capacity, but often

the instruments through which knowledge is recognised and made sense of.

This experience prompted a deeper question for Dr Tandon: where does the knowledge that
enables people to navigate and succeed in everyday life come from? It also shaped his
understanding that knowledge is most beneficial when the people whose knowledge it is are
able to own it, interpret it and use it on their own terms. These reflections became




foundational to the development of PRIA’s work on participatory research and knowledge
creation.

Dr Tandon reflected on the early
Assumptions oy - . - “N  scepticism surrounding participatory

< research. During PRIA’s first two decades,
the methodology was frequently
questioned for not appearing sufficiently
rigorous according to conventional
research standards. Over time, however,
the growing body of evidence generated
through participatory research, alongside
the development of systematic tools and
processes for knowledge creation, helped
demonstrate its value and rigour.

Conversation of the principles of Participatory Research

He described PR as an integrated methodology for research, education and action: research
with the goal of knowledge production, education with the goal of learning, and action with
the goal of “doing”/ bringing about change. It is particularly relevant where the purpose is not
simply to understand a situation, but to learn with people and contribute to meaningful
change.

This has particular significance for work with older adults. PR provides ways of
systematising and making visible the knowledge contained within older people’s lived
experiences, while placing those experiences at the centre of the research process. In this
context, reminiscence can serve not only as a means of supporting memory and cognitive
engagement, but also as a powerful tool for bringing together, documenting and transmitting
a rich body of experiential knowledge. It can therefore become both a process of knowledge
creation and a means of empowerment.

Dr Tandon further emphasised that community knowledge cultures are different from
academic knowledge cultures. Community knowledge is generated and transmitted through
everyday practices, relationships, language, stories, folklore, celebrations, dance, music and
other forms of collective expression. A conventional literature review of English-language
academic journals, cannot adequately capture these forms of knowledge. Significant gaps
therefore remain between what communities know and what conventional research systems
are able to recognise as evidence.




Participatory and community-based
participatory research (CBPR) can help
bridge this gap by creating alternative
instruments for making sense of and
expressing knowledge. Dr Tandon
stressed that knowledge is not only
cognitive; it is also reminiscent,
emotional and active. Recognising these
dimensions is particularly important
when working with older adults, whose
knowledge is often embedded in
memories, relationships, practices and

experiences accumulated over a lifetime. = i
PR imperatives for working with Older Adults

In this context, he called for a need to reclaim and refine the meaning of “evidence”.
Evidence should not be restricted to forms that fit established academic conventions, but
should also encompass the knowledge and experiences that people generate through their
lives. This is central to the value of participatory research in work with older adults, where
lived experience, learning, empowerment and mutual respect are essential to the research
relationship.

The presentation was followed by a lively question-and-answer session. One discussion
explored the distinction between participatory research and social anthropology. Dr Tandon
explained that while anthropology may draw conclusions about a community through the
researcher’s interpretation, participatory research places the community’s own lived
experience at the centre of how knowledge is interpreted and what conclusions are developed.
The framework for understanding is therefore shaped through engagement with the people
and contexts being studied, rather than being determined independently of them.

Another discussion considered the fundamental purpose of research. Dr Tandon argued that
the creation of new knowledge should ultimately contribute to improving people’s lives.
Research should therefore move beyond knowledge production as an end in itself towards
sustainable and holistic approaches to understanding and addressing social realities.

The discussion concluded with strong interest in embedding the principles of participatory
research into the continued work of the team. Dr Tandon’s reflections provided a conceptual
foundation for understanding reminiscence not merely as an intervention, but as a
participatory process through which older adults can be recognised as knowledge holders,
their experiences valued and systematised, and their knowledge brought into conversations
across generations and communities.




