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Abstract: A literature review showcasing what specialists who work and publish scientific
papers, involving action research in the field of computer science, think and do. It includes the
97 most cited (ten times or more) Computer Science papers that deal with action research,
published between 2010 and 2019, and retrieved from Scopus and Web of Science databases.
Specialists in information systems are using action research in various research capabilities,
not only in the construction of artifacts, but mainly to improve their communication capacities
with users and vice versa.

Keywords: Action research; computer; literature review; research methods

¿Cómo se utiliza la investigación-acción en informática? Una revisión

Resumen Revisión de la literatura que muestra lo que piensan y hacen los especialistas que
trabajan y publican artículos científicos relacionados con la investigación-acción en el campo
de las ciencias de la computación. Incluye los 97 artículos de informática mas citados (diez
veces o más) que tratan sobre investigación-acción, publicados entre 2010 y 2019, y re-
cuperados de las bases de datos Scopus y Web of Science. Los especialistas en sistemas de
información están utilizando la investigación acción en diversas capacidades de investigación,
no solo en la construcción de artefactos, sino principalmente para mejorar sus capacidades de
comunicación con los usuarios y viceversa.
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1. Introduction

The purpose of a scientific paper is to enhance access to knowledge and, among all types of
scientific publishing, it is the fastest formal way of sharing new discoveries of scientists and
researchers. Scientific journals, in their turn, beyond fostering the publication of papers, stand
also as historical records of the advances in the various fields of knowledge, ensuring a
scientific memory of all completed research.

The earliest scientific journals appeared in 1665: Philosophical Transactions and the
Journal des Sçavans (Banks, 2010). Now, 350 years later,Ulrich’s Periodicals Directory: one
of the largest such directories in the world, accounts for over 70 thousand refereed and peer-
reviewed journals, 50 thousand of which are available online. Papers published in peer-
reviewed journals are generally more respected and recognised, inasmuch as they are eval-
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uated beforehand, ensuring some minimal standards of what is published, not only in form but
mainly in content (Day & Gastel, 2017).

Such a high volume of journals likewise leads to thousands of papers being published
simultaneously, even when one looks at a specific field of human knowledge, it is impossible
to access everything that is available. This problem demands some advanced organisational,
storing, retrieving and reviewing techniques to manage this mass of knowledge and in-
formation that is being produced.

We propose then a discussion of the current state of action research academic publishing,
since it is widely known that this is a methodology that lends itself more to actual intervention
rather than scientific publishing per se. Also, given the authors involvement with the fields of
education, computer science and information technology, our challenge is to figure out how
action research is being used in the field of Computer Science. We then seek to identify what
are the focus, purposes and results that are being showcased in scientific papers published in
peer-reviewed journals, in a timeframe that reaches back over the past ten years.

Although there is no consensus on who came up with the concept of action research, “it
has been developed differently for different applications” (Tripp, 2005, p. 445). According to
Tripp (2005, p. 445), action research has been used as a general term for four different
methodologies: diagnostic research, participant research, empirical research and experimental
research. For Tripp, at the end of the 20th century, Deshler and Ewart (1995) identified six
main kinds developed in different fields of application, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1 – Fields and applications of action research over time

Field and application Precursor

In administration Collier

Community development Lewin (1946)

Organisational change Lippitt, Watson and Westley (1958)

Teaching Corey (1949, 1953) in the late 1940 s and
early 1950 s

Political change, conscientization and empow-
erment

Freire (1972, 1982)

In national development in agriculture soon
thereafter

Fals-Borda (1985, 1991)

And most recently in banking, health and tech-
nology generation

via the World Bank and others such as Hart
and Bond (1997)

Source: Tripp, 2005, p. 445.

Social and human sciences have, traditionally, been the ones that started out using action
research. Exact sciences, which used to be removed from it, have since incorporated its use
more and more. Our research has revealed that Computer Science, in particular, has in-
creasingly been making use of action research, focusing not only on product development, but
also various other functions. We point out that action research has been used, not only in an
instrumental fashion but also in a theoretical one, over the past few years, allowing for experts
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