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Abstract 
Tenets of participatory decision-making speak to 
the importance of meaningful participation from 
diverse stakeholders for improving both process 
and outcomes. But what participation actually 
looks like can vary substantially, and constructing a 
group where all actors can truly speak is often 

elusive. In addressing controversies over pesticide 
safety in tree fruit orchards in Washington State, 
we used a Q study to identify divergent viewpoints 
and convened a group to bring these views 
together. The resulting stakeholder working group 
was then challenged to both acknowledge their 
often-opposing viewpoints and to construct a 
mutually beneficial idea for improving pesticide 
safety in the tree fruit industry. This paper explores 
the dynamics of this stakeholder working group, 
analyzing not only its successes but also its 
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challenges and difficulties. Rooted in a mainstream 
agricultural industry in the western United States, 
this study highlights the ways in which seemingly 
simple things like who “shows up” and why can 
shape processes and outcomes.  

Keywords 
Q Study, Participatory Action Research, Pesticide 
Safety, Stakeholder, Farmworker, Migrant, 
Engagement, Tree Fruit 

Introduction 
Participatory decision-making asks for meaningful 
engagement from diverse stakeholders in address-
ing mutually relevant problems or needs. But the 
implementation of such processes can vary sub-
stantially, and achieving truly meaningful participa-
tion across viewpoints is typically easier said than 
done. In this project, we used a Q study, which is 
designed to systematically identify relationships 
between participants’ views on a subject (Watts and 
Stenner 2012), to lay out divergences in viewpoints 
regarding pesticide safety in Washington State tree 
fruit orchards. We worked from there to create a 
process of engagement across divergent views. Our 
goal was to bring together stakeholders across the 
tree fruit industry to talk about concerns regarding 
orchard workplace culture and safety and oppor-
tunities for improving it; in other words, our goal 
was to allow for a more pluralistic form of 
decision-making in this agricultural industry, 
whereby stakeholders with different views and 
different levels of power could interact to solve 
problems of mutual concern. 

The Case: Tree Fruit in Central 
Washington State 
The Washington State tree fruit industry is a 
US$7.5 billion industry employing about 187,000 
permanent and seasonal workers (Globalwise & 
Belrose Inc., 2014; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
National Agriculture Statistics Service [USDA 
NASS], 2012; U.S. Department of Labor, 2013; 
Washington State Farmworker Housing Trust, 
2008). Nationally, Washington State has the third 
largest number of migrant and seasonal farmwork-
ers and the second highest rate of nonfatal farming 
injuries, with most agricultural injury claims 

coming from orchard sectors (Keifer, Salazar, & 
Connon, 2009; Pelnecke, Forland, & Wines, 2015; 
U.S. Department of Labor, 2013). As such, ques-
tions of health and safety are of paramount impor-
tance in the tree fruit industry. One potential health 
and safety concern is pesticide use.  
 Orchard crops such as apples typically receive 
more pesticides per unit area than other crops 
because the market for high-value fresh products 
tolerates few blemishes. The use of particularly 
toxic pesticides has dropped significantly in recent 
years (USDA NASS, 1998, 2008) due to changes in 
regulation and the availability of “softer” pest con-
trol products; however, many farmworkers, pesti-
cide applicators, and environmental groups remain 
concerned about pesticide use and the potential 
neurological, oncological, and developmental risks 
of pesticide exposure (Alavanja et al., 2004; Arcury, 
Quandt, & Russell, 2002; Halfacre-Hitchcock, 
McCarthy, Burkett, & Carvajal, 2006; Liebman & 
Augustave, 2010). This is especially important in 
that workers may not have the resources to advo-
cate for their own workplace safety. Many workers 
in tree fruit orchards are immigrants of Hispanic 
origin who face cultural and linguistic barriers. 
Some lack legal status to work in the U.S. or are 
financially vulnerable, making them hesitant to 
complain for fear of being fired or deported 
(Kandel & Donato, 2009). Many seasonal farm-
workers (particularly those who migrate to pick 
fruit) cite pesticide exposure as one of their top 
concerns, do not feel adequately trained to work 
around pesticides, or say that training is done in a 
format they do not understand (Hofmann, Crowe, 
Postma, Ybarra, & Keifer, 2009; Hohn, 2010; 
Mayer, Flocks, & Monaghan, 2010; Rohlman, 
2010). And yet, this view of pesticide risk is not 
shared by all. For example, many farmers feel that 
they provide pesticide safety training to workers 
and that, if pesticides are used appropriately, they 
are fairly safe. Other farmers contend that most 
migrant fruit pickers are not directly exposed to 
pesticides at work and that in some cases, more 
extensive training could worry farmworkers more 
than protect them (Kandel & Donato, 2009; 
Quandt, Arcury, Austin, & Saavedra, 1998; 
Thompson, Coronado, Puschel, & Allen, 2001). 
These differing viewpoints present challenges to 
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reducing occupational risk in agriculture, as actors 
do not agree on the nature of the risk or even on 
whether a measurable risk exists. This means that 
improvements remain inconsistent from farm to 
farm, depending on how individual farms and 
workers implement safety measures (CDC, 1999).  
 These differences in viewpoint have practical 
implications because the tree fruit industry, like 
many agricultural industries, operates with a strong 
chain of command; that is, the views of those with 
more power over workplace practices (typically but 
not always, orchard owners or head managers) are 
often different from those with less power (in this 
case farm employees, including migrant workers) 
(Holmes, 2013). And yet, this industry is more 
complex than a meeting of the “powerful” and 
“powerless.” Most daily orchard operations are run 
by middle managers, often former migrant farm-
workers who have, over time, come to be em-
ployed as field supervisors and managers. And 
most of the orchard acres in the state are managed 
by operations who employ hundreds of people in 
roles ranging from (migrant) fruit pickers to pesti-
cide applicators, tractor drivers, tree pruners, 
supervisors for picking and pruning crews, safety 
managers, horticultural managers, pest manage-
ment consultants, mechanics, human resources 
personnel, head managers, and orchard owners. 
Cultural differences are also embedded within 
these hierarchies. For example, Latinos occupy 
most middle manager roles (e.g., crew supervisor, 
safety manager, horticultural manager), year-round 
worker roles (tractor driver, pesticide applicator), 
and seasonal worker roles (migrant fruit picker, 
pruner), but they occupy less than 10% of orchard 
owner roles (NASS, 2015). These divides are 
changing somewhat as more Latinos become 
owners and primary managers; nevertheless, they 
imply a situation where, as individuals at each level 
of the hierarchy report to those above them and 
supervise those below them in the chain of com-
mand, axes of power, culture, and viewpoint on 
risk come together and often conflict (Holmes, 
2013). In other words, different viewpoints on 
pesticide safety are embedded in a complex struc-
ture of power, needs, and motivations; therefore, 
the different parties are typically not on equal 
footing when wrestling with these clashing 

viewpoints (Lehrer & Sneegas, 2018).  
 In particular, research has found that percep-
tions of risk tend to be lower among white men 
than among women or people of color for reasons 
likely related to vulnerability and control (Flynn, 
Slovic, & Mertz, 1994). Because ethnicity, race, and 
gender tend to correlate with position in agricul-
ture, when risk mitigation measures are based on 
the dominant or “expert” (often white male) view, 
those measures are not necessarily satisfactory in 
the eyes of other stakeholders (Flynn et al., 1994; 
Holmes, 2013). In the case of pesticide safety con-
troversies, this can set up a seemingly unresolvable 
conflict where some stakeholders argue that risk is 
well managed while others maintain that employees 
are left vulnerable.  
 This study asked whether bringing diverse 
viewpoints on pesticide safety into conversation 
within a stakeholder process could mitigate some 
of the challenges that come from these differential 
power dynamics. We first used Q methodology 
(i.e., a “Q study”) to identify the differences in 
views on pesticide safety across the tree fruit indus-
try and to make them more transparent. Second, 
we brought together individuals with differing 
viewpoints into a working group. We wanted them 
to discuss their differences and, if they wished, seek 
areas of agreement for improving safety in 
orchards. By allowing views held by stakeholders 
with less power to be heard alongside views held 
by stakeholders with more power, we hoped to 
allow the group to identify improvements that 
could be made only with input from multiple sec-
tors. Note, however, the importance of the word 
views above; that is, we did not bring together 
stakeholders from all jobs in the tree fruit industry; 
rather, we used Q methodology to be able to repre-
sent the views of these diverse stakeholders across 
their different roles (see further discussion of this 
distinction in the analysis). Our goals were (1) to 
create a broader and more equitable representation 
of groups and viewpoints in defining and address-
ing issues of pesticide safety and (2) to engage with 
some of the power imbalances and exclusions in 
decision-making processes, especially in a highly 
structured industry like tree fruit in Washington. In 
doing so, we are responding, in part, to calls from 
scholars such as Becker (2011) and Slovic (1997) 
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who argue for democratic processes in dealing with 
questions of risk reduction to help improve both 
decisions themselves and promote trust in those 
decisions. 

Literature Review: Power and Participation 
Addressing stakeholder participation in decision-
making taps into an established literature from 
multiple disciplines including policy, collaborative 
governance, organizational psychology, and stra-
tegic management (Brugha & Varvasovsky, 2000). 
While these fields provide useful insights into 
stakeholder choices and dynamics, they are not 
always centered heavily on power, a crucial medi-
ator of collaborative decision-making in an industry 
such as tree fruit. To address power more centrally, 
we draw from the field of development studies, 
which has developed a strong and yet contentious 
relationship with participatory and inclusive 
decision-making processes. While this literature 
centers much more explicitly on “elevating the 
powerless” than did our work, we pull from it 
because it delves deeply into the almost banal de-
tails that often construct power relations (Gaventa 
& Cornwall, 2006). Even as other frameworks see 
power as an important consideration and create 
mechanisms to work with (or around) questions of 
power (Huxham, 1996), they spend less time with 
the logistics of what makes power a constructive 
force (such as time and place of meetings, “real” 
versus tokenistic inclusion, etc.). Thus, despite 
some dissimilarities between our study and those 
typically examined in development studies, we 
draw on the international development literature 
for its particularly granular and practical assessment 
of power as a shaping force. 
 Participatory processes in the world of inter-
national development find their origins in a critique 
of “top-down” development projects. They seek 
greater inclusion of stakeholders in decision-
making such that they would not only be included 
in, but would also share control in the research 
process, assessments, and the translation of 
research into practice (Chambers, 1997; Impey & 
Overton, 2013; Lilja & Bellon, 2008; Sen, 1999). 
Fiorino (1990) notes that this kind of participation 
belies an ethical commitment to involving people 
in issues that concern them and also functions as a 

more effective way to make better decisions (see 
also Carr, 2002; Chambers, Kenton, & Ashley, 
2004; Escobar, 1995; Morissey, Clavin, & Reilly, 
2013; Smith, 2008). Reid (2000), as described by 
Caretta and Riaño (2016), notes that while one 
cannot really create a level playing field across 
demographic and social inequalities, collaborative 
processes can lead to both greater shared power 
and new scientific insights.  
 There have been many successes reported in 
such participatory development projects (Dreyer, 
2000); however, there have also been critiques of 
development practitioners adopting the language of 
participation without its commitment to empower-
ment and self-representation––an attempt to 
implement top-down projects that are framed as 
“bottom up” (Evans et al., 2004; Few, Brown, & 
Tompkins, 2007; Parfitt, 2004; Sinwell, 2008). 
Though Pimbert and Pretty (1996) note that 
participation can legitimately range from being 
informed of decisions or being allowed to com-
ment to taking part in joint analysis and decision 
making, Cooke and Kothari (2001) argue that 
participation can easily become a form of tyranny 
where external facilitators maintain control, power-
ful members of a community dominate, and efforts 
focus on using specific tools recommended for 
participatory processes rather than ensuring that 
those tools actually facilitate a participatory and 
inclusive process. As such, some argue that partici-
patory processes themselves can be quite danger-
ous, as they can neutralize political opposition 
through a superficial nod to inclusion (Ellis, 2011; 
Janes, 2016; Kapoor, 2005). And yet, proponents 
and critics of participatory processes alike continue 
to seek out broad participation in research, 
decision-making, and project design. In seeking to 
develop a participatory process that is meaningful, 
scholars have noted several attributes of 
importance: 

1. Inclusion: This includes knowledge of the 
factors that might limit participation, 
including the time and location of meetings, 
financial constraints, literacy and language, 
gender and ethnicity, and internal power 
dynamics that might make some more or 
less likely to speak while others are there 
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(Williams, 2004). It also includes recogniz-
ing that the assumption that people nece-
ssarily want to participate is flawed; rather, 
in deliberative democracy, people will get 
involved in decisions if they are interested 
in them. The choice to participate (or not) 
can vary across time, topic, or group and is 
rarely static or easily defined (Few et al., 
2007; Hauptmann, 2001; Warren, 1996).  

2. Tools and measures: Knowing that stake-
holder processes can reproduce power 
inequalities even in the name of inclusion, 
Mitchell (1997) suggests structures and 
exercises for creating a space of trust, trans-
parency, and openness. This involves mak-
ing sure each person is encouraged to talk if 
they wish, using cooperative decision-
making tools, small group work, and visual 
or ranking exercises (see also Brown, 
Tompkins, & Adger, 2002; Brown, Few, 
Tompkins, Tsimplis, & Sortti, 2005; Few et 
al., 2007; Renn, 2006; Stirling & Meyer, 
2001). In other words, scholars note that an 
attention to how participation is 
operationalized matters. 

3. Understanding power: This attribute 
involves accepting power as a constructive 
force. Even when seeking to create a space 
outside of normal hierarchies, the dynamics 
of who participates and who does not, and 
how that participation unfolds, remain. And 
presuming to take decision-making outside 
of the normal power dynamics of society 
fails to recognize that the implementation 
of such decisions must take place within 
society. But while this makes power a cru-
cial force to consider, it does not necessarily 
make stakeholder work impossible; rather, 
acknowledging divergent viewpoints and 
community heterogeneity can be a bridge to 
working together in such spaces (Berman & 
Phillips, 2000; Cooke & Kothari, 2001; 
Dudley, 1993; Few, 2001; Godfrey & 
Obika, 2004; Mattessich, Monsey, & 
Corrinna, 1997; Muria, 2000).  

4. Alternatives to consensus: This attribute 
involves acknowledging the limits of con-
sensus and foregrounding the idea that 

perhaps consensus is not the goal. Deliber-
ating together does not always produce 
consensus; rather at times, it can heighten 
conflicts when the interests and values of 
participants clash (Few et al., 2007; Owens, 
Rayner, & Bina, 2004; Pugh & Potter, 
2003). Mouffe (2005) suggests that, instead 
of seeking to avoid antagonism, groups can 
work to transform it into agonism––where 
stakeholders recognize the legitimacy of dif-
fering views even while acknowledging that 
there may not be a solution. In contrast, an 
excessive focus on consensus can eliminate 
needed space for disagreement (Korf, 2010; 
Mouffe, 2005; Tsouvalis & Waterton, 
2012). 

5. Time: The process of engaging appropriate 
people, avoiding control by dominant 
groups, building trust to recruit participants, 
and having people speak for themselves 
rather than for others all takes time (Brown 
et al., 2002; Cooke, 2001; Grimble, Aglion-
by, & Quan, 1994; Mohan, 2001; Town-
send, 2013). Funding and project timelines 
can create incentives to reduce a partici-
patory process to simple consultation; 
instead, to really include stakeholders in a 
process, they need to help construct the 
process (Fox, 2013; Jamal, 2004). Further-
more, having stakeholders who are com-
mitted to being involved over a long, often 
extended period of time can be crucial to 
the survival of a participatory process 
(Small, 2004). 

 These attributes––which focus on inclusion, 
tools to build trust and transparency, an active 
understanding of power and alternatives to con-
sensus, and the investment of time––are useful not 
only in development, but also in this case––a study 
of a different set of stakeholders in the U.S. They 
are also useful in light of fact that, in the literature 
on agriculture and sustainability, power is at times 
not thoroughly addressed and at other times 
treated more as an assumed hierarchy of inequity 
and injustice rather than a complex and ever-
shifting matrix (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011; Gottlieb 
& Joshi, 2010). 
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 In this study, we pull from the literature on 
participatory processes in exploring the dynamics 
of a stakeholder group process on pesticide safety 
and workplace culture in Washington State. One 
difference here compared to the literature is that 
we do not define stakeholders primarily by their 
role (e.g., migrant fruit picker or head manager) but 
rather by their view of certain issues (as categorized 
by our Q study). At times, however, we map those 
views onto an analysis of the people who hold 
them. In this paper, we will share our successes and 
especially our concerns and questions about this 
process. We also explore how this case study might 
reflect, and also offer insights for scholars and 
practitioners of, participatory decision-making 
processes. 

Methods 
Knowing the limits and challenges to implementing 
participatory processes, our goal was to provide, to 
the extent we could, more equal voice to the mem-
bers of our stakeholder group. The group was con-
vened based on a Q study conducted in 2012-2013 
which classified divergent views surrounding 
barriers to pesticide safety in Washington State 
orchards. Q methodology is a tool developed by 
William Stephenson that uses inverted factor 
analysis to find correlations between participants’ 
views on a subject. Designed to draw out differ-
ences and similarities among stakeholder views, it 
can reveal commonalities in beliefs among partici-
pants. These differences and similarities can be 
illuminating, especially when working through high 
conflict issues. Key to the use of Q methodology is 
the contention that views do not always correlate 
with roles (Brown, 1980; Watts & Stenner, 2012). 
For example, in our case, one tractor driver may 
hold similar views on workplace safety to another 
tractor driver, or s/he may hold views closer to 
those of someone who performs a different role, 
such as a migrant fruit picker or middle manager. 
Thus, Q is used first to identify and systematize 
viewpoints across a broad diversity of participant 
roles and positions. It is also used to explore how 
these viewpoints map back onto various stake-
holder roles. Data are collected in the form of a Q 
sort, where participants sort a collection of state-
ments compiled ahead of time by researchers to 

encompass the many views surrounding a subject. 
For our study, these statements were based on 
published and unpublished research on perceptions 
of pesticide safety. They were also based on 18 
interviews and focus groups from 2012 that were 
conducted in Spanish and English with a total of 
34 individuals, including pesticide applicators, 
orchard managers, growers (farmers), pest manage-
ment consultants, health care workers, researchers 
and extension personnel, educators and trainers, 
migrant fruit pickers, lawyers, pesticide safety 
activists, and government conservation specialists 
(Lehrer & Sneegas, 2018).  
 Q study participants were selected using pur-
posive and snowball sampling methods to repre-
sent stakeholders from all types and levels of posi-
tions in the tree fruit industry. This included those 
along the full chain of command within the indus-
try as well as those working in positions that sup-
port, regulate, or critique the tree fruit industry. 
Participants were recruited at migrant worker hous-
ing camps, classes for tree fruit supervisors and 
middle managers, occupational health and safety 
conferences, tree fruit industry conferences, and 
through contacts from the first author’s prior work 
in agricultural research and extension in central 
Washington State. Ultimately, half of the Q study 
participants worked inside the tree fruit industry 
(industry representatives, pest management consul-
tants, growers, managers and supervisors, pesticide 
applicators, and migrant fruit pickers). The other 
half worked in roles of support, regulation, or 
critique (researchers, educators and trainers, public 
health professionals, conservation professionals, 
legal advocates on migrant worker rights, and 
migrant farmworker health advocates).  
 Participants received 45 laminated cards, each 
containing one Q statement (see Appendix A for a 
list of these Q statements). They could use a card 
deck printed either in Spanish or in English and 
could either read the cards themselves or have the 
researcher read them aloud, so as to minimize any 
obstacles of language or literacy. Participants were 
instructed to place each card onto a sorting grid, 
with the left-most column labeled “least like my 
view,” the right-most column “most like my view,” 
and “neutral” as the central column. Each partici-
pant sorted the statements according to their 
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opinions and also completed a post-sort question-
naire about the process. In this way, the results 
yielded a snapshot of their views on the topic being 
studied. The sorts were then analyzed using factor 
analysis to determine groupings of shared perspec-
tives (Watts & Stenner, 2012). The goal was to 
systematically identify stakeholder perspectives or 
viewpoints and make them transparent to partici-
pants so that they could be used by our multi-
stakeholder group to negotiate pesticide safety and 
risk mitigation measures. A total of 41 Q sorts, 
completed by individuals with a stake or interest in 
the tree fruit industry––from migrant farmworkers 
and year-round orchard employees to orchard 
owners, industry consultants, farmworker advo-
cates, researchers, and educators––were analyzed 
using the PQMethod 2.33 statistical software 
(Schmolk, 2013). Our participant demographics are 
found in Table 1, arranged by grouping or perspec-
tive (see the section on Q study results for a fur-
ther explanation of these groupings). See Lehrer & 
Sneegas (2018) for more detail on this Q study and 
how it was conducted, including more information 
on the Q statements, the sorting process and 
analysis, and the participants. 
 All individuals who participated in the Q study 
were invited to join the subsequent working group 
process to delve into these different perspectives 
and use them to identify and perhaps pursue a 
mutually acceptable path to resolving pesticide 
safety concerns. Of the 41 Q study participants, 24 
expressed an interest in participating, and each 

received a formal invitation to do so. Table 2 
shows the breakdown of the participants who 
wished to participate in the working group and 
those who did not (as well as which of these 
actually attended any working group meetings). 
This information is arranged according to their 
position inside or outside of the tree fruit industry 
(for a further analysis of the contours of 
participation and non-participation, see stakeholder 
group results).  
 Of the 24 participants who were, given their 
expressed interest, formally invited to participate in 
the working group, three replied that they were no 
longer interested (but did not give a reason); eight 
said they were still interested but could not make 
the first meeting; five said they “might” attend (but 
did not); and eight attended the first meeting. Of 
those eight attendees, two were educators, two 
worked for government or extension, one was a 
farmworker health advocate, one worked for a tree 
fruit industry association, one was a pest manage-
ment consultant, and one was a year-round pesti-
cide applicator and crew leader. In total, five half-
day meetings were held. Four of them were held 
during 2014––February (eight attendees), March 
(four attendees), May (six attendees), August (five 
attendees)––and one was held in July 2016 (five 
attendees). Each meeting was run by a professional 
facilitator, and the first two were simultaneously 
interpreted in Spanish and English by a profes-
sional interpreter (at the last three meetings, all 
participants were comfortable in English). 

Table 1. Demographics of Q Study Participants

Attribute Skeptics Acceptors Incrementalists 

Gender Both women and men All men All men 

Culture/language Both Spanish- and English-
speakers 

All English-speakers, one 
bilingual in Spanish

All Spanish-speakers, one 
bilingual in English 

Mean age 43 years 52 years 40 years 

Jobs Orchard managers, orchard 
employees (year-round and 
seasonal/migrant), 
educators, farmworker 
advocates, public health

Consultants, growers, 
researchers, industry 
representatives 

Growers, orchard managers, 
orchard employees (year round 
and seasonal/migrant), 
educators 

Direct experience with 
pesticides 

Little A lot A lot 

Percent with any years 
of college or above 

58% 60% 33% 
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Participants filled out evaluation forms after each 
meeting to help improve subsequent meetings. All 
procedures were approved by the Institutional 
Review Boards at Washington State University and 
the University of Washington. 

Results 
Although not the primary focus of this paper, an 
overview of the Q study results is presented here 
first so as to illuminate how they informed the 
stakeholder group process. 

Q Study 
The Q study that served as the base for our stake-
holder working group found three different view-
points (or factors) regarding pesticide safety in 
Washington State tree fruit orchards. The first 
view, referred to as the “Skeptic,” was held by 
individuals who are concerned about the environ-
mental and human health impacts of pesticides and 
who do not see current regulations as sufficient 
protection from pesticide exposure. The second 
worldview, the “Acceptor,” agreed that there is risk 
in pesticide use, but believed this risk to be small, 
well understood, and under control. The third 
worldview, the “Incrementalist,” focused primarily 
on opportunities to make human capital and tech-
nology improvements in the workplace. Like the 

Skeptic, the Incrementalist worries about human 
health but agrees with the Acceptor that solutions 
lay in improved communication rather than regula-
tory or structural changes. For a basic outline of 
these three worldviews, see Table 3. For more 
detailed results, see Lehrer & Sneegas (2018).  
 As suggested by the literature on risk (Flynn et 
al., 1994), the three factors identified in the Q 
study match a pattern of risk assessment that lines 
up with gender, cultural differences, and, slightly 
less so, age, education, and employment (see Table 
1). All the women participating in the study (15 of 
41) were classified by their Q sorts as Skeptics, 
while Acceptors and Incrementalists were all men 
(although it is worth noting that this split also 
correlated with employment). Nine of 10 Accep-
tors were English-only speakers (one was bilin-
gual), whereas Incrementalists were all native 
Spanish speakers, and 15 out of 22 Skeptics were 
bilingual or Spanish-only speakers. Acceptors were 
slightly older than the other groups, Skeptics and 
Acceptors were both highly educated, and Incre-
mentalists had less formal education (33% had 
some college, as compared to 58% and 60% of the 
other groups). While there were growers and/or 
head managers in all three factor categories, the 
majority of Acceptors tended to work in higher 
level tree fruit industry positions or industry-

Table 2. Interest and Participation in Working Group among Q Study Participants (Sorters) 

Participation in working group from 
within tree fruit industry 

Participation in working group from 
outside tree fruit industry 

Sorters who said they 
wanted to participate  

(# who did attend) 

Sorters who said they 
did not wish to 

participate

Sorters who said they 
wanted to participate  

(# who did attend)
Sorters who said they did 

not wish to participate

5 pest management 
consultants 
(1 attended) 

2 pest management 
consultants 

3 farmworker or 
health advocates  

(1 attended)

2 farmworker advocates

3 growers or mangers  
(0 attended) 

2 growers or managers 3 government or 
extension  

(2 attended)

5 government (public
health) workers 

3 year-round orchard 
workers  

(1 attended) 

2 year-round orchard 
workers 

1 researcher
(0 attended) 

1 researcher
 

2 industry 
representatives 

(1 attended) 

3 migrant farmworkers 4 educators
(2 attended) 

 

Total: 13 (3 attended) Total: 9 Total: 11 (5 attended) Total: 8
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support positions. Some orchard managers, farm-
workers (both migrant/seasonal and year-round 
employees), and educators were categorized as 
Skeptics, and others loaded as Incrementalists; but, 
none as Acceptors. The remaining Skeptics were 
government representatives, public health employ-
ees, lawyers, and other migrant farmworker advo-
cates. These differences suggest that, as supported 
by the literature, demographic differences account 
for part (but not all) of the differences and similar-
ities among the three groups’ perspectives on pesti-
cide safety. 
 Worth noting as well is the finding that Accep-
tors were more likely to have direct experience 
working with pesticides––slightly more than Incre-
mentalists and significantly more than Skeptics 
(Lehrer & Sneegas, 2018). This self-reported lack 

of interaction with pesticides among Skeptics can 
be attributed to the fact that many Skeptics work 
either outside the tree fruit industry or in positions 
with little direct interaction with pesticides (in the 
tree fruit industry, pesticides are sprayed by year-
round orchard employees. The use of pesticides is 
banned during the weeks prior to picking, which is 
when migrant farmworkers, for example, typically 
enter the fields; this is not to suggest that migrant 
farmworkers do not run the risk of pesticide expo-
sure while living and working in and around 
orchards, but rather that they rarely interact with 
pesticides or pesticide application as a part of their 
jobs. Therefore, migrant farmworkers participating 
in this study typically asserted that they had little 
direct interaction with pesticides). Many of the 
managers, educators, and researchers that loaded as 

Table 3. Summary of Q Study Views 

Q Study Worldview Skeptics Acceptors Incrementalists 

What concerns you? Environment 
Human health 

Cannot produce fruit without 
pesticides

Human health 

Why does it concern you? Human knowledge of risks 
insufficient 

Pesticides well understood
Part of reality

Inherent risk of pesticide use

What is working well? Not clear from Q study* Benefits are important and 
risks are mitigated

Existing system protects 
workers as well as it can

What more can help? Regulation 
Enforcement 
Training  
 

Communication
Training 
  

Training 
Communication 
Technological innovation 
Industry funding 
Labels in Spanish

What are the obstacles? Lack of will to address safety Language barriers
People are afraid because 
they don’t understand 
agriculture

Funding 

What would not help? Industry self-regulation More regulation More regulation 

Who don’t you trust? Industry 
Government 

Emotion Not clear from Q study*

Who do you trust? Not clear from Q study* Science
Industry

Government 
Industry 

What complicates this? Uneven implementation of 
safety 

Uneven implementation of 
safety

Knowledge of work force and 
abilities 

How safe is pesticide 
use in orchards? 

Not very safe Quite safe (esp. vs past)
Inherent risks well managed 

As safe as can be, given 
system 

* “Not clear from Q study” indicates a field where researchers were not able to pull a clear and consistent response from the Q sorts of 
participants who loaded on that factor; for example, while Skeptics’ and Acceptors’ Q sorts and comments were explicit in terms of who or 
what they did not trust to adequately protect workers’ health, there was less clarity and consistency from Incrementalists in that regard. 
While the data (and subsequent working group discussions) certainly provide some indication of the positions around these issues, we did 
not wish to speak for anyone when their views were not explicitly clear.
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Acceptors and Incrementalists––i.e., those who 
one might not presume to have significant experi-
ence with pesticide applications––had spent years 
prior to their current positions working as pesticide 
applicators and year-round employees in orchards 
or had current responsibilities related to pesticide 
safety training. 

Stakeholder Group 
Those attending the stakeholder working group 
meetings comprised a subset of the larger group of 
Q study participants. They differed from one 
another by their factor, the strength of factor 
loading (how strongly they aligned with their 
factor, with higher numbers (closer to one) indi-
cating closer alignment), their role in the tree fruit 
industry, and their demographics (see Table 4; the 
four participating Skeptics are coded as S1, S2, S3, 
and S4; the Acceptors are coded as A1 and A2; and 
the Incrementalists are coded as I1 and I2). Nota-
bly, the makeup of the stakeholder working group 
changed over the course of the project. Of the 
eight attendees at the February 2014 meeting, only 
four returned in March. Two were unable to attend 
because of scheduling conflicts (A2 and I2), and 
two dropped out of the group because the group 
was leaning towards an area of less interest for 
them (S3 and S4). A2 returned for the May 2014 

meeting, but I2 was not able to attend because his 
work kept him busy during the growing season. A1 
dropped out after May 2014 for similar seasonal 
work-related reasons. In addition, the group invited 
several additional stakeholders from regulatory 
agencies and farmer organizations to the May and 
August 2014 meetings who had expertise in the 
area the group chose to pursue. The final meeting, 
held almost two years after the fourth meeting to 
accommodate the group’s interest in a related 
research question (see below for more details), was 
similar in composition to the group that attended 
the second and third meetings (S1, S2, I1); the 
meeting was also attended by representatives of a 
newly formed tree fruit industry association that 
replaced A2 upon his retirement. The additional 
stakeholders who attended the August 2014 
meeting did not return for the July 2016 meeting; 
because they were not original members of the 
working group and did not attend more than one 
meeting, they are not included in the table below. 
Note that all participants and potential participants 
continued to be invited to each meeting. 
 During the first stakeholder meeting, in Febru-
ary 2014, researchers presented preliminary results 
of the Q study for discussion. Participants aired 
thoughts and concerns, commented on how the 
results resonated with their experiences, and 

Table 4. Stakeholder Working Group Participants

Partici-  
pant  Job/role Gender Language spoken Factor

Loading  
score Meetings attended

S1 Safety educator Female Bilingual (native 
Spanish)

Skeptic 0.72 Feb, Mar, May, 2016

S2 Extension Female Bilingual (native 
English)

Skeptic 0.65 Feb, Mar, Aug, 2016

S3 Government Female English Skeptic 0.79 Feb 

S4 Health educator Female Bilingual (native 
Spanish)

Skeptic 0.83 Feb 

A1 Pest management 
consultant 

Male Bilingual (native 
English)

Acceptor 0.66 Feb, Mar, May

A2 Industry 
representative 

Male English Acceptor 0.77 Feb, May, Aug, replaced 
for 2016 

I1 Safety educator Male Bilingual (native 
Spanish)

Incrementalist 0.48 Feb, Mar, May, 2016

I2 Pesticide applicator Male Spanish Incrementalist 0.62 Feb 
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suggested the names Skeptic, Acceptor, and Incre-
mentalist for the three factors. The majority of the 
three-hour session was spent exploring the differ-
ences among these three clusters of viewpoints. 
Near the end of the meeting, participants brain-
stormed a list of projects for improving pesticide 
safety in orchards that they thought might be 
mutually acceptable to members of all three of 
these clusters, despite their acknowledged 
differences in viewpoint.  
 During the second meeting, participants 
selected one of those ideas––a training certificate 
program for supervisors who supervise crews of 
other workers such as migrant fruit pickers––and 
began discussing what might be needed to pursue 
it. The thought was that a large part of orchard 
safety, particularly for migrant and seasonal farm-
workers, depends on supervisors––how they set 
the tone for work, what resources they provide, 
and how effectively they communicate (both with 
their own supervisors and with their employees). 
Participants noted that many supervisors are pro-
moted to such roles because they are seen by their 
supervisors as “good workers,” but may be lack the 
skills or training necessary to manage employees. 
Supporting their navigation of hiring and firing, 
communications, ethics, safety, leadership, and 
motivation was seen as a way to improve safety and 
engage workers.  
 During the third meeting, participants devel-
oped a proposal for a comprehensive series of 
courses that supervisors could complete as part of 
this training certificate (see Appendix B for training 
topic outline) and brainstormed potential institu-
tional partners. They also asked the lead researcher 
to investigate other existing and potentially over-
lapping training opportunities in the tree fruit 
industry and to report back to the group at the next 
meeting.  
 During the fourth meeting, having explored 
existing training courses, the group decided that, 
rather than develop a new training program right 
away, they needed to learn more. As such, they 
asked researchers to go back and study what tree 
fruit companies and tree fruit supervisors already 
had in terms of supervisory training to decide 
whether a training certificate program would be 
needed, of interest, or of use in the industry.  

 During the fifth meeting, researchers presented 
the results from this study of tree fruit company 
representatives and supervisors, and the group 
decided to proceed with the certificate program. As 
of this writing, members of the group have been 
meeting and working with representatives of a con-
tinuing education program at a regional community 
college interested in housing the certificate with 
support from the tree fruit industry. 

Analysis and Discussion 

Contours of Participation 
Looking at the trajectory of this working group 
process, we assess it against the literature’s recom-
mendations to consider the role of inclusion, 
power, tools, consensus, and time in designing a 
participatory process. 

Inclusion 
When we formed the stakeholder group, its make-
up was, intentionally, quite diverse––in gender, 
primary language spoken, and viewpoint (based on 
the Q study). At the first meeting, we had four men 
and four women; four native Spanish speakers and 
four native English speakers (of whom five were 
bilingual); and four Skeptics, two Acceptors, and 
two Incrementalists. However, the group was not 
as diverse in their jobs as the original range of Q 
participants had been. While the goal was again to 
represent all views from the Q study rather than all 
jobs, this makeup is worth analyzing, as it has impli-
cations for how participation affected working 
group outcomes. Finally, while similar numbers of 
participants working inside versus outside orchards 
were invited, attendees included a greater propor-
tion of those who worked outside of the industry 
or in industry support roles (see Table 5).  
 There are several reasons for this. First, we 
invited everyone who expressed an interest in the 
process to participate in the stakeholder working 
group; however, “interest in participating” is com-
plicated in and of itself. In particular, several things 
are important to note; first, none of the migrant 
farmworkers who participated in the Q study said 
they wished or were able to participate in the work-
ing group (see further analysis below); second, all 
the educators who participated in the Q study also 
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wished to participate in the working group (and 
half did); and third, proportionately fewer of the Q 
study participants from within the tree fruit 
industry who said they wished to participate in the 
working group (growers, consultants, year-round 
orchard employees) actually attended meetings. In 
other words, the choice to participate not only 
reflects the level of participant interest, but is also a 
function of the particular structure and nature of 
this project and the groups involved (for example, 
had working group meetings been held only during 
the summer and located at migrant housing camps, 
participation of migrant workers could have been 
higher; had they been held only in winter and 
located at orchard workplaces, participation of 
growers and year-round employees could have 
been higher).  
 Given these trends and choices, educators, 
government workers, and extension professionals 
were disproportionately present at working group 
meetings, likely because they could attend meetings 
as a part of their job; a grower, pesticide applicator, 
or migrant fruit picker, on the other hand, would 
have to take time away from orchard work to come 
to meetings. This difference also manifested itself 
seasonally––that is, people in tree fruit support 

positions were busier in winter (training season) 
and more available in summer, while orchard per-
sonnel were busier in summer (growing season) 
and more available in winter. This affected partici-
pation as the series of meetings progressed from 
winter into summer. Third, participants whose jobs 
had to do with education, research, or outreach 
were likely more drawn to this type of work––
analyzing research and brainstorming solutions––
than those involved in other aspects of the indus-
try; this aspect of the makeup of the group likely 
also shaped the solutions that were proposed (see 
further discussion below).  
 Fourth, the tree fruit industry spans the entire 
north to south axis of central Washington. Meet-
ings were held in Wenatchee, the center of the 
region, travel expenses were reimbursed, and sti-
pends were provided; however, those living farther 
away, who might have to drive up to three hours 
each way to attend a meeting, faced more obstacles 
to attending. Similarly, and particularly relevant to 
the development literature cited earlier, migrant 
fruit pickers in particular took part in the Q study 
but not in the working group. When asked during 
their Q study participation if they were interested 
in participating in the working group, most migrant 

Table 5. Attendance at First Stakeholder Meeting, by Factor and by Job

By Factor Indicated interest Attended

Skeptics 12 (out of 22 in Q study) 4

Acceptors 7 (out of 10 in Q study) 2

Incrementalists 4 (out of 6 in Q study) 2

Confounded (i.e., loaded on more than one factor) 1 (out of 3 in Q study) 0

Total 24 8

By Job Indicated interest Attended

Those who worked in support roles 11 5

 Farmworker or health advocates 3 1

 Government/research/extension 4 2

 Educators 4 2

Those who worked directly in tree fruit 13 3

 Consultants 5 1

 Growers/managers 3 0

 Workers 3 1

 Industry representatives 2 1

Total 24 8
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workers said no; those who said yes noted that in 
the winter they would likely be back in Texas, Cali-
fornia, or Mexico and would be unable to partici-
pate. In addition, while many returned each year to 
Wenatchee to pick fruit, they were paid by the 
amount of fruit picked, and the stipend offered for 
attending meetings did not compensate for losing a 
half-day’s pay in a limited work season. While we 
would have preferred to have these workers form a 
key part of stakeholder meetings, we chose to 
accept their decision not to participate and sought 
other ways of keeping their views present (particu-
larly through the analysis of Q study perspectives). 
 Of course, choice and structure are inter-
twined. Had we chosen to prioritize the inclusion 
of migrant farmworkers above other criteria, we 
could certainly have designed meetings to take 
place, for example, at migrant worker housing 
camps during off-hours at particular times of the 
harvest season. This could have boosted migrant 
participation, but also would likely have decreased 
the participation of industry representatives, gov-
ernment personnel, researchers, growers, and year-
round employees with differing schedules. Holding 
meetings instead at orchard workplaces, as noted 
earlier, might have boosted representation from 
these latter stakeholders. However such a location 
could easily compromise the ability of migrant 
workers, year-round employees, and even middle 
managers to speak freely and comfortably. 
 Instead we chose to hold meetings at a rela-
tively centrally located research center. To help 
foreground the needs of migrant workers, we relied 
on migrant farmworker support professionals, 
several former migrant workers (now employed in 
different roles) who were part of the group, and 
data from the Q study where migrant farmworkers 
had participated more fully. Most relevant to a Q 
method approach is actually the fact that all three 
factors or worldviews (in turn derived from a Q set 
and participant list that included migrant farm-
worker views, as well as those of other stakehold-
ers who also did not attend working group meet-
ings) were represented. In fact, we suggest that 
using Q methodology may be a way to achieve 
more diverse representation in a working group in 
cases where the participation of individuals may 
wax and wane. By focusing on the need to ensure 

adequate representation of a handful of aggregated 
viewpoints rather than dozens of individual role-
based stakeholders, Q methodology may be able to 
help ensure some measure of broader representa-
tion even in a small group. This could be the case 
even when details and process logistics exert strong 
influences on working group participation. That 
said, we very much understand that these choices 
were and are necessarily imperfect and are worthy 
of debate, as their implications for inclusion and 
exclusion are complex and fraught.  

Tools 
Given (and despite) these contours of inclusion 
and participation, one of our goals in the working 
group meetings was to address the inherent power 
dynamic that exists among different players in the 
tree fruit industry (e.g., with consultants or industry 
representatives having more power in the typical 
chain of command than pesticide applicators, 
migrant farmworkers, or health educators). Even 
without all levels of the hierarchy present in the 
working group, this power structure certainly 
would have affected how free each participant 
might have felt to speak out at meetings. As such, 
we sought to minimize the reach of those larger 
power dynamics in the working group meetings 
(even while acknowledging that full success in this 
regard would be impossible). We did this through 
highly trained professional facilitation, team-
building activities, structured exercises, and a 
combination of small group work with individual 
and full group work. For example, participants 
worked in groups of two to three individuals; 
together, they tried to brainstorm a comprehensive 
and wide-ranging list of efforts to improve pesti-
cide safety. All ideas were then posted on a “sticky 
wall” where support (or concern) for each idea 
could be indicated confidentially with colored 
sticker dots. Once ideas were discussed and nar-
rowed down, small groups were asked to discuss 
which ideas might face support or opposition from 
each of the Q factor viewpoints. They were also 
asked to think about what costs and benefits might 
accrue to which stakeholders from implementation 
of each idea and which stakeholders they might 
affect. In each of these processes, we made use of 
simultaneous interpretation, where all participants 
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(English and Spanish speakers alike) were asked to 
wear headsets so that conversation could proceed 
with greater fluency across the two languages. This 
followed best practices from Highlander Center 
trainings on “interpreting for social justice” 
attended by researchers and facilitators prior to 
their participation in this project.1 
 According to the anonymous evaluations from 
the meetings, the tools used during working group 
meetings helped create a sense of teamwork and a 
willingness to engage with other group members 
(see direct quotes from evaluations in Lehrer & 
Sneegas, 2018). They also helped decrease, to some 
extent, the power differential not just among par-
ticipants, but also between researchers and parti-
cipants. The researchers and facilitators designed 
the structure and trajectory of meetings; yet, par-
ticipants routinely interjected to change the flow of 
an individual meeting or even a series of meetings. 
For example, participants would repeatedly assign 
the researchers new information gathering tasks to 
help them make decisions. Again, this is not to 
suggest that these tools and measures created an 
even playing field for participants, but rather to 
note that they were designed with an understanding 
of power in mind. 

Power 
While the tools used to structure meetings were 
somewhat helpful in addressing the extant power 
structure, their limits also illustrated some of the 
difficulties outlined in the literature on participa-
tory processes. For example, one participant, who 
had loaded very strongly on factor 1 (Skeptic) and 
worked mostly with migrant farmworkers from a 
position outside the tree fruit industry, said she felt 
uncomfortable at the first meeting because many 
of the solutions proposed focused on supervisors 
rather than on the more vulnerable migrant work-
ers. Other participants, some of whom worked 
closely with migrant farmworkers, felt that, because 
other statewide and regional programs focused 
directly on migrant worker-driven organizing and 
advocacy rather than supervisory skills training, a 
focus on supervisors through this project could 
provide a missing link for improving working 
                                                 
1 See https://www.highlandercenter.org/interpreting-for-social-justice-highlander-workshop/ 

conditions across the entire tree fruit industry. As 
the idea of a supervisor-oriented project gained 
momentum among a majority of the group, the 
participant at hand chose not to attend future 
meetings. The momentum of the group did not 
address her concerns adequately, and she presum-
ably did not feel that she could, should, or wanted 
to persist as a minority voice.  
 Besides illustrating how participation is 
affected by group dynamics and choices, this may 
also be an indication that a stakeholder process that 
chooses to seek common ground is more likely to 
attract and retain stakeholders attracted to that 
premise as well. In contrast, those who load most 
strongly on their factor (Skeptics, Acceptors, or 
Incrementalists) may be less inclined to value or 
more concerned about what is lost by focusing on, 
an explicitly compromise-oriented process. While 
those who participated in the working group were 
not quantitatively more “moderate” in their factor 
loadings than those who did not, our strongest fac-
tor exemplar was the only one, as far as we know, 
who felt disempowered by or uninterested in the 
direction of the group and dropped out of the 
process in discontent (rather than for scheduling 
reasons). This then strengthened the role of those 
interested in educational rather than advocacy solu-
tions (see more on consensus and inclusion below). 
It also speaks to Mouffe’s (2005) concern that a 
consensus-oriented process can lose some of the 
productive agonism that might be found in a 
process that sits longer in its areas of tension. 
 In another example of the contours of power 
and participation, one participant, a pesticide appli-
cator, came to the meetings with another partici-
pant (in a higher level position) from the company 
where he worked. As an applicator, he was unable 
to participate during the busy summer season, and 
he was also less likely to come without his super-
visor/colleague, in part because their orchard was 
two hours away. In addition, he was perhaps less 
likely to be outspoken with his supervisor/ 
colleague present, thus providing presumably 
imperfect information and imperfect participation; 
yet, having the two come together was likely the 
only way we could garner his input in the first 
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place. We opted for his possibly guarded presence 
over the alternative of him not participating at all.  

Consensus 
When we brought the stakeholder working group 
together, initial discussions were energized, civil, 
and productive. Many (but not all) of the partici-
pants knew one another, as the tree fruit industry 
in Washington is a relatively small community. 
There was some debate, alluded to above, in terms 
of whether the focus for safety improvements 
should be on helping migrant fruit pickers protect 
themselves or on helping supervisors create a safer 
and more positive work environment for these 
(and other) workers. But as a consensus formed, 
wherein the majority of the group began to focus 
on the supervisor demographic, the participants 
less interested in working at that level dropped out. 
Thus, while the group remained diverse in terms of 
gender, ethnicity, and Q worldview or factor load-
ing, it became more homogenous in terms of 
interest in supervisory trainings. In other words, 
there was a continual process by which the people 
who attended the meetings shaped not only the 
process and the outcomes, but also the subsequent 
makeup of the group. Those who felt that the 
project focus did not match their areas of interest 
left the group (Few et al., 2007; Hauptmann, 2001), 
further solidifying the decision to focus on super-
visor training. This example of tension between 
viewpoints is perhaps the kind of tension that one 
thinks about as a classic obstacle to joint-decision 
making among diverse stakeholders––different 
groups prioritizing different needs and solutions 
with the ultimate resolution dependent on who 
holds the most influence in that context.  
 But what makes this particularly interesting is 
that the resolution of this tension depended in 
large part on the banal, often overlooked details of 
who “showed up.” Power and influence in the 
context of the working group was constructed via 
small decisions and situations that are not always 
registered as expressions of power. In particular, 
the group that decided to pursue supervisory skills 
training as a solution for workplace safety concerns 
was one originally shaped by many seemingly 
smaller factors. These factors include things like 
who had the time, interest, and energy for a 

working group process (and for how long and 
under what circumstances); who was able to attend 
meetings at which time of year and in which 
locations; who ended up with other commitments 
(including last-minute trainings at work, doctor 
appointments, and forest-fire induced crises) that 
interfered with meeting attendance; how flexible 
participants’ regular jobs were (and at which times 
of year); how far they had to travel (including but 
not limited to their status as full-time residents of 
the region or migrants); what mechanisms were 
used to pay participants at work (salaried versus 
hourly versus piece-rate; in other words, whether 
or not our meetings “counted” as work for them); 
relationships among participants (both in terms of 
supervisory relationships and logistical ones such 
as a need to carpool to meetings); and basic interest 
in “problem-solving” projects of this nature. This 
is not to say that the working group process was 
haphazard or illegitimate; rather, it is to suggest 
that the ways in which participants differed in 
terms of the attributes above not only played into 
their choice of projects but also their joint deci-
sions on things like when, where, and how to 
organize future working group meetings. This, in 
turn, affected who came to subsequent meetings. 
The Q study was designed to acknowledge stake-
holder differences so that these differences would 
not be ignored in the search for a mutually accepta-
ble project; however, the process of coming to a 
consensus around a particular course of action 
through a set of meetings that took place in real 
time and place, and amidst competing priorities for 
all members, did function, as in the literature, as an 
eventual obstacle to broader inclusion. 
 Eventually, these dynamics, combined with 
logistical issues such as scheduling constraints (two 
pesticide educators and one consultant were unable 
to attend the August 2014 meeting due to 
commitments that arose last-minute) and the 
group’s request to invite additional stakeholders 
interested in supervisory training, caused the 
makeup of the group to change for the fourth 
meeting (August 2014). The makeup of the fourth 
meeting was much more male and Anglo and 
included a higher proportion of representatives 
from grower organizations than at previous (or 
future) meetings. At this meeting, the group 
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retreated from immediate implementation of the 
training certificate idea to instead pursue further 
research on the need for such a certificate. On one 
hand, it is wise to fully assess the need for a new 
program before beginning to pursue it; indeed, 
participants from earlier meetings who had been 
absent at the fourth meeting but were contacted by 
phone for their input all supported this idea of 
further research. On the other hand, as one (Anglo, 
male, industry-insider) participant later suggested, a 
more Anglo, male, industry-insider group (like the 
one at the fourth meeting) might be comfortable 
with the status quo of the orchard; such a group 
might be less inclined to pursue quick changes and 
more inclined to focus on research that, for better 
or for worse, delays implementation. This dynamic 
illustrates nicely how the issue of who shows up 
(and why) can significantly affect a “participatory” 
process. It also suggests that, while supervisory 
skills training was perhaps not a direct enough 
solution for our justifiably discontented Skeptic, it 
was at the same time much too radical a solution 
for some industry insiders, who consequently may 
have sought to delay it (intentionally or not). This 
again suggests that given the conservative and 
highly structured nature of the tree fruit industry, 
developing even compromise-level projects related 
to social and workplace safety is something that 
must be approached cautiously. Accordingly, this 
charge to pursue additional research helped create 
a long delay between the fourth and fifth meetings.  
 And yet, at the fifth meeting, where the core 
stakeholders who had attended most of the meet-
ings were once again present, and the newer 
(Anglo, male, industry-insider) stakeholders did not 
return, one participant interrupted the presentation 
of the research results on the industry’s perceived 
need for a supervisory certificate to say, “This is all 
interesting, but we all work in the field, we know 
from experience that a training certificate is 
needed.” The other participants agreed, and the 
group put the new research findings aside and 
moved back to brainstorming ideas for 
implementation.  

Time 
This stop-and-go trajectory is particularly interest-
ing because the researchers designed this series of 

meetings to be held with a consistent stakeholder 
group and to progress toward the goal of develop-
ing a practical project. And yet, due to inter-
participant dynamics, the choice of project direc-
tion, and simple logistics, the makeup of the work-
ing group was not as consistent over time as we 
had hoped, even though the meetings built on one 
another. While this made the working group pro-
cess arguably richer in its inclusion of more stake-
holders, it also slowed the work down consider-
ably. It took whittling the group down to a core, 
then re-whittling it back to that same core after 
new stakeholders had come and gone, for the 
group to make steady progress on its chosen task. 
This points, as the literature on participatory 
processes suggests, to two things in particular: the 
need for a long stretch of time to work through 
such processes with a set of stakeholders deeply 
committed to the process; and the tension between 
having a more diverse and deliberative group and a 
more “efficient” group where some diversity of 
opinions is lost. Notably, a project that moves 
more slowly might help reduce barriers to attend-
ance for some marginalized participants; but it 
might also backfire if participants start to feel that 
they are not making enough progress for the time 
they are putting in.  
 Relatedly, this project moved along a grant-
funded timeline. Supported by a five-year grant, the 
timeframe was adequate for this Q study plus 
working group process; however, it would not have 
allowed for significant deviations from the process 
had participants wanted to pursue additional aims. 
Researcher goals were fairly open (to develop 
“some sort of” project to improve orchard health 
and safety), and almost all working group deci-
sions, from the project choice to the meeting 
schedule to the speed of implementation, were 
made by the group; however, it is clear that not all 
projects would have fit the time and resources at 
hand, and even the task of pursuing a project at all 
imposed constraints. As such, the work was guided 
and shaped by these opportunities and limits. 
Finally, supporting the continuation of the devel-
opment of the supervisor certificate after the grant 
funding ended in 2016 presented new challenges. 
For example, the group applied for and received a 
small additional one year grant to help develop the 
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program curriculum; but, they ended up returning 
the seed money after six months due to the 
difficulty of making adequate progress in a one-
year timeframe. Instead, the group is seeking a 
community college credential and sponsorships as 
well as more flexible grant-funding to be able to 
develop and pilot the project within a timeframe 
that better fits the group and the perceived needs 
of supervisors, farmworkers, and employers.  

Project Outcomes 
Ekboir (2003) suggests measuring the effectiveness 
of participatory projects by multiple metrics: 
research outputs (what came out of it), outcomes 
(how people used the outputs), impacts (how those 
outcomes affect end-users’ lives), and mutual 
learning for participants and researchers. Here we 
adopt that framework to assess our stakeholder 
project. 
 In terms of outputs, the choice of an educa-
tional solution to a pesticide safety problem is 
worth analyzing. On one hand, focusing on the 
supervisor’s ability to help maintain a culture of 
safety in orchards seems reasonable. Rather than 
focusing on migrant workers, for whom risk miti-
gation measures are crucial but frequently not 
under their control, or on upper management, who 
have less contact with workers, supervisors have 
access both to policies from the top and worker 
behavior and resources down the chain of com-
mand. On the other hand, training programs are 
often solutions that appeal to trainers, who were 
over-represented in our group from the very start 
(and in particular at the second meeting where the 
final decision to pursue a training certificate was 
made). Previous research in Washington State 
noted that educators tend to lean toward educa-
tional solutions to problems, even as other stake-
holders prefer other solutions. For example, a 
series of surveys and interviews in 2007–2009 
addressed the issue of inadequate hand-washing on 
farms and its implications for pesticide exposure. 
Pesticide handlers attributed a lack of hand-
washing to missing soap or towels; some orchard 
managers attributed it to workers ignoring 
regulations; and health and safety professionals 
attributed it to inadequate training (even though 
handlers contended that they already knew how to 

mitigate risk and therefore did not need more 
training) (UW-PNASH, 2010; WSU, 2010).  
 Even so, a solution focused on training is not 
surprising, given the project goals and the map of 
worldviews developed from the Q study. In the Q 
study, both Skeptics and Acceptors (the most 
diametrically opposed groups) mentioned training 
as an important solution. Incrementalists also saw a 
role for improvements to the orchard environment 
rather than, say, new regulations (which were sup-
ported by Skeptics but opposed by Acceptors and 
Incrementalists) (see “What more can help?” and 
“What would not help?” in Table 3). In this way, 
the choice to focus on training did not solely repre-
sent a solution of interest to those group members 
whose job flexibility, location, travel constraints, 
and other commitments allowed them to be 
present; it also represented a solution that is at least 
moderately palatable to each of the three view-
points represented. In other words, a proposal for 
training most likely represents an area of consen-
sus. As such, it is the kind of pragmatic solution 
that would result from this type of process. The 
way in which the group designed the training pro-
gram was quite innovative (hands-on, skills-based, 
creative), but the very fact that a training program 
was chosen as a solution is not particularly out-of-
the-box.  
 On the other hand, while the initial solutions 
proposed by the group in our brainstorming pro-
cess included small adjustments in particular areas 
(improved pesticide label information in Spanish, 
or a more appropriate use of re-entry signs for 
orchards as highlighted explicitly by Q study 
consensus results), the training idea was a much 
more comprehensive, big picture approach to 
improving workplace culture in orchards. And in 
many ways, this kind of solution illustrates the 
point of using the Q methodology in a stakeholder 
process––to find common-ground solutions in a 
contentious field and to focus on what divergent 
groups have in common rather than trying to 
problem-solve at a more detailed level from 
polarized positions. While there is an important 
role for polar positions, conflict, and advocacy in 
change-making, the goal here was to seek out 
mutually acceptable (in this case, “safe” and 
unassailable) solutions and overcome the 
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roadblocks associated with having friction among 
viewpoints. But, importantly, this working group 
sought a consensus that was not based on erasing 
differences among diverging views, but rather on 
acknowledging those differences and choosing to 
work in areas where consensus could be productive 
rather than oppressive. While not all voices were 
clearly heard, as some participants dropped out, 
others entered, and still others never had the power 
or opportunity to come to the table at all, this 
process provides an interesting case for assessing 
the tradeoffs among the democratic attributes of 
participatory processes.  
 In considering outcomes, or how people used 
the research outputs, this stakeholder process did 
not particularly upend existing power dynamics in 
the tree fruit industry; that is, it ended up promot-
ing supervisor training as a relatively palatable way 
to indirectly improve pesticide safety rather than 
tackling any issues of inequity or power head-on. 
But on the other hand, this kind of middle-of-the-
road solution is likely the only kind of solution 
upon which the group assembled could have 
agreed. In other words, using Q methodology to 
circumvent solutions favored only by those who 
hold greater power in the tree fruit industry does 
not imply that solutions favored only by other 
groups will be adopted; rather, it implies that the 
solutions adopted will have to be acceptable to all 
groups, including (but not limited to) those that are 
more powerful or influential. This is in contrast to 
some of the literature on participatory develop-
ment, which focuses primarily on elevating the 
voices of the least powerful. Instead, in this case, 
the combination of the Q methodology with a 
stakeholder working group helped forestall a situa-
tion where the dominant perspective became the 
answer; it instead looked for acceptable solutions 
for a multiplicity of viewpoints.  
 In turn, this kind of “indirect” solution is less 
likely to provoke direct opposition from groups 
able to stall it. While it does not change existing 
power dynamics, it likely does help build and 
strengthen working relationships among groups. 
This supports the contention from the literature 
that a strong participatory process should acknowl-
edge power differentials without presuming to 
erase them (Few, 2001; Mouffe, 2005). In other 

words, the goal was not simply to include under-
represented voices in decision-making (in fact 
some of the more underrepresented voices were 
not fully incorporated in the working group, 
although their Q factors were); rather, it was to 
achieve a concrete improvement that could help 
both marginalized and mainstream participants 
alike. By that criteria, this working group process 
was at least somewhat successful in producing an 
output that would be used by various stakeholders.  
 By explicitly acknowledging (and understand-
ing in a concrete manner through the Q study) the 
differences in perspective that existed in the field 
of tree fruit pesticide and workplace safety, the 
stakeholder group could work together in a way 
that respected those differences but was not held 
hostage to them. This is appropriate in that the 
group was not designed, really, to change partici-
pants’ perceptions of risk; rather, it was designed to 
improve workplace safety despite differences in per-
spective by first focusing on areas of divergence 
and then dropping those in favor of more mutually 
palatable solutions. Based on this experience, we 
argue that using a stakeholder process on the heels 
of a Q study will not necessarily upend the funda-
mental power dynamics that raise concerns in the 
literature on participatory processes; rather, it has 
the potential to open additional doors to mutually 
acceptable solutions that might have been missed 
or blockaded if only the dominant perspectives on 
risk were addressed.  
 What we notice and highlight in this paper are 
the ways in which power and voice significantly 
affected outcomes within the working group, in 
particular through the logistical and granular details 
of process and participation. In other words, the 
working group’s process and outcomes were 
driven, in part, by who showed up, and the 
dynamics of power and voice within the group 
(which at times mirrored those of the larger tree 
fruit industry and at times diverged from them). 
Those dynamics, in turn, affected the contours of 
participation (i.e., who continued to show up) and 
influence all across the process. Our contention is 
that such granular details, which can at times go 
unnoticed, help enable and constrain particular 
outcomes in participatory work. As noted in parts 
of the development literature, they are key factors 
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to study and consider. 
 After all this discussion of process, however, 
we are still left asking whether supervisory training, 
as the mutually appealing solution chosen by this 
working group, will help improve pesticide and 
workplace safety in orchards. In other words, we 
are curious about the impacts of this project. While 
the creation of a supervisory skills training program 
does not guarantee an improvement in pesticide 
safety, it could help create the conditions that 
would promote such an improvement. A work-
place culture where workers are respected because 
supervisors have acquired the tools to better man-
age work crews may easily become a safer work-
place, even for the most vulnerable. If nothing else, 
we would argue that the pursuit of a training certif-
icate, supported by industry personnel, advocates, 
and educators alike, represents a different approach 
to the sometimes more adversarial debates around 
pesticide safety risks; at the very least, it provides 
one strategy (among many) for broadly improving 
the health and safety of agricultural workers. 
 Finally, the core group’s continued interest in 
pursuing this project does indicate some level of 
satisfaction, if not explicitly Ekboir’s “mutual 
learning” for participants and researchers. At the 
time of this writing, both industry insiders and 
industry outsiders remain highly supportive of the 
project, as do some Skeptics, Acceptors, and 
Incrementalists. Although industry outsiders were 
more heavily represented early in the working 
group process, the inclusion of new and influential 
industry insiders at the last meeting (to replace a 
retired industry representative), has meant that the 
supervisory training project retains strong support 
from multiple communities. This broad base of 
support may be helpful in ensuring that this project 
continues.  

Conclusions 
In this paper, we shared results from a participa-
tory process of stakeholder engagement around 
issues of pesticide and workplace safety in 
Washington State’s tree fruit industry. Rooted in 
the literature on participatory development, we 
designed a Q study plus stakeholder working group 
process that would employ some “best practices” 
of participatory engagement to attempt a shared 

power environment and improve practice, as 
suggested by Reed (2000) and Caretta and Riaño 
(2016) among others. Pulling from authors such as 
Smith (2008), we sought to avoid pitfalls including 
tokenism in participation, mistakenly viewing the 
community as a cohesive entity, providing inade-
quate resources, or inexperienced facilitation. We 
found that, despite seriously addressing questions 
of inclusion, appropriate tools, power, consensus, 
and time, there were certain structural constraints 
we experienced––from incidental things that pre-
vented some members of the group from attending 
certain meetings, to the role of geography and 
distance in making the use of technologies such as 
emails necessary for coordination (but which can 
privilege the written word). As such, many aspects 
of our process reflected what has been found in 
the literature. A participatory process can easily fail 
to alter power dynamics inherent in an industry and 
can run the risk of replicating such dynamics even 
as it attempts to address them. Nevertheless, 
enhancing participation in decision-making while 
acknowledging the complex dynamics of a particu-
lar case can yield new insights and facilitate collab-
oration on improvements and solutions.  
 Our experiences with this stakeholder working 
group also highlighted the self-reinforcing nature 
of ideas, where the projects chosen were shaped by 
the makeup of our working group, and where 
those choices in turn shaped the evolving group 
makeup. While our stakeholder process did strive 
to address power inequities, it was still in large part 
driven by who showed up––an aspect which, itself, 
is a product of structure, decisions, and chance in 
addition to differential interest, power, and access. 
Decisions, and participation in those decisions, 
were influenced not only by an interest (or lack 
thereof) in certain kinds of orchard-based pro-
grams, but also by logistical issues––such as 
whether participants had to drive two hours or ten-
minutes to get a meeting, whether they had a medi-
cal urgency come up the morning of a meeting, or 
whether one participant was busier at work in sum-
mer while another was busier in winter. In other 
words, we learned that, in addition to design and 
implementation, logistics can matter a lot for the 
trajectory of a participatory process. Finally, we 
learned that part of a participatory process may 
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entail allowing participants to define their own 
roles. Despite researchers’ goals, many participants 
chose not to participate at all or to come and go; 
these choices are reflective both of the participants’ 
ability to access the process and the nature of their 
jobs and circumstances, and also their preferences 
for prioritizing meetings (or not) based on how 
relevant these meetings seemed to them. While we 
do not pretend to have had the full participation of 
all stakeholders who might have had an interest in 
the topic, nevertheless we contend that much can 
be accomplished even with imperfect participation, 
as long as the limits and boundaries of that partici-
pation are made clear. In our case, the develop-
ment of a supervisor training certificate program 
would probably not have emerged without the 
broad participation of stakeholders. We suggest 
here that using a Q study to capture stakeholder 
representation across multiple views can be a use-
ful approach, especially where representation by 
jobs or roles may prove more elusive. 
 In reflecting on this process and on how it 
draws from and potentially adds to the literature on 
participatory development, it is important to note 
that much of the literature we pulled from focuses 
on incorporating the views of powerless groups 
into research and action. Although our group 
included many individuals with limited power and 
always included representation from all three Q 
factors (derived from a broad array of stakeholders 
across the spectrum of power and position), those 
stakeholders with the least power in the system 
(presumably migrant farmworkers) were not a 

central part of the working group process itself. 
Instead, the mixed-power nature of our group 
made it easier to mitigate power dynamics between 
researchers and participants; but, it was perhaps 
more difficult to mitigate power dynamics among 
participants. We come away from this process 
noting that it requires work and thought to “do” 
participation. Even with such work and thought, 
certain imbalances will affect project outcomes. In 
our case, as researchers and participants, we chose 
to follow the outcomes of our working group pro-
cess in the directions they led, even as we acknowl-
edge their shortcomings. Inspired by Walmsley 
(2009), we use the critiques of and lessons learned 
from participatory processes as a productive chal-
lenge for continuing to democratize research and 
social change. We also reiterate the need to con-
tinue to address, in granular detail, power differ-
entials as a key component of equity and justice in 
agriculture, sustainability, and food systems.  
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Appendix A 
 
Q statements: Viewpoints were clustered into “factors” around the extent to which participants agreed or 
disagreed with each of the following statements. 

1. I worry that people don’t take the risks of pesticides seriously because they don’t understand the long-term 
effects of pesticides on their health. 

2. I don’t think anybody really knows what all of these pesticides are doing to our environment. 

3. Unlike many people, I believe that if there is any possibility of a pesticide harming the environment or 
human health, that chemical shouldn’t be used even if it’s not yet absolutely proven scientifically to be 
harmful. 

4. I am convinced that people are afraid of pesticides basically because they don’t know enough about the 
pesticides themselves. 

5. It frustrates me that the public simply does not understand how agriculture works today. 

6. I don’t know why people get so worried about pesticide use in orchards—there are good systems in place 
for monitoring pesticide illness and they indicate really low levels of exposure. 

7. I don’t trust official assessments of pesticide health risks—they’re measured by exposure to a single 
chemical, but pesticides are typically used in formulations (mixed with other chemicals). 

8. I’m not naïve enough to believe that all pesticides are safe. 

9. I can tell by the odor whether or not a pesticide is dangerous. 

10. I believe that scientists receiving industry funding tend to be biased towards industry interests even in 
cases where the industry sponsor does not actively pressure the researcher. 

11. I don’t have any questions about which chemicals are safe and which are not—the science of pesticide 
safety is has been clearly studied. 

12. Many of the pesticides we use now are very targeted—they’re not broad-spectrum neurological toxins so 
short of being a fungus or bacteria, they’re not going to have much effect on you. 

13. I am tired of all the regulation around agricultural pesticides. 

14. I don’t think it makes sense to worry too much about pesticide drift—pesticides are so diluted by the time 
they’re used that they’re not going to hurt you. 

15. I’m all for workplace safety, but without pesticides, you just can’t produce the safe, nutritious, affordable 
food that consumers deserve. 

16. I worry about children’s exposure to pesticides (even in utero) because it can lower their IQ. 

17. It frustrates me that literacy, cultural, time, and language barriers get in the way of appropriate pesticide 
safety training for workers. 

18. No matter what people say, I know that pesticide drift is very common. 

19. What pesticide handlers need to be safe in my opinion is more label information in Spanish. 

20. I think there should be a program whereby all pesticide applicators, when they go out to spray, are given 
refresher explanations on what chemicals they are using, what the labels say, and how they should be 
used. 
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21. I know that pesticide applicators, because they’re spraying all the time, understand pesticide safety—but 
not everyone else knows what’s going on, and that can make things risky. 

22. It frustrates me to no end that the health dangers of pesticides are grossly overstated by politicians using 
the issue as a political vehicle. 

23. In my experience, tree fruit workers receive plenty of pesticide safety training.  

24. I feel very comfortable with how well pesticide handlers know how to read and follow pesticide labels. 

25. I wish managers would do a better job of reminding pesticide handlers about maintaining a safe 
workplace. 

26. If there were clear and open communication within orchards, pesticide safety would be less of an issue. 

27. I think growers and managers are generally good listeners, responsive to their workers’ concerns—but 
workers have to be willing to talk to them if they are worried. 

28. What I think supervisors need is training in human resource management—how to be more effective and 
more efficient, with the skills and abilities to communicate things to their employees. 

29. I think a big problem in the system is that pesticide safety varies so much by orchard—some enforce safety 
procedures really well and implement a culture of safety while others don’t. 

30. I hate when pesticide handlers don’t get enough time to decontaminate personal protective equipment. 

31. To me it’s simple—as long as people follow regulations and don’t go into sprayed blocks, there is no safety 
risk. 

32. In my opinion, the tree fruit industry overprotects its workers. 

33. I can hardly believe how much safer orchards are now than they were 5–10 years ago. 

34. For me, industry self-regulation is the best way to addressing environmental problems like pesticide safety. 

35. To me, pesticide handling is only risky when applicators don’t wear the proper personal protective 
equipment. 

36. I don’t understand why pesticides that can be replaced by less toxic alternatives are still registered. 

37. I don’t think that growers would train workers on pesticide safety unless it were regulated. 

38. In my experience, posting signs for re-entry intervals is not effective—many places keep their signs up all 
year, so you can’t rely on them. 

39. I’m tired of this overwhelming focus on pesticide safety—there are simply way more pressing safety issues 
in orchards today. 

40.  I trust that the USDA and EPA wouldn’t allow pesticides to be used that aren’t safe for humans. 

41. I believe there’s inherent risk involved in working with pesticides, no matter what precautions are taken. 

42. Improving pesticide safety is simple—all it needs is for the tree fruit industry to step up and put some 
money behind it. 

43. I believe that true safety comes not from worker protections but from engineering workers out of the loop. 

44. I’d like growers to spray less toxic pesticides, but the cost of them is getting out of control, especially for 
family farmers. 

45. To me, pesticide safety has become a non-issue—employers already have to address it for food safety 
certification.  



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

Volume 8, Issue 4 / Winter–Spring 2019 109 

Appendix B 
 
Draft outline of proposed training certificate program created by stakeholder working group and designed to 
provide opportunities for tree fruit industry supervisors to improve some of their workplace safety climate by 
strengthening supervisory skills. 
 
Proposed Core Training Subjects Including…

1. Human Resource Management Hiring/firing/promoting
Evaluating employees (informally and formally) 
Professional communication 

a. Respectful communication around wage rates 
b. Cross cultural awareness, including terminology changes from orchard to 

orchard 
c. Approaches to navigating and explaining rules and their rationale 

Respect/ethics 
a. Addressing issues of concern raised by migrant pickers and other 

employees including favoritism; “culture of retaliation”; “vulgarity”; 
discrimination and violence 

Managing conflict 
Leadership/motivation

2. Regulations Specific to:
a. Tree fruit industry 
b. Human resources 
c. Employee safety 
d. Food safety

3. General Operations Safety 101, including:
a. Safety leadership: modeling, promoting, accident prevention programs 
b. New employee orientations 
c. Company safety policies 

Economics/Costs 101 (for small and larger operations) 
a. Process, expectations, communicating needs to upper management 
b. Enhancing productivity

 
 
Potential Specializations (Tracks) 

Managing across languages 

Tractor safety 

Sprayer calibration 

Budgeting 

Literacy 

Respirators and personal protective equipment

Developing an accident prevention program
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