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Action research, participatory research, collaborative research: this is what researchers do when they 
are also active in urban projects. Their engagement takes slightly different forms according to the 
different contexts and theoretical debates. But they all share a common approach: research not “on” but 
“with” the researched field and its given social context (Lieberman, 1986). It also means changing the 
reality that is being studied and gaining knowledge from this change (Hugon and Seibel C., 1988). 
Research, here, is a form of action pursuing a specific goal and also analysing this action. Research 
practice takes various forms (both in social and natural science). Urbanism is no exception and the 
current forms of research in urbanism explore changes in the way cities are “produced”. Nowadays the 
purely technical approach in public urban policies is losing ground; participatory democracy and 
participatory governance are developing; these trends question the role of researchers among the 
various stakeholders. What are the mechanisms through which they get involved in local life and in 
political urban choices? Within this context, researchers playing an active role in debates and conflicts 
around urban projects have gained more knowledge on the subjects and have started thinking about 
their own role and about choices that determine a city's development. Of course, each context, each 
project is unique, but all research on the urban heritage shows how difficult it is to balance the roles of 
central government, citizens' associations, practitioners and other stakeholders. Urban heritage goes 
beyond the buildings, areas and cities it encompasses; it has an economic, political, symbolic and 
emotional weight. That explains why it is so difficult to make choices for today and for tomorrow. 
 
I researched the process leading to the listing of the Bellavista area in Santiago de Chile. On the basis 
of this study, the present communication explores the role of research and of researchers who are active 
in a process of institutionalisation of the heritage. In the case study that I carried out, I initiated the 
application for listing while I was working on a PhD thesis on this process. I had therefore two 
different viewpoints on the matter and I have witnessed how complicated it is to balance modern 
projects with heritage recognition, with different stakeholders defending different interests. The 
example of Bellavista leads me to the following question: what should or could be the role of the 
researcher who has an interest in urban heritage? Where is the boundary between observing and 
engaging? What is the role of research when heritage, a common good, is threatened? I will try and 
answer these questions using the data I collected in Bellavista. I explore the practical obstacles and 
opportunities offered by this type of approach in research on cities. 
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