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On a hot, sunny day in July 2019, the Cape

Verdean community in New Bedford came

together to celebrate Cape Verdean

Independence Day. They held a parade and

celebrated Cape Verdean culture through

dance, music, cuisine, language, and, of course,

the people themselves. Dina Abreau, a Cape

Verdean leader in New Bedford, walked up and

down the parade to celebrate with her

community. 

At the end of the parade, the festival-goers

gathered in a parking lot on Acushnet Street,

next to the Cape Verdean Civic Association of

New Bedford. There, on the side of the

Association’s building, Dina unveiled a new

mural to honor New Bedford’s Cape Verdean

heritage. Dina explained the importance of the

mural and emphasized key details of the mural.

The mural features a mother and daughter standing between the islands of Cape

Verde and the city of New Bedford. The girl is holding a model ship, a call-out to the

community’s connection to New Bedford’s whaling industry. An “I Voted” button is

shown on the mother’s purse. This detail in reflects a call for the community to stay

engaged, to vote to preserve the neighborhood, and protect it from gentrification.

Unbeknownst to many people at the parade, the design of the mural was influenced

by the results of a survey from the Healthy Neighborhoods Study. This Field Guide

describes how we, the partners of the Healthy Neighborhoods Study, do research in

9 communities in Eastern Massachusetts: New Bedford, Fall River, Brockton,

Mattapan, Roxbury, Dorchester, Chelsea, Everett, and Lynn. 

Our communities are home to of people of color, immigrants, and workers that have

been overlooked and disinvested for decades. We research how neighborhood

changes, like gentrification, impact people’s health. Our research is done by

Resident Researchers - residents of Healthy Neighborhoods Study communities

who are formally trained to do research.
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Figure 1: The New Bedford mural celebrating
Cape Verdean heritage on Acushnet Street

Section 1.
Introduction

Resident Researchers:
Residents of Healthy
Neighborhoods Study
communities who are
formally trained to do
research.

Key Terms
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We use a research approach  called Participatory Action Research (PAR). This

approach is based on two concepts. First,  people who are most impacted by a

problem are in the best position to understand and solve that problem.

Second, the best way of understanding a complex problem is by trying to solve

it. For us, this means that research on gentrification and its impacts on health

should be led by people in communities experiencing gentrification, focus on

their experiences and expertise, and support real-time action to address the

harms of gentrification in their communities. We are proud of what we’ve

accomplished so far doing PAR.

After years of research together, we wrote this guide to share some of what

we learned about doing participatory action research in our communities.
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Figure 2: The HNS Team from the 2018 Collaborative Data Analysis Session

"For Participatory Action Research to be effective it relies almost entirely on
the effective collaboration of multiple people with a common vision. And I
would say that in fact both residents and community members are needed to
successfully execute the research. It's like all parties have an active role and I
would say all parties have an active voice. I define PAR through collective work
and responsibility" 

-- Josee Genty, Resident Researcher on the Everett team



We don’t claim that the way we use Participatory Action Research --which we

call “PAR” for short -- applies to everything. And we don’t claim ownership of the

PAR research approach or method.  PAR has its origins in Latin American social

movements decades ago, in the work of leaders like Paulo Freire, and has been

used around the world by communities seeking to build power and change the

conditions around them. There is no one right way of doing PAR. PAR is an

evolving approach that supports communities in using research as a tool to

better understand problems and take action to solve those problems. It has a

deep history and is influenced by many different people and communities. The

Healthy Neighborhoods Study is proud to be one of many  projects using and 

 advancing PAR practices. In that spirit, we hope this guide will be valuable for

other community-based organizations, research partnerships, and those who are

interested in doing their own PAR projects.
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Our Participatory Action
Research Process

When we introduce new residents to our project, we first frame PAR by
describing what PAR is not. There is a long, harmful history of research in our
communities. Again and again, history shows researchers experimenting on and
extracting from our communities in the name of science without regard for
harm or benefits to people in our communities. Here’s a typical example of how  
research using surveys tends to happen to our communities, not with them. 

A university professor gets an idea about what should be studied in a
community and, without checking if anyone in the community actually wants
this work carried out, hires a team of students from their college to go out,
collect some data on the problems they see in the community, and then are
never heard from again. The professor analyzes the data and publishes papers
that advance their career, but the publications don’t benefit the residents
themselves. And, even if residents knew where to find the research the
publications are often locked away in journals that people can't access.

This type of dynamic plays out again and again in our communities. The residents

don’t have a say in whether research in their community is allowed or welcomed

in the first place. They don’t have a say in what topics the research investigates

or how the research is carried out. They don’t do the research themselves. They

don’t ever hear back about the results of the research, and the research does not

lead to action the community wants to see happen.



Now that we know what PAR is NOT, let’s talk about what PAR IS. PAR is an

approach - a way to do research with and for communities that emphasizes

community participation in conducting the research and action as a result of it.

Rather than having a specific research process or method, PAR projects use

practices and methods from other fields and disciplines to express this intent.

Because of this, PAR projects can look very different and focus on many different

topics. 

For example, The Healthy Neighborhoods Study borrows community organizing,

community engagement, popular education, community-based participatory

research methods from the fields of urban planning, community development, and

public health. We formed a team of academics, practitioners, advocates, and

residents to use these tenets and methods to co-design a process and tools to

carry out the study. We will describe our team and process in detail later in the

guide.

“PAR provides tools for people who have not
belonged in a research space to build power through
research.” 

-- Vedette Gavin, Co-Principal Investigator
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"PAR isn't a specific set of methods but rather
an approach to really uplifting the community
experience."

 -- Reann Gibson, Senior Research Fellow



PAR DIAGRAM
(Need added to

Drive)

Since this is a Field Guide for PAR projects, we provided a more in-depth “how-to”

about the activities that happen in the field such as training on research ethics,

collecting data, and managing logistics. As we describe our step-by-step process,

keep in mind that things come up in the field and these steps aren’t always

followed in a cut and dry way. Doing research in the field (out in the community)

often requires experimenting, improvising, pausing to figure out what’s working

and what’s not, and course correction to improve as you go.

Many things in the research process can change as you go, especially when

working as a big team. We stay connected and aligned across communities and

over the years by following  a shared set of values. In this guide, you will find the

steps of our PAR process and examples that illustrate how we put our values into

practice.
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In this Field Guide, we will describe the cycle of our PAR process:

Establish community partnerships
Recruit Resident Researchers
Develop research questions
Design and test research tools
Complete ethics and field research training
Collect data
Analyze secondary data 
Collaboratively analyze data
Action projects

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.



HNS Principles to 
Guide the Practice of PAR

Accountability - We are accountable to ourselves and to our communities. Historically,
some research has harmed and continues to harm our communities. In order to not
perpetuate those harms, as researchers, we hold ourselves to the highest ethical
standards. Further, we hold ourselves accountable to each other and the community by
sharing the data we collect with our communities. We give the data to our communities
for their ownership and use.

Action - The best way of understanding a problem is by trying to solve it. We are not
doing research for the sake of research. We seek to change neighborhood conditions
for the better while acknowledging that there is much in our neighborhoods that we
want to keep unchanged. We put our research into action in ways that are relevant
and culturally appropriate to our communities.

Figure 3: Resident Researcher Azan Reid

Here we offer principles -- norms that express our values and guide our actions -- for
the practice of the PAR method to build power and equity with communities.
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Principle (noun) – a

fundamental truth that

is commonly
understood, and guides

the beliefs and
behaviors of a person or

group of people.

Key Terms
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Leadership - Resident Researchers are leaders who care about our
communities. 

The actions that stem from our research are shaped by our passions. We
use research as a way of forging connections among our neighbors. We
use research to better understand our communities’ strengths and needs
in order to better support our communities.

Power - We are attentive to the ways that historic and ongoing power
dynamics play out in our work. 

We seek to shift the power dynamics that have traditionally claimed to
create knowledge. We center and privilege resident expertise and lived
experience in our research, aspiring to put residents in control of the
research. 

Reciprocity - There is a mutual benefit when Resident Researchers meet
together and when we survey residents in our communities.

When we meet, we share our experiences and learn from each other.
When we survey other residents, we do so with non-judgment and with
empathy. We value people’s participation by giving them a gift card as a
thank-you for completing the survey. But, more importantly, we see
surveying as an opportunity to create space for people to be heard and to
heal.

“The Healthy Neighborhoods Study actually
built the community up.”

 -- Azan Reid, Mattapan Resident Researcher



The Healthy Neighborhoods Study explores how the health of residents is
impacted by urban development processes, like smart growth,
transformational development, or gentrification, that drastically change their
neighborhoods. These changes can be economic, cultural, social, and physical.
We gather and analyze information in a many different ways. We use
interviews, surveys, block by block street assessments, and big data to
understand these connections. But the main tool we use is an 11-page survey
that asks ~200 questions on covering themes about neighborhoods and
health. The survey themes were identified by residents as the things that
matter most for people to be well, where they live. The survey was created,
administered, analyzed, and put into action by Resident Researchers. Because
we are a PAR project, our goal is that Resident Researchers have control over
the entire research process.   

Through our process, to date, we have completed 3,300 surveys, nearly 100
in-depth interviews, a dozen analyses projects, and more than 10 action
projects using what we’ve learned. Together, we surveyed and interviewed
people who speak dozens of languages and represent dozens of ethnicities
and countries.

Section 2: Setting Up a PAR
Project

Getting the Project Off the Ground:
The Background of HNS
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Figure 4: Chelsea Site Coordinators Maria Belen-Power 
and Leilani Mroczkowsk
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The Healthy Neighborhoods Study was originally funded in 2014 as an
evaluation project to assess the impacts of real estate investments from the
Healthy Neighborhoods Equity Fund (HNEF) on health. HNEF is a real estate
development fund that provides loans to support health-focused, mixed-use
housing development projects in the metro-Boston area. While there was
already good evidence to suggest that investing in communities -- especially
historically disinvested communities -- can support good health, there is less
evidence about how to do it. Some of those unknowns included:

How Did We Get Started?

How to ensure those investments positively impact residents'

overall well-being, especially the residents who were already

living there; 

Understanding the impacts of gentrification and displacement on

health; 

 How these investments impact people in the same community

differently or create tradeoffs  because of differences in financial

means, housing security, and wellness.

1.

2.

3.

These questions are complex and cannot be answered without understanding
the perspective and lived experiences of community members. Principal
Investigators Vedette Gavin at the Conservation Law Foundation (CLF) and Dr.
Mariana Arcaya at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) decided
that a PAR approach would be more effective at answering these questions and
to help communities address inequitable development. By making this change,
they aimed for the research to inform the types of financing and development
practices communities need in order for development to be equitable, and
promote good health, and to deepen our understanding of how living through
neighborhood development and change affects people’s health. With support
from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the team got the funding to launch
the Healthy Neighborhoods Study.

We had two major goals: 

1) To better understand the relationship between development, the built
environment, and population health.

2) Build power with residents and organizations to create healthier
communities.

P A G E  1 0
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With these goals in mind, we sought out communities and partners to
participate in the study.  Using PAR to guide us, we understood that the
residents and advocates most adversely impacted by these development
processes should be leading this study. To identify those communities and
partners we used data from our regional planning agency, state health
department, and the US Census to identify the communities experiencing lots
of urban development and health challenges. Ultimately, our nine HNS
communities in metropolitan Boston met the criteria. The HNS team reached
out to potential partner organizations that were actively working on issues of
neighborhood development and health in each of these communities.
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Figure 5: Resident Researcher Shannon Simpson getting ready for the field in 2016



Funders and people from nonprofits that historically have more power or aren’t
based in communities have a habit of funding community partners at the bare
minimum, excluding overhead costs associated with their work or the actual cost
of the time for everyone who needs to be involved in the project. Community
partners bring expertise and capacity to engage residents and move research
into action to solve community challenges. Our goal is to pay community
partners for the actual cost of working together, not just to provide a small
stipend. 

The method for reaching out to and establishing partnerships with each of the
HNS partners was not straightforward. When HNS first started, CLF and MIT
were not well-known in our partner communities and did not have reputations
for doing community-based research. communities. Still, in order to have a
strong connection to the places where we wanted to conduct research, we
needed to partner with local organizations. We were looking to form one
organizational partnership for each of the nine communities. 

How did we establish partnerships? First, we identified what type of
organization would make the best partner for this work. The HNS team looked
for and approached community-based organizations with: deep roots in their
communities, the ability to readily connect with 200 or more residents, an
interest in doing research, and active work in the areas of health, housing, or
environmental justice. We used Google, Facebook, and recommendations from
colleagues to find at least three organizations in each community that met these
criteria and sent a "request for partners" by email. The organizations we reached
out to run the range from community development corporations, environmental
justice non-profits, community organizing initiatives, housing justice
organizations, neighborhood associations, and national non-profits. We had one-
on-one meetings with potential partner who responded to share information
about the study, the the funding, the focus, and the initial questions we were
hoping to answer. We also openly shared why we were seeking community
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Purpose: The practice of PAR relies on the lived experiences of people to better
understand and solve challenges that affect their everyday lives. The structure
of an effective PAR project engages community residents through strong
partnerships with community organizations. Partnerships should center, engage,
and properly support organizations to co-lead PAR projects with academic
researchers. 

Establish Community Partnerships



partners and residents to work with us to design a study to answer those
questions, and our very real budget and timeline constraints. We also wanted to
learn why they were interested in the project, how the research could support
their work, what critical questions and data needs they had that could be met
through the research, how much funding and the types of support they need to
do this work, and what concerns and recommendations they had for the project. 

These initial conversations revealed important information about the partner
expertise, goals, concerns, and ideas that we were able to address upfront, and be
transparent and honest about things we could not change. We learned things, like
the value of the study and need for data was around addressing the broader
challenge in gentrification in their communities, rather than the development
alone, or what types of process and practices partners and residents would need
to see in order to build trust in this project and with academic partners. We went
through this process with each potential partner and shared their feedback with
others. We used their combined feedback to shape the project. We expanded the
research focus to explicitly include gentrification. We created a flexible budget
and contract terms to allow partners to use funds and work in ways that are most
valuable to them. We developed a partnership agreement outlining the roles,
expectations for the academic, and community partners.

What do community partners do? Our community partners work directly with
CLF, MIT, and Residents to keep residents engaged and keep the project aligned
with community needs and action. They are the gears that keep the project
connected and moving forward. In HNS, community partners served as a physical
home and informational hub for HNS in their communities. They provided a staff
member to serve as the Site Coordinator, who works directly with CLF, MIT, and
community residents to design and carry out the study. Site Coordinators recruit
Resident Researchers, coordinate their training, data collection, analysis, and
action activities as a team, and manage the payment process. Site Coordinators
themselves are also leaders in the study, helping to form hypotheses, connect the
study to other projects, and applying the findings to their organization's work.

Power Dynamics. In addition to fighting against the harmful legacy of research in
our communities, there are uneven power dynamics at play between well-
resourced institutions and grassroots community-based organizations. There are
other dynamics at play between older organizations and new organizations with
less money and history. Below, we offer tips to rebalance these power dynamics
by ensuring that the organization with resources is transparent about what
they’re bringing to the table and what they expect from a partnership. 

With organizational partnerships in place, the next step was to recruit teams
of Resident Researchers in each community.
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An important part of shifting HNS from an evaluation for a community-based
PAR project was aligning the budget to properly support community partners,
Resident Researcher, and residents being surveyed for their time and
expertise. Working with and across communities also required more time and
resources to coordinate communication and collaboration between them.
Funding for coordination and administration is key. Research projects often still
need guidance from academic partners or consultants, which can consume lots
of resources. In HNS we funded community partner organizations to coordinate
activities on the ground, asked high-cost academic partners to serve as advisors,
and used students seeking internships or field learning experience as often as
possible. 

Doing work collaboratively with partners can cost more than doing it alone.
Many times securing the funding for PAR projects requires combining several
sources of funding for different parts of the project. Many PAR projects are also
funded in phases, starting with an initial evaluation, assessment, or engagement
grant that produces important learning and meaningful action, then adding in
the next phase of the project. In HNS, we used an evaluation grant to design
and test our survey, establish partnerships and train resident researchers, and
answer their critical questions about gentrification, displacement, and housing
affordability, and their relationship to health. We also secured small grants that
we used to buy access to other datasets, survey more people, build websites,
and launch action projects.

 Funding the project can be a bit of a chicken and egg dance. What comes first,
the topic, and the grant to get the funding or the partners and then the topic
and the funding? Funding a   PAR project is an important part of the PAR
process and should honor the PAR principles (accountability, leadership, action,
power, and reciprocity) whether the funding or the partners come first. If the
funding comes before you have partners in place, as it did in HNS, you can
honor the principles by building time in your work plan to revise the research
questions and budget once partners are on board.

Purpose: PAR projects, like all research projects, require resources. Because they
are collaborative and involve action, they can often require more resources.
Funding and the way it is shared between partners and used to accomplish goals
influences the power dynamics of PAR projects. In PAR it is as important to
prioritize community power, learning, and action in the budget as it is in the
project structure and activities. 

Funding a PAR Project
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Show up. Many community-based organizations have standing membership meetings and other
events. Having a respectful presence in these spaces is necessary to build authentic
relationships and trust. It also shows that you don’t expect community-based organizations to
come to you for support.
Engage community partners from the beginning. Co-designing the project together creates a
shared understanding of goals, resources needed, and interests in the research.
Understand that forming partnerships takes time. It may take months to establish an
organizational partnership with an organization in a community, and things can change on a
dime. Embrace these dynamics by designing processes that do not have rigid timelines and
terms.
Pay people. And pay them well. Show up with resources for your partners that are adequate
and appropriate. It was eye-opening to many supervisors what the market value was for
research.

How-Tos for organizations who have resources and want to establish
community partnerships:

Be flexible about administrative needs like payroll processing. Rigid, prescriptive
administrative processes around check-ins, reporting, and payment can be burdensome to
community-based organizations. We worked with each community-based organization to
develop the processes that worked best for them.
Be clear about expectations and capacity. An organization should know exactly how much
time is required to participate in the research and what final products they are responsible
for. Be really clear if you expect organization leads to sometimes, always, or never, or
participate in meetings. Expect that the cost of the work might change depending on the
level of involvement that is required.
Know what YOUR organization needs to be prepared to change? Flexibility with grassroots
community-based organizations is crucial. But that flexibility is not often built into the
administrative processes and structures of large organizations.
Be clear about where other organizations fit into this process. Everyone should have a
clear idea about where they fit into the larger coalition of organizations. Gail Roderigues,
Site Coordinator in New Bedford, puts it like this, “I don’t have all the answers, but I know
who to ask.” Everyone should know who to ask when they have questions.

Do some of the case-making in advance. It may not be immediately clear how a research
project aligns with the interests of an organization. There should be alignment between an
organization’s mission, an organization’s current initiatives, and the research. Partner
organizations should have a clear answer to the question, “What’s in it for me?” 
Commit to using the research to help partners fulfill their priorities. What each partner
expects and needs from this work is different. Have open and clear conversations with
partners to determine how the research does or does not connect with their work.
Be transparent about the resources you’re bringing to the table upfront. All partners in HNS
support paying people a living wage. HNS offers each partner organization a $10,000 stipend
for 3-years of support for the research and pays each Resident Researcher a rate of $15 per
hour for 150 hours of work each year. This rate increased each year, paying up to $18 per
hour in the fourth year of research.
Leverage sources of funding and the relationship between funder and the grantees.
Relationships should be leveraged to support grassroots organizations that otherwise don’t
have the same type of connections or relationships with foundations.
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In addition to fighting against the harmful legacy of research in our communities, there
are uneven power dynamics at play between well-resourced institutions and grassroots
community-based organizations. There are other dynamics at play between older
organizations and new organizations with less money and history. These tips are
intentionally designed to rebalance these power dynamics by ensuring that the
organization with resources is transparent about what they’re bringing to the table and
what they expect from a partnership. With organizational partnerships in place, the
next step was to recruit teams of Resident Researchers in each community.

Recruiting Resident Researchers
Purpose: Resident Researchers provide community leadership and expertise for PAR
projects. Resident Researchers are community residents who have first-hand
experience with the challenge at hand. They receive training in research methods as a
part of their participation in PAR projects. In PAR, they use their expertise to
determine what questions to answer, design research tools, collect data, engage their
communities, and lead action using the data and insights they create.

The Healthy Neighborhood Study relies on the expertise of Resident Researchers to
develop and deploy the survey, help analyze the data, and share the data back with the
community. As such, Resident Researchers should reflect the diversity and identity of
their communities.  Between 2016 and 2020, over 60 Resident Researchers collected
data for the Healthy Neighborhoods Study. Half of them have been researchers for all
four of those years. While Resident Researchers receive extensive training in research
methods through HNS, most don’t join the project with advanced skills in this area. 
However, their personal and professional experiences and backgrounds often help
prepare them for the role. Experiences like bartending, service-oriented jobs,
community organizing, case management, teaching English, or civic volunteering make
them excellent with people, following processes, organizing information, and working
in teams prepare them to be successful Resident Researchers.

Resident Researchers come from all walks of life and they are deeply proud of their
communities. Some are new to the neighborhood, others are born and raised there.
Regardless of how long they’ve lived in their community, they see themselves as
people who strive to make a positive impact in their communities. They are leaders.

How did we find Resident Researchers? To find these types of lay leaders we asked
each HNS community partner organization to recruit a team of four residents to
become Resident Researchers. Similar to forming partnerships with organizations in our
communities, the way teams were formed was different in each community. Some
organizations already had a team in place from an existing initiative. Other
organizations recruited them from among a group of residents who were already well-
known as leaders in the community. We asked each Resident Researcher to commit to
150 hours each year, including nine training sessions, and to work together in their
teams of four to complete 100-150 surveys per year in their communities.
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“For me, being part of the Healthy
Neighborhoods Study is about knowing
that I’m making a difference within my
neighborhood and other
neighborhoods.” 

-- Arnetta Baty, Dorchester Resident
Researcher

“Living in a new community where I didn’t know anyone
and then participating in this project was the best thing
for me, because I learned a lot about the community,
the people, how they think about the community, how
they feel...As a shy person I never get to really talk to
people too much. But this gave me leadership skills.
Now I can go to people and then talk to them and
learn about what’s going on.” 

-- Josee Genty, Everett Resident Researcher

“I think that we're needed because we are
living this every day ourselves, and we could
bring truth to it. And I think when we get
our ideas heard people actually become
empowered in this study, I think that's
incredible to me. That's what I think is most
valuable.” 

-- Goldean Graham, 
Lynn Resident Researcher

“I believe in the village mentality. I
believe that it's not just one person. I
believe that whatever is going on in our
community, we, as individuals, are all
responsible for.” 

-- Andrea Tulloch, 
Mattapan Resident Researcher

Figure 6: Resident Researchers Arnetta Baty and Carl Baty

Figure 7: Resident Researcher Josee Genty

Figure 9: Resident Researcher Andrea Tulloch

Figure 8: Resident Researcher Goldean Graham
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Be transparent about pay rate, time commitment, and language requirements.
Be flexible about work hours. Meaning, be accessible during the evenings or
in the mornings when Resident Researchers are available.  

Be as clear as possible about logistics such as how to get paid or how to
properly store and return surveys.

Be flexible about meeting start times. Resident Researchers have busy lives.
Trains and buses get delayed. Weather slows down traffic. Construction
creates unexpected detours. No matter how late we start the meeting, we
always try to end the meeting right on time.

Be flexible about communication. We communicate with Resident
Researchers using the styles they prefer. We text, call, e-mail, and meet in
person to schedule meetings. We follow-up on missed calls and voicemails.
Once a meeting date works for the Resident Researcher teams, we adjust our
schedules around it unless there is an absolute conflict on our own personal
calendars (like a federal holiday). Flexibility is key to managing the research
project across teams.

Make meetings comfortable and enjoyable. Meetings longer than two hours
should have refreshments or, better yet, full meals for people to enjoy. 

Do some of the case-making in advance. Similar to establishing partnerships
with community-based organizations, residents should be able to answer
“What’s in it for me?” The pay rate is competitive and we are clear about the
skills that people learn through our training, which can be useful in other
jobs.

Skills and other characteristics to look for when you recruit Resident
Researchers:

People that are connected one way or another to another organization or
project. This isn’t required, of course, but it helps identify people with a
passion for their communities. 
People that reflect the diversity of the community where the research is
taking place.
Long-time residents know a lot about the neighborhood where they live.
That’s a major plus!
Good communication and listening skills.
People that speak the diversity of languages of the community.

Tips for Site Coordinators:



We also had a research advisory team to help steer the overall design of the
project. The Advisory team included people from all parts of the network:
Resident Researchers, staff from community partner organizations, academics,
and partners from regional and state governments. 

CLF acted as a facilitator and project manager for the advisory team. The 9
community-based organizations represented their communities. With the help
of a site coordinator, each organization recruited teams of Resident
Researchers. 

Then, finally, the teams collected data from 100 people each year. Academic
and government partners worked with Resident Researchers and community
partners to analyze the survey data, bringing in other sources of data as
needed. More details on this process in the Analyzing Data section.

The HNS Team Structure
Once we established community partnerships and recruited teams of Resident
Researchers, the structure of the Healthy Neighborhoods Study looked like this:
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Figure 10: HNS Consortium PAR Structure
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What changes in experiences, opportunities, health, and quality of life are
residents experiencing as neighborhoods change?
 How does what is built, how it’s built, and for whom it’s built impact health?
What roles do residential mobility and displacement play in changes in
population health?

What is gentrification and is it happening in our communities?
Are people being displaced from our communities, and if so how does that
impact health?

Is there a difference between the health of people who move into
communities, those who move out of a community, and those who stay?

Purpose: PAR enables communities to ask and answer questions whose answers
1) help them better understand the challenges they are facing and 2) enable
them to take action steps to address those challenges. Producing these types of
action-oriented answers begins with asking the right questions. Research
questions guide the work, allowing communities to continually assess their
progress on getting the answers they need and adjust the research along the
way. In PAR, research questions should be: practical, fill gaps in information
needed to advance advocacy and action, and translate lived experience into
questions that can be answered with project data. 

After the teams were formed, we developed the research questions to guide the
Healthy Neighborhoods Study in the first year of the project. Each year, as we
discovered and learned more from our data and experiences, we developed new
questions to help us get to answering guiding questions. Repeating this
exploratory step is crucial for framing and directing the research agenda and
developing strong survey questions. Through collaborative workshops with
Resident Researchers and the full Advisory team,we settled on three questions.

Our Research Questions: 
As development unfolds in our communities

1.

2.
3.

Examples of additional learning questions developed each year:
Year 2 

Year 3

Section 3: Developing Research Tools
and Questions

Developing a Research Question

July 2020 Healthy Neighborhood Study | www.hns.mit.edu



Go to where the Resident Researchers are. Usually, we meet in a community-
based organization’s biggest room. But we travel to public libraries,
restaurants, parks – wherever is the most convenient place for the teams. 

Bring flip-charts, post-it notes, pens, and paper in advance.

Build-in time for people to arrive.

Begin with an ice-breaker and intros.

Come to a consensus on Ground Rules for the discussion.

Set a clear agenda and ensure that everyone understands the meeting goals.

Be specific about the type of contribution you are expecting from
participants. For example, is this session focused on being creative, or is it
focused on decision making, or is it focused on team building? Let the
conversation develop organically.

While your PAR project will not be focused on these same questions, the design
of our workshops still might be valuable.

Tips for Designing and Facilitating Workshops:

Build-in time to check for 
understanding. It’s important to 
recognize that people from 
different organizations, with 
different expertise and cultural 
backgrounds might use and 
understand the same words 
differently. 

Make sure everyone is on the 
same page throughout the 
meeting. 

Use activities for different types 
of processing and sharing. Some 
people are able to process
information just by hearing it. 
Others need to see it in writing 
or in a diagram. People may 
prefer to share by writing or in 
a small group, or in a language 
other than English.

P A G E  2 1

Figure 11: Ground Rule from an HNS Collaborative Data
Analysis Workshop 



Purpose:  A Theory of Change uses our best understanding of how the world
works in general. They give us a way to visually map out the outcomes we
expect to see as a result of certain conditions and actions, and the scientific
evidence we have for expecting that outcome. Theories of change are specific.
They go beyond describing how we think things work in general to identify
what is needed in a particular time and place to create a specific outcome. They
help us to complete the statements - “if we do X, then Y will change because Z”,
where X is a specific action, Y is the outcomes of the action, and Z is the
evidence we have that makes us certain that outcome will occur.

With the research questions in place, the next step was developing a Theory
of Change. 

Communities are diverse and dynamic. They often need answers to more than
one question and data around more than one topic. We use Theories of Change
to articulate and test multiple hypotheses at a time. We recommend that
action-oriented research projects have their own Theories of Change to guide
their work. A Theory of Change can, and often should, use expert insights from
both the lived experiences of residents and from scientific evidence
(information found in scientific journals, reports, and books). However, the
ultimate goal of the Theory of Change is to describe a set of specific
conditions and actions that must happen to achieve change.

To create our theory of change we used existing research and evidence on how
development supports health through things like increasing green space,
physical activity, the quality of housing, and access to healthy food. We also
drew on the expert knowledge of Resident Researchers and Community
Partners about where those models fall short, how development impacts their
lives, and how development should actually be done through things like
community control to have the intended impact.

Developing a Theory of Change
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The Theory of Change for the Healthy Neighborhoods Study (depicted above)
describes the changes we expect to see from investments and development
happening in our communities. It goes like this:

Many walkable, urban communities have gone decades without investment, have
poor health, struggling economies, and are experiencing new development around
transit hubs. If transit-oriented development is designed for current and incoming
residents and engages residents in an authentic and meaningful way, the
development will produce mixed-income, mixed-use communities with health-
promoting options that residents can actually use and benefit from. As they
experience changes in their communities that were designed for them, residents’
sense of power, control, and hope and real opportunities for better health also
improve. As a result, people in the community are able to do things from day to
day that are important to them for good health and, ultimately, the health of all
residents in the community, including those that were already there, improves.

Research questions help us test our Theory of Change and identify the places
where there are assumptions, conflicts, or gaps in evidence to explore by
collecting data. In our case, we used the Theory of Change to help us understand
how neighborhood development, and the tradeoffs and inequities that often
accompany it, change the conditions of the neighborhood and affect residents’
health. For example, in our theory of change, numbers 1-4 are the actions found
in the literature that make development healthy for people. The “blue text” are
the insights and recommended actions from Resident Researchers and Community
Partners that are necessary to make these actions true.
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Figure 12:  HNS Thoery of Change 



RECAP OF OUR PROCESS THUS FAR: 

➤ First, we formed partnerships in communities, our partners recruited teams
of Resident Researchers, then, through facilitated workshops, the Resident
Researchers developed and critiqued the first phase of our Theory of Change,
which assumes positive public health effects of transit-oriented real estate
developments. 

➤ Only after Resident Researchers’ input was incorporated into the Theory
of Change -- indicated by blue text in the diagram -- did we start collaborating
on how to gather data from their communities and what specific questions to
ask on the survey.

➤ We focused our survey questions on the parts of the theory of change that
have been least explored in other published research or where the
experiences of residents reflect a different truth than the evidence found in
published research. For example, there is very little research on how
development impacts the health of residents already living in a neighborhood,
or what effect authentically and meaningfully engaging residents in new
developments have on the health benefits of developments that are designed
to improve health, such as creating better pedestrian infrastructure or more
green space.
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Designing and Testing Tools
Purpose: In PAR Resident Researchers, community organizations, and academic
partners design information-gathering tools in ways that build community trust,
awareness, capacity, and power to act on the issue(s) being researched.
Designing these data collection tools and processes with Resident Researchers
ensures that data collection: 1) reflects the community’s priorities, strengths,
culture, values, and norms, 2) enables authentic and meaningful engagement
with participants, and 3) is done safely and reliably to get the data needed to
answer your research question.

There are lots of ways to gather data. Focus groups, interviews, and surveys are
common methods. Partners in the Healthy Neighborhoods Study chose to use a
survey, which allowed them to engage their neighbors in greater numbers than
focus groups or interviews alone. When we began to develop the survey, we
assumed that each community would want to have their own unique version, but
after learning about the shared interests and goals of the other communities the
teams decided to use the same survey. 

In the spirit of mutual benefit, the teams were willing to take on the challenge
of coming to an agreement on the topics and questions to include in a single
survey to be used across all communities. Partners understood that the survey
wouldn’t only reflect their own priorities, but those of other communities that
they may have had no prior experience with.  The topics covered in the survey
were identified by Resident Researchers as the things that matter about living in
their communities for their health. The survey questions are a mix of validated
questions, meaning that they’ve been used on other surveys, and new questions
designed by the Resident Researchers.
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Start by asking what’s important to understand about the topic and

relationships you’re interested in. For example, we were interested in the

topic of neighborhood development and the relationship between

gentrification and health. Digging into this relationship meant learning about

what people already know and don’t know. This research is about both lifting

up existing knowledge and filling gaps in knowledge.

Identify what information you’ll need to understand those relationships. For

the Healthy Neighborhoods Study, we knew we wanted to collect information

related to health, housing, and demographic information like income.

Decide how to get that information. You can collect data through interviews,

focus groups, surveys, and secondary data that’s already been created.

Develop specific questions on the tools themselves. Once you decide on what

relationships are the most important to research, what information you need

to understand that relationship, and how best to get the information, then you

should start focusing on the specific questions.

Have a plan for how to revise questions, if at all. Note that if you change

questions year after year, it makes it difficult if not impossible to measure

change over time.

Tips for Designing and Testing Data Collection Tools:
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“A really good workshop strikes a balance between
making space for people’s different threads of
inquiry. A good workshop weaves these threads
into one fabric.” 

-- Andrew Binet, Doctoral Student,  MIT
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The first training set shared goals and learning objectives for the project, and
establish partners and roles and expectations which builds relationships and
trust between partners and academics. 
The second training gets Resident Researchers field ready. We review the
survey tool, practice using it, and set procedures for how to use it in the field
when things go according to plan, and when they don’t!
The third training prepares Resident Researchers to understand and uphold
the research ethics guidelines of the Institutional Review Board (IRB), which
oversees all research involving human beings in the US. 
Lastly, we head out to the field as a team for a practice round of surveying. In
this practice Resident Researchers, learn what works, and plan for challenging
scenarios.

Purpose: In PAR, resident researchers are experts on their communities, and use
that expertise to design research tools and collect data. To ensure residents
become skilled and effective Resident Researchers’ PAR projects should include
thorough, interactive, hands-on trainings to build their research knowledge and
skills in small groups. Training should provide opportunities for Residents
Researchers to understand the goals of the research, contribute to the design of
the project, practice collecting data accurately and ethically, and learn to surface
valuable insights. Taken year after year, the training should increase Resident
Researchers’ capacity to lead research and lead change in their communities.

There are four trainings in HNS. 

 
The ethics training is based on material from the Center for Clinical and
Translational Research community involvement in research CIRTification training.
[3] The rest of the trainings were designed to prepare Resident Researchers for
surveying people in their neighborhoods. (Note that these trainings were
developed after we generated our research questions and our survey.)

Training #1: Introduction
Training #1 is often the first time a new Resident Researcher meets the rest of
their team and the research staff from CLF and MIT. During the training, we
provide an overview of the project, describe the expectations for Resident
Researchers, and facilitate several activities about PAR. This is also the training
where new Resident Researchers start the on-boarding process to get on the
payroll of the community partner organization. 

Field Research Training and Ethics

[3] Center for Clinical and Translational Research  CIRTification training-  https://ccts.uic.edu/tools/cirtification/in-person/



Resident Researchers understand the goals of HNS.
Resident Researchers understand PAR as a research approach used to
understand complex problems and act to solve them.
Resident Researchers develop an understanding of the role of power in
research and community change.
Resident Researchers complete paperwork to join the study, be paid by

community partners and join the IRB.

Here are the goals of the 3-hour

We provide an overview of the Healthy Neighborhoods Study and review the

project goals using a short PowerPoint presentation, and discuss Resident

Researchers’ goals for the study and the difference they want the research to

make in their communities. Resident Researchers also receive paperwork

including a Conflict of Interest form for the IRB and a Resident Researcher

agreement. The agreement outlines the timeline and phases of the project, the

job roles and duties, time commitment and pay rate, and the skills Resident

Researchers will develop during the project.

The majority of the first training is spent learning about PAR as a research
practice that builds power in communities. Our trainings and workshops are
interactive and conversational rather than lecture-style, and they have
facilitators who lead group learning activities rather than trainers to teach
people skills. Through these conversations, Resident Researchers walk away
with their own personal understanding of PAR and why it is important. Our
training use tools and exercises developed by the DataCenter [4] - an
independent research organization for social justice movements and grassroots
organizing. The first activity is called, “Types of Knowledge.”
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[4] DataCenter Intro to Research Justice http://www.datacenter.org/wp content/uploads/Intro_Research_J
ustice_Toolkit_FINAL1.pdf



Activity #1: Types of Knowledge 

Using this graphic, we talk through different types of knowledge: experiential, cultural, and

mainstream. Thinking about different types of knowledge can be new to people, so first we

make sure that everyone around the table has a shared understanding of their meanings. 

“Experiential” knowledge is understood through the senses. It’s what people see, feel,

hear, taste, smell in their daily lives. 

“Cultural” knowledge is understood through communities. It’s song, dance, cuisine,

language, story, art, all kinds of ways of expressing community life. We ask Resident

Researchers to name examples of these kinds of knowledge. They share examples from

their own communities in open dialogue with each other. 

“Mainstream” knowledge is created by institutions like universities, governments, and

other big organizations. Mainstream information often overlooks direct experience and

community voice. As a team-building activity, “Types of Knowledge” also surfaces

surprising differences and similarities between team members.

For the purposes of our research together, the point of the activity is to situate
PAR within the larger context of knowledge creation. Unlike quantified
knowledge which privileges what can be uniformly counted and measured, PAR
methods attempt to honor experiential and cultural knowledge. Resident
Researchers are experts about their communities and their own experiences. It’s
precisely their experiential and cultural knowledge about their communities that
we center in the Healthy Neighborhoods Study. 

By comparing these kinds of knowledge with mainstream knowledge, we are
framing our PAR approach as an intentional effort to co-create new knowledge
about our communities from the expertise of residents of those very
communities. Through PAR, their expertise will guide the design of the research
agenda so that the data we collect is a better representative of the cultural and
experiential life of their communities. Note in this graphic, though, that PAR also
has a role to play in mainstream knowledge. We talk about the relationship
between PAR and mainstream knowledge by talking about power.
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Activity #2: Whose Got the Power?

 

As a small group, the facilitator asks someone to read a story out loud. Sometimes people

are shy about reading out loud, so it’s important that the facilitator is patient and

supportive if people read slowly or have trouble pronouncing words. Here’s the story:

“A family who live near a bus depot suffers from asthma caused by exhaust fumes and

pollution. The mother reports this verbally at the local city council hearing. She says

many of her neighbors and coworkers share this experience. She is dismissed by the city

officials, saying there is no connection between her family’s asthma and the depot. The

following month, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) sends a report to the City

Council saying that asthma in the area is caused by pollutants from vehicles. The City

Council declares immediate action should be taken.”

When Resident Researchers first hear this story, they often nod along. That’s because the

power dynamic that plays out is common in our communities. Building from “Types of

Knowledge,” this activity shows an example of where experiential knowledge -- the

knowledge the mother has about her family’s asthma -- is not valued by the people with

the power to do something about the problem. The mother’s testimony falls on deaf ears.

Why? 

The goal is to get people to share their experiences about how and what different types

of knowledge are used. There is no single, exact, or right conversation about this story.

Resident Researchers often point to the fact that the mother does not have any power

over the City Council, while the EPA does. We ask open questions, like, “How was

community voice regarded in this example?” or “Have you seen similar situations in your

own life?”. Through the conversation, the team comes to their own understanding of how

research is linked to struggles for justice. We use this example because it also introduces

the action-orientation of  PAR.

 

Partners often struggle to have control over what gets built where in their communities,

because these decisions are often controlled by institutions like city councils, zoning

boards, and planning agencies, with little or no regard for input from community members

about their needs. Residents also have little control over these decisions, even though

they can literally mean life or death for their communities. We discuss the HNS PAR

approach as a way to create knowledge with communities that is directly relevant to

real-time decisions about neighborhood change and development.
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Activity # 3: “The Knowledge Factory” 

The Knowledge Factory is the final activity of Training #1. We use it to describe how the

Healthy Neighborhoods Study connects types of knowledge with different audiences to

build and shift power. This activity is the most interactive of the three. We facilitate the

conversation using this graphic:

We draw this graphic on flip-chart paper and, as a team, fill in the four boxes in the

diagram together. 

Examples of “community sources” of knowledge might be word of mouth, local

newspapers, or a regular event at a church, while institutional sources might be national

newspapers, tv programs, city officials, or academia. 

Community audiences include people’s neighbors or community-based organizations, for

example, while institutional audiences might be other academics or policymakers. 

After the team fills each box of the diagram, we draw two arrows - one down from left to

right and the other down from right to left. The arrow going from “Community Sources” to

“Institutional Audiences” represents the “Right to be Heard.” Meaning, community

sources of knowledge have a right to be heard by institutional audiences. The arrow going

from “Institutional Sources” to “Community Audiences” represents the “Right to Know.”

Meaning, institutional sources of knowledge should make their way to, and be understood

by communities. We draw one more arrow on this diagram to represent the action we are

taking with our work.
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The “Our Signal” arrow from the bottom left corner of the graph to the top right corner of

the graph describes how our PAR approach brings cultural and experiential knowledge

about our communities to mainstream audiences. Each community tries to accomplish this

by sharing their data back with their communities in the action phase of our process.

These three activities produce very rich, meaningful conversations and serve to introduce

the teams to PAR. Our approach to PAR challenges the status quo that institutions are the

default and valid speakers of truth who get to create facts about our communities. Instead,

these activities use the lived experience and residents’ direct testimony of how

neighborhood changes are impacting residents as truth and fact.

““How can our PAR process amplify
voices that are not heard into the
spheres of influence of mainstream
institutions?” 

-- Robyn Gibbs, Site Coordinator and
Resident Researcher, Mattapan

“And so I think what PAR does is it opens the
gate and allows a bunch of people into a
credible, formal position of authority in the
act of asking questions and creating truth.” 

-- Vedette Gavin, Co-Principal Investigator-
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Figure 13: Mattapan Site Coordinator Robin Gibson 



Training #2: Research Methods
Training #2 is an overview of the research methods we use in the Healthy Neighborhoods
Study. We go through the survey question-by-question and answer questions that Resident
Researchers have as they come up. We also develop sampling plans for the year. 
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Become familiar with the research
methods used in HNS,
Understand the topics covered and types
of questions asked in the HNS survey,
Understand the process for completing a
survey on paper or on a tablet,
Have the skills and confidence to approach
survey participants and ask them to
participate in the study, and
Know how to program and use their
tablets for field use.
An additional goal is that Site Coordinators
understand the process for distributing
surveys and incentives to Resident
Researchers. 

Our learning objectives for the training are
that Resident Researchers: 

During Training #2 Resident Researchers go through and practice the survey section by
section, question by question. We spend extra time on the sections of the survey which are
difficult to navigate. We go at a slow pace to ensure that everyone has time to get their
questions answered. People who plan to survey in multiple languages often find it helpful to
look at the surveys side by side to make sure they understand the intent of all of the
questions on the translated survey because sometimes the direct translation does not fully
capture the meaning of the question. 

The more Resident Researchers are familiar with the survey in advance, the easier it will
be to survey and the less course-correction is needed along the way. The people we survey
tend to have questions about specific questions, so the more Resident Researchers
understand about the sections and why we ask the questions we do, the better they’ll be able
to answer questions from people in the field.
 
This training also provides an opportunity for returning Resident Researchers to share
what it’s like to survey, raise common questions participants have about the survey, and
also get their questions answered after having some surveying experience under their
belts. We practice our pitches and learn about how to complete surveys following a check-in,
check-out process that is clear to everyone involved. Oftentimes, the teams will use some of
this training time to make sure that everyone is on the same page in terms of the logistics of
getting surveys and returning surveys. Ideally, any remaining administrative details around
payroll for the Resident Researchers should be completed by the end of this training. 



Using Technology in Surveying
This training is where we also introduce people to tablets if they’d like to use one for
surveying. We find that while tablets reduce time spent on data entry and may reduce error
associated with complex parts of the survey, people being surveyed are more receptive to
someone walking up to them with a paper survey than a tablet. We use Redcap’s mobile app,
which is secure and allows for data collection even without wi-fi access, but it is not without
its glitches.

Pros and Cons of Using Tablets

Reduces the amount of data entry and
paper survey printing and tracking needed.

Automatic survey logic - no need to
remember when to skip questions.

Surveyors will always have the most up-to-
date version.

Easy to keep track of and monitor
progress.ess. 

Using Technology in Surveying
PROS

Perceived threat by some potential
participants about where the data is being
saved, what’s actually being collected. This is
true in all of our communities, but especially
in communities with more immigrants and
greater concerns about ICE. 

Safety concerns related to carrying around an
expensive piece of technology in addition to
participant gift cards. 

Requires an internet connection to upload
surveys

Concern about uploading the surveys and
other technology glitches that would cause
data to get lost. 

Participant preference for surveys - easier to
see the questions being asked and the
information being documented. 

Using Technology in Surveying
CONS
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Training #3: Ethics
While all four trainings are important, training #3 is the only one required for Resident
Researchers by our IRB. The Healthy Neighborhoods Study is human subjects research,
which means that we collect information about living human beings. The ethics training is
required by the Institutional Review Board which oversees the ethics of our research.
Universities and other research institutions have IRBs. The IRB has complete oversight over
our research, which includes all the processes, procedures, and materials we use. The IRB
itself is made up of independent people not affiliated with our work. Federal law mandates
that any human subjects research at an institution that receives federal money -- MIT in our
case -- must ensure that research takes place according to the principles of respect, justice,
and beneficence. 

The three principles of respect, justice, and beneficence were chosen in 1974 as guidelines
for ethical human subjects research. There is a formal curriculum for this ethics training,
which we based on the CIRTification  [5] training with approval from our IRBs. Not all PAR
projects need to have this level of certification. Even if your PAR project doesn’t have access
to academic training programs, the CIRTification training is publicly available. There is still a
lot of value in having ethics training. The objectives of our training are: 

You’re collecting information from people about themselves, 
The information you’re collecting from people will be used for research - in other words,
to form insights into how the world works, in general, to share with the public, or 
It is required by your partners and/or funders

In general, an IRB review is needed when: 

Note: it’s not always clear whether or not a project meets these criteria. If you have
concerns about this we recommend seeking further guidance before moving forward. It’s
better to find out beforehand because if you realize partway through your project that it
needed approval, you may not be able to use the information you collected in the ways you
were hoping.

Resident Researchers will learn about human
subjects research and the role of research ethics
and the IRB.
Resident Researchers will understand the three
components of research ethics and be able to
identify when they have been breached.
Resident Researchers will understand the purpose,
components, and process to properly obtain
informed consent.
Resident Researchers will understand their role in
upholding research ethics and informed consent in
the Healthy Neighborhoods Study, and will
understand the steps to take in the event of an
ethical violation.
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[5] Cirtification Training Guide, University of Illinois at Chicago Center for Clinical and Translational Science
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7HTVX9RZr6rMWZlRG9MQ2tVd28/view?usp=sharing 

Figure 14: Resident Researcher 
Yasmine Jewell 
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Research has a long, tragic history of harming our communities. Much injustice has been

done in the name of research. We prevent perpetuating these injustices or inflicting more

harm on others by thinking critically about the ethical questions raised by our own research

process. We frame the ethics training around the Belmont Principles:

Respect for Persons: “Respect for persons incorporates at least two ethical convictions:

first, that individuals should be treated as autonomous agents, and second, that persons

with diminished autonomy are entitled to protection. The principle of respect for persons

thus divides into two separate moral requirements: the requirement to acknowledge

autonomy and the requirement to protect those with diminished autonomy.”[6]

➤ The Healthy Neighborhoods Study is voluntary. Through the informed consent

process, Resident Researchers ensure that the people we survey are participating

with a full understanding of the risks and benefits of our survey. For our survey, the

IRB determined that there were no expected risks and benefits associated with the

research, so we relay that information to the participants.

Justice: “Who ought to receive the benefits of research and bear its burdens? This is a

question of justice, in the sense of ‘fairness in distribution’ or ‘what is deserved.’ An injustice

occurs when some benefit to which a person is entitled is denied without good reason or

when some burden is imposed unduly. Another way of conceiving the principle of justice is

that equals ought to be treated equally.”  [7]

➤ The sampling plans for the Healthy Neighborhoods Study are designed so that

people have a fair opportunity to participate in the study. 

 Beneficence: “Persons are treated in an ethical manner not only by respecting their

decisions and protecting them from harm, but also by making efforts to secure their well-

being. Such treatment falls under the principle of beneficence. The term ‘beneficence’ is

often understood to cover acts of kindness or charity that go beyond strict obligation… Two

general rules have been formulated as complementary expressions of beneficent actions in

this sense: 1) Do not harm and 2) Maximize possible benefits and minimize potential

harms.”  

➤ For the Healthy Neighborhoods Study, the Resident Researchers determine what

is beneficial about the research, but, materially, everyone who completes a survey

gets a $20 gift card.

  

[6,7] The Belmont Report. https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-report/read-the-belmont-
report/index.html#xrespect

“You have to put yourself in people’s shoes
when they have frustration about others
coming into the community to do research
and why they say that they don't want to
do the research project.” -- Yasmine Jewell,
Mattapan Resident Researcher-



Know the procedures and context of the language of the formal verbal consent protocol,
practice explaining it, and answering questions about how the research will be used.
Encourage participants to ask questions. We really want people to give their informed
consent to be part of our research. If a participant can’t ask the questions they need to
understand what they’re consenting to, then they aren’t able to provide informed consent. 
Maintain participants’ privacy, which means keeping research materials secure and
organized and following their team’s survey check-in/check-out process.
Don’t rush through the informed consent process, which is a two-way conversation.
Spend more time with those who seem not to have understood the first time you read it.
If you think someone doesn't understand, ask them to explain it back to you. 
There are instances when the people being surveyed may at first appear to be able to give
informed consent, but then, after a few questions, it becomes clear that the person is not
able to give their full informed consent. When the Resident Researcher realizes this, they
end the survey. This may happen due to language or other barriers. 

Informed consent is the conversation between researchers and potential participants where
they discuss the study, it’s goals, what it means to be a research participant, and give their
formal permission to the participant. HNS uses a verbal informed consent process in which
Resident Researchers read the information about the study to the participant, discuss and
questions the participant may have, and get the participant’s verbal confirmation that they
understand the information shared with them and that Resident Researcher can proceed with
the survey. 

It is crucial that our research has the informed consent of our participants because it is the
right thing to do and because we do not want to perpetuate the long history and on-going
harms of research abuses in our communities. During the training, Resident Researchers ask
questions about and practice the informed consent process.

In terms of the practice of obtaining informed consent in the field, in addition to the formal
verbal consent protocol, we also suggest that Resident Researchers: 

 Teams learn about the Belmont Principles and the informed consent process through open
dialogue. We go through historical research abuses to apply the Belmont Principles, and
describe how our research follows the principles. We also discuss common scenarios where
informed consent might be in question while surveying in the field.
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The purpose of the research (HNS: to understand the effects of neighborhood change
on people’s health)
That the research method (HNS: a survey)
Time commitment (HNS: the survey takes a half-hour to complete)
Risks and benefits of the research (HNS: to protect participants’ privacy and
information, surveys are anonymous, participants can answer what they want to
answer, and they can stop anytime. Participants also receive a gift card as a thank you)
Confidentiality (HNS: surveys are anonymous and data is securely stored)
Contact info for questions and more info

In general, the information presented in the informed consent process should include the
following:



Administer the survey 1-on-1. Since we set a benchmark with our teams of Resident
Researchers of 100 surveys per year, there was pressure on the teams to complete a
certain number of surveys within a certain period of time. This pressure made it
tempting to pass out surveys to groups of people, wait for the people to complete the
surveys themselves, hand back the survey, and then receive a gift card. This method
might work for surveys which are not complex and are easy to check for mistakes. But
the Healthy Neighborhoods Study includes hundreds of questions with options to skip
some. When people take the surveys themselves, they tend to make mistakes, which
invalidates the results. One-on-one surveying also helps to ensure that our research is
conducted ethically because the surveyor has an opportunity to make sure that the
person taking the survey fully understands the research and the questions being
asked, and is able to verbally opt-out if they feel uncomfortable. 

Make sure the person you’re surveying is over 18. Our research is not approved for
minors

Don’t take person’s contact information. Instead, offer times when you are able to
meet or an organization to call. This always draws questions from Resident
Researchers who are drawn toward direct service and community organizing. In
talking to lots of people, they may meet folks who are struggling with food access or
housing and are tempted to collect contact information in order to help. We
encourage Resident Researchers to connect people to their partner organization or
recommend a specific service or program, but it would be unethical for Resident
Researchers to have contact information for people they survey. 

When inviting people to participate don’t lead with offering them an incentive. Lead
with the purpose and then share that there is an incentive involved.

When surveys end early, Resident Researchers use their judgment to determine
when/if to give an incentive.

Non-judgment about  if  and how people answer questions.

Don’t make assumptions about people or ask leading questions. Do not make
assumptions about respondents’ gender or race/ethnicity. Instead, allow them to self-
identity 

Tips: Field Research  During the Ethics Training
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“You have to put yourself in people’s
shoes when they have frustration about
others coming into the community to do
research and why they say that they don't
want to do the research project.” 

-- Yasmine Jewell, 
Mattapan Resident Researcher

“Sometimes you'll say something to a resident, and
just from the look on their face or from the answer
that they give, you can kind of tell that they didn't
really understand what the question-- or some
people will be very up-front and say, "Well, what
do you mean by that?" 

-- Andrea Tulloch, Mattapan Resident Researcher
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 Training #3 has the most jargon of all the training and many of the concepts and words

may be new to Resident Researchers. The stories and discussions are often difficult to

process and to hear, as they focus on research abuses and injustice. There is also a lot of

material to cover in this training. These are the reasons why it’s important that the

training includes different ways of engaging teams of Resident Researchers (See tips

above).

 

In this training, we pair the information delivered verbally with small group breakout

sessions to discuss different ethical violations, and then end with a game of red

light/green light, where we pose different scenarios that may occur in the field and ask

Resident Researchers to hold up a “red light” card if the scenario warrants stopping, and a

“green light” if it would be okay for a surveyor to continue on. If there is any confusion or

disagreement, we use this as an opportunity to discuss it. This activity helps to ground the

information presented during the certification in real-life practice. 

Activity: Red Light/Green Light

You are canvassing in the park and meet someone who would like to participate in the

survey. They are too busy to take the survey at that movement and ask if they can take the

survey later. You say yes, set a time to meet at that same location next Wednesday, and

write down their name and phone number so that you can call or text them a reminder the

day before.  

Red light or green light?

When we read this scenario out loud during trainings, the Resident Researchers say, “Red

light!” That’s because the scenario describes an ethical violation in our research. Namely,

out of respect for persons, we maintain the privacy of the people we survey. We can’t

protect people’s privacy if we are writing down their personal information.



Training #4: Sampling and Field Research Practice
The more experience Resident Researchers have with the survey, the more comfortable
they will be in the field. Many new Resident Researchers are apprehensive about their
pitch to people they want to survey. Not a lot of people have experience walking up to
strangers and asking them for something. Most of the time during Training #4 is set aside
to practice pitches and to actually go out into the field to collect their first surveys. But
before the teams go into the field to survey, they develop their sampling plans. 

Activity 1 - Sampling 

Purpose: In research, we are often studying a relationship between two things (like
development and health) or something happening at a large scale that you want to
estimate (like eviction rates). Similar to getting a sample of ice cream on a tiny spoon in an
ice cream shop, a sample in research is a small part of something that represents the
larger whole. An important part of developing a community survey is to figure out the
group of people you want to take your survey (your population of focus), and to develop a
sample of that population (a smaller portion of that group to survey). This is important
because it is often impossible or very expensive and time-consuming to survey every
single person in your population of focus. Ensuring the smaller sample reflects the larger
population makes it possible to learn things from the smaller group that you can
reasonably say are true of the larger population. Much like a small taste of ice-cream tells
us what the entire container will taste like. 

The Healthy Neighborhoods Study surveys people who live ½ mile or closer to a train
station or bus hub in each of our 9 research communities. Resident Researchers aren’t
able to survey every single person who lives there, so we create sampling plans. The goal
is to develop  a sample that represents the larger community of people they aren’t able to
survey. 

So how do you develop a sample? In many research projects, people use large datasets 
 like the U.S. Census to get a sense of the larger population. How many people are there?
What are their ages? What are their gender, racial, and ethnic identities? What languages
do they speak? However, we recognize that these larger national data sets often exclude
the most overlooked people in communities like immigrants, people of color, and
homeless people. Because of this, each team in HNS develops their sample to include the
groups. To select their sample they pick four characteristics that they feel are most
important to represent their population of focus, such as languages spoken, income, race,
and country of origin. Resident Researchers and community partners use their expertise
and lived experience to identify those characteristics so that their survey sample
represents their community’s voices. 
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Proportional sample: Take a handful of M&Ms out of the bag. Each handful should
have a proportional number of each color M&M as is present in the entire bag. So, if a
bag has 50 pieces made up of 20 brown, 10 yellow, 10 blue, 5 red, and 5 orange pieces,
then a handful of 25 pieces should have 10 brown, 5 yellow, 5 blue, 2 red, and 2
orange pieces.

Equal sample: Each handful should have an equal number of each color. So, if a bag has
50 pieces made up of 20 brown, 10 yellow, 10 blue, 5 red, and 5 orange pieces, then a
handful of 25 pieces should have 5, brown, 5 yellow, 5 blue, 5 red, and 5 orange pieces. 

Oversample. You may want to make sure to sample more of some groups to ensure
that their voice is represented in the survey data. If a bag has 50 pieces made up of 20
brown, 10 yellow, 10 blue, 5 red, and 5 orange pieces, and you want to over-sample
for blue, red, and yellow pieces, then a handful of 25 pieces should have 10 blue, 5 red,
5 orange, and 5 brown pieces.

There are three types of samples. Let’s use a bag of M&Ms to understand them:

Once the teams clearly understand who the groups of people are who they want to hear

from through surveys, the next step is to build a sampling plan to recruit them. We ask

them to choose four categories from the survey to build their sampling plan. Some

communities want to sample based on self-identified race, by age, by how long people

have lived in their community, by their country of birth, or by their incomes. 

After teams select their sampling categories, the next step is to find places in the

community where they can go and find people from these categories. These places can be

social gathering (like community events, garden clubs, soccer leagues, or parent

associations), or physical locations (like train stations, parks, stores, churches, or door

knocking on certain streets). When surveying in these places it is important to have a plan

to invite people to participate to provide and equal opportunity for everyone who is there

to hears about the survey and decide to participate or not. Remember, the sample has to

be random. In other words, we can’t go to a park and only approach people who we know

already. We have to use a consistent process such as asking every 3rd person you pass,

knocking on every other door, or asking everyone who signs in at a community meeting.  
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For tenure, or how long residents have lived in the neighborhood, they thought new

residents were people who moved to Mattapan in the last 3 years, residents who have

lived in Mattapan for around ten years had “medium” tenure, and residents who have

lived in Mattapan for greater than 30 years had “long term” tenure. 

For language, the team wanted to be sure to sample people who spoke English,

Spanish, Haitian Creole, Jamaican Patois, and Ghanian Patois at home. 

For age and family structure, the team wanted an equal proportion of young families

and older people. Young families included young single people and parents under 40

who had school-age children. Older people were empty nesters between 40 and 65

and also seniors. 

Finally, the team wanted to sample low-income residents compared to high-income

residents who had subsidized rents versus market-rate rents, respectively. Low-

income residents made between $18,000 and $35,000 a year, while high-income

residents made between $50,000 and $75,000 a year. Of course, it’s impossible to

know exactly if someone meets these criteria before surveying them, but the idea is

that they should survey in places where they are likely to find a particular audience. 

Here’s an a sampling plan created by the Resident Researcher team in Mattapan in 2019: 

The yellow circle on this map is the half-mile radius around the Morton Street commuter

rail station in Mattapan, a neighborhood of Boston.

The team chose tenure, language, age and family structure, and income and housing as

their four sampling criteria. 

The goal of the sampling plan is to ensure that the survey does in fact uplift the voices of

those most impacted. 
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Each of the sampling criteria is color-coded. The team then mapped where they would
randomly encounter people who matched these criteria in the neighborhood. Through
our approach to PAR, the perspective of our Resident Researchers is invaluable in
creating these kinds of detailed maps of communities. In the field, Resident Researchers
are received much differently by their neighbors than outsiders. Their connection to their
communities helps capture the experiences of those who might be skeptical to participate
in traditional research.

Once the teams decide and map their sampling criteria, they also develop a strategy for
randomly sampling people, which means once we identify the sample group, we survey
people in the sample randomly. We use random sampling to ensure that we aren’t just
surveying people we already know. We do this by surveying different events and public
locations, door knocking on every third street, knocking on every third door on a street, or
asking every third person at a park to take the survey. These types of techniques help
ensure that no one is more likely to get surveyed than anyone else. Random sampling
might be new to some of the Resident Researchers. Here’s how we explain it: 

If we aren’t careful to make our sample random, we might only ask our friends, or
people who are similar to ourselves to be in the study. For example if I am an older
woman doing surveys at a festival, i might feel more drawn to ask other older women
because they are more relatable or comfortable to me. This introduces bias and goes
against the justice principle -- that everyone should have an equal opportunity to be in the
study. But, if I ask every third person no one at the event is more or less likely to be
surveyed than anyone else. 

Each team creates a plan like this every year. We hold check-in meetings every other
week during the survey princess. At each check-in we revisit the sampling plan to make
sure we are surveying in the areas we selected, and check on how well we are meeting our
sampling goals, and make sure overlap isn’t happening between Resident Researchers (i.e.
everyone surveying at the library, just on different days). We also updated the plan as
necessary to meet the sampling plan. Similarly, before a new sampling plan is created,
demographic survey data is reviewed for each community.
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“When we went to the Council on Aging, we know
the director of the senior center. So when we came
in, we already had that credibility. And I think
people may have been more willing to share
information because we weren't going in as some
outsider that they were concerned about. They
might be a little bit more open to sharing
information because of the credibility we had,
thanks to the people with whom we already had
connections” 

-- Marcia Picard, Site Coordinator 
Fall River team
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Activity 2 - Practice and Role Play
Before they go into the field, teams of Resident Researchers practice surveying together.
The survey for the Healthy Neighborhoods Study is long and can be complex. Each survey
takes around a half-hour to complete. Sometimes Resident Researchers have questions
that don’t come up until they’re actually surveying people in the field. 

Teams go out in groups, or new Resident Researchers pair up with Resident Researchers
who have done surveys. This is a crucial step in making sure that both Site Coordinators
and Resident Researchers have everything they need to survey successfully.

“Have a friendly attitude. Interact with everybody
as though you really want it to have a beneficial
effect on their life. Try not to see people in a very
negative way especially in terms of circumstances,
in terms of who it is that you might be interviewing
for the participating study. Be polite. Be courteous” 

-- Goldean Graham, 
Lynn Resident Researcher

“But you got to make people at ease. If you see
people-- my approach is I talk to people calm and
humble. If you're not calm and humble, then
they're not going to talk to you.” 

-- Cliff Bennett, 
Roxbury Resident Researcher
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P A G E  4 5

July 2020 Healthy Neighborhood Study | www.hns.mit.edu

Purpose: Surveying is probably the most familiar step in most community-based
research processes. This is where you talk directly with residents and gather the
information you need to answer your research question. Most people have
participated in a survey at some point in their lives so this step can seem very
simple. But, there are very important steps to take to ensure that the data is
collected and submitted accurately and correctly. Collecting data in a PAR project
also means ensuring that this process considers and meets the needs of both
Resident Researchers and the community members who participate in the survey.
Lastly, many unexpected things happen in the field that can affect your data and
your team. Having a plan to manage them when they arise is key!

In the Healthy Neighborhoods Study, surveying is a large operation with many
moving parts. For Resident Researchers the process of getting blank surveys,
completing them, turning them in, and getting paid should be seamless. Having
ways to keep materials very organized and track what materials each person has
from each week are essential to creating a seamless process. Each community
received a package of 100 surveys (in English and Spanish) and 100 gift cards to
give to survey participants. Each team also received survey tracking sheets,
electronic tablets, clipboards, and lanyards for each Resident Researcher.

We attached an information sheet and a gift card to each survey. The information
card has a copy of the informed consent and contact information for the
community partner organization, the academic research partners, and the IRB.
Providing contact information is important so that people know who to get in
touch with for more information on the study, study results, community resources,
or problems or complaints about the research. We numbered the gift cards and 
 wrote the number of one gift card on each survey so that each survey was linked
to one incentive. Linking them helped us track the number of completed surveys
over time, track how many surveys each Resident Researcher completed, and
helped us identify each survey in the dataset as it grew from year to year.
 
The entire project hinges on whether the Resident Researcher teams have
everything they need to collect and return quality survey data from their
communities. To start the data collection process we hold a Data Collection Kick-
Off meeting in each community. At that meeting, we deliver paper surveys and gift
card incentives to the Resident Researcher teams. If the paper surveys aren’t
completed in the right way, for whatever reason, the rest of the analysis is at risk
and, in turn, our ability to use research to answer questions and to take action. 
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When Site Coordinators received their package of survey materials, they were able to

immediately distribute the surveys to Resident Researchers and track which researchers

got which surveys. Often, the teams of four split their 100 surveys equally, but how the

surveys got distributed was ultimately left up to each team. Resident Researchers also

had the choice of completing their surveys on paper or on a tablet. 

Collecting data in our own communities is powerful! HNS data is collected by Resident
Researchers using a survey they designed with their communities’ needs, priorities, and
experiences in mind. Each survey in our dataset is a moment when someone in our
communities shared their story and experience with a Resident Researcher. Since
Resident Researchers are leaders in their communities, each opportunity to survey is an
opportunity to build power! Many Resident Researchers have shared that when they
complete a survey with someone in their communities, there is a mutual moment of
gratitude for sharing, being heard, and hope for the future between them and the person
who was surveyed.

 "Don't overthink it. Just follow the survey. The survey will tell you
exactly what to do. Don't skip any steps. Make sure you read all of the
directions and read everything. And you're going to feel awkward at
first, but the more you do it, the better you'll feel. It's just like anything
else. And that you don't have to be an extrovert, or you don't have to
be the type of person who engages with a lot of people to be someone
who can successfully give these surveys." 

-- Jessie Furtado, 
Fall River Resident Researcher

“Now, here during the Codman Square Coffee Hour, you had a
bunch of older Black people, and you know what their
experience is with any type of research. They were living
doing their own just minding their own. So you know what
their idea of research is. But we kept them coming to the
Coffee Hour and take part in planting bulbs and stuff with the
seniors. And when we handed out those surveys, everybody
took them. Building relationships prior to surveying is key.”

-- Carl Baty,
Dorchester Resident Researcher

“Be thoughtful. Be thorough.”
-- Krystle Latimer,

Roxbury Resident Researcher
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Write the incentive number on each survey by hand. The Healthy Neighborhoods

Study used incentives as a unique ID for each survey. There should be some way of

tracking where each survey is in the field, and to find each survey in the database. 

Log the surveys in a spreadsheet. Each survey should have a unique ID and be

assigned to a specific neighborhood/team and a Resident Researcher. When surveys

get distributed, completed, and returned, they should be logged in this spreadsheet. 

Format, print, assemble, and package all materials in advance. Site coordinators’ and

Resident Researchers’ time is precious. They should have everything they need to

start surveying as soon as they receive all the material.

Have a file management plan. Piles of surveys scattered all over the place will make

the tracking surveys very difficult. For the Healthy Neighborhoods Study, we had

separate folders for blank surveys, completed surveys, and sampling plans. 

Provide clear instructions to Resident Researchers and Site Coordinators about how

to track completed surveys. Surveys will get lost in the shuffle of day-to-day life if

there isn’t a clear process in place for Resident Researchers to turn in their surveys.

It’s best for Resident Researchers, Site Coordinators, and the organization to have

and use tracking forms. This way if a survey goes missing, it’s easy to figure out where

it went astray. Site Coordinators should have one secure place to store surveys once

they’re complete.

Be clear about what is not allowed by the IRB in terms of handling research materials.

Schedule regular check-ins to collect completed surveys and to troubleshoot as

needed. Regular check-ins ensure that everyone has an opportunity to course-correct

if needed during the field research process.

Be open to troubleshooting and course correction. There will be times when Resident

Researchers have questions about surveying or things that come up in the field. They

should feel comfortable going to Site Coordinators and other research staff for help.

Especially at the beginning, it is important for research staff to be available in case

Resident Researchers have questions while they are out surveying, which may be on a

weekend or in the evening. 

Tips: Collecting High-Quality Data
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Data Analysis
Purpose: Communities have the right to speak and the right to be heard, In PAR we collect

data to translate lived experiences and insights into the mainstream information. PAR

projects can use many types of data to accomplish this. Primary data is data we collect

ourselves about conditions and experiences in our communities. Secondary data is data

that’s already been collected by others and data that has already been collected by others.

Communities have the right to access and use all of these types of data, although they are
usually hard for community organizations and residents to access. Another strength of
PAR is that institutional partners also support communities in being able to access and
expertly use such valuable sources of data around things like evictions, rent prices,
policing, air quality, or health. In HNS, working with MIT made it possible to access rich
health claims data to see how the health of people changed as they moved into and out of
our communities. Residents' insights about how people were being “pushed out” made it
possible to partner with the Federal Reserve Bank to use credit score data to see where
people moved from year to year. Partnering with the regional planning authority made it
possible to access real estate and housing deed records to track evictions, house flipping,
and changes in housing prices.

In PAR, data is both collected and analyzed collaboratively by Resident Researchers,
community partner organizations, and academic researchers. This step is important and
powerful! Together, they combine data and lived experience to make meaning of trends in
the data and establish new findings and facts to be used by communities and practitioners
for action. Resident Researchers participate in and direct every phase of the Healthy
Neighborhoods Study including framing of the research questions, the selection, and
creation of questions on the survey, selecting survey participants, and conducting surveys.
Once the surveys are completed, teams from MIT and CLF entered the paper survey data
into a database. Once the data was ready, all partners analyzed the data together through a
process we call “Collaborative Data Analysis”.

Collaborative Data Analysis
In HNS a workshop series which we call Collaborative Data Analysis -- “CDA” for short --
brings all the community partners, Resident Researchers, and academics together to
review the survey results and determine what we learned. CDA usually happens once a
year and includes 2-3 workshops that last 2 to 6 hours. Each group of partners plays a
critical role in this collaborative data analysis and meaning-making process.

Academic partners are responsible for entering and cleaning the survey data, identifying
initial trends, making sure those trends are statistically valid, and presenting them back to
partners for review and meaning-making in ways that are complete, comprehensive, and
easy to understand. Well facilitated processes and workshops that bring these groups
together to review data, share their perspectives, and come to a consensus are the glue
that holds this process together. 
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Survey result: The survey data shows that more than half of the people surveyed

have had to move in the past five years.

Insight: Resident Researchers develop the insight that feeling like you are being

forced to move and moving because you want to are two different experiences with

different outcomes.

Hypothesis: The reasons people move matter for their health. People who move

because they want to have better health than people who are forced to move.

Conclusion: People who move because they want to have better physical health,

mental health and are happier.

To ensure that this happens in HNS, our statistics team cleans and runs that data, then works

with a facilitator who designs and leads workshops to share the data back with community

partners and analyze trends.  Workshops are highly interactive, visual, and designed to

require as little additional training or teaching as possible for non-academics to understand.

For example, instead of explaining the “statistical significance” of a data point, we say “we’re

95% sure the trend that we found in the data is not just by chance, so we can trust it”. 
 

Community partner organizations and Resident Researchers use their lived experience and
knowledge from leading work in their communities to review the data from academic
partners, develop insights that why we see the trends that we see, form hypotheses to test
those insights to see if they hold up in the data and draw conclusions about what the results
of those tests tell us.

For example,

As we designed CDA, we found that there was not a lot of guidance from other PAR projects

in the past about how to do participatory analysis. We have since published a paper about

how to design and facilitate this kind of workshop. A big lesson we’ve learned is that since
the focus of CDA is on developing findings and results that will be used to solve real-life
problems, it is critical to design workshops in ways that bring all expertise from all partners,
including academics to the table for community partners and residents researchers to
understand and utilize in their decision-making during the analysis process. For example,

we designed CDA sessions that defer to Resident Researcher and partner expertise to make

decisions about  measures to use in surveys or interpret the trend in the data. 

At times, Resident Researchers have pushed back on making these decisions

without their academic partners, pointing out that their expertise is equally

important to their solving the problem despite the traditional power imbalances in

research between academics and community members that we designed the

workshops to correct. The important lesson for us is to design sessions that share,

combine, and use the knowledge of all partners and maintain the power of

community partners and Resident Researchers to decide. For some, the value of

involvement is not just being centered in the process. Rather, the value is in being

able to know the collective group, including that of academics, which traditionally is

not available to them,



to inform their decision-making in analysis, a role typically not available to them that
rightfully should be.

Secondary Data Analysis
Insights and conclusions from CDA workshops often open the door to other questions
that we can’t answer using our survey data alone. 

Our partners at MIT brought much-needed technical expertise about data management
and statistical analysis. These are usually questions about the “cause” of the conclusion
(how and why two things are related), the “generalizability” of a conclusion (is this
instance unique or is this true with other groups or in other places), or the “context”
(needing information about what’s happening in the broader community or moment in
time). In these instances, we work with our academic and government partners to find
and use secondary data (datasets that already exist in other places) to answer them.
Some sources of data are free to the public and easy to use while others are privately
owned, require a license to use, and can be quite expensive. 

For these reasons we only recommend using secondary data when you can’t
reliably answer the question with the data you collected. And when secondary data
is needed and resources to pay a trained analyst or pay for a data license are scarce,
we recommend using public sources of data that another agency, university, or partner
has already packaged like the US Census, the 500 Cities dashboard, or the County
Health Rankings dashboard.

Examples of questions answered with secondary data
 

Overall, when analyzing data remember that measures do not need to be exact. Having
a measure of a concept tells you more than having nothing at all. Finding the right
dataset is important and isn’t ways straightforward. It took us four years to find
and access a dataset that could follow people as they moved from place to place
across the entire state!
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Section 5: 
From Research to Action
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New Bedford: Developed a mural highlighting the local Cape Verdean community and
the challenges they face related to gentrification. The mural was unveiled at the
annual Cape Verdean Parade alongside a speech about the study and the findings. 

Fall River: Used the survey data to understand resource access in their community,
and used what they learned to train community leaders to use a pre-existing resource
guide. 

Roxbury: Tabled at two community events:  National Night Out and a back to school
festival. Shared HNS findings with residents using the tagline “The Chase is On.”

Purpose 
Action is one of the most important parts of PAR projects. In PAR, research and
analysis are practical and community-driven. Meaning PAR should help us ask
and answer questions posed by communities that enable them not only to
better understand a challenge but to take action to solve in real-time. Taking
action serve as a “litmus test” of sorts for the relevance of our results by
demonstrating 1) whether or not they can be put into action, 2) if that action
results in improvement, and 3) what additional learning or evidence is needed to
fully solve the problem. Most importantly, taking action as part of the research
process closes the lag between the time a study is conducted and the time a
community hears about or can benefit from the results. 

The last step of our PAR process is about putting our research into action. The
relevance of the Healthy Neighborhoods Study depends on each Resident
Researcher’s personal interest in the project, as well as the mission and on-
going projects of the organizational partner in each community. The “Action”
part of our PAR process is focused on action projects when each team shares
their data back with communities. In a typical research project, this might
involve the research organization holding a community forum to share slides
with interested community members, but we recognize that these forums do not
always reach the intended audiences, and are not often action-oriented. 

We are not overly prescriptive about what, exactly, an action project is supposed to look
like. Here are descriptions of the 2019 action projects by community:
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Dorchester: Used the findings to understand food access. Distributed
coupons to a local grocery store with healthy food, The Daily Table, and
tracked their use to understand whether the age groups that redeemed the
coupons were those most in need based on survey data. 

Mattapan: Shared findings on food access and physical activity at
neighborhood association meetings while promoting upcoming related
events.

Lynn: Presentation during a meeting about the affordable housing crisis in
Lynn. 

Everett: Jeopardy Game at the YMCA’s Summer Kick-Off Event.

Chelsea: Shared data and led a discussion at a “Housing Games,” event. 

 

The details of the action projects were determined by each team through
workshops and meetings. That said, the process was not totally open-ended.
We asked that each action project be based on data from the Healthy
Neighborhoods Study and that each team had a discrete plan for how to share
that data back with their communities.

“The changes that they want to see, not changes that others
think are best for them. But the actual changes that the
community wants.”

 -- Nicole Graffam, 
Everett Site Coordinator
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Ensure everyone has what they need to use data to tell a story. This includes the ability
for teams to review relevant data points in real-time in whatever way is preferred, such
as through charts, tables, or summary bullet points.

Come to a shared understanding of what data is most relevant to the team. Coming to a
shared understanding may take time. 

Encourage projects with the greatest potential for impact.

Determine the audience by answering the question, “Who should know about these
data?” 

Once you have an audience, figure out the best place and time to meet with them. This
could be a community event if the audience is the general public, a key stakeholder
meeting or convening, a city council meeting or hearing, or a community meeting/town
hall if the goal is to reach people who are interested in a specific topic. 

Once you have a place and time to meet their audience, plan an outreach strategy to
them. Figure out how to let people know you’ll be there and why. 

Messaging for the target audience. 

Build an agenda -- literally, what you will say in front of your audience. What you want
the audience to hear, learn about. What’s your ask?

Plan a media strategy if applicable. Infographics and visualizations are important to be
effective. People don’t have a lot of time to read during the action project. Decide if
there are reporters or news outlets you’d like to approach you. 

Create a check-list of all the materials you’ll need. This takes time at the outset, but it
saves a lot of time as you get further into planning.

Create a line-item budget so you know how many resources you’ll need to get all the
materials. Each team had $1,000 for their action project. Some used more than $1,000
and some used much less. In the overall project budget, we had a line item specifically
for translating research into action.

Create a timeline for the action project.

Set roles for each team member. Does everyone know what, exactly, they need to do
and by when to launch the action project? “Who will buy the balloons?

Identify any additional resources, funds, or other needs. 

Encourage outside-the-box action projects. The more creative and fun, the easier it will
be to engage with your audiences.

How-Tos for Launching Action Projects:
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Pictures from the Field - 2019 Action Plans

Figure 15: Everett Action Project

Figure 16: Chelsea Action Project

Figure 17: Lynn Action Project

Figure 18: Roxbury Action Project
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Pictures from the Field - 2019 Action Plans

Figure 16: Roxbury Action Project

Figure 19: Dorchester Action Project

Figure 20: New Bedford Action Project

Figure 21: Dorchester 
Action Project

Figure 20: New Bedford Action Project

Figure 22: Mattapan Action Project
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Conclusion
We hope this Field Guide is useful to you! We end with two more quotes. 

The first, from Marcia Piccard, describes a moment that is shared by many Resident
Researchers. It describes how the experience of surveying itself can be healing for
some people. 

The second quote, from Reann Gibson, describes how meeting together to talk
about the issues in our communities is a powerful experience. There is real power
in Participatory Action Research. 

"I said to someone I’d just surveyed, ‘Thank you so much for your
time. I know that was a lot of time to sit and all.’ And she reached
out, and she took my hand. And she said, ‘No. Thank you.’ She
enjoyed the fact that somebody was listening to her, that
somebody apparently cared. 

-- Marcia Piccard, Site Coordinator 
Fall River team 

“I hear a lot of resident researchers talk about how powerful it is
to just be in a room with other people who see the world that
they do the way that they do, and having that space to talk about
those things, even if they're not-- even if it's resident researchers
from Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan, and they're not
actually doing an action project together or anything like that, I
think that having those spaces to talk about systemic injustices
the way we talk about them in Healthy Neighborhoods Study,
that is powerful in itself, and that creates some healing “ 

-- Reann Gibson, Senior Research Fellow, 
CLF



Appendix A 
Partner Organization Agreement
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Appendix B
Resident Researcher Agreement
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Appendix C 
Ethics and Field Research Trainings
 Facilitation Guides and Agendas (sessions 1-4)
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Action Project Facilitation Guides
and Agenda
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