
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This fact sheet is the ninth in the Racial Equity in Advocacy series for social policy advocates 

addressing unequal opportunities by race. Each fact sheet will provide information equipping 

advocates to embed a racial equity lens into their work to close gaps and improve outcomes for 

communities of color. Please see the first fact sheet in the series for a review of key terms and 

concepts. 

Effective policy is impossible without being based in sound research. Philanthropy and decision 

makers have historically made significant investments into programs that yielded scant results. 

The current emphasis on funding evidenced-based policies building on “what works” is because 
of these investments. Some well-intended policies and programs ultimately fail because there 

was neither sufficient evidence that the policy would work for a particular community nor 

community buy-in from the start. A powerful solution to the dearth of knowledge on community 

needs is community-based participatory research (CBPR).  

People in low-income communities may be accustomed to outsiders attempting to “mobilize” 
them around predetermined issues. It is less common in the policymaking process that they 

have a forum with which to share their own issues and have decision makers actually listen to 

them.i In a typical research study carried out in communities of color, outside researchers recruit 

community members to administer surveys that aligned with predetermined study goals and 

methodology. CBPR is different. Community members are actively involved in the planning and 

design stage of the study. This results in richer data collection because they can help structure 

survey questions using language and phrasing that makes sense to the community. Community 

partner-led strategies are also more successful in recruiting community members into research 

studies than more traditional approaches.ii  

CBPR is helpful in the collection of quantitative data as well. People are more honest with 

community data gatherers than strangers, especially people outside of their ethnic group. 

Community members are familiar with the families, know the history of the community, and 

know how to probe for additional details when needed. Furthermore, they know how to 
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rephrase questions when an individual does not understand them, resulting in a more complete 

dataset with fewer unanswered questions. 

Roles 
The power of CBPR lies in the process of building trust and genuine collaborative partnerships. 

In CBPR, the researchers and community are partners, each bringing a critical and valuable piece 

to the research. Community members are seen as fellow researchers and agents of change. They 

bring their expert knowledge of the relationships, dynamics, and interactions with systems to the 

research process. Policy experts and advocates bring expert knowledge of policies, programs, 

and systems to the partnership. A university partner would bring expertise in evaluation and 

research methods. Findings are then used to help bring about changes in programs, practices, 

and policies that can improve health outcomes for the community.iii 

Storytelling in Research and Advocacy 
In this context, stories are personal accounts of experiences.iv Many communities of color use 

storytelling as a personal coping mechanism to combat dehumanization.v It is a way to develop 

their voices while living in a society that devalues and silences them.vi 

Storytelling also has potential to influence practice and policy at the community and society 

levels. A CBPR approach will allow data—community members’ stories—to inform and reframe 

policy discussions about communities of color. CBPR can help shift narratives from those that 

rely on stereotypes about communities of color to those that more accurately reflect their 

strengths and needs.vii 

How to Get Started 
Large datasets found in the Census, CDC, and U.S. Department of Education are all valuable to 

research studies, but this data does not tell the entire story. Organizations can become engaged 

in CBPR by seeking the nuanced experiences of local communities as part of their data analysis 

and research. After making the necessary community connections (Fact Sheet #7, Building 

Partnerships), organizations will embark on the collaborative process of co-designing the 

research with the community. 

 

 

It will be helpful to identify the answers to the following questions before initial talks with the 

community: 

• Who are your partners? What assets do you need that this group does not already 

possess? For example, focus groups will need a facilitator who is familiar with the 

community. 
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• What are you studying? Develop preliminary research questions but remain flexible. The 

community may illuminate other lines of questioning that will paint a fuller picture of the 

issues and needs. 

• What resources do you need to carry out your study? For example, it is a helpful show of 

good will to offer gift cards or some other kind of compensation when recruiting 

community members into research studies. 

• How do you plan to use the research findings? You must be transparent about your 

dissemination strategy and potential audiences for the findings. 

• How do you plan to translate research findings into policy recommendations? It is most 

effective to continue to work in partnership with your research team (including 

community members) to help identify what the findings mean for the community and 

the most beneficial solutions. 

• How will you share your final policy recommendations with the community and keep 

them updated on progress towards securing wins? Remember that the strength of CBPR 

lies in its partnerships, so full inclusion of the community in advocacy campaigns is 

valuable for influencing decisionmakers to make change. 

 

Further Reading 
Below are examples of organizations, reports, and projects utilizing CBPR as their research 

approach. 

• The Research Justice Institute 

• Community-Based Participatory Research: A Strategy for Building Healthy Communities 

and Promoting Health through Policy Change 

• Community Toolbox, Community-based Participatory Research 

• Research for Organizing 
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