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Abstract

:

Community-Engaged Research (CER) often involves partnerships between academic or professional researchers and community organizers. Critical CER and organizing each aim to mobilize people and resources to produce actionable knowledge in order to build grassroots leadership and power that promote equity and justice for marginalized communities. This article argues that critical CER collaborations can benefit by carefully matching the choice of research methods with community partners’ organizing strategies to ensure that research aligns with and supports organizing goals. We aim to add to the CER literature a more specific rationale for why professional researchers should share control over the choice of research methods with community organizers, and more detailed guidance for how CER teams can select methods that best advance organizers’ goals. After summarizing the many ways in which collaborative research can support community organizing efforts, we argue that different CER methods align best with widely-used organizing approaches (including Alinskyite, Freirean, feminist, community building and resilience-based, and transformative approaches). We illustrate the discussion with examples of research conducted by and with organizations rooted in the environmental justice (EJ) movement, which prioritizes community organizing as a strategy and draws from multiple organizing traditions, including a case study of research techniques used by the Environmental Health Coalition, one of the oldest EJ groups in the U.S.
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1. Introduction


In addition to the vast scholarship about community organizing and social movements, academic and other professional researchers make many kinds of applied contributions to the theory and practice of organizing.1 Some researchers co-develop and disseminate organizing frameworks, tools, and practices, often on behalf of funders and based on interviews with activists (e.g., Movement Generation Justice and Ecology Project n.d.; USC PERE 2018). Some researchers contribute to organizing as allies by engaging in public education, political lobbying, professional networking, and media communications, or by giving expert testimony in court or convening events that give organizers a public platform (Frickel et al. 2015). In addition, a growing number of researchers practice community-engaged research (CER), which involves co-designing and co-conducting studies with community organizers (Minkler and Wakimoto 2022), which is our focus in this article.



While the literature on practicing CER has well-developed principles of collaboration among community organizations and outside researchers (e.g., Chevalier and Buckles 2019; Cooper et al. 2021; Israel et al. 2013; Minkler and Wakimoto 2022; Wallerstein et al. 2017), which include ensuring that community partners help select research methods, the literature has not paid much attention to the importance of CER partners choosing research methods that align with different community organizing strategies. We aim to strengthen CER that involves organizers by contributing to normative theory about why it is important to consider this alignment, and about which research methods fit especially well with the goals of diverse organizing strategies.2 This is especially important for the kind of critical CER endorsed by the editors of this special issue, which aims to promote structural change and equity not only in how CER analyzes issues, but in how it is conducted at every stage of a research collaboration (Gordon da Cruz 2017; McKay and Lopez 2022). Both organizing strategies and CER methods mobilize people and resources to produce actionable knowledge in ways that structure power relations among participants and prioritize different kinds of community benefits. Thus, we argue that a critical CER should align with justice-oriented organizing strategies by employing research methods that share resources with local partners, respect community-based knowledge, build community capacities to produce and disseminate that knowledge, and transform traditional hierarchies between credentialed researchers and community members. We show how critical CER can do this most fully by considering organizers’ distinct approaches to building community power and helping to advance them by adopting complementary research methods.



We illustrate the discussion with examples from environmental justice (EJ) organizations based in the U.S., and a case study of how one of the oldest such organizations—the Environmental Health Coalition (EHC)—has conducted its own research for organizing (with and without professional researchers). While no movement can represent all others, the EJ movement is a useful touchstone because it embraces community organizing as a central strategy, it employs a wide variety of organizing approaches, and it frequently conducts CER with researchers in a variety of fields (Davies and Mah 2020; Raphael and Matsuoka 2024). It is also a complex movement that engages in multi-issue organizing (for environmental, economic, cultural, health, and other kinds of justice), organizes people of diverse and intersectional identities, and coordinates action across many levels (linking local organizations with regional, national, and transnational networks and coalitions) (Cole and Foster 2001; Holifield et al. 2018; Schlosberg 1999).



We begin by arguing that critical CER aligns better with grassroots organizing for long-term community power building than with top-down organizing aimed at mobilizing individuals to achieve short-term or narrow goals. Next, we describe grassroots organizers’ many purposes for engaging in multiple forms of applied research, as illustrated by EHC’s research. We do so because some of these kinds of research may not be fully appreciated by academic scholars, and all are opportunities for collaboration. We proceed to offer a critical summary of the most commonly used organizing approaches in the U.S., showing how certain CER methods are especially relevant to each approach, based on their particular goals and ways of engaging community members. These approaches include Alinskyite, Freirean, feminist, community building and resilience-based, and transformative approaches to organizing. In the final section, we return to EHC as an example of how organizers often combine different organizing approaches over time, which should influence research partners’ choice of research methods. We conclude with some implications for future theorizing and research about evaluating the fit between organizing strategies and research methods.




2. Critical CER and Grassroots Community Organizing


CER has been applied across the social and natural sciences, arts and humanities, and professional and applied fields through participatory action research (Chevalier and Buckles 2019), community-based participatory research (Wallerstein et al. 2017), citizen or community science (Cooper et al. 2021), Indigenous and decolonizing research (Smith 2021), community lawyering (Cole 1992), and other approaches to collaborative research, many of them multidisciplinary or transdisciplinary. In all CER, “participation on the part of those whose lives or work is the subject of the study fundamentally affects all aspects of the research” (ICPHR 2013, p. 5)—from setting the research agenda, to choosing research methods, to gathering data, to disseminating and acting on results.



Critical CER is also defined by its beliefs that knowledge is co-produced by researchers and communities in an inherently social process, and that these partnerships must address power imbalances in traditional knowledge production, respect local cultures and assets, be of practical benefit to communities, and inform action that liberates communities from structural and systemic inequities (Gordon da Cruz 2017; Israel et al. 2013; Wallerstein et al. 2017). The explicit goals of sharing power to create knowledge with nondominant communities, and of shifting power to these communities to influence laws, policies, and institutional and cultural practices, distinguishes critical CER from community-based research that remains largely conducted for rather than with communities, or that aims to improve local services and development without addressing issues of justice by strengthening communities’ ability to influence how decisions that affect them are made and who makes them. Analyses of power in critical CER are often informed by critical race theory, feminism, queer theory, Marxism, intersectionality, decolonial theory, and additional theories about the causes and consequences of structural and systemic oppression (Gordon da Cruz 2017; Fine and Torre 2019; Minkler and Wakimoto 2022).



Critical CER fits well with community organizing, defined as “a process by which communities identify their assets and concerns, prioritize and select issues, and intentionally build power and develop and implement action strategies for change” (Minkler et al. 2019, 10S). Community organizing works over the long term to build capacity and leadership within historically oppressed communities to shape their own collective futures. As such, community organizing differs from other social change strategies, including advocacy (conducted by outside experts to change policies on behalf of a community), social services (provided by outside agencies to meet a community’s basic needs), and development (conducted with outside experts and agencies to build a community’s assets but not necessarily its power to shape its own economic or political future) (Pyles 2021).



Furthermore, grassroots community organizing stands in contrast to top-down organizing—the growing appropriation of organizing methods by outside organizations to mobilize individuals to win campaigns without building their collective power to make change (Speer and Han 2018). In top-down organizing, the main agents of change are donors and political professionals, who activate community members to donate, sign petitions, and turn out for demonstrations, without meaningfully involving people who are most affected by an issue in choosing their own goals or strategies. These experts draw on new sources of data and analytics to target subgroups most likely to act, using messaging tailored to their attitudes, behaviors, and other characteristics. One example is the failed attempt to pass carbon cap-and-trade legislation in 2010 by the U.S. Climate Action Partnership, a coalition of CEOs and large environmental groups, which only aimed to mobilize the public to support the Partnership’s predetermined policies (Skocpol 2013).



Critical CER is also less well-attuned to “small organizing” involving short-term campaigns on narrow issues than to “big organizing” that builds toward structural change over the long run (Bond and Exley 2016). Small organizing lends itself to direction by a core group of professional advocates or well-resourced organizations seeking to generate short-term grassroots energy to support a predetermined policy change. It also serves many funders’ highly specific priorities, preference for supporting established organizations, and elite-led theories of social change (Blanusa et al. 2018). Big organizing, in contrast, tries to build long-term grassroots movements directed by community leaders and active memberships. These movements tend to address an array of interconnected and entrenched injustices through a series of campaigns aimed at winning multiple changes, deeper social transformation, and stronger democratic participation over time. For example, large environmental organizations and global aid groups tend to take top-down, narrow approaches to change when addressing environmental justice issues, launching campaigns to ban a single chemical, protect one species, or boost the economic fortunes of a particular demographic. In contrast, local EJ organizations and their networks and movements tend to engage in grassroots and multi-issue organizing to shift power and resources over the long term (Cole and Foster 2001; SouthWest Organizing Project 1990). Successful EJ campaigns and organizations are synergistic, with campaigns winning the kinds of concrete improvements in people’s lives that mobilize communities, and movements providing the kinds of linkages between people and among issues that sustain transformational change over the long run (Blanusa et al. 2018).



In sum, critical CER researchers can ask how both the research process and its outcomes can build grassroots power over the long run and help to connect small organizing to big organizing, rather than mobilizing passive constituencies to back piecemeal reforms designed by outside experts.




3. Roles for CER in Community Organizing


CER collaborations among academic researchers and community organizers can offer unique advantages over traditional research conducted exclusively by outside professionals. CER can enhance the research’s rigor by offering access to local and experiential knowledge, its relevance to policy and practice, and its reach to new audiences and users (Balazs and Morello-Frosch 2013). In particular, organizers can teach researchers how to deploy their findings more strategically and effectively for policy and practical change (Minkler et al. 2019). Collaborating with communities can also sharpen all research partners’ reflexivity, as they question their own assumptions and carefully co-define their intended purposes, methods, and beneficiaries (Raphael and Matsuoka 2024).



For organizers, research is rarely an end in itself, but is primarily a means to identify community issues and assets, prioritize and frame issues, inform strategies to build power and engage in effective actions, and other practical goals (Minkler et al. 2019). Organizers may collaborate with professional researchers to gain access to research expertise and funding; build their organizations’ capacities; gather authoritative evidence to support campaigns; influence policies, practices, and funding; and map movements and organizing networks (Giancatarino 2018; Matsuoka 2017; Perez et al. 2015). However, while organizers typically must prioritize practical goals in research, strong movements value honest research, even if it does not confirm their assumptions but suggests more effective approaches (Pastor et al. 2011). Furthermore, movement organizations are quite capable of producing research that develops theory from their experiences and observations (Pastor et al. 2009).



Community organizers can prefer different relationships with researchers. Because organizers’ goal of shifting power to communities often includes developing their power to do research, organizations that possess greater resources and expertise often prefer to direct their own research projects, employing professional researchers as employees, contractors, consultants, or advisors. Examples include national and transnational organizations, networks and coalitions of smaller groups, labor unions, community economic development initiatives, and foundations. In addition, organizations with low trust in traditional researchers—including some tribal governments and other organizations led by Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)—prefer to reserve control over research in their communities. Many of these groups view much academic and government research as exploiting communities and reflecting the views of dominant political–economic interests (Cable et al. 2005; DataCenter 2015). As a result, some of these organizations have turned to independent sources of research and training that were founded to support social movements, such as the Highlander Research and Education Center (www.highlandercenter.org (accessed on 7 April 2023)), Race Forward (www.raceforward.org (accessed on 7 April 2023)), and the former DataCenter (2015). Nonetheless, many academic and independent researchers have been able to build trust with such groups over time and collaborate effectively with them.



Table 1 summarizes ways in which grassroots organizations conduct applied research to support all of the major elements of organizing, including building membership, developing leadership, building organizational capacities, and designing campaigns (adapted from DataCenter 2015).



Examples from the Environmental Health Coalition (EHC)


EHC illustrates some of the ways research, including CER, permeates each element of organizing and its potential impacts. Founded in San Diego in 1980, EHC is one of the oldest grassroots environmental justice organizations in the U.S. Initially, the group focused much of its work in the Barrio Logan community in San Diego and Old Town in National City (OTNC), two neighborhoods in which development was shaped by long-term systemic environmental racism that located polluting industries there, including auto body and chrome plating shops, chemical suppliers, and diesel truck traffic that served the Port of San Diego’s growing international trade. As a result, residents suffer asthma-related hospitalization rates at two to three times higher than the rest of the county (Takvorian et al. 2008).



EHC’s organizing model includes the creation and maintenance of Community Action Teams (CAT), consisting of community leaders, promotoras de salud (lay health promoters), and others who are dedicated to making change. In 1994, as part of its Toxic Free Neighborhoods Campaign, the group researched and designed an innovative curriculum for training promotoras in the mainly Latinx neighborhoods in which EHC worked (Parachini and Mott 1997). The group based its training program on informal, women-led networks for sharing information and assistance typical in many Latinx communities, and on a peer education model developed by the Por La Vida project at San Diego State University to support personal and family health. The intensive program taught participants about environmental health issues, how to protect oneself and one’s family, and how to organize the community to address these threats through policy and political change. EHC continuously improved the curriculum by asking participants to evaluate it throughout the process and by using pre- and post-training surveys to assess participants’ learning. In a few years, the group had trained over 200 promotoras to work on multiple campaigns. Over a dozen local and national foundations supported EHC’s influential curriculum—entitled Salud Ambiental Lideres Tomando Accion (SALTA)—which other EJ organizations around the country began to use. Thus, the program built EHC’s membership, leadership, and organizational strength.



The program also supported multiple campaigns, including one that EHC launched in 2004 to prepare residents of Old Town National City (OTNC), a low-income and mostly Latinx residential area, to address land use planning in their community. In the 1950s, an all-white city council had voted to rezone OTNC to allow polluting industries to move into the neighborhood (Minkler et al. 2010). Now, a new city council has decided to revise the land use plan for the area. EHC trained 18 promotoras to act as co-researchers, community liaisons, and policy advocates (Environmental Health Coalition 2005).



EHC’s campaign research traced respiratory and other health problems to poor air quality due to chemical emissions from many auto body and paint shops, and diesel particulate emissions from a truck driving school (Minkler et al. 2010). The group’s analysis of national and regional public health data showed that neighborhood children suffered asthma at double the statewide rate of childhood asthma and that they lacked health insurance at triple the rate of the county’s children as a whole. EHC staff used geographic information systems (GIS) mapping of state and county air emissions data for the area, showing disproportionate pollution density in OTNC compared to three adjacent areas, mostly coming from the auto body shops. The promotoras conducted their own air sampling to show that particulate matter concentrations were six times higher around the truck driving school, including directly across the street from an elementary school, than at a control site (City Hall). Health researchers at the University of Southern California shared their research on 12 Southern California communities with EHC, which demonstrated associations between traffic-related pollution and asthma attacks, and harm to children’s lung development that affected lung functioning into adulthood (Gauderman et al. 2004; Jerrett et al. 2008).



A community survey administered and analyzed by the promotoras identified residents’ policy priorities for the area. Already feeling the effects of gentrification, residents realized that if air quality were improved, the threat of displacement would also worsen, so their top three priorities were to build new affordable housing for residents, relocate the auto body shops outside the residential area, and rezone the community for residential and compatible uses (Environmental Health Coalition 2005). EHC convened residents to weigh a variety of policy options, then organized the community to influence the new Specific Plan for the area, creating power maps of their targets (the city councilors), allies, and opponents. The group enlisted the University of San Diego’s Environmental Law Clinic to articulate the legal basis for an ordinance to amortize auto body shops and other pollution sources and help advocate for it (Minkler et al. 2010).



EHC mobilized support for policy changes using several common techniques (Cacari-Stone et al. 2017). After publishing their research in a well-documented report, they advocated to policy makers and the community through local news media. Their Community Action Team drummed up support through door knocking, house meetings, and flyers, recruiting residents to attend and testify at public hearings, and to brief officials. While EHC staff and their academic partners communicated with local leaders, the promotoras stepped forward as the central providers of testimony in hearings and constituent meetings. A comprehensive evaluation of the campaign conducted by EHC and researchers from the University of California Berkeley School of Public Health found that the news media and city officials cited EHC’s research throughout the process, treating it as credible and rigorous evidence of OTNC’s needs and priorities, and describing it as having a major influence on policy formulation (Minkler et al. 2010). The city council unanimously passed an amortization ordinance phasing out polluting businesses and the EHC report’s recommendations were reflected in the land use maps in the adopted planning documents as OTNC became the first city in California to include environmental justice in its general plan.



Successful campaigns such as EHC’s extend and strengthen an organization’s membership and ally networks, grow new leadership, and help the organization to develop new capacities. Evaluation research found that the promotoras’ frequent interactions with coalition partners (such as a local elementary school and Catholic church) helped to strengthen EHC’s ties to other community groups and mobilize the neighborhood’s families (Minkler et al. 2010). EHC ended up hiring five of the promotoras as community organizers and one resident who worked on the campaign went on to win election to the city council. EHC also bolstered its own long-term capabilities, including deepening its experience at partnering with academic researchers from multiple institutions, its knowledge of children’s health issues, and its use of air monitoring and survey research techniques, which strengthened the group’s ability to apply for funding. Thanks in no small part to its strong research, the campaign also built EHC’s credibility and power with local government. EHC subsequently played a major role in persuading the city and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to invest in a feasibility study for creating an industrial park where relocated industries could move to, and restoring a brownfield area for affordable housing, marshland, and parks with major contributions from California’s Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund (Minkler et al. 2010).





4. Aligning Research Methods with Organizing Approaches


Researchers who want to collaborate with organizers also need to be familiar with the particular approaches of the major organizing traditions because they can suggest different research methods. We present these organizing approaches as ideal types that are useful to distinguish for analytic purposes but blended in practice by organizers, who often draw on more than one approach (Pyles 2021; Staples 2016). Table 2 presents the elements of each tradition, along with examples of CER methods that align especially well with each. However, this is not an exhaustive list of CER methods, nor does each method presented here have an exclusive affinity with any one organizing approach.



4.1. Alinskyite


Saul Alinsky (1971) provided the basic terminology and techniques employed in most efforts to build contemporary community organizations and design campaigns. His power-based organizing method emphasizes building mass membership organizations in disenfranchised communities by winning short-term campaigns that build members’ collective identification and increase their power. The organizer’s job is to agitate the community’s dissatisfaction with the status quo, devise confrontational but non-violent strategies, develop local leaders, and mobilize residents to execute campaigns.



Alinsky’s thinking especially influenced several national networks of community organizations in the U.S. that sometimes engage in EJ work, including the Industrial Areas Foundation (founded by Alinsky himself), PICO (formerly the Pacific Institute for Community Organizing), the Direct Action Training and Research Center, and the Gamaliel Foundation. This approach also informed the United Farm Workers’ organizing strategy, which recruits individual members through house meetings and mobilizes them to take direct actions (strikes, boycotts, and marches) to win campaigns for increased wages and protections against pesticide exposures.



Alinskyite campaigns focus on persuading individual decision makers, typically in government and industry, which requires researching their targets’ personal and organizational values and ties. These target analyses may be as extensive as profiling a transnational corporation and its industry to understand their sources of power and potential leverage points, as well the target’s incentives and disincentives to cooperate (Schiffer 2007). In addition, power mapping identifies who can influence a target and how, including their strength and stance on the issue at hand; relevant networks of EJ researchers can be included in these maps (DataCenter 2015; UCDEHSCC and UMLEEDCC 2018).



Some Alinskyite groups have collaborated in other kinds of CER, such as an environmental health study in Mexican-American colonias outside El Paso, Texas that monitored air pollution from a local steel plant, which provided evidence used in a campaign to reduce emissions (Staudt et al. 2013). Crowdsourced community science aligns well with Alinsky’s mass membership strategy because it attracts large numbers of participants to contribute their environmental and health data repeatedly, amassing large datasets that help establish causes of environmental health disparities and harms, and force regulators and polluters to recognize residents’ local knowledge of health impacts, rather than dismissing it as anecdotal evidence. Large samples may also speak to power in another way: officials who know that many of their constituents have participated actively in community science studies may be more likely to pay attention to the results.



Despite its enormous influence, the Alinskyite approach has drawn criticisms (Martinson and Su 2022). These methods can fail to build sustained local leadership, as overworked organizers burn out or move on to other campaigns elsewhere, and members leave the organization when campaigns end. A focus on local targets alone is not well-suited to addressing the systemic impacts of transnational corporations and building necessary alliances with other, similarly affected communities. Given his emphasis on building multi-issue organizations that span social divides, Alinsky did not encourage a broader analysis of the root causes of oppression that are central to EJ, such as racism, sexism, and colonialism. His focus on recruiting large numbers of participants to build power by winning short-term campaigns may be more suited to enacting piecemeal reforms than imagining larger structural change. Because he believed that effective organizing must appeal chiefly to residents’ self-interest, his approach may undermine the sense of collective justice that motivates solidarity work among EJ communities and allyship by those who live outside them. Furthermore, his method has been critiqued as narrowly masculine because it does not welcome campaigns to change cultural or “private sphere” issues, provides little work/life balance for organizers, and prioritizes confrontational tactics. Many organizations that use Alinsky’s approach have modified it to address these limitations.




4.2. Freirean


Paulo Freire’s (1970, 1982) writings about education for liberation inspired another organizing approach. Freire’s method promotes critical consciousness that sparks action (“conscientization”) by convening participants in small groups to discuss the challenges they face, identify the root causes in larger patterns of socio-economic and political oppression, plan collective action, and reflect on these actions. The aim is to free both the individual participant and the community. The Freirean organizer functions as a facilitator of dialogue among participants, who are both learners and teachers capable of analyzing their own situations and proposing their own solutions, not acting as a community leader or a teacher who dispenses knowledge. Rooted in adult education in Latin America, Freire’s approach puts equal emphasis on participants developing theory and practice (praxis) to liberate themselves especially from the bonds of colonialist and capitalist exploitation. Community organizers have drawn several main lessons from Freire’s work, including a belief that organizing must begin with popular political education connected to issues of everyday life, that oppressed people can discover their own solutions to social problems through dialogue, and that movements need to be internally participatory and egalitarian if they want to prepare people to build a democratic and equitable society (Sen 2003).



Freire’s conviction that people are capable of producing their own knowledge through a cycle of dialogue–analysis–action–reflection inspired participatory action research rooted in popular education approaches. He and his followers frequently engage participants in role-plays to develop and explore potential interventions for responding to oppression (Boal 1979, 2005). EJ groups and medical schools have collaborated to use these theatrical techniques to introduce residents to environmental toxicology and risk assessment, and to spark community dialogue about potential responses (Sullivan and Parras 2008). Likewise, some social movements and community planning processes use simulations and games to engage members of marginalized communities in envisioning goals, strategies, and campaigns (Lerner 2014). By employing popular ways of communicating and interacting, games and simulations can make campaign and research design accessible and engaging. Community mapping—used in many CER projects to identify and represent local problems, point out disparities among neighborhoods, and select issues for action—fits well with Freirean popular education (Haklay and Francis 2018). Counter-mapping can “challenge dominant ways of conceiving the landscape and the socio-political interests they represent” (Willow 2013, p. 872) by making demands to return lands to Indigenous peoples, resist gentrification, and so on. Photovoice and other participatory media methods in which community members document their surroundings and discuss their work as the basis for collaboratively planning projects and campaigns to improve their local environments fit well with Freirean popular education.



However, Freirean approaches face some limitations. Participants can spend significant time on building group trust, analyzing social conditions, and group learning. Such groups can struggle to engage large numbers, to move from self-education and social critique to action, and to amass political power through activism and electoral campaigns (Martinson and Su 2022). In regard to EJ, Freire’s approach may be most productive for developing emerging leaders (Scandrett 2007). It may also be most helpful for the initial development of community responses to complex problems stemming from multiple sources that cannot be solved by focusing on a single target, such as disproportionate rates of respiratory illness in urban neighborhoods. In contrast, Alinsky’s approach may be more successful for mobilizing support for campaigns to block approval of polluting facilities or enact protective legislation because there are easily-defined corporate and official decision makers to target (González et al. 2007).




4.3. Feminist


Feminist approaches have also shaped EJ organizing. This is not surprising given that women make up an estimated 90 percent of members of U.S EJ groups (Rainey and Johnson 2009), and a majority of the leadership of these organizations (Taylor 2015). Feminist or woman-centered organizing centers power relationships, and often develops political analyses and actions for women’s empowerment that are grounded in their personal experience of sexism in the “private” spheres of home, work, and culture. In the EJ movement, this has often meant organizing against environmental threats to women’s health, children, homes, and neighborhoods, which is often framed as an extension of women’s traditional roles as caregivers and mothers (Gaard 2018).



In contrast with the Alinskyite approach, feminist organizing tends to appeal to nurturing communal interest rather than self-interest, empowerment through building strong relationships and dialogue with other women more than amassing large numbers of supporters, and a style of leadership that is group-centered (in which there are multiple rotating leaders) rather than leader-centered (in which there are a few key spokespeople and organizers) (Stall and Stoecker 2005). Feminist organizing has excelled at building alternative organizations led by and for women, such as women’s health centers and media. This organizing has also productively politicized the research agenda by demanding greater investment in research on women’s environmental health, and helping to end coercive population control programs, such as efforts to sterilize low-income women of color in the U.S. and Global South (Silliman 1997).



Black feminists and allied feminists of color address how to overcome the intersectional forms of racism, classism, and cultural oppression faced by African-American, Indigenous, Chicana/Latina, Arab-American, and Asian-American women (Gutierrez and Lewis 2022). As Patricia Hill Collins writes, in Black Feminist thought, “partiality and not universality is the condition of being heard; individuals and groups forwarding knowledge claims without owning their position are deemed less credible than those who do” (Collins 1990, pp. 236–37). While many women of color EJ organizers assert their identity as mothers and caretakers, they also tend to root their ability to know and represent their communities authentically in their racial, ethnic, linguistic, and geographic positions (Peeples and DeLuca 2006). Feminists of color center leadership by Black, Brown, Indigenous, and Asian women and queer community members and often recommend greater levels of engagement with the community for insiders than for allies (Gutierrez and Lewis 2022; Rivera and Erlich 1998).



In addition to respectful consultation and capacity building, several other research methods and approaches especially lend themselves to feminist organizing. These approaches value evidence in the form of testimony, in which community members tell their truths, which are rooted in their experience, bodies, relationships, and communities (Peeples and DeLuca 2006). This evidence can be gathered through interviews and oral histories and expressed in participatory arts and media projects. In addition, by donating samples of hair, nails, urine, or blood, participants in biomonitoring studies give testimony about the toll of environmental risks on their individual bodies, including acute and chronic exposure to emissions from industrial sources and consumer products.



Collective testimony may be gathered through popular epidemiology, in which residents gather data on incidences of disease in communities and workplaces suffering high exposure to pollution, and ground-truthing, in which community members compare official maps with their own knowledge of where pollution sources are located in their community. These data correct for the failure of quantitative risk assessment to demonstrate the health effects of pollution conclusively and the failure of regulatory maps to represent threats comprehensively. In her study of citizen scientists in majority Black communities of the Louisiana Industrial Corridor (a dense cluster of petrochemical facilities known as “Cancer Alley”), Allen (1997) argues that popular epidemiology and ground-truthing can be seen as feminist practices of science. This is not simply because women gather much of the data, but because the data represent a collective testimony about environmental health that is based on residents’ situated knowledge of geography and disease.



In addition, disseminating health research through accessible guides written by and for women has been important since the publication of the ground-breaking Our Bodies, Ourselves in 1973, which incorporated material on environmental and occupational health impacts on women in subsequent editions (Norsigian 2011). Women of color health groups have pioneered the dissemination of gender- and cultural-specific health information and services to EJ communities, presented through the framework of reproductive justice, which encompasses the ability of women in EJ communities to secure their reproductive health, human rights, and wellbeing (Ross et al. 2016).



Similar to Freirean organizing, feminist and women of color approaches can be limited to small-scale groups and localized efforts for change if groups are committed to consensus decision making, and some groups may have difficulty moving from analysis to action (Smock 2004). As well, organizing on the bases of maternal knowledge and authority can “have the inadvertent result of reducing and simplifying complex political, economic, social, and technical environmental issues … while simultaneously reducing female identity to the facts of women’s reproductive capacity” (Stearney 1994, p. 155). Influenced by queer theory and organizing, more contemporary EJ organizing and research have also included attention to multiple genders, expanding the original EJ movement’s focus on gender justice (Pulido 2017). Still, given the centrality of women (and especially women of color) to the EJ movement, CER that centers them as community leaders, respects the need for separate programs and organizations led by women and women of color, and develops an understanding of how gender and race shape environmental oppression is indispensable to organizing in EJ communities.




4.4. Community Building and Resilience-Based Organizing


The community building approach has been especially influential in public health, social work, and community planning and development. While this method seeks to strengthen individuals, leaders, social groupings, and organizations, it prioritizes fostering connections and networks within and among these different entities to strengthen a community’s ability to operate as a whole (Walter and Hyde 2012). Organizers view communities as social systems made up of several subsystems, such as economic production–distribution–consumption, socialization, social control, social participation, and mutual support (Warren 1963). Community building organizers aim to increase social capital, or the value of linkages between and within social networks—including shared norms, trust, and reciprocity—which contribute to individual and communal health, prosperity, and resilience (Hawkins and Maurer 2010; Putnam 2000). Social capital may involve bonding (deepening existing relationships among those who share a similar aspect of identity), bridging (forging new relationships between those who differ in some way, such as race or age), or linking (creating ties between community members and organizations with power, for example, to obtain resources or services) (Szreter and Woolcock 2004).



Resilience-based organizing takes a more radical approach to communities meeting their own needs through cooperation, resource sharing, and democratic self-governance (Pyles 2021). Rather than looking outside the community for resources or strengthening the community’s ability to participate in the larger capitalist economy, resilience-based organizing develops alternative cooperative economic structures, such as time banks, local currencies, community land trusts, mutual aid societies, and cooperatives of workers, producers, or consumers. This kind of organizing prioritizes developing direct or horizontal democracy at the local level over strengthening the community’s representation in the larger system of representative democracy. Resilience-based organizing also tends to focus on regenerating local ecologies and cultures. Elements of many movements relevant to EJ—including Black liberation, feminist, Indigenous, anarchist, immigrant, and global justice movements—embrace resilience strategies (Movement Generation Justice and Ecology Project n.d.).



Mapping of community assets, resources, and entities is especially useful research for community building and resilience-based organizing for EJ. Asset maps, for example, often identify individual and organizational capacities controlled by people within the community (such as by local nonprofit organizations or small businesses); assets that are located in the community but controlled from outside (such as many university and medical resources); and assets that are situated and directed from outside the community, but potentially harnessed by it (such as government funding or information resources) (McKnight et al. 2022). Organizers and residents can use these maps to strategize about building on the community’s existing strengths to develop new ties that help regenerate local economies, healthcare, or political power. Case studies of collective decision making and conflict transformation can support community building and resilience for EJ (Rodríguez and Inturias 2018). Focus groups that convene residents or organizational representatives may help illuminate common aspirations. Research on promising practices in developing solidarity economies and mutual aid after climate-induced disasters can support resilience-based organizing (Illner 2021). Arts and humanities researchers can especially contribute to creative placemaking activities, which organize local youth and other residents to foster justice-oriented attachments to their communities by recovering and representing local history, painting murals, restoring Indigenous cultural sites, and so on.



While a community building approach can be useful for strengthening EJ communities’ capacities to remediate pollution, promote healthcare, develop green jobs, and the like, this method has its limitations, too (Smock 2004). EJ may be best served not by strengthening ties with local polluters to mitigate their emissions, but by evicting them. Community building can be vulnerable to manipulation and co-optation by outside resource holders, such as the government agencies or foundations who fund much of this work. It can also risk domination by more affluent and educated residents within the community, who bring more resources to the process and can therefore bend plans toward their interests. For example, using a community building approach to improve environmental conditions in urban neighborhoods without protections for low-income residents can fuel gentrification and displacement (Anguelovski et al. 2018). Placemaking efforts that are driven by a logic of speculative community development can promote “place-taking” rather than supporting residents’ social ties and resilience in place (Bedoya 2012). If resilience-based organizing aims to avoid these pitfalls, participants may not be able to meet all of their needs with local resources, and organizations that do not aim to influence larger electoral, judicial, political, and environmental systems remain vulnerable to external control and disruption. While mutual aid can strengthen local ties and capacities, it can also serve the neoliberal hollowing out of the state by excusing it from its responsibilities to abandoned communities (Illner 2021).




4.5. Transformative


Transformative organizing creates a blend of elements of the approaches discussed above. It encourages participants to engage in three kinds of activities: “holding actions” to counter immediate threats posed by dominant institutions (through protests and other direct actions); long-term work to create alternative structures (such as those created by resilience-based organizing at the local level, as well as new movement structures); and personal transformation (by popular education in groups, healing trauma, and mind-body work) (Macy and Johnstone 2012; Pyles 2021). Thus, transformative organizing aims to encompass Alinskyite campaigns, Freirean popular education, the fostering of supportive relationships and personal healing associated with feminist and women of color organizing, and the parallel institutions of resilience-based organizing (Mann 2011; Zimmerman et al. 2010).



This approach has especially grown out of 21st century left movements on global trade, climate justice, working class residents’ rights to the city (especially to affordable housing, but also public services, immigration, and political participation), and abolition of police violence (Dixon 2014; Fisher et al. 2013; Grosse 2019). Each of these movements addresses environmental justice issues and aims to connect local organizing with national or transnational movements. Each is strongly critical of corporate power, capitalism, and neoliberalist cuts in public spending for human needs, privatization of public resources, and deregulation of industry and trade. Each also depends on building multicultural, multiracial coalitions, often across borders, as epitomized in the 2014 People’s Climate March slogan: “to change everything, we need everyone.”



Transformative organizing emphasizes intersectional and relational organizing. Organizers strive to recognize how multiple identities (of race, gender, class, immigration status, and more) intersect to shape participants’ experience of oppression and privilege, yet also how these experiences interlock, to the extent that they stem from common sources of power and suggest common ground for movements to collaborate (Di Chiro 2021; Grosse 2019; LeQuesne 2019). Transformative organizers aim to maintain solidarity across differences by flattening organizational hierarchies and sharing and rotating leadership within and among groups. They seek to model interpersonal relationships of mutual respect and care, avoiding the transactional and strategic treatment of participants sometimes practiced by Alinskyite organizers, and the infighting and power struggles that can infect all organizers’ relations with each other.



Certain kinds of research can be especially pertinent to the different movements using this approach. Transformative organizing on EJ tends to happen in networked coalitions of diverse grassroots organizations. Compared with top-down national organizations that set the terms for local chapters, networks such as the Climate Justice Alliance (climatejusticealliance.org) and The Right to the City Alliance (righttothecity.org) must share information, deliberate, and coordinate goals and strategies among a large number of equal partners accountable to diverse constituencies. These networks may be especially interested in participatory planning for large-scale change, such as just transitions to a clean energy economy for labor and communities of color. Transformational organizers also conduct and disseminate case studies of members’ campaigns and personal transformation programs, local organizing techniques, policy solutions and projects that pilot non-market economic institutions, and research on effective and equitable governance of alliances of grassroots organizations (Baptista et al. 2024; Solis et al. 2024).



The transformative approach’s innovative strengths also present distinctive challenges (Pyles 2021). It is difficult to balance the demands of addressing immediate needs, building long-term alternatives, and enacting personal change simultaneously. Consensus decision making and relational organizing are time-consuming. It is no easy task to organize among and across diverse organizations and constituencies that have not worked together historically on issues that have not been connected in their minds. This work poses twin dangers of papering over differences in the name of unity or refusing to engage in coalition work because others are deemed too complicit in injustice. Addressing ongoing inequities and divisions while making common cause is hard work, especially in the absence of crises that galvanize broad constituencies.




4.6. Examples from the Environmental Health Coalition


The danger of highlighting the differences between organizing approaches for analytic purposes, as we have shown here, is that it can obscure the many ways in which these approaches and research methods can come together in real-world efforts. As a corrective, it is helpful to expand on the case of EHC and how it has employed a mix of organizing strategies and relevant research methods over time.



In its Toxic Free Neighborhoods Campaign (described above), EHC applied Alinskyite strategies when it used target and power analysis to develop plans to influence city councilors, potential opponents, and allies during its campaign to redraft San Diego’s city plan, and when it agitated for an ordinance to phase out auto body shops from the Old Town neighborhood, drafted with help from University of San Diego’s Environmental Law Clinic.



EHC has also employed Freirean popular education techniques in its community health training program for Community Action Teams and promotoras, used to train all of the organization’s community leaders in organizing and the broad array of environmental health issues on which EHC works (Takvorian et al. 2008). EHC’s popular education approach has been adopted by many EJ organizations, including sister organizations just across the border in Tijuana, México, which EHC supported to conduct community mapping with residents on similar environmental health issues in the city’s urban planning process (Prado et al. 2021). EHC’s promotora program also draws on feminist and women of color organizing, addressing intersecting issues of race, gender, and class by cultivating informal, Latina-led networks that develop guides to self-care and community care, providing health information and assistance in ways that link family and community health education with organizing to change public policy and practices.



EHC borrowed from community building and resilience-based approaches by organizing alliances with a broad array of local churches, schools, and other organizations in its Toxic Free Neighborhoods and brownfield redevelopment campaigns. The group expanded its community networks as it shifted from enlisting regulators to monitor and shut down polluting facilities one-by-one, which is slow and expensive, to forming a broad coalition to influence land use planning by using official data and the group’s own monitoring of emissions to protect community residents by influencing changes in statewide regulations and local rezoning, using a precautionary model (Environmental Health Coalition 2004). In 2008, EHC organized residents of Barrio Logan to research and develop their own community vision, based on community surveys and support from a land use planning firm, which included detailed plans for “zoning changes, volume and affordability levels of new housing units, identification of industries for relocation, park acreage, and school requirements, among other things” (Takvorian et al. 2008, p. 77). The plan was endorsed by over 1000 residents, 28 community organizations, and 16 local businesses.



EHC has also adopted transformative organizing techniques by extending its definition of community to engage in transnational organizing and environmental monitoring with partner organizations in México. EHC has addressed cross-border issues such as pollution created by maquiladoras, associated truck traffic through residential areas in Tijuana and San Diego, and illegal dumping and waste contamination (Environmental Health Coalition n.d.; Prado et al. 2021). EHC was also a founding member of the California Environmental Justice Alliance, an alliance of community-based organizations that combines research, organizing, movement-building, and policy advocacy at the state level, which has helped to increase state funding for environmental justice research and inject equity into many areas of California’s environmental policies and regulations.





5. Conclusions


We have argued that researchers who practice critical CER can fulfill its goals most fully by proactively and carefully understanding each community partner’s distinctive approach to organizing, and collaborating with them to choose research methods that align best with the characteristic activities and goals of this organizing approach. In doing so, we aimed to contribute to the CER literature a more specific rationale for why professional researchers should share control over the choice of research methods with community organizers, and more detailed guidance for how CER teams can select methods that best advance organizers’ goals. To these ends, we showed how organizing approaches and research methods both mobilize community members and resources in ways that build particular individual and organizational capacities, such as recruiting and engaging a large membership through a community science project, developing critical consciousness by practicing photovoice and community countermapping, and building a community-driven planning vision by conducting asset-mapping and surveys. While critical CER can be applied with partners who draw on multiple organizing traditions, some CER methods align better with the means and ends of different organizing approaches.



The importance of finding the best match between organizing approaches and CER methods has many implications for how professional researchers and community partners codesign studies to meet the major goals of critical CER mentioned in Section 2 of this article. Although we can only begin to sketch these implications here, CER teams can use these principles as a rubric to evaluate how well their choice of methods meshes with community organizing goals.



First, to ensure that CER is of practical benefit to communities, researchers have a duty to consider and consult with community partners about which methods fit well with particular approaches to organizing, so the research process contributes fully to organizers’ goals. Researchers bear a special responsibility because they typically bring to CER collaborations more knowledge about the broad array of research methods, including emerging methods. For example, designing a study that requires complex analyses of big data drawn from government and commercial databases erects barriers of cost and expertise to community participation, but such a study could lower these barriers by incorporating big data gathered by affordable environmental sensors (such as air or water monitoring devices) that can be read by community members. Relatedly, research to inform action that liberates communities from structural and systemic inequities can base its choice of CER methods not only on collaborators’ research questions and how they will use the resulting data, but also on considerations of how the research process itself could best strengthen the community’s ability to create knowledge that builds its power. Which research capacities does the local organization want to learn, which constituencies does it want to engage in conducting or informing the research, and what does the organization most want to develop in its membership (e.g., Freirean or feminist consciousness, new organizational alliances for community building, or the creation of alternative local economic organizations)?



Certain methods may advance the goals of building community capacities to produce and disseminate knowledge and sharing resources with community organizations that typically accrue to academic researchers, such as equipment, expertise, or funding to staff a project. Different organizing approaches may prioritize the development of different capacities and resources. For example, organizers engaged in community building may choose methods that can help attract funding to hire and train staff in conflict resolution, community consultation, or community arts, while Alinskyite organizers may prefer methods that can pay staff with skills in recruiting participants and power analysis. The choice of methods can also be guided by organizers’ particular approaches to co-creating knowledge by reducing hierarchies between credentialed researchers and community members. Feminist organizers, for example, may prioritize methods that elevate the status of personal and collective testimony (such as oral histories or the use of promotoras to conduct community health surveys), while transformative organizers may focus on methods that elicit local wisdom and values to inform participatory planning or healing of collective trauma (such as community charrettes or restorative justice processes). Organizers can also prefer different applications of research methods to respect community-based knowledge, cultures, and assets. While some organizers may choose methods that publicize local knowledge, other organizers may be most concerned with restricting access to this knowledge. Indigenous communities, for example, increasingly defend their sovereignty by asserting their rights to collective consent to participate in research, and to exercise ownership and control over disseminating data gathered about their lands, cultural artifacts, DNA, and more (Carroll et al. 2019; RDAIIDSIG 2019). In these communities, organizers are unlikely to welcome crowdsourced projects that publicize the location of sacred sites, which are vulnerable to vandalism, or that make genomic data publicly available for exploitation by other researchers.



In future research, CER practitioners and community collaborators can develop theory and data about the causes, process, and outcomes of their decisions to choose and combine organizing strategies and research methods. To what extent are these decisions directed by attention to aligning research methods and organizing techniques? Which kinds of researchers and community organizations are most and least attentive to this alignment? How could these considerations be integrated more fully into CER training for all researchers and community partners, and in participatory evaluations of CER projects? Most importantly, how does thoughtful alignment of techniques for research and for organizing contribute to short-term organizing accomplishments and long-term community power building for justice, equity, and transformative social change?
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Notes


	
1

	

Several handbooks summarize research and theory on organizing (e.g., Weil et al. 2013) and social movements (e.g., Della Porta and Diani 2015). Practical guides to community organizing include Bobo et al. (2010), Pyles (2021), Sen (2003), and Staples (2016). Myers-Lipton (2023) provides a guide to campus and community organizing for college students. Curricula on how to do research for organizing and campaigns with environmental justice examples include DataCenter (2015) and UCDEHSCC and UMLEEDCC (2018).






	
2

	

By normative theory, we mean theory primarily concerned with the development and application of standards and values, rather than with empirical description, control, and prediction of phenomena.
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Table 1. Research for organizing.






Table 1. Research for organizing.





	Elements of Organizing
	Research Activities
	Research Products





	Membership Building

Recruiting, educating, healing, and retaining community members to help envision and implement the organization’s work
	Background research on effective methods of engaging members

Canvassing, surveys, house meetings, interviews, and focus groups to identify community issues and needs, educate and recruit participants, develop goals

Community events and social media outreach to share original research, amplify community voices, educate and attract participants, dispel misinformation, celebrate local culture, and build solidarity among members and allies
	Internal reports and tools (recruiting plans, canvassing scripts, etc.)

Reports and maps of community assets, needs, priorities

Presentations, stories, participatory media



	Leadership Building

Developing members’ political education, analysis, and practical skills
	Background research on effective programs of political education (e.g., critical consciousness, intersectional analysis); skills acquisition (organizing, communication, etc.); and personal healing (physical, psychological, and/or spiritual)

Training members to participate in community-engaged research
	Education and training curricula (lesson plans, exercises, simulations and games, videos, and readings, etc.)



	Organization Building

Developing capacities to sustain leadership and campaigns, attract new members and allies, and respond to changing conditions
	Participatory evaluations

Strategic planning

Research on funding models and strategies

Research and training on campaign development and tools

Research on formation and governance of organizations and alliances
	Internal evaluation and planning documents

Evaluations for funders, members

Curricula and case studies on campaigning and governance



	Campaigns

Engaging in sustained efforts to change policies, institutions, individual attitudes and behaviors, or community capacities
	Data gathering to document and define problems, causes, and potential solutions (laws, policies, regulations, practices, litigation, etc.)

Researching targets and allies

Research and training on strategies, tactics, tools

Campaign communication research

Participatory evaluations (of campaign’s progress toward goals, membership and power built, lessons learned)
	White papers, investigative reports, case studies

Target and power analyses

Fact sheets and toolkits for organizing and research

Development and testing of frames, messages, and tools (apps, databases, etc.)

Evaluation research reports and articles
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Table 2. Community organizing approaches and CER methods.






Table 2. Community organizing approaches and CER methods.





	Approach
	Activities Prioritized
	Developmental Focus
	Role of Organizer
	Especially Relevant CER Methods





	Alinskyite
	Mass membership recruitment, campaigns
	Organizational power, solidarity
	Organizer as agitator, guide
	Target and power analysis, crowdsourced community science



	Freirean
	Liberation education, critical consciousness (especially of capitalism, colonialism)
	Individual and group liberation
	Organizer as facilitator, partner in teaching and learning
	Role-plays, simulations, games, community mapping and counter-mapping, photovoice, and other participatory media



	Feminist
	Integration of personal and political; intersectional analysis of sexism, racism, classism; building alternative organizations
	Individual, group, and community liberation and nurturance
	Group as organizer, rotating leadership, community- defined levels of contact
	Testimony (interviews, oral histories, biomonitoring), popular epidemiology, ground-truthing, healthcare promotoras, guides to self-care and community care



	Community Building and Resilience-based
	Developing community capacities and ties
	Networks and linkages, social capital, collective problem solving, communities as systems
	Organizer as builder of communal ties and consensus across diverse organizations and people
	Asset mapping, focus groups, collective decision making, conflict resolution, creative placemaking



	Transformative
	Integration of holding actions (campaigns), creating alternative institutions, and personal transformation
	Remaking dominant institutions, founding alternative institutions, healing individual and collective trauma
	Organizer as inclusive and intersectional relationship builder; horizontal, shared, and rotating leadership
	Case studies of, and participatory planning for, grassroots campaigns, governance of alliances, non-market economic institutions, and healing justice programs
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