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Using Community-Based Participatory 
Research in Coalition Work 

Background 
Community-based participatory research (CBPR) is a collaborative approach that involves community 
members in designing, collecting, and interpreting data. It is grounded in the principle that community 
members are experts in their own experiences and should have a voice in how information about their 
communities is gathered and used. This resource helps coalitions use a CBPR approach to collect data—an 
approach that identifies community needs, guides planning, and demonstrates impact. 

Preparing for Community-Based Participatory Research 

Successful CBPR approaches require a strong foundation. The following steps can help your coalition assess its 
readiness for CBPR, clarify its approach, and build meaningful partnerships with community members. 

Step 1: Determine your capacity to engage community 
members. Participatory research requires time, staffing, and 
resources. Before launching a data collection effort that uses a 
CBPR approach, assess whether your coalition has the capacity to 
meaningfully partner with community members. If your coalition 
does not have the capacity, consider how you can build it.  

• Evaluate your strengths and weaknesses. For example,
coalition strengths may include ties to community groups or
partners who have expertise in data collection methods. If you
do not have relationships with the community, consider
allocating time for coalition members to get involved in 
community events and build connections. Also consider 
offering trainings to build coalition members’ skills in data collection, participatory decision-
making, or group facilitation.  

• Consider available funding and whether it can support community engagement. Examine
whether your funding sources allow you to provide compensation for community members or
offer supports like food, language translation, and transportation. If not, consider pursuing new
funding that will cover these supports and compensate community members for their time and
expertise. See the Grant Seeking from Foundations, Strategic Communication, and Recruiting
and Engaging Coalition Members resources for more information.

Key resource: 
Capacity 
assessment  

This toolkit specifies the 
resources needed for each 
stage of CBPR and can help 
your coalition determine the 
time, staffing, and other 
resources you will need to 
carry out a CBPR approach. 

Step 2: Clarify the purpose of CBPR for both coalition members and community members. Be clear 
about why you are collecting data and how you will use the data. You should be able to clearly 
explain how community members’ time and expertise will contribute to meaningful action.  

https://nmhec.org/wp-content/uploads/CBPR-Toolkit_FINAL_v3_ada.pdf
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Consider these questions:  
• Why are we collecting the data? 
• How will the data inform our coalition’s decisions and shape our work? 
• Who will benefit from this data collection? 
• Why is it important to include community members in the process?  

Step 3: Engage community members in meaningful ways when forming partnerships. Participatory 
research depends on strong, trusted partnerships with communities. Be thoughtful about who is 
involved. Identify potential partners by considering community members, leaders, or organizations 
that share an interest in the issue your coalition is addressing. Include people directly affected by 
the issue and those whose perspectives are often underrepresented. When possible, build on 
experiences by reviewing community feedback about previous data collection efforts. Engaging 
community members without acknowledging their prior input can make communities feel used or 
engagement feel one-sided. See the Partnering with Communities in Coalition Work resource for 
more information on meaningful engagement.  

Step 4: Clarify roles and decision-making. Establish roles and expectations for coalition members 
and community members early in the process to build trust and prevent conflict or 
misunderstandings. Consider these questions:  

• Is your coalition willing to share control over research questions and methods? 
• Are you prepared to adjust timelines based on community input? 
• Who has final decision-making authority? 
• Who owns the data? 
• Who is responsible for sharing findings? 
• How will disagreements be resolved? 

 

Key consideration: Planning for long-term commitment 

CBPR requires building trust with communities, which takes more time than traditional 
research and requires sustained collaboration. Your coalition can support long-term 
relationships with community members by: 
• Setting realistic expectations about timelines with funders and partners 
• Budgeting for training, stipends, and other resources for community members 
• Setting aside time for relationship-building before launching research activities, and for 

continued collaboration once a project is over 

 Strategies for Participatory Research 
 

Ideally, CBPR involves community members as partners at every stage of the research process, but coalitions 
may vary in how they implement CBPR. Your coalition can incorporate CBPR in the following ways: 

Co-define the research questions. Identify what matters most to community members. Your 
coalition members can develop initial research questions and seek community feedback on them, or 
co-create questions with community members. Coalition priorities may not always be the same as 
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community priorities, so coalitions should listen and be prepared to adjust to build shared goals and 
understanding. As you develop questions, consider the following: 

• What issues are urgent? 
• What information is missing? 
• What questions can help the community advance its priorities? 

Co-design data collection tools. Develop data collection tools that are relevant and engaging to 
community members. Community members can help create or review surveys, interview guides, or 
other tools. For example, you can ask community members to ensure tools are culturally relevant 
and accessible, confirm that response options reflect lived experiences, or pilot-test the tools. 

Collect data with community members. Community members can lead or support data collection, 
which may increase trust and comfort among participants. You can train community members to 
conduct interviews, facilitate focus groups, or lead outreach. As part of this training, be sure to 
cover research protocols that ensure protection of participants’ privacy and confidentiality. 

Analyze and interpret findings together. Participatory research does not end with data collection. 
Community members can help review findings, identify themes, contextualize findings within local 
communities, and co-develop recommendations. You can facilitate co-analysis and interpretation 
through activities such as data walks, data parties, data placemat-facilitated processes, and World 
Café. 

Use data to inform action. CBPR encourages using data as a tool for collective action. Work with 
community members to use data to decide on next steps, develop action plans, and advocate for 
policies or funding. 

 
Share findings in accessible ways. Community members can help translate findings into formats 
and messaging that resonate with the community. They can also help share findings through 
community presentations, storytelling, or multimedia products such as videos or infographics.  

 
Ultimately, CBPR can help your coalition improve its work. By collecting data that reflect local priorities and 
lived experience, your coalition can design activities and work toward goals that meet community needs. 
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