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Abstract:  This presentation draws upon lessons, learned over 14 years, on the use of participatory action re-
search (PAR) carried out in a university based setting; a specific focus is the opportunities and challenges inher-
ent in this way of conducting social policy research.   Social policy researchers within the University of Massa-
chusetts Boston McCormack Graduate School’s Center for Social Policy use PAR as a vehicle for transforming 
the Massachusetts and U.S safety net, as well as workforce development and employment policies.  As we have 
learned through several of our research efforts, these flawed policies hinder families’ movement out of poverty 
and undermine the integrity of the family unit.  Our policy recommendations and communication/outreach ef-
forts are identifying and promoting alternative social policies that are more likely to actually work for families, 
neighborhoods, communities and employers.   The Center attempts to carry out its work through generating 
knowledge from the ground up, in partnership with those living the realities of economic hardship and social 
exclusion.   

 

Introduction 
The Center for Social Policy’s mission is to generate and advance structural solutions for eco-
nomic hardship and social exclusion, solutions that honor the integrity of the family unit and 
bring freedom to the people involved.  Our focus is on policies and practices that impact low 
income people and communities in Massachusetts and elsewhere, through carrying out ap-
plied policy research, evaluation research, technical assistance and communications/outreach-
--participatory action research.  Our past research has identified many design flaws in U.S. 
safety net, workforce development and employment policies that actually place hurdles in 
families’ pathways as they attempt to move out of poverty and progress economically.  These 
design flaws lead to workers turning down promotions because they will lose critically impor-
tant public resources and be no better off.  They lead families to seek shelter as the shortest 
route to housing assistance.  They undermine the integrity of the family unit.  Our work aims 
to (1) bear witness to the impacts of these flawed policies, (2) model and identify viable pol-
icy alternatives that take into account the interaction effects of different policies, and (3) put 
these facts and policy ideas in the hands of those who can mobilize for and make policy 
changes.  
 
Fundamentally, we seek to generate evidence to advance social change with the realities of 
economic poverty and social exclusion in the lives of low income people as the starting point.  
Participatory Action Research, a learning/acting/reflecting social change research process, has 
a long, rich history across the world1; PAR is based on the belief that effective social change 
is the result of recognizing many ways of knowing (including academic and life experience 
intelligences) and of involving and sharing decision making with persons who have been 
marginalized and are directly impacted by and involved in the issues under study.  
 
A centrally important way that we try to go about carrying out our mission is to actively en-
gage those most directly living the realities of economic and social hardship ---a very ground-

                                                 
1 Reason, P. & Bradbury, H. (eds). (2006)  Handbook of Action Research.  Newbury, CA: Sage 
Publications.   
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ing, rewarding and challenging journey.  When the process of engagement works well, family 
members immediately identify and name the flaws in social policies and human service prac-
tices that are harmful to family units.  So too, they have no trouble naming viable policy solu-
tions and characteristics of effective human service practices that honor and dignify family 
and community ties.  In the process of engagement, all of us---academic researchers and con-
stituent research partners---benefit from and are changed by the mutual sharing of insights and 
skills. 
 

Illustrative Examples 

What follows is a sample of projects the Center for Social Policy has undertaken which ex-
emplify the ways in which we have attempted to create a mutual partnership between academ-
ics and persons with direct life experiences of economic hardship and social exclusion.  
 
Parenting in Public (1995-2000) 
My dissertation research focused on what it is like for parents to care for their children when 
they are homeless and living in congregate state-funded shelters.  In these environments, shel-
ter providers who have the power to sanction parents and terminate their shelter use observe 
parents’ ways of caring for their children.  Also, homeless families in these settings share the 
living spaces with other families who are, at first, strangers.  Diverse ways of caring for chil-
dren and of ‘being a family’ offer the possibility of valuable and supportive connections 
among families and shelter staff; contentious interactions are also likely.  When I completed 
my dissertation and had secured a contract with Columbia University Press to write a book 
based upon the research, I asked eight women to join me as co-authors; these women included 
those who had been homeless and had lived in a shelter, those who worked in a family shelter 
and those who directed shelter programs.  Over a year’s time, we wrote the book together.  At 
the end of each chapter is a reflection, written by a mother, shelter staff member and director, 
on the issues laid out in that chapter.  A group reflection and my final chapter on the signifi-
cance and implications of what we learned together complete the text.  The book was pub-
lished in 20002.   
 
Many findings emerged from the research and from the writing that the nine of us did to-
gether.  Two of these findings stand out:   

• The smallest indignity or humiliation of a parent by a shelter provider can 

have a profound and lasting negative impact on a parent’s sense of herself, 
long after she has left the shelter and established a separate home with her 
children.  

• Some shelter policies split up the family unit.  That is, many of the state’s shel-
ters do not allow men or adolescent boys to be in residence.  As a result, when 
a family loses its housing, fathers and adolescent boys have to find another 
place to be sheltered. This situation causes extreme hardship for family mem-
bers precisely at a time when they are going through one of the most devastat-
ing experiences a family can endure.  

 
A full range of ideas regarding ways that shelter providers and the state’s policies can be 
changed to support parents in their roles as parents and to honor the family as a unit were 
generated and documented in the course of our collective writing.  These ideas have been 

                                                 
2 Friedman, D.H.  (2000). Parenting in public:  Family shelter and public assistance.  NY, NY:  
Columbia University Press.  
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shared directly with providers and policy makers in Massachusetts and elsewhere in the U.S. 
since 2000, when the book was published, and have played a role in changes to the state’s 
shelter policies and to shelter providers’ professional development. 
 
Families at Risk Project (1996-1997) 
This project, funded by The Boston Foundation, aimed to gather facts and generate ideas for 
the state as it considered how to change its family shelter system.  The research team was 
comprised of four women who had lived in Massachusetts family shelters with their children, 
an information technology UMass Boston faculty member and me as team lead.  With proto-
cols developed by the whole team, we surveyed homeless prevention organizations, con-
ducted focus groups with families at risk of losing their housing, facilitated group discussions 
with a range of stakeholder groups and held briefings with state officials.  As a team we carry 
out data analyses and synthesis; I took a lead in writing. 
 
The core findings of this research project included very specific recommendations for family 
system re-design that emphasized intervening with families before they lost their housing and 
promoted family-friendly shelter practices.  The report was used extensively by policy advo-
cacy organizations and by state agency officials. 
 
Homelessness Prevention Project (2004-2007):   
This project was a three year evaluation of a $3 million foundation funded initiative to field 
test homelessness prevention innovations carried out by 19 human service organiza-
tions/coalitions across the state.  The Center’s evaluation team included Julia Tripp, our Con-
stituent Coordinator, along with Center researchers with varying levels of research experience 
and me as team leader.  One part of the work involved a partnership between the Center and 
Homes for Families, a consumer-led statewide advocacy organization.  With the Center’s 
Constituent Coordinator and Project Manager as co-leaders, a consumer advisory committee 
planned and carried out 10 focus groups across the state with persons who had received home-
lessness prevention services.  The report of this work was contributed to by all the consumer 
advisors, who were compensated for their time, and was synthesized and written by the Cen-
ter co-leaders. 
 
The findings from this work highlighted critical time interventions and culturally sensitive 
practices that service providers could use to prevent people in precarious housing from losing 
their homes.  The testimonies of focus group participants provided powerful images and mes-
sages for policy makers and for providers regarding dignified, respectful and timely interven-
tions.     
 
Homeless Management Information Systems (HMIS) Project (1996-present) 
This project evolved significantly over the past 12 years.  The Center for Social Policy led an 
effort, in Massachusetts and then across the country, to equip homeless assistance programs 
with the research and technology tools to collect accurate, standardized and reliable client-
level information from persons using their services.  To ensure informed, sensitive and confi-
dential handling of client data, we engaged consumer advisors all along the way.  As a result, 
Julia Tripp headed up the development of written consumer-involvement guidelines, commis-
sioned by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  She worked 
closely with a small group of consumer advisors over a number of years, provided technical 
assistance to many communities across the country, presented their work at many federally-
funded conferences and completed a range of written products. 
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This work profoundly impacted U.S. communities’ ways of engaging homeless consumer 
representatives in their HMIS planning processes.  Indeed, as a result of the consumer-
involvement focus of our work, HUD began to require the communities it funded to include 
consumers as planning partners.     
 
The Challenges    

The Center for Social Policy carries out its work within a university setting.  Joseph Wresinski 
very eloquently described the inherent forces in universities that undermine knowledge gen-
eration grounded in the realities of life for extremely poor people: 
 
“The university and extreme poverty are, in principle, two worlds which cannot meet.  The 
university is not as such an enemy of extreme poverty, but a fortress against it.  At the base of 
its walls, the waves of the stream of poverty must flow the other way.  In every way, the uni-
versity is the antithesis of extreme poverty: security and tranquility of spirit, completely 
turned away from the everyday human worries, completely turned toward the discovery of 
permanent realities which transcend the every day.  The university is the haven of ordered 
thought, the very opposite of the improvisation constantly required by existence in extreme 
poverty.”3   
 

These tensions articulated by Wresinski are ones I am familiar with; they are challenges that 
greatly impact the Center’s efforts to carry out university-based PAR in partnership with those 
living the realities of poverty.  Specifically, academic credentials are highly prized in univer-
sity settings; those living in poverty often do not have the academic credentials.  Rather they 
have knowledge that is grounded in lived experience.  Such grounded life-knowledge is not 
regularly recognized in universities. 
 
The university context is hierarchical; a Principal Investigator has to have the academic cre-
dential and research expertise to lead a team project.  The human subjects’ approval requires 
this line of primary responsibility as does a myriad of other university approval processes.  
And any high quality research enterprise needs to ensure rigorous, methodological soundness, 
skills which academic researchers are trained to bring to their work.    
 
Research is not taken seriously by funding, research and policy communities if the lead re-
searchers are without bona fide academic and research credentials.   
 
Finally, speaking as a director of a university research center, it is difficult---but not impossi-
ble---to find ways to build effective teams and equitably honor and ensure the availability of 
tailored support for all those involved in our research/work environment----senior researchers, 
graduate students, research assistants, consultant specialists and those with ‘lived experience’ 
expertise alike.   
 
Lessons Learned 

Reflecting on the Center’s experiences over the past 14 years, the following are, in my mind, 
important learnings:  

• Leveling the playing field among all members of the research group is critically impor-
tant.   For the Center, this involves making sure that we have resources available for tailored 
skill development for our constituent research partners.  At times we have engaged constitu-
ents who have needed more support and development opportunities than we have been able to 

                                                 
3 Joseph Wresinski, founder, fourth world movement, June 1, 1983, lecture at the Sorbonne:  Defeating Extreme 
Poverty: http://www.joseph-wresinski.org/Defeating-Extreme-Poverty.html , p. 1. 
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realistically provide; the partnership has not worked in these cases.  At other times, we have 
carefully planned and implemented specialized trainings, supervision and peer support.  In 
these cases, the partnership has been more successful.   
 
Secondly, those of us who are academically prepared researchers require opportunities to 
learn from those who have first-hand experience with economic hardship and social exclu-
sion.  This involves the creation of safe dialogue spaces for constituent partners in our work to 
share their lived experiences with dignity, without overexposure and without promoting fro-
zen or totalizing identities in the workplace.  These are conversations in which academic re-
searchers need to be listeners rather than speakers.  Basically, the work and research environ-
ment needs to promote a healthy respect for many ways of knowing and ensure deep and 
regular listening/reflecting dialogue opportunities for all members of the team.  
  

• Creating and institutionalizing viable staff roles for persons with lived-experience exper-
tise is a second core learning.  In 2001-2002, through a Center-wide planning process, we 
reached a cross-center consensus that a steady and solid partnership among those of us with 
academic and those of us with lived-experience expertise was a high priority for the Center---
a core value.  One implication of this consensus was that we needed to institutionalize a con-
stituent component into the Center’s organizational structure; we needed to ‘walk the walk’, 
not just ‘talk the talk’.   As a result, the Center’s management team created a half-time Con-
stituent Coordinator position, officially recognized within the university, which Julia Tripp 
has held ever since.  This role is one which enables Julia to take a lead in coordinating the 
Center’s engagement of constituents in our work.  Examples include the Homelessness Pre-
vention and HMIS projects described above. 
 
We have also learned that there are many kinds of meaningful and practical connections and 
ways that persons with lived-experience expertise can contribute to our work, including staff 
positions, internships, ongoing advisory roles, one-time or time-limited advisory roles and 
collaborations with consumer-led organizations (as took place with the Homelessness Preven-
tion Project).   For any and all of these ways of contributing to the Center’s work, adequate 
financial compensation is essential; all advisory roles are compensated with small cash sti-
pends ($20-$25 per session).  For those who have ongoing staff or intern roles, the financial 
compensation standard complies with university and/or union guidelines.  We build these 
costs into our research budgets.  
 
For those persons who have staff and internship roles in the Center, they are held to the same 
standards of accountability as any other member of the Center’s team---reliable attendance 
and timely, high quality task completion are required of all.   The partnership the Center has 
chosen with those living the realities of economic hardship and social exclusion involves 
striking a hard balance that holds every Center member accountable and allows enough flexi-
bility for those times when life circumstances present unpredictable hurdles to attendance and 
task completion.  We have learned over the years to better tailor staff roles and responsibilities 
to personal circumstances while maintaining equity among all staff.   However, this tension 
continues to be one that requires constant attention.  
 

• Ensuring a critical mass of constituent voices is a third important learning; one person 
presenting the perspectives of those living the realities of economic hardship and social exclu-
sion is not enough in any research or organizational context.   Such a solitary circumstance 
exacerbates a sense of isolation as well as class and educational divides.  Structuring viable 
roles for at least two to six constituent voices goes a long way in counteracting these negative 
dynamics and in enriching the depth of learnings for all involved and for the research itself.  
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To the extent that the Center itself is welcoming and richly diverse across racial, ethnic, na-
tional origin and life experience dimensions, the better the quality of our work and the better 
the quality of our work environment.  
 
Closing    
I will end with words of the founder of the Fourth World Movement, which I find very unset-
tling, but which speak to the feelings I carry when I work alongside those who are really im-
poverished or when I pass a Latina housekeeper in a fancy hotel or when I pass a man or 
woman living on the streets in Philadelphia or in Boston or in Cambridge or anywhere… 
“Reaching tomorrow’s world will require our openness to the call for love rising from the 
earth.  It will require our surrendering belongings.  Its foundations will be fitting together and 
sharing what has been given to us to that everything can be useful to everyone and to their 
happiness.”4   
 
Advancing social change through a true partnership among those with life-experience exper-
tise and those with academic credentials involves breaking out of our comfort zones.   
For me, as one of those who have status as a scholar, Wresinski’s exhortation means more 
than living simply and sharing material goods.  I feel called and challenged to share opportu-
nity, access, respect and status---to let go and share that privileged space with those who have 
been systematically and completely closed out. 
 

                                                 
4 Joseph Wresinski, 1968:  The Violence Done to the Poor, http://www.joseph-
wresinski.org/IMG/pdf/The_Violence_Done_To_The_Poor.pdf 


