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This document emerges from a process of collaborative inquiry between 

MIT CoLab and PalmasLab. As such, it is not an exhaustive guide that 

covers all research methods that can be utilized, nor is it a manual that 

provides step-by-step instruction for designing and carrying out a research 

project.

Rather, this document focuses on key tools and methods identified as 

relevant to PalmasLab as it continues to build capacity for research design 

and knowledge production in the periphery of Fortaleza. It synthesizes key 

concepts relevant to community-led action research, describes some of the 

possible methods relevant for systematic inquiry and knowledge production 

at PalmasLab, and presents techniques for successfully guiding the research 

process and facilitating research-related activities. As this resource guide 

results from an actual process of collaborative research at PalmasLab, the 

document complements the methodological considerations with the stories of 

how this particular research project emerged and evolved.

We hope this document proves useful as PalmasLab moves forward with its 

research pursuits. More importantly, we hope that the brilliant young people 

that make up PalmasLab continue to be protagonists and leaders in the process 

of thoughtful, critical inquiry they have begun together.

NOTE TO THE 
READER
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Instituto Banco Palmas, based in the Conjunto Palmeiras neighborhood 

of Fortaleza, Brazil, is an organization focused on supporting territorial 

development, socio-productive inclusion, and innovation initiatives in the 

periphery of Fortaleza and other Brazilian municipalities. Today the Institute 

houses several entities focused on social and economic development, includ-

ing Banco Palmas, founded in 1998 as Brazil’s first community development 

bank, as well as, for the moment, PalmasLab, an innovation center focused 

on building IT solutions, incubating youth development projects, and most 

recently, community-based research.

Instituto Banco Palmas uses the 

values of the solidarity economy 

to promote territorial development 

in Conjunto Palmeiras through the 

creation of local networks of produc-

tion and consumption, micro-lending 

services, and circulation of a local 

complementary currency. Since 

2003, Instituto Banco Palmas has 

offered technical assistance and 

advisory services to facilitate the 

spread of the Banco Palmas model 

throughout Brazil, and played an 

instrumental role in the establish-

ment over 100 new community banks 

in 19 states and the Federal District. 

BACKGROUND: 
INSTITUTO 

BANCO PALMAS 
& COMMUNITY-
LED RESEARCH
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Participatory processes and 

community-based research have 

been an integral part of Instituto Banco 

Palmas’ history and core values. The 

bank itself was conceived of through 

a community-led process of inquiry 

and organizing in response to issues 

of unemployment, poverty, and 

hunger within Conjunto Palmeiras in 

the 1990s.  Specifically, in 1997, the 

Residents Association of Conjunto 

Palmeiras, ASMOCONP, designed a 

methodology respond to the question 

“Why are we poor?” and inventoried 

the productive activities of existing 

businesses as well as the consump-

tion activities of local residents. The 

result was a Production & Consump-

tion Map that revealed that the major-

ity of Conjunto Palmeiras residents 

were using their income to consume 

goods and services outside of the 

neighborhood – information that led 

ASMOCONP to create Banco Palmas. 

Since the start of the bank, produc-

tion and consumption mapping 

has been carried out regularly with 

the objective of orienting lending 

practices to support local businesses 

and foster increased local consump-

tion as a means of keeping wealth 

circulating within the neighborhood. 

Today, as Instituto Palmas seeks to 

better understand and intervene in 

the evolving contexts of poverty, 

inequality and urban violence in 

Fortaleza, the Institute again finds 

itself in search of new and innovative 

ways to address social and economic 

problems using existing community 

knowledge, capacity, and assets.

Currently, through the work of its 

innovation space, PalmasLab, Insti-

tuto Banco Palmas seeks to expand 

its collaboration with public, private, 

and non-profit institutions to include 

research focused on increasing 

and improving social and economic 

investment in marginalized commu-

nities. In addition to the development 

of new technology-based research 

tools such as mobile surveying apps, 

PalmasLab is now focused on build-

ing the capacity to systematically 

incorporate community-based action 

research into their work as an income 

generation opportunity. These 

efforts include creating new method-

ologies to allow community banks 

to holistically assess, and intervene 

in, the social and economic dynam-

ics of the neighborhoods where they 

work, as well as the creation of an 

organizational structure that would 

allow PalmasLab to offer commu-

nity-focused research services to 

socially-oriented clients. With a focus 

on generating action, a key compo-

nent of PalmasLab’s current efforts 

is to better disseminate community-

produced research and knowledge 

into community, policy, and other 
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relevant circles. 

In 2014, Instituto Banco Palmas 

began conversations with the MIT 

Community Innovators Lab (CoLab) 

to design a joint initiative focused 

on community-led action research. 

MIT CoLab is a center for planning 

and development within the MIT 

Department of Urban Studies and 

Planning (DUSP) that supports the 

development and use of knowl-

edge from excluded communities to 

deepen civic engage-

ment, improve commu-

nity practice, inform 

policy, mobilize commu-

nity assets, and gener-

ate shared wealth. MIT 

CoLab’s work involves 

bringing its substantive 

expertise working with 

marginalized commu-

nities throughout the 

Americas to co-create sustainabil-

ity strategies, economic develop-

ment plans, research strategies and 

civic engagement efforts with local 

partners focused on transforming 

systems of inequality. 

This report is the product of an initial 

phase of collaboration between the 

MIT CoLab and PalmasLab between 

June and August of 2015. Over the 

course of nine weeks, two CoLab 

student affiliates from MIT’s Depart-

ment of Urban Studies and Planning, 

seven members of the PalmasLab 

team, and several other staff members 

at Instituto Banco Palmas engaged in 

a process of research co-production 

intended to build further research 

capacity within PalmasLab while also 

designing a methodology to explore 

how residents of Conjunto Palmeiras 

experience, access and engage with 

the material and immaterial wealths 

and poverties within their neighbor-

hood. 

Underlying this engagement were 

fundamental social justice questions 

about the role and contribution of 

marginalized communities to the 

production of knowledge for societal 

change. At the time of this collabo-

ration, Conjunto Palmeiras faced a 

number of new and urgent socio-

economic challenges. Yet, the identity 

and positioning of PalmasLab’s 

researchers, as residents of Conjunto 
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Palmeiras with both situated knowl-

edge and lived experience of the 

challenges and potentials of their 

territory, represented a critical 

opportunity and untapped asset. For 

communities often misunderstood by 

policymakers, incorporating this kind 

of knowledge in policy and planning 

decisions is fundamental for advanc-

ing equity and inclusion.

In this sense, the collaboration has 

also contributed to CoLab’s efforts 

to build knowledge about commu-

nity innovation and Participatory 

Action Research (PAR) in practice. 

This document emerges from this 

collaborative process of planning 

and inquiry and is intended to serve 

as reference that highlights some 

of the key questions, phases, and 

tools for PalmasLab to consider as it 

takes on future community-focused 

research. As a product of co-produc-

tion, this document is self-reflexive: it 

seeks to offer a set of resources for 

Instituto Banco Palmas to engage in 

PAR-like work, as developed through 

an actual PAR process.
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Action Research is an approach to research oriented toward solving a 

real-world problem or improving organizational or community-based 

processes and practices. A key feature that distinguishes Action 

Research from other forms of academic or theoretical inquiry is that it seeks 

not only to generate new knowledge about a certain phenomenon, but also 

to generate concrete action, intervention, and positive change. This positive 

change can result from how the data itself is used – for example, providing 

evidence about why a program is or is not working in order to determine what 

modifications to make – and it can also emerge from the process of participa-

tion itself, which can play a role in building the critical thinking and problem-

solving capacity of participating communities and individuals.

Action Research has been used 

in many different settings – from 

companies to community organi-

zations – and can involve different 

levels of participation depending 

on a group’s objectives and needs. 

Where the goal of the research 

includes community empowerment 

and capacity building, Participatory 

Action Research (PAR) represents 

a particularly important orientation 

toward research. This approach has 

also sometimes been referred to as 

Community-Based Action Research, 

Community-Led Action Research, or 

Participatory Learning and Action.  

FRAMEWORK 
& APPROACH: 

ACTION RESEARCH 
& PARTICIPATORY 

ACTION RESEARCH
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Participatory Action Research 

values the knowledge and lived 

experience of the communities 

affected by the problem being 

researched, and seeks to place 

greater control over the processes of 

question definition, research design, 

knowledge-building, and problem-

solving in the hands of community 

members. In this sense, PAR intends 

to transform existing unequal power 

relationships between marginal-

ized groups and those traditionally 

considered the “expert” research-

ers and decision-makers. In places 

with a history of outsiders using 

community knowledge to make 

decisions without resident involve-

ment or participation, it also seeks to 

prevent the appropriation of commu-

nity knowledge by outsiders, while at 

the same time building capacity and 

power for community groups.

Banco Palmas was founded with the objective of preventing the loss of economic 

wealth from Conjunto Palmeiras by promoting local economic production and 

consumption. A strategic structure for conducting community-led action research 

can play an important role in also preventing the loss or extraction of the immaterial 

wealths that exist in the community – including the rich knowledge, identities, and 

experiences that residents of Conjunto Palmeiras have lived and developed.

Understanding and addressing 

complex problems such as inequal-

ity, poverty, and socio-economic 

inclusion requires diverse types of 

knowledge. Communities that live 

with and experience systems failures 

and engage in local problem solving 

hold valuable insights for generat-

ing solutions – making community 

knowledge as crucial as knowledge 

emerging from mainstream centers 

of knowledge production, such as 

academic and policy circles. In this 

sense, lived experience and identity 
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MAINSTREAM
INSTITUTIONAL

KNOWLEDGE

EXPERIENTAL, 
AND COMMUNITY 

KNOWLEDGE

MAINSTREAM

INSTITUTIONAL

KNOWLEDGE

COMMUNITY

KNOWLEDGE

EXPERIENTAL

KNOWLEDGE

MAINSTREAM INSTITUTIONAL
KNOWLEDGE CONSIDERED MORE

VALUABLE AND LEGITIMATE 

RESEARCH JUSTICE CONVENTIONAL THINKING

MULTIPLE TYPES OF 
KNOWLEDGE VALUED AND

 CONSIDERED EQUALLY LEGITIMATE

become key assets in the inquiry and 

problem solving processes. As Insti-

tuto Banco Palmas and other commu-

nity banks in Brazil deal with many 

of the issues mentioned above and 

struggle to adapt to evolving politi-

cal and socio-economic contexts, 

creating structures and partnerships 

that legitimize and bring community 

knowledge into conversation with 

other forms of knowledge is crucial. 

This shift toward the valorization of 

diverse ways of knowing has been 

referred to elsewhere as “cognitive 

justice” or “research justice.”

This model, adapted from DataCenter’s Research Justice Vision, illustrates a vision for shifting the paradigms of research legiti-
macy. The status quo diagram demonstrates the greater degree legitimacy and power associated with mainstream institutional 
knowledge than with other ways of knowing in research. The alternative model of “Research Justice” is one where new knowl-
edge is co-produced by bringing together mainstream institutional knowledge, personal experiential knowledge, and community 
knowledge that develops through collective struggles and identity. In this vision, equally valuing and legitimizing these multiple 
types of knowledge represents one means of building power for groups at the periphery – enabling greater agency to imagine 
alternatives, solve problems, and implement solutions.

A key element in moving towards 

the legitimization of community and 

experiential knowledge and building 

community power is co-production. 

In the context of PAR, co-production 

refers to a collaborative research 

process between groups that bring 

different types of knowledge, experi-

ence, and resources to the table – 

with the goal of collectively produc-

ing new and actionable knowledge. 

Rather than valuing one type of 

knowledge over another, co-produc-

tion involves a process of dialogue 
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between different ways of knowing 

– it brings together the lived experi-

ence and technical experience in 

ways that create new knowledge. 

Co-production is meant to challenge 

the status quo of whose knowl-

edge is most valued and seeks to 

increase the power of groups at the 

margins by building their capacity to 

define their own questions, design 

a process of systematic inquiry, 

and ensure community ownership 

over the knowledge that is created. 

Co-production commonly includes 

partnerships between community 

groups and academic institutions, 

research centers, or non-govern-

mental organizations.

Because Action Research and 

Participatory Action Research consti-

tute approaches and orientations to 

research, they can, and do, utilize 

a range of different methodologies 

and forms of analysis to generate 

the knowledge needed to make 

change. Action Research begins with 

the identification of the problem and 

the research question, which then 

influence the methods necessary 

to generate actionable information 

and knowledge. These methods can 

include the collection and analysis 

of statistical data to quantify particu-

lar phenomena; qualitative informa-

tion capable of providing nuanced 

insight into experiences and beliefs 

or explaining particular observa-

tions; spatial data generated through 

mapping or geo-referencing to 

reveal new patterns; and alterna-

tive methods including video, audio 

and other forms of media. Method-

ological tools that Instituto Banco 

Palmas might consider when engag-

ing in future research work will be 

discussed in subsequent sections of 

this document.
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A number of organizations and research centers provide important reference points 

for incorporating the values and practices of PAR and co-production into their work.  

• Working with the assumption that all people have valuable knowledge about their 

experiences and lives, as well as the capacity to develop strong critical analysis 

skills, the Public Science Project at City University of New York (CUNY) has been a 

pioneer in building the capacity of communities to be protagonists in the research 

process. For the Public Science Project, “Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

Participatory Action Research has important roots in Brazil, as the practice of PAR 

has drawn inspiration and orientation from the ideas and pedagogy of Paulo Freire. 

A thinker and pedagogue from the northeastern city of Recife, Freire sought to 

transform the traditional model of education into one that would guide students in 

developing a critical consciousness (conscientização) of their place in the world. In 

his well-known work Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire challenges what he calls 

the “banking model” of education, a one-way interaction in which the teacher trans-

fers information to students as one might put coins into a piggy-bank. Instead, he 

proposes an alternative constituted by a process of dialogue and student-led inquiry 

into real world problems of injustice and oppression as a means toward transforma-

tion and liberation.

http://publicscienceproject.org/
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provides a critical framework for making science – systematic inquiry and analysis 

– a public enterprise” and its work is based in the belief that the act of research 

can be transformative when placed in the hands of individuals and communities 

at the social and economic margins. Their work has included a number of different 

projects intended to generate social change, including large-scale survey research 

carried out by youth to examine experiences of young people with New York 

City’s health, education, and criminal justice systems, and participatory mixed-

methods research (interviews, focus groups, surveys, mapping) focused studying 

and transforming racialized policing practices, among others. 

• Nova Cartografia Social da Amazônia is a PAR-like collaboration between local 

communities and researchers that assists indigenous peoples and communities in 

Amazônia in defining their own cartographies. As a starting point, the initiative 

values the ways in which collective identities of these groups manifest in distinct 

notions of social and geographic territory and settlement in the region. For the 

participants, this process of self-mapping “becomes a means of contestation. 

Through its production there emerges the possibility of space for a group’s self-

affirmation.” The mapping methodology includes building local capacities to use a 

mixed-methods approach that involves using GPS technology, collecting testimo-

nies of the history, experiences, and problems being faced by these communities, 

and integrating illustrations and drawings representing symbolic or significant 

elements of their territory and identity. 

• “Towards an agenda for security in Medellín: from the perspective of communi-

ties” is a PAR initiative carried out by community members of low-income neigh-

borhoods in Medellín and collaborators at the Observatorio de Seguridad Humana 

de Medellín, a university-based research center at the Universidad de Antioquia. 

In what they call “research from below,” university researchers and community 

researchers worked together for 6 months to co-develop a methodology to explore 

the different types of insecurity facing different neighborhoods and populations in 

the city. Community researchers were then employed for 10 months to carry out 

fieldwork. Their final report describes the process as “an effort to produce knowl-

edge, conjointly between the academy and the community, about the problems 

of security in the city, from the perspective of the communities most affected 

by the violence and insecurity.” Both traditional research methods and commu-

nity organizing were fundamental to the knowledge production process, and the 

results aimed to influence community-led initiatives as well as city-wide policy 

debates.

http://centerforyouthvoice.org/Polling_for_Justice.html
http://morrisjustice.org/research-b
http://morrisjustice.org/research-b
http://novacartografiasocial.com/quadro-de-projetos/
http://issuu.com/oshmedellin/docs/cartilla_oshm
http://issuu.com/oshmedellin/docs/cartilla_oshm
http://observatorioseguri.wix.com/oshmedellin
http://observatorioseguri.wix.com/oshmedellin
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A number of criteria are used to 

evaluate the legitimacy of a research 

endeavor, some of which are debated 

within the social science and action 

research fields. Being familiar with the 

arguments that different groups use 

to establish or assess research legiti-

macy can be important for defending 

a methodology or approach, particu-

larly for groups engaged in research 

from outside of the mainstream 

centers of knowledge production.

Two key concepts in social 

research that underlie debates about 

research legitimacy are subjectiv-

ity and objectivity. Traditionally, 

objective research is understood 

as being unbiased, or “value-free” 

– detached from and unaffected 

by the judgments, assumptions, or 

personal values of the researcher. 

In contrast, subjectivity is under-

stood to mean that the researcher’s 

judgments, assumptions or values 

enter into and affect the research 

process in some way. The meanings 

of these concepts, and whether it is 

ever possible for any social science 

research to be truly objective, is a 

matter of continual debate in the 

field.

Action Research and PAR do 

not strive for “objectivity” in the 

traditional sense. Because these 

approaches are guided by, rather 

CRITERIA FOR 
ASSESSING 
RESEARCH 

LEGITIMACY
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than detached from, the experiences 

and values of the researchers who 

come from the communities of study, 

Participatory Action Researchers see 

this proximity between researchers 

and subject matter as 

a strength rather than a 

weakness. 

Research credibil-

ity can be understood 

as the practices and 

arguments needed for 

the research results to 

be considered trust-

worthy and believable, 

and exists along two 

planes, both of which are important:

 - External credibility: Research 

results have external credibil-

ity when individuals who are not 

involved in the research process 

consider the results to be trustwor-

thy and believable. External credi-

bility is a central concern within 

conventional research, and is often 

connected to the belief that an 

outsider’s “objectivity” is important 

for avoiding research bias. Exter-

nal credibility is also constructed 

by other criteria discussed below.

 - Internal credibility: Research 

results have internal credibility 

when members of the group or 

community involved in the research 

process are able to recognize the 

connection and relevance of the 

research to their situation/reality. 

Internal credibility is particularly 

important for Action Research and 

PAR, which assesses research 

legitimacy by its ability to inform 

effective and meaningful action 

within a particular context. Assess-

ment of whether research results 

translate into workable solutions is 

also referred to as workability. 

Reliability: Research is consid-

ered reliable if the results are repli-

cable. For example, if the same 

research was carried out at a differ-

ent time and place and by a different 

researcher, would the results be the 

same? Because social research is 

highly dependent on context-specific 

human interactions – including behav-

iors, choices, and trust between the 

researcher and subjects of research 

– some social scientists discredit the 

notion that any objectivity can exist 
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in social research, since the identi-

ties, beliefs, and assumptions of 

even outside researchers (who are 

traditionally considered more “objec-

tive”) impact what questions they ask, 

how they formulate their methods, 

and what respondents will choose to 

reveal to them. Participatory Action 

Researchers often use this idea to 

support the position that the involve-

ment of community members adds 

legitimacy and value to both research 

processes and findings. 

Validity: Research is considered 

valid if the research design and 

methodology actually measure what 

we think it measures. It exists along 

two planes:

 - Internal Validity refers to whether 

the methodology is suitable for 

making certain claims about the 

relationship between different 

factors or variables. For example, 

in research that makes claims 

about cause and effect, does an 

apparent relationship between the 

variables actually indicate that one 

caused the other? Or could both 

have been the effect of a differ-

ent cause not accounted for in the 

methodology?

 - External Validity refers to whether 

the results from a sample or a case 

are generalizable to the population 

at large. Generalizability of findings 

is considered important for building 

and testing theories that explain 

broader phenomena across time 

and place. In quantitative research, 

larger samples increase the proba-

bility that results will be generaliz-

able, as there is a greater chance 

that they reflect a representative 

cross-section of the population. 

In qualitative research, generaliz-

ability is more complicated, due to 

the case-specific nature social and 

political environments and relation-

ships. In qualitative case studies, 

researchers often keep a detailed 

account of the environment and 

context in which their findings 

emerged, to help their audiences 

draw connections to other cases 

and qualify what elements might 

be generalizable or “transferable” 

to other situations or contexts.
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Research planning and design is a strategic process that requires the 

research team to manage multiple activities, phases, and relationships, 

while also keeping in mind the larger trajectory and objective of the 

research. Research planning is also iterative, and evolves through a cyclical 

process of action, reflection, and revision. This process generally involves 

“zooming in” to develop the details of a guiding question, methodology, or plan 

for analysis and data representation, and “zooming out” at various moments to 

assess whether these indeed contribute to the objective of the research.

While not an exhaustive method-

ological guide, the following 

section seeks to mirror the collab-

orative research process carried out 

between PalmasLab and MIT CoLab 

in mid-2015 to design a methodol-

ogy for exploring the material and 

immaterial wealths and poverties in 

Conjunto Palmeiras and the desires 

and aspirations of its residents. 

Structured as a series of guiding 

questions, it intends to highlight key 

considerations, methods, and tools 

for defining a research question, 

designing a methodology, and repre-

senting and disseminating research 

results. To illuminate the context in 

which the process cohered, each 

section concludes with the story of 

how the team’s ideas and direction 

emerged and evolved at each phase.

RESEARCH 
PLANNING 

PROCESS

3
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The research planning process that took place at Palmas in mid-2015 involved 

a core team of PalmasLab and Banco Palmas staff, and two student affili-

ates of MIT CoLab. From Palmas, the team included PalmasLab’s Director, 

Asier Ansorena; PalmasLab staff, José Erberson Lino, Luiz Ernandes, Mateus 

Henrique, Luana Clarice, Alberto Crespo, and Heitor Calixto; and Banco Palmas 

staff member from the E-dinheiro department, Elias Lino, who had previously 

coordinated the Production and Consumption Mapping process. These core 

team members from Palmas – six of whom are young people from Conjunto 

Palmeiras – were protagonists in shaping the research question, direction, and 

methods. Their deep knowledge of the neighborhood and the organization, as 

well as previous experience with field research in Conjunto Palmeiras, were 

fundamental to the process. 

MIT CoLab students Alison Coffey and Jenna Harvey acted as facilitators of the 

process and the working group meetings, offered short trainings in research 

methods and fieldwork techniques, and also participated in group discussions 

related to the content of the research.

A number of other Banco Palmas staff members and affiliates contributed at 

particular moments in the process. Nayara Sousa from Banco Palmas’s Credit 

Department contributed her experience with Production and Consumption 

Mapping, and Angeline Freire and Katiana Oliveira from Projeto Elas, a women’s 

empowerment program at Palmas, contributed to the formulation and pre-test 

of the survey tool. Banco Palmas’ founder, Joaquim Melo, offered advisory 

insight at various critical moments.

THE RESEARCH 
PLANNING PROCESS

@PALMAS:
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RE
FL

EC
TIO

N

REFLECTION

What is the objective of the focus group?

Who should participate? 

How should the focus group be structured to meet the research objective? 
How can we document and use the data generated in the focus group?

What is the objective of the interviews?

Who should be interviewed?

What interview questions will help achieve the research objective?

FOCUS GROUPS

INTERVIEWS

DESIGNING A METHODOLOGY

What questions does the topic provoke?
What insights do we have about the topic, 
and what existing information can we access?
What is the research objective?
How should the research question be structured?

DEFINING A RESEARCH QUESTION

What do we want to influence with our research results?

Which audiences do we need to reach?

What formats and/or forums will speak to these audiences?
What additional information or data do we 
need to include to contextualize our research results?

What is the objective of the asset mapping exercise?

Who will participate?

What format and facilitation techniques best help us meet our objective?
How will we document the information?

SURVEYS

ASSET MAPPING

What is the objective of the survey?

What types of questions should be included on the survey?

Who should be surveyed?
Where should the survey be administered?
What types of survey questions will be effective for meeting 
the research objective?

How can we document and use the data generated in interviews?

Who will participate? 

How will the analysis process be facilitated?

What additional resources do we need?

ANALYSIS

RESEARCH
PLANNING
PROCESS

PLANNING FOR
REPRESENTATION AND 

DISSEMINATION
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Aim/Objective:

Articulating a clear and specific 

research question lays the founda-

tion for each subsequent stage 

in the research process and is 

fundamental for staying on track 

to achieve the research objec-

tive. A research project generally 

begins with a problem, challenge, 

puzzle, or actionable goal that is 

refined and operationalized into a 

specific, workable question through 

background research, brainstorm-

ing, discussion, and exploration. The 

research question can be referenced 

throughout the research process as 

a guide for defining the population 

of interest, choosing and designing 

appropriate methods, and producing 

and disseminating research results.

Process/Considerations:

Defining a research question is 

an iterative process that does not 

necessarily follow a series of linear 

steps. The research question does 

not need to be completely finalized 

at the beginning of the research. In 

fact, early research activities often 

prompt modifications to the research 

question as the focus of the research 

becomes clearer. While the research 

team leads the process of question 

formulation, they may also consult 

with others who can provide further 

insight about the relevance of the 

DEFINING A 
RESEARCH 
QUESTION

A
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topic in a particular context, or the 

workability of the question.   

Some questions to consider in 

the initial stages of moving from a 

broad topic, puzzle, or challenge to 

a specific research question include:

• What questions does the topic 

provoke? A brainstorm of concepts 

and questions associated with 

the broader topic can help to 

identify prominent themes and key 

elements of a guiding question. 

What does the topic make us think 

or question? What do we need to 

know about the topic? How do 

we understand the key concepts 

associated with the topic? For 

example, if the topic of interest is 

poverty in a specific community, 

we may want to brainstorm how 

we are defining poverty and what 

we need to know about it. Are 

we interested in understanding 

poverty through an economic lens, 

or something broader? Do we want 

to know why poverty is increasing, 

or how the impacts of poverty on 

the lives of residents are chang-

ing? Is our focus the whole commu-

nity or specific groups? This type 

of brainstorm can facilitate the 

evolution of broad ideas into more 

focused questions.    

• What insights do we have about 

the topic, and what existing 

information can we access? In 

community-led action research, 

the research team likely already 

has some degree of experience 

with the topic. Creating an inven-

tory of these insights or experi-

ences is a helpful first step for 

determining what other types of 

data we will need to seek out. The 

research team may also ask: Who 

else is researching or working on 

this topic? If there is existing data 

on this topic, where can we find it? 

A preliminary review of data that 

already exists can help to avoid 

replicating work that has already 

been done, identify where the 

research team can add value, or 

prompt additional or more specific 

questions. Reviewing existing 

information can also be helpful in 

qualifying key concepts by identi-

fying how they have been under-

stood and defined by others in the 

past. This background research 

may include looking at govern-

ment data and academic articles, 

or consulting others who have 

experience with the topic. 

• What is the research objective? In 

other words, why are we pursuing 

this research and what do we hope 

to do, or achieve, with the results? 

Articulating a vision for the desired 

outcomes of a research project 
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early on can help keep the question 

focused on the information that is 

most needed. It can be easy to get 

distracted by topics or questions 

that may be interesting but less 

relevant for achieving the research 

objectives. Creating a list of oppor-

tunities for how research results 

can be used to generate action 

can help to define the objective 

and also be referenced later on in 

the research process when think-

ing about analysis, representation 

and dissemination. For example, if 

the research is about education in 

a specific community, the objective 

could include informing policymak-

ers of on-the-ground challenges or 

contributing to the development 

of new educational opportunities 

in the neighborhood, etc. A state-

ment of objective highlights the 

larger goal of what the group wants 

to accomplish with the research, 

while the research question asks 

a specific question about the topic 

chosen by the group.

• How should the research question 

be structured? Once the topic 

and the objective are defined, 

it is important to make sure the 

research question is formulated in 

a way that is specific, testable and 

active. This may involve a contin-

ual process of drafting, reflecting, 

and revising. Some questions to 

consider when refining and opera-

tionalizing the research question 

include:

• Is the question specific enough? 

If the question is vague or too 

broad, it may not provide the 

specific information needed to 

guide action, and may be less 

helpful for keeping the research 

team on track throughout the 

process.

 ȇ Broad Question: How does 

lack of access to education 

affect life in Conjunto Palmei-

ras? 

 ȇ Specific Question: How does 

lack of access to education 

affect the life goals (perspec-

tivas) and job prospects of 

local youth?

• Is the question testable and 

answerable? Can a research 

hypothesis be formulated about 

the question and tested? Can 

the question be answered given 

the access, resources, and time 

constraints of the research 

team? The first question below 

would be difficult to test both 

because the scope is too broad 

(are there specific interventions 

for improvement we can assess?) 

but also because the scale (the 
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public education system as a 

whole) is likely too big to realis-

tically address with any one 

research project.

 ȇ Not testable: How can the 

education system be improved 

in Ceará?

 ȇ Testable: How has the imple-

mentation of a new curriculum 

affected student achievement 

levels in Ceará?

• Is the question active or static? 

In order to deal with complex 

problems, we often need a 

research question to encour-

age a complex result that goes 

beyond a simple “yes” or “no” 

answer. Questions that allow us 

to understand the many factors 

that influence a situation are 

more likely to yield new and 

actionable knowledge. Asking 

who, what, when, how much, 

and why can transform a static 

question into an active question.

 ȇ Static Question: “Are commu-

nity leaders effective in 

mobilizing the community of 

Conjunto Palmeiras?” 

 ȇ Active Question: “How have 

community leaders in Conjunto 

Palmeiras developed effec-

tive practices for mobiliz-

ing community members to 

benefit the neighborhood?”

In some cases, a research project 

will have one main guiding question, 

and in some cases it will have an 

overarching question and a series of 

sub-questions that highlight different 

strands the team needs to investi-

gate to reach their objective.



24

The research question that PalmasLab developed in mid-2015 emerged from a 

series of conversations about the need to better understand the evolving socio-

economic context of Conjunto Palmeiras. The group discussed how Palmas’ 

existing methodology to measure and map local production and consumption 

has helped them understand neighborhood economic conditions, and also 

how the neighborhood context has changed since the bank’s founding in the 

late 1990s. From this emerged the idea that multiple material and immaterial 

wealths and poverties were affecting the lives of community members today, 

and that a new research process was needed to help Palmas respond to local 

needs and opportunities. 

After these brainstorming and discussion sessions, a smaller sub-committee 

met to draft an initial research question and brought that back to the larger 

group as a starting point for collectively improving and cohering it. The facilita-

tors asked: What do you like about the draft question? What is missing? What 

else does it bring up for you? The team began to discuss their understandings 

of key concepts such as wealths, poverties, and development, and identified 

additional concepts to help understand the local context, including the desires 

and aspirations of residents.

The team then articulated an objective for their research: 

“To promote sustainable and integral development through the identifica-

tion of the wealths, poverties, desires, and aspirations that exist within a 

community or eco-system, coordinating between the various sectors and 

actors that intervene in that space.”

From here they honed in to develop a more focused question to guide the 

research:

“What are the wealths, poverties, desires, and aspirations in the community, 

and how do they affect the eco-system of production and consumption?”

DEVELOPING A 
RESEARCH QUESTION 

& OBJECTIVE

@PALMAS:
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Articulating the research question involved an iterative process of discussion 

and debate about the current neighborhood context, qualification and definition 

of key concepts, and clarification about the overall objective of the research. 

The team moved forward with a more coherent purpose and vision, yet still 

open to the idea that initial findings might reveal opportunities to improve the 

research question.

Designing a research methodol-

ogy to answer the guiding question 

may involve choosing one or several 

different methods. Straightforward 

research questions and small-scale 

research projects may use a single 

method, such as a survey or a series 

of interviews, to collect the necessary 

information. More complex research 

questions may require a mixed-

methods approach that combines 

different types of qualitative, quanti-

tative, or spatial methods in order to 

generate the needed evidence. The 

components of the methodology 

will be different for each research 

question, and in all cases will require 

some background research and 

consultation to inform their formula-

tion. 

For community-led research in 

particular, paying attention to a 

DESIGNING A 
METHODOLOGY

B
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variety of voices and experiences 

in this process will be important. 

While consulting with experienced 

researchers may be helpful for ensur-

ing rigorous research design, creat-

ing space for input from individuals 

most affected or marginalized by the 

problem of focus can reveal crucial 

insights into where systems break 

down, and where we might look to 

help think about solutions. Involving 

those affected by the problem can 

help ensure we are asking the right 

questions.

Conducting ethical research requires engaging in open 

and honest communication with all potential research 

participants. Before implementing a methodology, 

guidelines should be established for how important 

information about the research process will be communicated to potential partici-

pants. Only after potential participants have sufficient information about both what 

the research is about, what their individual participation will involve, and whether 

there may be any risks to participating, will they be able to give their consent to 

participate. This process of communicating key information to potential partici-

pants and receiving an answer about whether or not they are willing to participate 

is referred to as obtaining informed consent, and should always take place before 

engaging individuals or groups in the research process.

• Key information to communicate about the research process includes: What is the 

objective of the research project? How will the results of the research project be 

used? Who will the results be shared with and for what purpose?

• Key information to communicate about individual participation includes: What 

will participation involve? How long will the individual be asked to participate? 

Are there any risks involved in participation? How will the information shared be 

Informed 
Consent
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documented and stored? Will the participant be kept anonymous or will names 

be used? If the respondent prefers to remain anonymous, how will their personal 

information be protected? How will information that the participant provides be 

used? 

• As PAR and certain types of Action Research involve doing research with and for 

communities, additional information to provide could include: How can commu-

nity members get involved in subsequent stages of the research process, such 

as analysis or representation and dissemination? How can community members 

learn about the results of the research process and have a say in how they are 

used?

All relevant information should be provided verbally and participants should be 

allowed time to think and ask questions before being asked to give consent. Within 

certain institutions that carry out research, consent must be documented by having 

participants sign a form, in other contexts only a verbal confirmation is required. 

While the specific guidelines for obtaining consent will depend on the particular 

research project, once established, they should be used in a consistent way by all of 

the researchers involved in the project. When deciding on guidelines for obtaining 

consent, it is also important to consider what kind of language is most appropriate 

to use in the context where the research is being carried out. The objective is to be 

clear, specific and honest.

FOCUS GROUPS

Aim/Objective:

A focus group is a qualitative method 

that involves engaging a group of 

carefully selected participants in 

a collective conversation about 

a specific topic or theme. Focus 

groups are useful for exploring and 

examining what people think, how 

they think, and how they interact 

with each other around an issue. The 

collective nature of focus groups 

allows participants to play an active 

role in guiding the conversation, and 

to react to and build off the thoughts 

and ideas of other participants. This 

type of group discussion can yield 

information and insights that would 

be difficult to obtain through other 

i.
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methods that are administered at an 

individual level, such as interviews or 

surveys.

Process/Considerations:

Organizing and carrying out a focus 

group involves a set of responsi-

bilities for the research team, which 

include: selecting and inviting the 

participants, organizing the space 

where the group will take place, 

defining questions, facilitating the 

discussion, recording and taking 

notes during the discussion, and 

possibly transcribing the recording. 

Clearly deciding who will play what 

role will help with division of respon-

sibility and to be sure everything is 

accounted for. For the implementa-

tion of the focus group, the facilitator 

plays a key role, and is responsible 

for keeping the group focused on a 

main set of questions, asking probing 

questions to encourage dialogue, 

encouraging the participation of all 

group members, and keeping track 

of time.

Some questions to consider when 

designing a focus group process 

include:

• What is the objective of the focus 

group? Is it to test a research 

hypothesis? Is to provide initial data 

or insight to help in developing 

other research instruments, such 

as survey tools or interview guides? 

Is it to clarify or explain findings 

from other research methods? 

Returning to the research question 

can help determine how the focus 

group should be structured and 

the most appropriate phase of the 

research in which to carry it out.

• Who should participate? The 

guiding research question will 

determine the mix of participants 

that should be invited to partici-

pate in the focus group. The 

research group may need to ask: 

What types of participants will 

provide us with the information 

we need? How should the group 

be selected? How many people 

should participate? For example, 

if the research question is about 

leadership and mobilization in the 

community, we may want to collect 

data from a representative mix of 

actors, such as individuals involved 

in different community organiza-

tions, community leaders, and 

residents. However, the success 

of a focus group is dependent on 

the creation of a non-threatening, 

comfortable environment for the 

participants to be able to express 

their thoughts and opinions freely. 

To ensure this, participants should 

be selected in a careful way, avoid-

ing uncomfortable power dynam-

ics between group members. 
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For example, placing community 

leaders with residents in the same 

focus group could cause residents 

to feel uncomfortable expressing 

their opinions, or to feel pressure to 

agree with the opinions of leaders. 

In a case like this, if information 

from both leaders and residents is 

necessary to answer the research 

question, the research group may 

consider conducting separate 

focus groups to create comfort-

able spaces for all of the partici-

pants involved. Another impor-

tant consideration is group size. 

For all voices to be heard and to 

leave space for responses and 

dialogue, it is helpful to consider 

whether there will be enough 

diverse opinions to keep discus-

sion dynamic, yet not so many that 

people are competing to speak. 

Six to eight participants is usually 

a suggested size, though this will 

depend on the specifics of the 

research. 

• How should the focus group be 

structured to meet the research 

objective? Participant time and 

attention is an important consider-

ation for focus groups, as partici-

pants often have to take time 

away from work or other activities 

to attend. Although the specific 

duration of a focus group will 

be different depending on the 

research question and context, 

it is a good general rule to limit 

the discussion to no more than a 

couple of hours. As time goes on, 

participants may get anxious to 

leave, and engagement and atten-

tion may decrease. When decid-

ing how many questions should be 

asked during the focus group, it can 

help to consider how long it would 

take for each person to speak. 

For example, if seven people will 

participate in a two-hour focus 

group, and the objective is for each 

person to have at least five minutes 

to speak about each question, at 

least thirty-five minutes should be 

dedicated to each question. This 

would entail planning for no more 

than three main questions.  

• How can we document and 

use the data generated in the 

focus group? Information gained 

from focus groups can be collected 

in two ways: through note taking 
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during the focus group and through 

transcription of a recording of the 

discussion after the focus group 

is over. Because of the focus and 

adaptability required of the facili-

tator, it is helpful to have another 

member of the research team fill 

the role of note-taker. Depend-

ing on the research objective, the 

information collected can then 

be summarized and analyzed to 

identify themes, test a research 

hypothesis, or provide insights 

that can inform or guide additional 

research activities, such as the 

design of interview guides or 

survey tools.

INTERVIEWS

Aim/Objective:

Interviews are structured, semi-struc-

tured, or open-ended conversations 

between a researcher and a respon-

dent that offer qualitative, in-depth 

data about a person’s experiences or 

perspectives. Interviews, like other 

qualitative methods, can be particu-

larly helpful for understanding not 

only nuanced descriptive informa-

tion, but also how or why something 

happens. While focus groups also 

collect qualitative information from 

participants who share some type 

of experience with or insight about 

the research topic, interviews allow 

for deeper insight into an individual’s 

experience. Data collected through 

interviews can sometimes comple-

ment quantitative data gained 

through surveys, spatial analysis, 

and other sources, to help explain 

how a phenomenon happens, or why 

certain trends and patterns appear.

Process/Considerations:

A methodology that includes inter-

views involves creating an interview 

guide with a series of questions for 

the interviewee to answer. In struc-

tured interviews, the interviewer 

adheres to the questions on the 

guide as they are written. In semi-

structured and open-ended inter-

views, the researcher remains flexible 

and often poses probing questions 

ii.
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or other questions that arise in the 

moment as part of a dialogue with 

the interviewee. The interviewer 

must balance many responsibilities: 

posing questions, actively listening, 

taking notes, and making the inter-

viewee feel comfortable, at ease, 

and valued. 

Some questions to consider when 

designing the interview process 

include:

• What is the objective of the inter-

views? In other words, what do we 

hope to learn from interviewees’ 

personal experiences or perspec-

tives? Identifying these specific 

elements will help guide the formu-

lation of the interview guide. Inter-

views can be used to collect many 

different types of information. For 

example, they can provide straight-

forward information about people’s 

experiences in a particular place 

(such as a neighborhood), with a 

specific topic (such as the health 

care system), or their accounts of 

an event or process (such as the 

founding of a community bank). 

Interviews can also be used to 

collect life histories, or individual 

accounts of a community’s history. 

These can be more labor-intensive 

to analyze and synthesize, but 

when analyzed all together, they 

can reveal interesting patterns 

about the relationship between 

individual experiences, choices, 

and trajectories, and collective life 

– i.e. information that any individ-

ual person would not be able to 

answer in an interview.

• Who should be interviewed? 

Defining the objective of the inter-

views will be important for deter-

mining who to speak to. Does the 

research require that you speak 

to people who you know meet a 

particular set of criteria, or who 

represent a diverse range of 

backgrounds/perspectives? When 

the research seeks to under-

stand a particular experience, the 

researcher may select people 

who they know fit that profile. For 

example, research about the found-

ing of community associations may 

include interviews with leaders the 

researcher knows were involved. If 

the question requires information 

about a range of diverse experi-

ences, for example, research 

about how an urban upgrading 

project has impacted a neighbor-

hood, the researcher may seek 

out a fixed number of people that 

can provide different perspectives: 

neighborhood leaders may be able 

to discuss the upgrading project in 

relation to the community’s history 
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of mobilization and in respect to 

negotiation with the municipality; 

business owners may offer knowl-

edge on how this has affected the 

local economy; and residents who 

live near the new infrastructure 

may provide detailed insight on 

how it has affected the day-to-day. 

When the focus is on the experi-

ences themselves, rather than the 

frequency of that experience in the 

population (which requires random 

sampling), the sample can be 

selected in this more targeted way. 

• What interview questions will 

help achieve the research objec-

tive? In other words, what specific 

pieces of information can the inter-

viewee provide that will contrib-

ute to answering the guiding 

question? In order to define these 

questions, researchers will likely 

need to carry out background 

research. For example, in research 

about the experiences of mothers 

in a particular neighborhood, the 

researcher might see what data 

about mothers already exists 

(such as demographic, socio-

economic, or public health infor-

mation collected by the municipal-

ity); have informal conversations 

with members of the target group 

(such as mothers they already 

know); speak to professionals that 

have insight into the experiences 

of this group (such as community 

health workers); or carry out a 

focus group in order to understand 

what issues and experiences are 

considered most important for that 

group. As the questions are formu-

lated, the researchers should be 

attentive to whether the language 

is appropriate and if the sequenc-

ing of the questions makes sense 

and will make the interviewee 

feel comfortable (such as begin-

ning with easy and straightfor-

ward questions before moving 

toward more difficult questions). 

Once a set of questions is devel-

oped, the researcher can “zoom 

out” to consider whether these 

indeed help answer the guiding 

question, whether the language is 

appropriate, and whether they are 

sequenced in a way that makes 

sense. 
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• How can we document and use 

the data generated in interviews? 

Interviews can be documented 

in two ways: through note taking 

during the interview or through an 

audio recording and transcription. 

In some cases, asking to record 

an interview may make interview-

ees uncomfortable – which can 

contribute to, or be a cause of 

distrust between the researcher 

and the respondent. Furthermore, 

when interviews discuss sensi-

tive or compromising topics, it 

may be inappropriate or unethical 

to record them. If the interviewee 

does agree to be interviewed, it is 

important to have a plan for storing 

files that guarantees the safety 

and confidentiality of the inter-

viewee, and should be discussed 

transparently before the interview 

begins to obtain the interviewee’s 

consent. Once the data has been 

collected, it can be reviewed and 

analyzed to identify themes, test 

a research hypothesis, illuminate 

perspectives and experiences in a 

more detailed way, or help under-

stand data collected with quantita-

tive or spatial methods. More infor-

mation is available in the sections 

on Analysis and Representation 

and Dissemination.

SURVEYS

Aim/Objective:

The survey is a quantitative research 

method that uses a set of standard-

ized questions to obtain information 

about the characteristics of a specific 

population. The research question 

determines the specific character-

istics that the survey is designed to 

explore. These can include infor-

mation on demographic or socio-

economic attributes or data that 

help capture perceptions, behaviors, 

experiences, or values, for example. 

Survey results provide descriptive 

iii.
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information about the frequency 

and distribution of the set of chosen 

characteristics within the popula-

tion. This information can be used 

to compare different groups within 

the population or to make inferences 

about how different characteristics 

may or may not be related.

Process/Considerations:

Surveys produce descriptive infor-

mation about the characteristics of a 

population, yet they can take several 

different forms depending on the 

guiding research question or objec-

tive. For example, surveys can be 

used to collect demographic infor-

mation about a population (census 

surveying), conduct evaluations 

of products or services, or to test 

a research hypothesis. Creating a 

survey generally involves a process 

of design, testing, and revision to 

ensure the questions and format are 

appropriate and insightful before 

applying it to the population of inter-

est.

Some questions to consider when 

designing a surveying process 

include:

• What is the objective of the 

survey? What specific data do 

we need about the quantity, 

frequency, or distribution of a 

phenomenon within our popula-

tion in order to answer our guiding 

research question? Although the 

specific objective of the survey will 

vary depending on the research 

question, all surveys aim to 

provide unique information that 

is not already obtainable through 

existing data sources. A review of 

what information is needed and 

what information can be accessed 

elsewhere can help prevent 

unnecessary work. For example, if 

information is needed about how 

many youth are enrolled in school, 

that information could be better 

obtained from a government 

agency than through a survey. 

However, if the question asks how 

many youth see value in attending 

school, the Secretary of Education 

likely would not have this kind of 

opinion data within the population 

of focus, and a survey could be 

worthwhile.
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• What types of survey questions 

will be effective for meeting the 

research objective? Effective 

surveys are concise, clear and 

include questions that provide 

information directly related to the 

guiding research question. These 

questions can either be quantitative 

(closed-ended) or qualitative (open-

ended). Responses to quantitative 

questions can be easily counted 

and summarized numerically, while 

responses to qualitative questions 

need to be individually reviewed 

and carefully analyzed to identify 

common themes. While some 

surveys include a mix of both types 

of questions, surveys are primarily 

used to collect quantitative infor-

mation to address questions about 

what, how many, and for whom. In 

some cases, including a few quali-

tative questions on a survey might 

be a first step at collecting more 

nuanced, detailed information 

that can be explored further using 

additional methods such as focus 

groups or interviews. Returning 

to the research objective can be 

helpful for identifying the specific 

types of information the survey 

should prioritize. Consulting with 

members of the population that 

we want to survey about language 

can help to structure questions in a 

way that that will be easily under-

standable and suited to the local 

context. Pre-tests of the survey 

can be used to determine what is 

or is not working with draft survey 

questions, and help the research 

team revise and finalize the instru-

ment.

Quantitative, Closed-ended: The person answering 

the survey must respond based on a constrained 

range of options. These responses are then 

analyzed and represented quantitatively, which 

involves summarizing responses numerically. 

TYPES OF 
SURVEY 

QUESTIONS
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• Multiple choice - Respondents choose from a pre-determined set of options. 

Depending on the question, respondents may be asked to choose only one, or 

more than one, of the provided options. 

• Ranking - Respondents are asked to rank a range of options based on the order 

they prefer.

• Spontaneous - The surveyor has a list of possible responses, but does not read 

these to the respondent. As the respondent answers spontaneously, the surveyor 

marks the response, or its closest fit, on their survey instrument. If the respondent 

provides a response that is not on the list, the surveyor writes the response in the 

category of “other.” Depending on the purpose of the question, the respondent 

might be limited to a certain number of responses. 

Qualitative, Open-Ended: The person answering the survey can respond in any way 

they choose. There are no pre-specified options for them to select from and they are 

usually not limited in the length of their answer. The person conducting the survey 

then summarizes the responses to open-ended questions in written form. These 

responses are then analyzed and may be represented qualitatively, which could 

involve selecting quotations or highlighting key themes, or quantitatively through 

coding (see pg. 52).

• Who should be surveyed? The 

research question will help deter-

mine the group of people that the 

survey should be administered to. 

However, as it is usually too diffi-

cult and time consuming to survey 

an entire population of interest 

(such as every resident of a neigh-

borhood, for example), surveys 

are carried out using a representa-

tive sample of individuals chosen 

from the population. For a sample 

to be representative, it should be 

chosen in a way that is random 

and unbiased, meaning it makes 

every effort to include a variety of 

members of the population of inter-

est. For example, if the population 

of interest is an entire community, 

and the sample is chosen from a 

set of blocks located in a conve-

nient place or clustered in one 

area, the sample selection would 

be biased. In contrast, a represen-

tative sample could be chosen by 

using a map to systematically and 
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randomly select a sample of blocks 

that are evenly distributed across 

the neighborhood. In addition, to 

avoid bias that makes it more likely 

that certain social or demographic 

groups would be excluded, the 

time of day that surveying is carried 

out is another important consid-

eration. For example, if surveying 

always takes place at 11 a.m. on 

weekdays after children have gone 

to school and adults have gone to 

work, the majority of respondents 

may be stay-at-home mothers and 

retirees. Mixing up the time of day 

and the days of the week can help 

to obtain a more representative 

sample of types of respondents. 

• Where should the survey be 

administered? Where the survey 

should be administered depends 

on the objective of the survey 

that is being conducted. Surveys 

are commonly administered in 

households for reasons such as 

the respondent’s comfort, the time 

it takes to complete survey, or to 

ensure random sampling when the 

neighborhood is the unit of focus. 

On the other hand, surveys that 

evaluate services, for example, 

might be best administered close 

to those services, in areas with 

high foot traffic, or in areas where 

members of the population of 

interest would congregate or pass 

through.

• How can we draw useful informa-

tion from the results of the survey? 

Together, the results of individ-

ual surveys can be tabulated and 

summarized to produce descrip-

tive data and highlight key patterns 

or themes. This data can then be 

used to compare groups within the 

sample or to make hypotheses or 

inferences about the how different 

factors may be related. In addition, 

data can be cross-referenced to 

identify patterns of how different 

factors or characteristics of the 

population relate to each other. In 

some cases, researchers perform 

statistical tests (often using differ-

ent statistical software, such as 

STATA or R), on the data to deter-

mine statistical significance of 

these inferences. These methods 

of analysis will be highly depen-

dent on the particular research 

question and the data that results, 

making more complex data analy-

sis an opportunity area for collab-

oration with other researchers, 

academic, or non-profit institutions. 

This will be discussed further in the 

sections on Analysis and Repre-

sentation and Dissemination.
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Leading Questions: A 

leading question influences 

the respondent’s answer 

in a subtle way. Leading 

questions do not provide 

accurate or desirable infor-

mation, as responses may not reflect the respondents’ true thoughts or opinions. 

For example, asking “Why do you think there is a problem with leadership in this 

community?” could influence the respondent to think that they should be answering 

as if there were a problem, even if they do not actually think this is the case.  

Assuming Questions: Assuming questions make an assumption about a respon-

dent’s behaviors, perceptions, or attitudes. For example, if a person has not already 

indicated that they go to health center regularly, it would not be appropriate to ask, 

“When you go to the health center for routine check ups how would you rate the 

service?”  Doing so could cause the respondent to feel uncomfortable or even to 

give an inaccurate answer. 

Specificity of Questions: Questions that are vague or unspecific can make analysis 

more difficult. For example, asking “where do you live” instead of, “what neighbor-

hood do you live in?” could result in a range of answers—the name of the city, the 

name of the district etc.—instead of the specific information needed.

CONSIDERATIONS 
FOR FORMULATING 
SURVEY QUESTIONS

ASSET MAPPING

Aim/Objective:

Asset mapping is a methodology 

that allows individuals or groups to 

identify the forms of material and 

immaterial wealth that already exist 

in their neighborhood or community. 

Discussions about local develop-

ment many times end up focusing 

on the needs or “poverties” that a 

community experiences. In contrast, 

asset mapping helps participants to 

re-focus on local strengths. It can 

serve as both a research tool to 

identify and inventory what exists 

iv.
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Guiding Questions for Asset Mapping

• What are the different (material and immaterial) wealths that exist in the 

community?

• How can we leverage or build upon these wealths to address community 

needs?

Process/Considerations:

Asset mapping in its simplest form 

can involve compiling and document-

ing a complete list of the different 

wealths that exist within a community 

through group brainstorms, conver-

sations, or focus groups. Asset 

mapping can also be carried out as 

a spatial exercise in which partici-

pants identify on a map where these 

wealths are located in their neighbor-

hood or territory. For example, using 

text, symbols, drawings, or photo-

graphs, participants might map: the 

location of schools or community 

organizations; spaces where cultural 

production occurs; spaces where 

lost assets once stood, places where 

residents feel safe; or physical infra-

structure that residents associate 

with successful community mobiliza-

tion efforts or strong neighborhood 

identity. Depending on the overall 

research objective, these maps 

can also be digitized and analyzed 

alongside other spatial data in GIS or 

similar programs.   

Some questions to consider when 

designing an asset mapping process 

include:

• What is the objective of the asset 

mapping exercise? Is the purpose 

to understand what people believe 

to represent “wealth”? To carry out 

a more systematic inventory of the 

wealths that exist? To help a group 

of actors strategize and coordinate 

actions? Returning to the guiding 

research question will help deter-

mine the specific objective for the 

mapping and the phase of the 

action research process in which it 

can be most useful. 

• Who will participate? The objective 

and scope of the asset mapping 

within a community, and also as a 

mobilization tool that helps partici-

pants valorize the diverse resources, 

spaces, and talents they have – 

and identify opportunities to lever-

age these wealths to address other 

needs.
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process will help determine who 

should be involved. For example, if 

the objective is to identify wealths 

in an entire neigh-

borhood, we may 

want to consider 

participants who live 

in different areas, 

represent different 

demographic groups, 

and/or are involved 

in different facets of 

community life – for 

example, commu-

nity leaders, health 

workers, youth, 

mothers, business 

owners. As asset mapping repre-

sents an opportunity to identify 

leverage points for responding to 

development challenges, includ-

ing participants who most acutely 

experience those systems failures 

can bring important insights into 

the discussion.

• What format and facilitation 

techniques best help us meet 

our objective? Once the group 

is convened, different facilitation 

techniques can help with achiev-

ing the objective and/or manag-

ing groups of different sizes and 

profiles. These can include open 

brainstorming and discussion, 

journaling or discussing in small 

groups before sharing, or posing 

provocative questions that help 

participants to think about differ-

ent forms of wealth. For example, 

asking participants to journal or 

talk with a partner before sharing 

with the group can be an effec-

tive technique for helping partici-

pants get their thoughts organized 

before everyone starts speaking 

and the conversation moves in a 

certain direction. When the objec-

tive is a more systematic inven-

tory, or when a large number of 

participants is involved, dividing 

into groups focused on a particu-

lar category of wealth may help in 

establishing a more detailed list. 

• How will we use and document the 

information? Will the discussion 

be recorded or will someone take 
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detailed notes? How will the infor-

mation be summarized, synthe-

sized, or visualized in a way that is 

helpful for taking next steps? As an 

example, if the mapping exercise 

reveals a number of educational 

assets in a neighborhood that exist 

outside of schools, participants 

might brainstorm effective ways to 

share this information with differ-

ent groups. It could be written up 

into a report for the director of the 

local school with a series of recom-

mendations for integrating and 

supporting the different activities. 

At the same time, the map of where 

these initiatives are located could 

be enlarged and posted in public 

or community spaces, in a neigh-

borhood newsletter, or circulated 

among parents with school-aged 

children to make them aware that 

these assets exist.
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The methodology design that PalmasLab began in mid-2015 involved an itera-

tive process that drew in knowledge from other community members. To 

answer the guiding research question, the team first sought to better qualify the 

key concepts of “wealths,” “poverties,” “desires,” and “aspirations.” PalmasLab 

conducted two focus groups – one staff from various departments at Banco 

Palmas and one with community leaders involved in other local initiatives 

(including the president of the Residents Association, the direct of a neighbor-

hood dance collective, a community health worker, and other respected figures 

in community life) – to understand how they thought about these concepts, 

what they identified as key wealths and poverties in Conjunto Palmeiras, and 

what their desires and aspirations were.  

The focus group facilitator posed three questions:

• What do you identify as wealths and poverties in the community?

• How do these wealths and poverties affect your day-to-day?

• What are your desires and aspirations?

Through analysis of the focus groups, the team was able to improve the frame-

work and establish a set of categories for assessing the material and immate-

rial wealths and poverties. These included: knowledge, health, infrastructure, 

mobilization, identity, leisure, economy, culture, and security.

The team then used these themes as a framework for designing a survey tool to 

understand how wealths, poverties, desires, and aspirations affect the ecosys-

tem of production and consumption for Conjunto Palmeiras residents more 

broadly. The pilot survey tool sought to capture four key types of information:

• Demographic information

• Household economic situation

• How community members experience, access and engage with different 

wealths and poverties, how they engage in community life, and what they 

consider to be barriers to their development

DESIGNING A 
METHODOLOGY

@PALMAS:
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• Personal desires and aspirations

A smaller sub-committee of PalmasLab staff and the CoLab students drafted 

an initial survey tool, and brought that back to the larger group as a starting 

point for collectively improving it. After several rounds of editing, the team from 

PalmasLab carried out two pre-tests in the field, meeting after each one to 

reflect on what worked well and what changes were necessary.

Aim/Objective:

The analysis phase involves sorting 

through the data that was collected 

and pulling out useful elements that 

shed light on our research question or 

that are useful to our research objec-

tive. In other words, analysis is the 

process through which we translate 

raw data into meaningful information 

and new knowledge. Carrying out a 

careful analysis is also important for 

placing research results in conversa-

tion with the findings and theories of 

other researchers.

Process/Considerations:

Different methods require differ-

ent forms of analysis. Analysis of 

quantitative information begins with 

compiling, sorting and summarizing 

survey results, but it involves more 

than simply presenting the data in 

graphs. Similarly, analysis of qualita-

tive data involves reviewing notes, 

recordings, or transcripts to identify 

key ideas and patterns, surprising 

ANALYSIS
C
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contradictions, or other elements that 

help answer the research question, 

and interpreting that in ways that 

create meaning. 

A thoughtful analysis involves criti-

cally thinking about what the research 

results mean in context. Are there 

patterns (or a lack of patterns) that 

provide us with insight? Do the data 

reflect the outcomes we expected? 

Do they highlight unexpected results? 

What is the significance of what we 

are seeing for our guiding research 

question, or our work more gener-

ally? Why might we be seeing these 

particular results? Can we gather 

data from other sources that will help 

us better understand the numbers 

we are seeing?  

Some questions to consider when 

analyzing data include:

• Who will participate? Determining 

who should be involved in the analy-

sis of data is an important question 

in community-led research that 

seeks to generate knowledge 

about, and influence, community 

dynamics. In the tradition of Partici-

patory Action Research, decisions 

about who is involved in the analy-

sis process can also have impli-

cations for the legitimacy of the 

research. Different levels of partici-

pation to consider could include:

 ȇ The research team carries out 

the analysis themselves.

 ȇ The research team invites other 

members of their organization 

to review and analyze results 

collectively. For example, a 

research groups in one depart-

ment of a community bank may 

invite colleagues from different 

departments and the administra-

tion to be part of the process.

 ȇ The research team presents 

the data to the population inter-

viewed or surveyed. This could 

involve convening a represen-

tative set of participants to help 

identify patterns or points of 

interest within the data set as a 

whole. For example, in research 

about youth engagement in 

extra-curricular activities, the 

research team might invite 

young people involved in differ-

ent areas such as sports teams, 

church groups, dance collectives 

to help bring diverse perspec-

tives to the analysis. 

 ȇ The research team presents the 

data publically in the community. 

This could involve sharing results 

in a community meeting or 

forum, and inviting those present 

to help make meaning out of 

the data. In this broadly partici-
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patory approach, the research 

team may need a coordinated 

process design to ensure effec-

tive involvement. For example, 

the facilitator might do outreach 

to bring together a representa-

tive set of residents, and once 

they present the initial findings, 

divide the participants into small 

groups to discuss and report 

back.

 ȇ The research team invites a 

strategic set of outsider review-

ers to help deepen their analysis. 

In some cases, PAR research-

ers have formed stakeholder 

panels comprised of reviewers 

that work with similar topics or 

in similar places. These review-

ers can contribute distinct 

experiences that might help in 

identifying new patterns, and 

can help in understanding the 

data within a wider context. 

For example, staff of a commu-

nity bank carrying out research 

about their impact on the neigh-

borhood economy might invite 

leaders from other community 

banks, solidarity economists, 

and community development 

practitioners to help them under-

stand and analyze the data they 

have collected. These panels 

can also be thought of as a type 

of “community peer review” 

that helps assess the validity of 

research results and what they 

contribute to current debates 

in ways similar to the academic 

peer review process.

When deciding who will be involved, 

revisiting the research objective 

may be helpful. For example, if part 

of the objective is to mobilize and 

coordinate between different actors 

in the neighborhood, a more inclu-

sive analysis process could contrib-

ute to relationship and trust build-

ing. Furthermore, the transparency 

that collective analysis affords can 

contribute to the research’s credibil-

ity within the community of focus. 

When involving a wider range 

of participants in the analysis, the 

research team may consider carry-

ing out an initial round of analysis to 

identify key themes or trends, and 
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presents these to others who can 

help identify other patterns, contra-

dictions, or points of significance.

• How will the data analysis process 

be facilitated? When involving 

participants outside of the research 

team in the analysis process, the 

research team must consider a 

number of questions to ensure 

an effective and comprehensive 

review. Who will facilitate the 

analysis process to manage group 

dynamics and maintain focus? 

What group protocols should be 

in place to ensure all voices are 

equally heard? What preparation 

will those involved in the analy-

sis need? For example, this might 

require preparatory workshops to 

introduce participants to the goals 

of a participatory approach, the 

research design, and the specific 

techniques for analysis that the 

data requires. 

• What additional resources do we 

need? The analysis of certain data 

may require the research team 

to seek out additional resources. 

For example, statistical analysis of 

quantitative data may require the 

use of software such as STATA or 

R. Complex research may benefit 

from the support of partners based 

at research centers or universities.
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During PalmasLab’s research pilot, the research team collectively analyzed the 

results of the two focus groups. After each one, a smaller sub-committee of two 

PalmasLab staff members with support from the two CoLab students created 

a summary document that began to synthesize key points, contradictions, and 

themes that came up. These were then presented back to the research team 

as a starting point for collectively analyzing how the data gathered in the focus 

groups aligned with, complemented, or differed from the team’s initial ideas 

about local wealths and poverties. Some questions the group asked themselves 

included: What is interesting? What patterns do we notice? Were there themes 

that appeared stronger in one focus group than in the other? Why might that 

be? In what ways do these data align with or reflect the initial framework we 

conceptualized? In what ways do these data differ? What do these differences 

mean for the types of questions we might include in other research tools? 

In the analysis, the team identified a set of key themes that emerged in the focus 

group with Banco Palmas staff, including: devaluation of community history, 

economic and physical segregation within Conjunto Palmeiras, violence, youth 

engagement, self-esteem, and leisure opportunities.

They also identified key themes that emerged in the focus group with neigh-

borhood leaders representing other groups or organizations, including: deval-

uation of neighborhood leaders, the importance of cultivating a new genera-

tion of leadership, violence, and the need for more effective networks and 

collaboration between local organizations.

The information from the focus groups largely aligned the team’s initial ideas 

about the key wealths and poverties affecting the neighborhood, and also 

brought up additional considerations and angles the team had not developed 

as fully – particularly issues of segregation and cultivating new generations of 

leaders. After the focus groups, PalmasLab was able to consolidate a set of 

categories that describe the areas in which the neighborhood could experi-

ence wealth or poverty. These included: knowledge, health, infrastructure, 

mobilization, identity, leisure, economy, culture, and security.

ANALYZING RESULTS
@PALMAS:
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Survey pre-tests were helpful for assessing the effectiveness of survey 

questions, but the small number of surveys tested meant that quantitative 

analysis would occur at a future phase.

Aim/Objective:

A strategy for the representing 

and disseminating research results 

is important for ensuring that 

new knowledge generated in the 

research process translates into 

action. Generating community data 

in order to create change around 

complex issues will likely require the 

involvement of multiple stakehold-

ers, which could include residents, 

neighborhood leaders, social service 

providers, government agencies, or 

others. Some of these actors may 

have varying levels of sympathy 

or skepticism toward research that 

challenges the status quo, and they 

may carry different beliefs about 

what makes certain types of knowl-

edge “legitimate.” The representa-

tion of the data, meaning the form 

in which the data is presented, is 

REPRESENTING & 
DISSEMINATING 

RESEARCH 
RESULTS

D
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important for helping audience make 

meaning of the results. Designing a 

plan for representing and dissemi-

nating research results will be helpful 

for engaging actors that can contrib-

ute to action and determining which 

formats are most appropriate for 

reaching them.

Process/Considerations:

Developing a strategy for represent-

ing and disseminating data requires 

not only presenting research 

results to a target audience, but 

also analyzing the power relation-

ships among these actors to under-

stand the specific channels that 

can be engaged to best enact 

change. Planning for representation 

and dissemination begins among 

the research team, but it may also 

involve drawing in others who can 

play a key role in getting the informa-

tion out, who have insight into how 

particular organizations or agencies 

work, or who can play an advisory 

role regarding how to represent data 

for specific purposes. In any case, 

presenting research results should 

always be accompanied by transpar-

ent details about the methodologies 

and modes of analysis the research 

team has used for purposes of clarity 

and legitimacy.  

Some questions to consider when 

designing a representation and 

dissemination strategy include:

• What do we want to influence 

with our research results? This is 

a good moment to return to the 

research objective and any previ-

ous brainstorms about opportuni-

ties for how the research can be 

used. After reviewing research 

results, the research team may 

want to re–articulate what oppor-

tunities they see for using the data. 

Based on the research results, are 

these opportunities largely the 

same? Can we now articulate these 

opportunities with more specificity 

or detail? Are there unexpected 

research results that prompt 

ideas for new or different oppor-

tunities for action? For example, 

research about health problems 

facing community residents may 

reveal that part of the solution lies 

with increasing access to healthy 

food in certain parts of the neigh-

borhood. Rather than just engag-

ing health workers with these 

results, the research team may 

see an opportunity to expand their 

audience to include entrepreneurs 

or vendors selling fresh produce, 

or educational policymakers who 

oversee the type of food offered 

to students at school. With these 

opportunities in mind, we can begin 

to map the actors and channels 

that will help reach our objective. 
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• Which audiences do we need 

to reach? Identifying the target 

audiences is an important step for 

engaging actors with the capacity 

to contribute to action, as well as 

determining how to best represent 

the research results. One useful 

activity to carry out at this stage is 

a stakeholder mapping exercise, 

which allows the research team to 

identify the individuals and groups 

they would like to reach, and deter-

mine the best channels through 

which to engage them. Stake-

holder mapping in its simplest form 

may consist of a list of the actors 

you wish to target, accompanied 

by information about how or who 

can best access or engage them. 

When the action research objective 

requires the involvement of stake-

holders at multiple scales, a more 

detailed stakeholder mapping may 

be helpful. For example, research 

about the quality of public educa-

tion in the neighborhood may be 

targeted to residents, commu-

nity leaders, and the Secretariat 

of Education. After mapping the 

target audiences within the neigh-

borhood and beyond the neigh-

borhood, the research team may 

also want to map any intermediary 

actors that might have the influ-

ence with government decision 

makers the team seeks to engage. 

For example, are there elected 

representatives at the district-level 

who have a voice within the Secre-

tariat or does the research team 

have partnerships or contacts 

within other arms of city govern-

ment or international organizations 

that work closely with that agency? 

Mapping these channels of influ-

ence can be helpful for designing 

an effective dissemination strat-

egy when issues like bureaucracy 

or power relationships can act as 

barriers to turning knowledge into 

action.  

• What formats and/or forums will 

speak to these audiences? The 

target audience will determine the 

best format and forum in which 

to represent the data generated 

through the research process. 

Will the audience respond best to 

data that is represented in written, 

visual, or conversational form? 

Does the audience require a level 

of formality or academic protocol 

that includes a report with a litera-

ture review, citations, and bibliog-

raphy? Will the audience engage 

best with research presented 

through a community meeting, 

cultural event or performance, 

social media, or something else?

• What additional information 

or data do we need to include 
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to contextualize our research 

results? Searching out comple-

mentary data sources can help 

contextualize research findings, 

or present research results in 

more provocative ways. Some 

of the data sources to consider 

might include census data from 

IBGE; data from the mayor’s 

office; planning department or 

other government agencies; data 

collected at the neighborhood 

health posts or by community 

health workers; academic articles, 

theses or books written about the 

locality; or data from international 

organizations such as the United 

Nations of World Bank. Depend-

ing the research objective and the 

audience, complementing commu-

nity data with other sources can 

help to place findings in compara-

tive context, or provide hypotheses 

for why certain results are emerg-

ing. For example, data about health 

challenges in the neighborhood 

could be put in conversation with 

health data from the World Health 

Organization for Latin America as a 

whole. Depending in the findings, 

this comparison could end up 

highlighting shocking disparities 

between the neighborhood and 

its surrounding region, demon-

strate that the findings are part of 

a larger regional trend to show the 

scale of the problem, or identify 

whether there are particular causal 

or contributing factors at play in 

this place, compared to others.

Depending on the type of data collected 

and the needs of the target audience, 

qualitative data can be analyzed and 

represented in various ways:

• Using quotations to support analysis.  

Written documents that synthesize research results may include quotations from 

interviewees or focus group participants alongside the research team’s analysis to 

provide evidence for the conclusions of the research. Quotations help to provide 

REPRESENTING 
QUALITATIVE 

DATA
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this evidence by using the respondent’s own words. Quotations can also be used 

effectively alongside quantitative data to connect impersonal numbers to human 

experiences. 

• Using stories and narratives. Qualitative data can also be presented in ways 

that include respondents’ stories and narratives in more complete form. This can 

be particularly effective if the research team seeks to portray the complex and 

dynamic nature of personal experiences that would be difficult to capture using 

short quotations. These products could take the form of written documents that 

include longer transcriptions from interviews or personal stories. Including several 

paragraphs of a person’s story can provide more space for interviewees to tell 

their own stories in a more complete way. Additionally, qualitative research does 

not only need to be represented in written form. Multimedia products that include 

audio or video components can be another way to share the qualitative stories 

collected as part of a research effort. 

• Quantifying qualitative data (coding). When a research project includes a large 

number of interviews, coding can be used to attach quantitative values to quali-

tative data. Coding involves defining a set of categories that represent the 

diverse experiences of respondents, and sorting their responses into these differ-

ent categories. For example, in research about the trajectories of neighborhood 

leaders, interviews may reveal a number of different beliefs about the most impor-

tant factors that influenced why or how they became leaders. By analyzing these 

responses, the research team can create a set of categories – such as mentorship, 

religion, studies, or involvement in community organizations – that help sort 

complex responses into more general categories. The process is called “coding” 

because each category is given a numerical “code” (1, 2, 3, etc.) and each inter-

view is then labeled with this code to help the research team easily sort through 

the results. With a coding system, the research team can represent their qualita-

tive data in numerical ways, for example, offering the conclusion that x percent-

age (or x number) of neighborhood leaders thought that a certain factor was the 

most important in their personal trajectory.

When considering different ways of representing qualitative data, it will be impor-

tant to keep in mind the formats most appropriate for the type and the content 

of the data, and the formats that will be most effective for engaging the target 

audience. 

Some examples of these modes of representation can be found in the Additional 

Resources section.
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Quantitative data is traditionally repre-

sented in three different forms—text, 

tables and graphs. Presenting data in 

text form can be effective for highlight-

ing key statistics, while larger sets of 

numbers are usually presented in tables. 

Graphs, including pie charts, bar graphs and line graphs are particularly useful for 

highlighting trends, displaying relationships or making comparisons within the data. 

Graphs and tables should be self-explanatory—clearly labeled with enough detail 

that the audience can understand what is being shown without having to reference 

additional text. When selecting the data to present in graph form, it is important to 

identify the information that best communicates the main research findings. Includ-

ing all of the data collected in a presentation or report can take the audience’s atten-

tion away from the strongest results. Once the most meaningful data is chosen, 

there are several considerations to keep in mind when choosing the type of graph 

that is most appropriate for displaying the information selected. Some of these 

considerations include:

Pie charts:

• Generally used to represent large trends and general findings  

• Less useful for emphasizing small differences in the data

• Should include only a small set of variables or categories, more than six “slices” of 

a pie chart can become difficult to read

Bar charts:

• Mais útil para enfatizar pequenas diferenças em dados do que os gráficos de pizza

• Pode incluir mais variáveis do que os gráficos de pizza, mas ainda não tantas que 

se torna difícil de ler

• Gráficos de barras agrupadas (gráficos com duas barras lado a lado para cada 

variável) são boas para apresentar comparações diretas entre variáveis, (por 

exemplo, para mostrar o tipo de emprego dos entrevistados destacados por sexo, 

o emprego pode ser baseado no eixo-x e para cada tipo de emprego duas barras 

de cores diferentes podem ser utilizados para representar o sexo do respondente)

• Gráficos de barras agrupadas também podem ser usados para mostrar compara-

ções entre anos no mesmo gráfico

REPRESENTING 
QUANTITATIVE 
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Line Graphs:

• Most commonly used to display time series data, or the change in a variable over 

time, (for example the percentage of the population consuming inside the commu-

nity over a period of ten years)

There are many ways to present quantitative data beyond traditional charts and 

graphs. Getting creative with representation and visualization can spark the 

audience’s interest and draw attention to statistics that might have otherwise 

been overlooked. Some examples could include: using graphics or symbols to illus-

trate key statistics, connecting spatial maps with corresponding quantitative data, 

or juxtaposing graphs and figures in a way that draws attention to unexpected 

relationships.

Some examples of these modes of representation can be found in the Additional 

Resources section.

Spatial methods using GIS software can 

be used for both analysis and visualiza-

tion of data in a range of different ways. 

The most common way to use GIS to 

visualize and represent data in social research is through thematic maps, or maps 

that are designed to highlight a subject within a specific geographic area. Thematic 

maps differ from traditional reference maps in that they do not just display the 

natural or built features of an area—such as rivers, highways, buildings etc. While 

they may include these features for reference, thematic maps are used to draw 

attention to a particular subject — which could be cultural, economic, social, politi-

cal or environmental etc. The area displayed on a thematic map can range from the 

neighborhood, city, state or even country scale depending on the subject, the data 

REPRESENTING 
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available, and the objective of the research. Three of the most common types of 

thematic maps are cloropleth maps, dot maps and proportional symbol maps. 

Cloropleth maps are a very 

effective tool for visual-

izing descriptive data or 

socio-economic data for 

a population in a specific 

geographic area; they are 

the most common type 

of map used to represent 

census data. Cloropleth 

maps show the distribu-

tion and concentration 

of a specific factor over 

pre-defined geographic 

regions through color 

shading. For example, a 

map of income in a specific 

city might display average 

income as existing on a scale with five sections. The highest income section might 

be assigned the lightest shade and with each subsequent section the shade would 

become darker, with the lowest-income section represented by the darkest shade. 

Then, each neighborhood in the city would be assigned the shade of one section of 

the scale based on the average income of that neighborhood. The number of differ-

ent sections included on the scale and the color of shades used, is the decision of the 

researcher and depends on the type of data that is being visualized.

Proportional symbol 

maps use symbols of 

different sizes to repre-

sent data for a specific 

geographic area. For 

example, a proportional 

dot map might show the 

population of each neigh-

borhood in a city with the 

dot being proportionate 

to the number of inhabit-

ants. The neighborhood 
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with the highest population would have the largest dot and the neighborhood with 

the lowest population would have the smallest.

Dot maps can be used to visualize the occurrence of a specific factor in a specific 

place. Dot maps can be useful for visualizing geo-referenced survey data. For 

example, if a survey is conducted with local businesses in a specific community a 

dot map could be used to visualize where all of the local businesses are located. In 

addition, dot maps can be used to show the concentration of a specific occurrence or 

factor within a specific area. If the survey asked whether people consume outside or 

inside the community, a dot map could be used to visualize the two different groups 

(one color or symbol dot could be used for the respondents who consume outside 

and one could be used for those who consume inside the community). Visualizing 

the two groups differently would allow for identifying concentrations and patterns—

for example, if all of the residents who consume outside the community live in one 

specific area of the neighborhood. The researchers could then explore different 

characteristics of that area of the neighborhood that could be causing residents 

to consume outside. These could include social characteristics such as income, or 

participation in community organizations, or spatial characteristics such as proximity 

to local businesses. For example, juxtaposing a dot map of the two different groups 

with a map of the local businesses could allow the researchers to identify whether 

all of the people who consume outside live farther away from local businesses than 

residents who primarily consume inside. Dot maps can be visualized in many differ-

ent ways, and the symbol for a dot can be changed depending on what is being 

represented. 

Further examples of these modes of representation can be found in the Additional 

Resources section.
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As PalmasLab completed the pilot phase of their research design in mid-2015, 

the team began to think about how they might effectively disseminate research 

results at a later point. The team first revisited a list about possible ways to 

use research results that they had drafted at the beginning of the research 

process. Looking at this list in the context of their specific research question 

and methodology, they were able to create a more targeted list of opportuni-

ties, including coordinating between different neighborhood actors, making 

residents aware of the various wealths that exist within the neighborhood, and 

engaging policymakers in areas of health and education.

The group then carried out a stakeholder mapping activity to get a more 

specific idea of who their audiences should be, and what channels could help 

in disseminating that new knowledge. The team identified specific people and 

institutions they could engage, and brainstormed how results could be repre-

sented or formatted to most effectively speak to those audiences.

PLANNING FOR 
REPRESENTING AND 

DISSEMINATING 
DATA
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A crucial element of the research 

process is the capacity to meaning-

fully reflect throughout all of the 

different stages. Consistent reflection 

helps researchers learn while doing, 

thereby improving and strengthen-

ing their research along the way. 

Doing research is a dynamic process, 

where unexpected challenges can 

arise, relationships between partici-

pants evolve, and new opportuni-

ties can emerge. Furthermore, by 

posing questions and engaging 

different participants in the research 

process, social researchers are also 

influencing the dynamics they seek 

to understand. For example, through 

interviews or focus groups with 

neighborhood leaders, researchers 

may generate new awareness about 

a local issue or set the stage for new 

relationships or collaboration. This 

possibility of influence is inherent 

in social research since the topic of 

study does not exist in a vacuum, and 

dynamics are influenced by human 

behavior and choice. Because of this, 

every research process is unique 

and no research manual can be 

specific or comprehensive enough 

to direct researchers in navigating 

this complexity. Rather, a set of tools 

that help practitioners learn how to 

learn in the field – or in other words, 

to reflect along the way – can help 

address those needs. 

INCORPORATING 
REFLECTION INTO 

THE PROCESS

E
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Some tools for reflection can include:

• Self-Reflective Journaling: This 

is an individual activity that can 

help members of the research 

team reflect on their own think-

ing, actions, and relationships in 

the process. This is best done on a 

regular basis so that team members 

can notice their own behavior and 

how they can improve, and think 

about strategies for how to do 

so. For example, when journaling, 

researchers may wish to pay atten-

tion to how this work connects to 

their values, how and why they 

responded to a particular situa-

tion in the way that they did, what 

assumptions they are carrying, or 

their personal challenges or hopes 

in the process.

• Structured Journaling: This is an 

individual activity in which members 

of the team journal in response to 

specific prompts. Structured journ-

aling can provide team members 

with some mental space to reflect 

upon key questions, uncertainties, 

challenges and opportunities that 

are arising at different moments. 

Helpful times for structured journ-

aling might be when completing 

or beginning a new phase of the 

research process, when facing a 

roadblock or trade-off, or when 

identifying new opportunities for 

taking action or solving problems, 

among others. Structured journal-

ing questions could include things 

like: What is surprising, moving, 

energizing, frustrating, or confusing 

to me at this point in the process? 

Are our decisions and actions 

contributing to the overall research 

objective? What is working? What 

is not working? How could we do 

things differently? Structured journ-

aling could also be a preparatory 

activity that helps team members 

organize their thoughts before a 

structured group reflection. 

• Structured Group Reflection: This 

activity provides an opportunity 

for the research team to reflect 

together. While some degree of 

reflection is inherently woven into 

everyday work, conversations, 

and meetings, removing ourselves 

from the business of the every-

day can help deepen our capaci-

ties for reflection. Carrying out a 

group reflection in a space outside 

of the office – that will be subject 

to minimal interruptions – facili-

tates deeper and more intentional 

listening. The group may come up 

with a structured set of questions 

to respond to, and may wish to 

devote some amount of time at the 

beginning to reflecting quietly or 

journaling before sharing with the 

group.
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During PalmasLab’s research process in mid-2015, the group engaged in a 

structured group reflection at the conclusion of the pilot phase. Team members 

convened for two hours outside of the office to reflect on the following questions 

related to the research and their personal development:

• Which elements of the process did you find most valuable?

• What are the biggest challenges you faced throughout the process, and 

what did you learn about yourself as a result?

What would you like this process to become? What role do you see yourself 

playing in this process?Some of the most valuable elements of the process that 

team members reflected on included: the opportunity to go beyond a diagnos-

tic of economic poverty and wealth to consider the more holistic eco-system of 

development, as well as the affective hopes and aspirations of their neighbors; 

the fact that the approach was context-specific to the research team’s reality 

as residents of Conjunto Palmeiras, rather than an abstract, hypothetical, or 

generic introduction to the research process; the opportunity to connect on 

a personal level and build new understanding with other residents through 

survey interviews; and building the capacity and a culture for strategic planning 

within Instituto Banco Palmas.  

The structured group reflection ended up being a space that both helped the 

group understand and articulate personal and collective lessons that emerged 

through the process, and not just the research results. And equally importantly, 

it was a space for celebration, for taking in what had been achieved, and begin-

ning to chart the future the team wished to see.

REFLECTION
@PALMAS:
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Action Research & PAR
• Freire, Paulo. 1970. Pedagogy of the Oppressed

• Public Science Project: http://publicscienceproject.org/

• Data Center for Research Justice: http://www.datacenter.org/

• An Introduction to Research Justice: http://www.datacenter.org/new-toolkit-

an-introduction-to-research-justice/

• Poder a Nuestro Pueblo – Modelo de Investigación Participativa: Creando 

Encuestas: 

http://www.datacenter.org/wp-content/uploads/creandoencuestas.pdf

• Nova Cartografia Social da Amazônia: http://novacartografiasocial.com/

Spatial Analysis Resources
• Ushahidi:  

Oficina online- http://duspviz.mit.edu/tutorials/mapping-with-ushahidi/

• QGIS: 

Oficina online- http://duspviz.mit.edu/intro-to-qgis/#1 

Para baixar- http://www.qgis.org/en/site/
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• Web-mapping: 

Oficina online: http://duspviz.mit.edu/web-map-workshop/

• CartoDB: 

https://cartodb.com/ 

Creative Ways to Represent Data:
• Data Viva: http://pt.dataviva.info/

• OnLaje: http://www.espocc.org.br/onlaje/index.html

• LabRio: http://www.labrio.cc/mapeando.html

• Data Visualization 101: https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hub/53/file-863940581-pdf/

Data_Visualization_101_How_to_Design_Charts_and_Graphs.pdf

• Million Dollar Block Project: http://chicagosmilliondollarblocks.com/

http://duspviz.mit.edu/web-map-workshop/
https://cartodb.com/
http://pt.dataviva.info/
http://www.espocc.org.br/onlaje/index.html
http://www.labrio.cc/mapeando.html
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hub/53/file-863940581-pdf/Data_Visualization_101_How_to_Design_Charts_and_Graphs.pdf
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hub/53/file-863940581-pdf/Data_Visualization_101_How_to_Design_Charts_and_Graphs.pdf
http://chicagosmilliondollarblocks.com/
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