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PRACTICES FOR CONDUCTING COMMUNITY-ENGAGED RESEARCH

Background and Rationale

People at the highest risk of gun violence
have heightened exposure to harm given their
proximity to interpersonal violence, structural
violence, and system contact within their
networks.'?? These individuals move through
daily conditions shaped by loss, trauma, and
systemic neighborhood disinvestment. They
are often the focus of prevention research
efforts that seek to understand the causes,
consequences, and solutions to community
violence.*%® Scholarship that includes

people at the highest risk of violence carries
additional responsibilities for researchers,
such as the need for careful safety

planning and trust-building practices.”8®
While community-engaged research (CER)
frameworks provide useful principles to inform
these additional responsibilities, they do

not address the specific realities of those at
highest risk.*"2 This framework was developed
to address this gap and is rooted in the lived
experiences of individuals at highest risk of
violence and the conditions that shape their
communities, offering practical guidance for
conducting research rigorously and equitably.

Drawing on our collective training and
experience, the Black & Brown Collective

for Community Solutions to Gun Violence
developed this framework for researchers
and project teams conducting research
with individuals whose environments are
shaped by interpersonal, community and
structural violence. It provides concrete,
context-responsive guidance for responsibly
and effectively engaging individuals at the
highest risk and the practitioners who work
closely with them. The practices center
safety, trust, and relational accountability
as foundational elements of research—not
optional enhancements—and emphasize

the need for researchers to understand the
structural, historical, and power dynamics that
shape all aspects of the research process.
Many Collective researchers have conducted
CER with people in high-risk environments with
little guidance or practical tools and have
had to learn through trial and error how to
work responsibly and effectively with people
at high risk of gun violence. This framework
draws from lessons learned through our
direct experience and community partnership
and is informed by frontline community
violence intervention practitioners and
directly impacted community members.

It is also grounded in a commitment to
community leadership.

The framework is informed by a broad

range of disciplines and draws from
community-engaged research, participatory
action research, and violence-prevention
scholarship. Appendix A outlines the
intellectual and methodological traditions
that provide a relevant orientation to this
type of research approach and Appendix

B summarizes the research literature that
illuminates both the strengths and limitations
of existing CER models. These appendices
provide deeper context for readers seeking
fuller grounding in the existing literature.
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The body of this document focuses on the
guidance itself. It presents a set of practices
designed to help researchers navigate the
relational, ethical, and safety considerations
that arise when working with individuals at
high risk of gun violence across settings such
as community violence intervention (CVI)
programs, hospitals, schools, therapeutic
environments, and other community settings.
These practices are intended to be practical,
adaptable, and relevant for diverse research
contexts while maintaining fidelity to the
principles of equity and accountability.

This framework is for researchers who want to
go beyond traditional research frameworks.
By “traditional research frameworks,” we
mean researcher-defined questions and
methods with minimal input from those most
directly impacted by the topics under study.
We contend that CER practices that are
explicit in their approach to those at highest
risk have greater potential to inform policy
and practice solutions that can improve
community safety.®* Those at the highest
risk are distinct; they have perspectives,

needs, and challenges that differ from the
broader community where they may reside.
There are aspects of gun violence exposure,
victimization, and perpetration that are critical
to incorporate into a CER framework. We
contend that researchers who underexplore
or ignore these distinctions can produce
findings with limited utility for informing
community safety strategies. We also contend
that the practices outlined below strengthen
research rigor by guiding how researchers
can effectively recruit, partner, and collect
information from the very individuals at the
center of community violence. Furthermore,
these practices are intended to facilitate
stronger researcher and community
partnerships, which can then support

greater buy-in, engagement, and uptake of
research findings and implications among the
community and other key stakeholders.

Drawing on our collective training and experience, the
Black & Brown Collective for Community Solutions to
Gun Violence developed this framework for researchers
and project teams conducting research with individuals
whose environments are shaped by interpersonal,
community and structural violence.
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Brief Literature Review

The use of community-engaged research
methods has increased significantly in

public health, social science, and violence
prevention over the past two decades.”®®
Frameworks such as the CDC's Principles of
Community Engagement, NORC’'s Community
Engaged Research Framework, and the

Urban Institute’s Community Voice and Power
Sharing Guidebook outline core principles of
accountability, transparency, power-sharing,
and respect for community knowledge.131516
The literature consistently shows that research
is more relevant, rigorous, and actionable
when communities help shape questions,
guide implementation, and interpret
findings.”'”® Many of these frameworks also
describe community engagement along a
continuum (see Appendix C)—from limited
consultation to full co-leadership and
collective decision-making.'®2°

A smaller but meaningful body of work applies
these principles to gun violence prevention.
Projects such as CORNERS’ SOAR initiative,

the Yale Justice Collaboratory’s study in

New Haven, and hospital-based violence
intervention research led by Woods-Jaeger

demonstrate that credible messengers
and frontline workers strengthen trust,
safety, and accuracy when they are
partners in the research process.22223.24
Scholarship from Payne, Hitchens, and
others further underscores how structural
conditions including racial inequity,
surveillance, trauma exposure, and system
avoidance shape whether research
participation and structural conditions
raise ethical demands that traditional CER
frameworks do not fully address.3452

Even with these contributions, most existing
models stop short of offering detailed
guidance for engaging people at highest risk
of gun violence or navigating the conditions
under which this research occurs. Active
violence, retaliation dynamics, grief, trauma,
and deep mistrust of institutions affect what
ethical research design requires.>®?® Scholars
across the field note the need for more
context-responsive, safety-centered practices
that account for both structural barriers and
relational obligations.?”%

The literature consistently
shows that research is
more relevant, rigorous,
and actionable when
communities help

shape questions, guide
implementation, and
interpret findings.
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Practices

Treat research in Build and sustain

highest-risk contexts . ) .
as an opportunity for relationships with
PP Y communities before,

shared leadership

Use research practices

that demonstrate the
value of community

. . during, and after research. accountability.
with community.
Build research teams Budget for fair compensation, Design research
with the skills, training, participant support, and instruments, processes,
and support to ethically community co-leadership and dissemination
engage communities. from the start. strategies with community.

The following six practices emerged from in-depth meetings and discussions among the project
team. The project team represents decades of experience in gun violence prevention, public

health, racial equity, and community-engaged research—

spanning professional expertise gained

through frontline intervention, academia, philanthropy, community organizing, and policy advocacy.
We also engaged a group of gun violence prevention practitioners, policy advocates, funders,

and researchers outside of the Collective in a review and discussion of an earlier draft of this
framework during an in-person workshop in Washington, DC. Their insights and feedback have been
incorporated into the practices outlined here. Each practice builds on the others to form a roadmap
for research that is ethical, accountable, and grounded in partnership. They are presented here as
individual guideposts, but they are meant to work together.

Practice 1. Treat research

in highest-risk contexts as an
opportunity for shared leadership
with community.

» Research involving people at the highest
risk of gun violence spans a range of
approaches (see Appendix C).

The illustrated continuum helps
researchers understand how power
and decision-making can evolve across
projects, while the practices in this
framework provide practical guidance
for enacting shared leadership at any
point along that spectrum. At its most

transformative, research in this context
treats those most affected by gun violence
as co-producers of knowledge across all
phases of a project—from question design
to dissemination—aiming for evidence
production that contributes to social

and policy change. Too often, though,
research in community contexts is treated
as “all or nothing,” as if a project either
achieves perfect partnership or none at
all. Framing it as a continuum helps clarify
the different levels of engagement that
are possible, especially when funding or
capacity is limited.
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» Community engagement cannot be
reduced to a checkbox. Trust must be
earned through sustained presence
and transparency, and it requires
reciprocal relationships, clear roles, and
power-sharing across all phases. In

the context of gun violence prevention,
this is not only an ethical matter but a
safety imperative. Without community
leadership, research activities can
inadvertently put participants at risk,
for example, by convening in unsafe
spaces, asking questions that could
expose participants to surveillance, or
misrepresenting findings in ways that
threaten credibility in the neighborhood.

> Researchers must examine their
identities, histories, and institutional
affiliations and how these shape

their responsibilities and limitations in
engaging communities meaningfully.
Researchers who are part of or have
long-standing personal or professional
relationships within a community may
face different responsibilities, risks, and
relational obligations than researchers
without such ties. For example, when

a researcher already knows program
participants or has shared identities,
they may feel greater ethical obligations
around confidentiality, reciprocity, or
ongoing support. These dynamics

need continuous self-reflection and
transparency, such as regularly checking
assumptions with community partners,
documenting how one’s relationships
may influence data collection or
interpretation, and openly discussing
potential conflicts of interest or role
boundaries with collaborators. These
relational and structural histories shape
how communities interpret researchers’
presence and intent.

» Researchers should start by asking:
“Who is this research ultimately
meant to benefit?” Then ask: “Who is
most affected by the problem we're
studying? And finally, “Who understands
how systems, structures, and context
might shape the problem?” In gun
violence research, the answer is often
those navigating risk of causing harm
or being harmed, outreach workers
mediating conflicts, young people
coping with grief and retaliation cycles,
or credible messengers balancing
trust with system involvement. These
are the people who should be central
to the research—as participants and
co-creators of the research agenda,
process, and interpretation of the
findings. These are individuals navigating
not only poverty, trauma, and systemic
disinvestment, but also interpersonal
violence, grief, and often targeted
surveillance or criminalization. Rather
than seeking community input to validate
pre-set agendas, research projects
should be designed in conversation
with community. That includes asking
questions like: “What study needs to
happen next? What questions should we
be answering together?” This orientation
is consistent with other equity-based
systems change frameworks, including
Design Justice, which foreground shared
leadership and community authority
in defining problems and solutions.
When research agendas grow out
of community priorities, community
partners are positioned to partner—not
simply respond to institutional invitations.
Shared leadership also means setting
early agreements on data ownership and
control. Decisions about how information
will be stored, analyzed, and used must
be made with community partners from
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the start, to ensure institutions commit
to shared accountability throughout
the project.

» Engage a broader circle of community
partners, including frontline/outreach
professionals, local nonprofits,
faith-based leaders, residents, and
informal connectors such as barbers,
neighbors, or educators. In the context of
gun violence, these partners are often the
ones who know when a study question
might inadvertently escalate conflict,
how to adjust timing or location for
participant safety, or how to frame
findings so they strengthen rather than
undermine community safety strategies.
These partners can help define what
matters most to community, translate
research questions into community
priorities, and ensure the work remains
grounded in lived experience. Community
partners are not just gatekeepers to
"hard-to-reach” populations—they are
community leaders and hold knowledge.
Their support is not ancillary to research;
it is essential. Without their endorsement
and active participation, many studies
simply cannot—or should not—proceed.

begins. In gun violence prevention, this
often means showing presence and
consistency in neighborhoods where
violence is active, grief is ongoing, and
mistrust of outside institutions is high.
Without established trust, research
invitations can feel unsafe or extractive,
leading potential participants to
disengage. Relationship-building is not
a one-time step. It requires check-ins,
open communication, and presence
throughout the research lifecycle.

> Regularly assess research practices

against community-defined standards
of engagement, transparency, and
accountability. This self-assessment
ensures that the work reflects an
authentic partnership rather than
performing partnership only in name.
‘Community-defined’ means that while
some principles may be shared across
contexts such as respect, reciprocity,
and transparency, each community
brings its own expectations and
practices. Making those expectations
explicit may involve convening an
advisory board, holding early listening
sessions, or working with trusted
intermediaries (such as outreach workers,
faith leaders, or credible messengers)

to define what accountability looks like

Practice 2. Build and sustain
——  relationships with communities
before, during, and after research.

locally. Researchers can document

these agreements and revisit them with
partners throughout the project to ensure
these standards remain community-
driven and not researcher-imposed.
Because structural racism, criminalization,
and surveillance often shape who

feels safe participating at all, naming

and addressing these barriers is part

of accountability.

» Strong community relationships
are the foundation of ethical work in
highest-risk contexts. Researchers must
intentionally build rapport and trust with
communities in which research may
take place before any data collection
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¥ Establish community-guided or
community-led structures to shape
the research process. Advisory

boards, community-led institutional
review boards (IRBs), or engagement
committees can provide ongoing
oversight, uphold community values,
and ensure that safety protocols
remain aligned with community priorities
throughout the project’s lifecycle.

For projects engaging those at highest
risk of gun violence, these structures are
especially critical for vetting questions
or methods that could retraumatize or
endanger participants and partners,

or create data that may be misused

by institutions.

d Invest in early relationship-building
processes to bridge the differences
between academic and community
norms. This could include a kick-off
meeting or orientation session designed
to establish shared expectations, clarify
roles, build cultural understanding, and set
communication rhnythms such as regular
check-ins. These foundational activities
foster mutual trust and alignment before
substantive research begins.

¥ Researchers should aim to have an

impact beyond producing findings.
Research should identify opportunities
for policy and practice adoption and
implementation—not just dissemination
of findings. Researchers should be
transparent with participants and
partners about what aspects of the
project they can and cannot influence
and what decisions are held by
others—such as policy decisions,
funding allocations, or timelines. Avoiding
overpromising and acknowledging the

limits of research impact helps establish
transparency and manage expectations.

» How researchers exit a project matters
as much as how it begins. Closing out
fieldwork is a relational act. Responsible
closure includes sharing findings
back with the community, expressing
appreciation, and leaving behind
pathways for continued community
benefit. In communities heavily impacted
by gun violence, responsible closure is
particularly important as participants may
have shared deeply painful experiences,
or practitioners may have taken personal
risks to connect researchers with networks
of trust. Failure to close with care can erode
trust and make future partnerships—by any
researcher—far less viable.

? Researchers should proactively
prepare community partners for the
implications of public messages about
research findings. If research findings
could be used to justify funding decisions,
policy changes, or other actions
that significantly affect community,
researchers must share and contextualize
the data with community partners before
public dissemination. Researchers should
also reach agreement with community
partners about how and where findings
will be shared, including ensuring that
results are communicated in formats
that are accessible and meaningful
beyond academic journals and policy
reports. This not only protects the
integrity of the work but also honors the
relationships that made the research
possible in the first place. Where possible,
agreements about data ownership and
decision-making on public release
should be established upfront, including
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clarity on the role of community
members in approving how findings are
framed and shared. Universities and
funders should be encouraged to adopt
policies that support this shift toward
shared authority.

Practice 3. Use research
practices that demonstrate
the value of community
accountability.

» Acknowledge past research-

related harms. It can be helpful to
begin projects by hearing directly

from communities about their past
experiences with research and the
academic or research institution. These
listening moments—whether through
informal conversations, focus groups,
or advisory boards—offer critical
context and insight. As experiences vary
depending on geography, race, and
community context, early listening can
help ground researchers in the specific
realities of the people and places with
whom they hope to partner. While

not feasible nor necessary for every
project, these moments can deepen
understanding and help researchers
avoid repeating harmful patterns. In the
context of gun violence, this includes
recognizing how data and research
have sometimes been weaponized
against communities—for example, by
reinforcing deficit narratives, labeling
youth as “gang-involved,” or producing
findings later used to justify over-
policing. Reports like “Why Am | Always
Being Researched?” by Chicago Beyond
highlight the power of surfacing these

histories to build more accountable
partnerships. As Eve Tuck argues,
damage-centered research frameworks
risk reinscribing communities through
narratives of harm rather than strength,
reinforcing institutional control rather
than collective agency.?

» Build accountability into formal

agreements. All grant agreements
should include clear language around
data use, ownership, and intellectual
property that affirms shared control
and accountability with partners from
the outset.

Y Fundraise and advocate for

multi-year funding that includes time
for trust-building before data collection
begins and supports implementation
and community capacity after

research concludes. This might mean
communicating to funders that
relationship-building is an essential
component of rigorous research in
contexts of gun violence. Proposals can
frame early trust-building as critical to
data validity, participant retention, and
safety—outcomes that funders already
value. Researchers can also suggest
concrete structures, such as multi-phase
grants that dedicate Year 1 to relationship
development, or budgets that include line
items for community partner convenings,
stipends, and capacity-building.
Positioning these elements as essential
to research quality helps funders see
them not as optional extras, but as
integral to the science.
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» Leverage institutional power to benefit
community partners. Universities and
research institutions must intentionally
engage their full ecosystem (e.g. finance,
data, legal, facilities, communications
teams) to benefit community partners.
For example, university finance teams
might fast-track participant payments
and subawards; data departments
could provide research analysts for data
cleaning and dashboard development
at low or no costs; university legal clinics
can review MOUs and data-sharing
agreements within set timelines (ideally
3 weeks); and facilities teams could
provide meeting space and AV at no

or low cost. Universities can also offer
and expand coursework in community-
engaged research certificate programs,
most importantly, shift internal policy

to reward, not punish, deep community
engagement. This includes revising
tenure and promotion criteria to value
participatory methods as scholarship
and community partnership.

» Expand the definition of what qualifies
as rigorous evidence. The conventional
hierarchy of evidence that prioritizes
counterfactuals and hypothesis testing

is limiting and can lead to the exclusion
of research exploring the valuable
knowledge produced by community
members. Research and data collection
methods that center participant
perspectives and qualitative approaches
can provide deeper understanding than
traditional methods alone. For example,
in gun violence research, stories of
survival, accounts of conflict mediation,
and frontline practitioner observations
may carry more immediate relevance for
policy and practice than experimental
designs alone. Validating these forms of

evidence is critical when working with
those at highest risk. Researchers and
funders need to be open to participatory
and narrative methods, such as
participatory action research, that center
the experiences of marginalized people.
This can be complementary to traditional
methods and make for more robust and
impactful research findings.

Practice 4. Build research
teams with the skills, training,
and support to ethically
engage communities.

> The values and relationships
researchers bring into the work matter.
When engaging people most at risk of
gun violence—researchers who lack
awareness or familiarity with these
realities can do harm. This harm can
take many forms, such as retraumatizing
participants and eroding trust. Valuing
the humanity and lived experience of
research participants and partners is
part of what drives research impact.
For example, an unprepared researcher
asking about recent shootings without
sensitivity to retaliation dynamics could
retraumatize participants or even put
them at risk.

? Ethical research in high-risk
environments requires emotional
intelligence. It is critical in this
context that researchers authentically
demonstrate a willingness to listen
without judgment, and the ability
to navigate complex dynamics in
communities with deep histories of
institutional harm. Building teams with

1l
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these qualities requires intentional hiring
and support. Institutions should prioritize
candidates with lived experience of gun
violence exposure or demonstrated
ability to work in partnership with
communities, not just academic
credentials. Mentorships, supervision,
and adequate resources are critical to
sustain this readiness over the course

of a project. Decades of research on
emotionally engaged fieldwork remind
us that studying trauma is never neutral;
ethical preparedness must include
attention to both participant safety and
researcher well-being.*°

» Students or early career researchers
should be paired with research leads who
can provide mentorship and training.
Structure roles and commitments with

the understanding that students may

not be positioned to sustain long-term
engagements in community or to
navigate complex dynamics on their own.
This is important for both individual safety
and institutional credibility.

» Research should be led by individuals
rooted in humility, integrity, and
accountability. People on the team need
to be equipped to conduct research in
ways that honor the humanity of the
communities they engage. Furthermore,
Black, Brown, and women researchers
may feel the need to navigate the layered
pressures of academic accountability
and community accountability with

their identities. These dynamics create
additional emotional, relational, and
professional demands. Funders and
institutions should recognize this reality
when funding or initiating research and
provide supports—such as mentorship,
peer support networks, mental health

resources, flexible timelines, or dedicated
funding for relationship-building
activities—to help researchers navigate
these pressures effectively.

> Researchers should seek training that

prepares them to engage ethically

and safely in high-risk environments.
Entering communities affected by
violence without adequate preparation
is not just ineffective—it can be harmful.
Depending on the context, this may
include trauma-informed care—such

as preparing participants before and
after interviews and providing referrals
to support services, de-escalation
techniques drawn from frontline
community violence intervention
practice, approaches to narrative

safety developed through participatory
action research to avoid retraumatizing
participants when discussing painful
experiences, or other tools that ensure
participant and researcher well-being.
For gun violence contexts specifically,
preparation may also mean scenario
planning with outreach staff (e.g., what
to do if a conflict emerges during data
collection) and practicing narrative safety
to avoid questions that escalate risk.
Trainings built around vignettes and case
studies can support learning. These tools
can help researchers examine powet,
navigate ethical dilemmas, and prepare
for relational complexities when working
closely alongside community partners.
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Practice 5. Budget for fair Censier $Is0s- [per session @1
compensqtion pqrticipqnt part-time stipends depending on

— their contributions.

support, and community
co-leadership from the start. » Adjust compensation with an

? Fair compensation and holistic support
are not optional enhancements; they are
baseline requirements for responsible
research. This is especially true when
working with people most at risk of gun
violence. These budget considerations
are tangible expressions of respect,
reciprocity, and power-sharing. Without
equitable compensation structures,
engagement can reproduce the very
power imbalances that participatory
research seeks to disrupt.®’ Compensation
should account for not just the time
participants give, but also the method of
engagement, the emotional and cognitive
energy involved, and the expertise they
bring. In some cases, compensation
should also reflect the risks participants
take in contributing—for example, credible
messengers or survivors sharing sensitive
information that could affect how they are
perceived in their neighborhoods.

+ Short engagements such as surveys

or brief interviews (30-60 minutes)
should start at a minimum of $50.

+ Longer or more involved
engagements (90+ minutes), such
as one-on-one interviews or focus
groups, should start at $100 or more.

- Participants with specialized
knowledge or lived experience—such
as credible messengers, survivors,
frontline workers, mental health
providers, school counselors, or
individuals assisting with recruitment
or design—may warrant higher rates.

awareness of cost of living in
participants’ communities—what

is sufficient in one location may be
inequitable in another, and budgets
must be responsive to this reality.

« Compensation only supports equity
when participants can actually
access and use it. Institutional norms
may favor prepaid Visa cards or
store gift cards, however these are
not always practical and may create
barriers. Participants may prefer
cash, reloadable debit cards, or
digital payment apps like CashApp or
Venmo. Others may not have reliable
internet access or live near the stores
tied to specific gift cards. Choosing
appropriate and accessible payment
methods is part of building trust and
reducing harm.

 Participant Support: Compensation
alone is not enough—especially when
conducting research with participants
facing technological, transportation, or
mental health barriers.

« For virtual or hybrid studies,
researchers should account for
the digital divide by budgeting
for technology needs (e.g. loaner
laptops or tablets, WiFi hotspots, or
covering temporary data access).
Many participants, especially
younger people, rely on WiFi without
having a cellular data plan—so
virtual participation may require
more support than assumed.

=
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- Transportation is also a major
barrier.3? Budgets should
include reliable and flexible
transportation options such
as rideshares or local transit
cards to help participants safely
and easily attend in-person sessions.

+ Because this work often asks
participants to revisit painful or
traumatic experiences, researchers
have an opportunity to budget for
access to healing supports or share
information about trusted, local
mental health providers.

> Co-Leadership: Budget for and
structure research so community-
based organizations, program staff,

and participants can hold meaningful
leadership roles. This may include
subawards, co-principal investigator (PI)
positions, consulting agreements, or other
mechanisms that redistribute funding
to the community. These strategies not
only reinforce the co-leadership model
central to this framework but also help
redistribute funding to community. In
some cases, participants live within
walking distance of campuses they
have never stepped foot on. Universities
and institutions—particularly land

grant institutions—should also leverage
their existing infrastructure to expand
community access beyond data
collection to educational, public, and
research facilities. Community partners
must also be recognized as essential
contributors to the research process.
Create pathways to credential and
support community partners as co-
researchers through stipends, authorship
credit, and/or micro-credentials. These
approaches validate community

14

expertise, strengthen trust, and ensure
that leadership, decision-making, and
benefits are shared equitably.

Practice 6. Design research
instruments, processes, and
dissemination strategies

with community.

> Research tools and processes must
be co-created with communities,
not simply imposed upon them.
This means combining qualitative
and survey methods when appropriate
and applying Design Justice principles
to shape equitable researcher-
community relationships.

> Clarify participants’ roles throughout
the data collection process, including
how data will be collected, interpreted,
and shared. These conversations should
happen before the project begins and
include agreements about how data and
stories will be shared and what steps will
be taken to prevent harm—especially
when findings are shared with the public
or policy decision-makers. Setting these
expectations early helps ensure that
participants are central to the process
and that the research upholds their safety,
dignity, and agency. For communities
at highest risk of gun violence, misuse
of data is not hypothetical—findings
can be co-opted by systems to justify
surveillance or punitive policies. Research
teams should therefore co-develop
safeguards with community partners to
prevent institutional misuse and ensure
data remains a tool for healing and safety

rather than harm.
>
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 Safety planning for data collection
is essential and should be informed
by frontline practitioners. Orientation
sessions can help shape early learning,
but deeper co-development is necessary.
Researchers must be trained not to
default to institutional responses—
such as involving law enforcement—that
can escalate harm or violate community
protocols. In gun violence contexts, this
could mean selecting neutral spaces for
data collection, ensuring safe transport to
and from sessions, or preparing protocols
for what to do if conflict arises nearby.
Outreach workers are best positioned
to guide these decisions. Building trust
means ensuring that all safety responses
center the well-being of participants
and align with how communities define
safety, support, and accountability. To
support this process, research teams
can use vignettes and case studies to
collaboratively explore ethical dilemmas,
test research instruments, and align on
relational approaches with community
members before full implementation.

» Bring community members into
the data interpretation process.
Invite those who contributed to
the research to be part of making
meaning from the data—not just
reviewing conclusions after decisions
have been made. This can be done
through community advisory boards,
interpretation workshops, participatory
data walks, or co-authoring sessions
that create structured opportunities for
participants and practitioners to analyze
findings alongside researchers. This
is especially important when shaping
recommendations or action items that
affect their communities.

15

? Deliver findings in accessible formats

that reflect community needs and
preferences—such as fact sheets,
infographics, briefings, talking points, or
visual presentations. Consider literacy
levels, language access, and preferred
modes of communication. Creative

tools such as stories, short videos, or
community presentations and forums
can make research findings more
engaging and relevant. Because data
and stories about gun violence often
involve trauma and loss, researchers
should also consider how findings are
shared with different audiences, taking
care not to sensationalize harm, providing
context, and offering content warnings or
framings that acknowledge the weight of
the material. Sensitivity in dissemination
is particularly critical when findings are
shared in community settings where
survivors, family members, or frontline
practitioners may be present.

> Support co-authorship and

co-presentation. Community partners
should be invited to co-present findings
at academic conferences, workshops,
and community forums. At the same
time, researchers must be mindful

of safety concerns and perceptions

tied to different settings. For some
community partners, entering certain
physical spaces—such as universities,
government buildings, or hospitals—
may trigger system avoidance due

to past experiences of surveillance,
discrimination, or criminalization.
Researchers should discuss options in
advance, consider alternative venues or
virtual formats, and work with partners to
identify spaces where they feel safe and
respected. Ensuring safety and comfort in

=
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presentation settings is as critical as surveillance and criminalization, these
the invitation itself. Budget for their agreements are especially critical. Even
travel, registration, lodging, and well-intentioned dissemination can
logistical support. These roles are not put participants at risk if findings are
symbolic—they honor lived expertise, misinterpreted or used to justify punitive
shift power, and improve the impact measures. Dissemination is part of

and credibility of the work. ongoing partnership, not a final step.

? Make data publicly available, without
creating barriers to access. Transparent
data-sharing is a powerful way to build
trust and support community-driven
change. Whenever possible, ensure
that findings are not locked behind
paywalled journals, inaccessible formats,
or hidden repositories. Institutions that
value community-engaged research
must make findings available beyond
academic siloes. At the same time,
transparency must be balanced with
strong protections for privacy and
confidentiality. In gun violence research,
raw data may contain sensitive details
about individuals, neighborhoods, or
incidents that could put people at risk if
disclosed. Institutions should work with
community partners to determine what
information can be shared publicly, in
what form, and with what safeguards—
such as de-identification, aggregation,
or controlled-access agreements.

Protecting community members from BUIIdlng trust means

potential harm is as critical as . th - ” f r

ensuring accessibility. ensurlng at all sare y
responses center the

> Honor data sovereignty and shared : T~
control. Building ongt’heyprinciple We” bel ng Of pOfthl p(]ntS
introduced in Practice 1, researchers Qnd Q”gn W|th hOW
should develop data-sharing agreements - .
with community partners. Participants communities d eﬁ ne
\?vhhoou:;s!g i(iescl:wlgreez Zfzuosliﬁt?uture SGfety' sU pport’
projects. For communities experiencing and accountabil |ty
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Conclusion: The Way Forward

Ultimately, these practices not only protect
communities but also strengthen research itself.

This document emerged from direct engagement and collaboration with people who focus on, and
are exposed to, gun violence. The practices listed can apply to a range of research projects involving
community partnerships, but they are particularly critical for engaging with people who are the
most exposed to gun violence and the practitioners focused on intervening and preventing violence.
Beyond ethics and notions of equity, these principles are essential for working with people where
the potential of physical danger is constantly present. Shared leadership, sustained relationships,
and community accountability are necessary for navigating situations that could put the researcher
or participant in harm’s way. As shown in Appendix C, these practices collectively move research
along a continuum—from extractive to transformative—anchoring power and knowledge where they
belong: within communities themselves. Training, compensation, and co-design can be protective
factors for researchers in the short term and participants in the long term.

Ultimately, these practices not only protect communities but also strengthen research itself. By
improving recruitment and retention, enhancing rigor, and increasing the legitimacy and uptake of
findings, community-engaged methods create reciprocity—ensuring that benefits extend to both
communities and researchers. When researchers and institutions adopt these approaches, they
produce work that is more trustworthy, actionable, and likely to influence

real-world solutions.

The ability to implement these practices is not possible without support from funders, academia,
and research institutions. These entities need to reward and incentivize researchers who engage
community in their projects, recognizing that the act of research itself can mitigate or produce
harm. Funders must invest in the relationship-building that supports effective community-
engaged research, as well as the training infrastructure that supports research teams in building
trust, navigating harm with care, and sharing power with community members. Without resources
dedicated to implementation, training, and relationship-building, even the most thoughtful
frameworks will remain aspirational rather than actionable.
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Appendix A. Intellectual and
Methodological Tradition

This appendix provides context for the historical, theoretical, and fieldwide foundations that inform
our framework. While these traditions are essential to understanding the broader landscape of
community-engaged research, they are not specific to the lived realities of people at the highest
risk of gun violence. We include them here to offer grounding for readers who want deeper
background on the lineages of CER, participatory approaches, and community voice within
violence prevention scholarship.

The intellectual roots of community-engaged research are deep and span multiple fields,
including sociology, education, public health, Indigenous studies, and community organizing.

Early sociologists such as W.E.B. Du Bois advanced models of empirical research conducted with
and for Black communities.®® Du Bois demonstrated that rigorous social science could be a tool for
racial justice rather than a distant description of inequality. His work set a precedent for research
that is accountable to the people most affected by structural violence.

Historians and sociologists including Carter G. Woodson, E. Franklin Frazier, Charles S. Johnson, Ira
De A. Reid, and St. Clair Drake extended this public-facing tradition.** They linked scholarship to
community uplift, institutional reform, and collective self-determination. Their work critiqued the
distance between academic knowledge and lived experience and asserted that communities
must shape research priorities.

In Latin America, Paulo Freire's theory of conscientizagdo (critical consciousness) reframed
inquiry as a collective process that supports liberation rather than reinforces oppression.®s
Orlando Fals-Borda further developed participatory action research (PAR), positioning
communities as co-investigators whose lived knowledge is essential to identifying problems
and shaping solutions.®®

Linda Tuhiwai Smith, writing from an Indigenous perspective in Decolonizing Methodologies,
globalized this critique.®” She argued that research often functions as a colonial tool unless
fundamentally reoriented toward sovereignty, reciprocity, and community-defined goals.
Together, these traditions established a through-line: knowledge production should empower
those most affected by oppression.

Contemporary approaches, such as community-based participatory research (CBPR) and
youth participatory action research (YPAR), carry these traditions forward.®2° Yasser Payne
and colleagues expand this lineage by reclaiming the radical Black tradition of participatory
research.>?’3 They situate Street Participatory Action Research (Street PAR) as an explicitly
anti-colonial methodology that disrupts elite academic knowledge production and centers
the expertise of street-identified and system-involved people.®’
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Scholars now describe community-engaged research as existing on a continuum—from research
about communities, to research with communities, to research by and for communities.”® At one
end are consultative approaches with limited community input. In the middle are collaborative
frameworks like CBPR and YPAR, which balance rigor with shared decision-making. At the far end
are emancipatory approaches, including PAR and modern evolutions like Street PAR, in which
findings are mobilized for structural change. Martinez and colleagues illustrate this through
credible messengers in New York City who serve both as community healers and co-researchers.®®

People at the highest risk of gun violence occupy the intersection of multiple forms of harm:
interpersonal and structural violence, chronic trauma, targeted surveillance and criminalization,
systemic disinvestment, and exclusion from decision-making.®¢4%4 Engaging these individuals in
research is urgent and profoundly complex. Poorly designed engagement risks retraumatization,
reinforces institutional mistrust, and can generate findings that are irrelevant—or even harmful—to
community safety strategies.

Sociologist Sarah Brayne describes one contributor to institutional mistrust as system avoidance:
a pattern in which people with criminal justice contact deliberately minimize engagement

with schools, hospitals, and government agencies because of prior harms, stigmatization, or
surveillance.® Legal scholar Monica Bell extends this analysis through the concept of “legal
estrangement,” arguing that distrust of institutions emerges not from disengagement alone but
from repeated experiences of marginalization and procedural injustice within legal systems.*?
Without recognition of this dynamic, researchers may be perceived as yet another system actor.
Participants may avoid researchers in the same way they avoid other institutions, weakening
trust and reducing the impact of the research. At a broader level, widespread system avoidance
weakens civic life and political power by limiting communities’ ability to influence public systems
and policy decisions. Payne and colleagues argue that this mistrust is structural and rooted in a
long history of academic extraction.?”

Street PAR in Wilmington, Delaware, led by Yasser Payne, represents a fully realized expression

of participatory research’'s emancipatory potential.>?’ Building on Du Bois and Freire, Street PAR
asserts that people most directly affected by structural violence are best positioned to investigate
and transform their conditions. The model trains street-identified residents—including individuals
with histories of incarceration or street involvement—as paid co-researchers. Its nine guiding
dimensions span project organization, ethics, local history, and community advocacy, ensuring
that research remains rigorous, accountable, and tied to collective action.

Poorly designed engagement risks retraumatization,
reinforces institutional mistrust, and can generate
findings that are irrelevant—or even harmful—to
community safety strategies.
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Street PAR merges data collection with commmunity organizing and
operates at two levels:

2

Community-level
mobilization addressing
systemic inequities

Training and employment
for Street PAR Associates

Its first major project, The People’s Report, produced concrete outcomes, including Wilmington’s
“Ban the Box" legislation, the creation of the Center for Structural Equity, and the launch of the
Cease Violence and Community Intervention Team programs. These outcomes demonstrate that
community-generated research can catalyze meaningful city and state policy change.

Recent research emerging from the Street PAR tradition, including work by Bounoua, Hitchens,
Payne, and Sadeh, shows how these methods illuminate developmental and structural roots
of violence.#?*2527Jsing Street PAR alongside contextual exposure models, they found that
perceived neighborhood disadvantage and early adultification predict pro-violence attitudes
that function as adaptive strategies in contexts shaped by systemic neglect and chronic
exposure to harm. This work reframes pro-violence attitudes as rational survival responses
rather than deviant tendencies.

Brooklynn Hitchens extends this tradition by examining the gendered and emotional dimensions
of street life, especially for Black women navigating violence, trauma, and reentry.?® Her 2025 work
argues that Street PAR must be intersectional, recognizing how race, gender, and class shape
both vulnerability and resistance. Traditional deficit-framed research approaches fail to capture
these realities.

Similarly, researchers such as Michelle Fine, Maria Elena Torre, April Burns, and Payne have
advanced YPAR as a model for youth-led inquiry that reshapes both research and advocacy.'®43
Child Trends’ application of youth participatory research to community safety in Washington,
DC, further demonstrates how young people generate insights directly applicable to violence
prevention strategies.**

Taken together, these studies reinforce an epistemology of “the streets” and a knowledge system
grounded in resilience, survival, and self-determination. Yet most remain tied to specific models or
local contexts. The field still lacks a synthesized set of concrete, transferable practices for engaging
people at the highest risk of gun violence across diverse settings—including street outreach,
hospitals, schools, and therapeutic environments. Payne and Hitchens call for filling this gap by
moving beyond symbolic engagement toward structurally informed partnerships that directly
confront racism, surveillance, and structural divestment as drivers of violence.?5?”

»
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Appendix B. Expanded
Literature Review

This appendix provides the broader intellectual and empirical foundation that informed the
development of the practices in this framework. While the main body of the report focuses on the
concrete guidance needed to conduct ethical and effective research with people at the highest risk
of gun violence, the following sections summarize the literature, models, and field-specific studies
that shaped our approach. It includes foundational principles of community-engaged research
(CER), examples of CER applied to violence prevention, and the conceptual gaps that continue to
limit researchers’ ability to work responsibly in highest-risk environments.

Overview of Existing Community-Engaged Research Frameworks

Community-engaged research has become an established approach across public health, social
science, and community-safety fields. Core frameworks—such as the CDC's Principles of Community
Engagement, NORC's Community Engaged Research Framework, and the Urban Institute’s
Community Voice and Power Sharing Guidebook—outline a set of shared principles: transparency,
accountability, equitable power-sharing, respect for community expertise, and clear communication
throughout the research process. 215 These frameworks also articulate a spectrum of engagement
that ranges from:

- Consultative approaches, where commmunity partners participate in limited ways (for example,
providing feedback or participating in a listening session)

- Collaborative approaches, where partners help shape research design, implementation,
and interpretation

- Co-leadership models, including youth participatory action research (YPAR) and community-
based participatory research (CBPR), where community members hold decision-making
influence throughout the research process and sometimes lead the work themselves 8192044

Across this literature, certain benefits are well-documented. Community-engaged approaches:
- Increase relevance and accuracy of research questions
- Strengthen recruitment and retention
+ Support more precise data interpretation
+ Expand community ownership and legitimacy of findings

- Improve pathways for research to inform practice and policy’818"

However, consistent implementation challenges are also noted. Many CER projects face resource
limitations, misaligned expectations between researchers and community partners, and
institutional barriers that slow decision-making or privilege academic norms over community
needs.?”454¢ Importantly, most frameworks do not explicitly address how structural racism,
trauma, criminalization, or community-level mistrust shape the research environment.®1349

=
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E Strengths and Limitations in Current CER Practices

While CER models offer strong foundations, they tend to assume relatively stable community
conditions. Foundational CBPR texts emphasize equity, shared decision-making, and power
redistribution, but they rarely address how ongoing violence exposure, retaliation dynamics, or active
safety threats function as methodological design constraints in research practice.#’” The literature
rarely addresses the complexities of engaging people who are navigating:

+ Ongoing or imminent violence

+ Retaliation dynamics

« Bereavement and trauma exposure

« Histories of criminalization, surveillance, or institutional harm

« System avoidance, a pattern described by Sarah Brayne in which individuals with
justice-system contact intentionally limit interactions with institutions (including researchers)
due to prior negative experiences

« Structural disinvestment and marginalization that reduce trust and reinforce
power imbalances?3134849

Studies across fields show that without explicit attention to these realities, CER can fall short.
Participation may be shaped by fear of surveillance or institutional misuse of data; grief and
trauma may affect availability or emotional safety; and deeply rooted mistrust can undermine
the research relationship.314”

Scholars such as Yasser Payne, Brooklynn Hitchens, and Urban Institute researchers argue that these
structural and relational factors must be treated as central—not peripheral—to research design.45252’
Payne’s work highlights how traditional research institutions have often extracted knowledge from
marginalized communities in ways that reinforce harm.>?” Hitchens’ work demonstrates how race,
gender, class, and trauma shape the emotional and relational demands of research with people
navigating street economies and violence.*?® These contributions point to a key limitation that most
CER models do not provide detailed, practice-ready guidance for working with individuals facing
acute and overlapping forms of risk.
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E Applications of CER in Gun Violence Prevention

A smaller but meaningful set of studies applies community-engaged methods specifically within
gun violence prevention contexts. These efforts provide important lessons, though they remain
narrow in scope and often tied to individual programs or local contexts. 82224050

CORNERS' Street Outreach Analytics and Response (SOAR) Initiative: The SOAR initiative
integrates administrative and community-generated data to identify individuals at highest
risk of violence. This work illustrates how outreach workers’ lived expertise and relational
trust can guide ethical data collection, support safety planning, and improve interpretation
of findings.?"#2

Yale Justice Collaboratory’s Study in New Haven: This project demonstrates that research
embedded in existing community relationships produces stronger trust and better-quality
insights. Co-interpreting findings with credible messengers and residents helped ensure that
results aligned with community understanding of violence dynamics.?34

Hospital-Based Violence Intervention Partnerships: Clinical psychologist Woods-Jaeger and
colleagues examined trauma-informed, anti-racist research partnerships within hospital-
based violence intervention programs. Their work highlights how therapeutic, historical,
and structural considerations shape ethical research practice with youth and young adults
recovering from gunshot injuries.®

Youth-Led Participatory Approaches: Studies by Michelle Fine, Maria Elena Torre, April Burns,
Payne, and teams at Child Trends show that youth-led inquiry provides insights directly
relevant to community safety.*445 These approaches reinforce the importance of shared
power and sustained engagement.

Credible Messengers as Co-Researchers: Martinez and colleagues have documented how
credible messengers in New York City serve as both healers and co-researchers, expanding
the field’s understanding of how lived experience shapes ethical research design and

data interpretation.#°

Collectively, these studies reinforce that CER principles can be effective in violence-prevention
contexts. They also demonstrate that frontline practitioners possess essential experiential knowledge
that improves both ethical practice and research rigor. However, these examples also reveal that
current CER adaptations remain surface-level compared to the detailed, situational guidance
required to engage individuals at the highest risk of gun violence.
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m Implications for Research with Highest-Risk Populations

Synthesizing across the literature, several implications become clear:

Safety is foundational, not an afterthought. Research involving individuals at highest
risk requires intentional strategies for physical, emotional, and relational safety for both
participants and research staff.240

Trauma shapes engagement. Grief, ongoing exposure to violence, and psychological burden
influence participants’ capacity to engage consistently and safely.#1453

Power and mistrust are structural. Long histories of surveillance, policing, and institutional
neglect shape whether people feel safe participating and how they interpret the purpose
of research 351827

Credible messengers play essential bridging roles. Their involvement improves trust,
contextual understanding, and accurate interpretation of data.'®22

Traditional CER guidance is insufficient. Existing models do not address the unique ethical,
relational, and safety demands present in highest-risk settings.”8"*

These findings underscore the need for a framework built specifically around the complexities of
research in environments shaped by interpersonal and structural violence, system avoidance, and
chronic trauma.
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Appendix C. Continuum of
Community-Engaged

Research Practice

This continuum illustrates the shift from researcher-controlled to community-led knowledge production.

Each stage represents a deeper redistribution of power, trust, and accountability between researchers and
communities most impacted by violence and inequity. The six practices described in this framework are not
intended as sequential steps along this continuum. Rather, they represent cross-cutting principles that can be
applied at any stage of community-engaged research to strengthen accountability, trust, and shared leadership.
Together, these practices help researchers move their work closer to community-led and transformative
approaches, regardless of where they begin on the continuum.

« Researcher-Controlled

STAGE 1

EXTRACTIVE

Research about Communities

« Research questions, design, and data use are
defined entirely by institutions.

+ Findings may describe community conditions
without benefit to those studied.

- Community members are subjects of study.

Community = Subjects of Study

STAGE 3

POWER-SHARING

Community-Led -

STAGE 2

CONSULTATIVE

Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR/YPAR)

» Governance structures and budgets are shared;
capacity building and compensation are built in;
findings are co-authored and co-owned.

« Community members are co-researchers and
co-decision-makers.

COMMUNITY-LED

Community defines questions, methods, and

use of data. Researchers serve as technical or
logistical allies. Projects pursue structural change
and collective healing.

Community governs the research agenda and
owns outcomes.

Community = Governs & Owns Outcomes

Research in Communities

+ Researchers solicit limited feedback—focus groups,
listening sessions, or advisory input—but retain
control of interpretation and dissemination.

+ Community offers perspective but lacks
decision-making power.

Community = Perspective Only

CO-LEARNING

- Shared planning and reflection; joint interpretation of
data; transparent communication about risks
and benefits.

« Community members act as advisors
or co-facilitators.

Community = Advisors & Co-Facilitators

STAGE 6

TRANSFORMATIVE

Research as Organizing & Liberation (Street PAR)

+ Knowledge creation is inseparable from action.
Street-identified or directly impacted people lead
inquiry that challenges institutional power and
advances justice.

« Community is the driving intellectual and moral
force behind the work.

Community = Driving Intellectual & Moral Force

=
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