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Abstract

While the co-production of knowledge through community-engaged research is intended to be a reciprocally 
beneficial process, academic institutions have often devalued community expertise by treating community 
organizations as subjects rather than co-creators of knowledge. Drawing from Black Feminist Epistemology, 
this ethnographic study examines how one community-based organization, Los Angeles Community Action 
Network (LA CAN), partners with academic researchers, including their discourse around partnerships and 
how they challenged power dynamics between community and their university partners. This paper discusses 
key themes from their partnerships, including centering community members’ expertise through their lived 
experience and forming long-term mutual relationships rooted in abolition and the Black Radical Tradition. 
Drawing on an analysis of LA CAN’s organizing and research processes with academic partners, we discuss 
how the centering of community expertise and forming relationships with academics aligned on these values 
can help to challenge the traditional power dynamics in community-university partnerships, resulting in 
different ways of knowing or what LA CAN referred to as “the real data set.” 

Pow.er- (n) The ability to define phenomena; the ability to make these phenomena act in a desired manner.
- Huey P. Newton, Text on the front of the Los Angeles Community Action Network T-shirt

The co-production of knowledge in community-engaged research is intended to be an ethical and mutually ben-
eficial process that engages researchers from multiple perspectives. However, this history of research production 
includes examples of unethical practices and power dynamics largely benefiting the academy (e.g., London et al., 
2022). While research on service-learning and community engagement offer examples of partnerships grounded 
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in trust and shared power (e.g., Reardon, 2006; Strand et al., 2003), university processes can place barriers on 
more equitable approaches to research. For example, academic processes, such as the Institutional Review Board, 
often fail to acknowledge community members as researchers, reinforcing the idea of community members as 
subjects and adding to this power hierarchy (Fouche & Chubb, 2017). Academic researchers from decolonial, 
post-colonial, participatory, and feminist thought highlight the need to critically engage with and dismantle 
these power dynamics within community-engaged research (Askins & Pain, 2011; Chatterton, 2006; Collins, 
2013; Ritterbusch, 2019). Researchers in academic institutions must reflect on the ways that we uphold these 
power structures within engaged research, both intentionally and unintentionally. Drawing from McKittrick’s 
(2021) discussions on challenging hegemonic epistemologies and rethinking knowledge production, we focus 
on one community-based organization (CBO) that has challenged traditional power dynamics between com-
munity and their university partners.

This ethnographic study of Los Angeles Community Action Network (LA CAN) examines core aspects 
of their approach to partnerships with academic institutions and how their orientation to partnerships shapes 
knowledge creation and theory. First, we discuss how academic institutions and epistemologies have traditionally 
focused more on university expertise and neglect community expertise. We discuss scholarship on community 
engaged research that challenge these ideas and power dynamics, as well as barriers due to university processes 
and assumptions. We then present approaches that we have used in our research and how our approaches guide 
our work with community partners and led us to this study. We draw from an ethnographic study with LA 
CAN, discussing LA CAN’s approach to partnerships with academics. This includes discourse that emphasizes 
the role of community members as experts and equal partners in knowledge creation and long-term relationships 
with their academic partners rooted in shared value systems. Using McKittrick’s (2021) framework “that shar-
ing stories is creative rigorous radical theory” (p. 73), LA CAN’s process of generating theory, which included 
interpreting problems and defining solutions, is deeply rooted in the Black Radical Tradition, using lived experi-
ences to analyze and push back against institutions working against Black wellbeing and liberation. Moving from 
doing research on communities to doing research with communities requires us to de-center academic research-
ers as sole creators of knowledge, and instead build long-term mutual relationships with community research-
ers and theorists. This paper helps to show how shifting power dynamics can lead to new forms of knowledge 
production. 

Literature Review: Epistemological Frameworks and 
Knowledge Production Within the Academy
The co-production of knowledge through community-engaged research faces many barriers due to using aca-
demia as a research partner. Academic institutions bring a set of common ideologies or values that drive academic 
research and have an impact on research processes with communities (Collins, 2000; McKittrick, 2021; Stockdill 
& Danico, 2012; Tuck & Yang, 2019), When thinking about community-engaged research, McKittrick urges 
researchers to examine how we come to know what we know, and where we know from. Academic institutions 
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in the United States context have normalized a largely positivist and objectivist standard that treats “subjective”  
ways of knowing through experience as less rigorous (Collins). Knowledge produced by those who have been 
categorized as “other” have been largely ignored and often rendered insignificant or unreliable (Collins; Tuck 
& Yang). In contrast, McKittrick describes radical theory-making that occurs outside of existing systems of 
knowledge. This includes the “act of sharing stories as the theory and the methodology” for radical theory 
generation (p. 73) and imagining new ways of being. The role of epistemology, or the ways in which we “assess 
knowledge or why we believe what we believe to be true” thus becomes essential for how we value knowledge 
from community sources (Collins, p. 328). 

Patricia Hill Collins (2000), in Black Feminist Epistemology, writes about how normalized hegemonic prac-
tices have been perpetuated by the academy. She states that “White men control Western structures of knowl-
edge validation, their interests pervade the themes, paradigms, and epistemologies of traditional scholarship” 
(Collins, p.328). She adds that “in the United States, the social institutions that legitimate knowledge as well as 
the Western or Eurocentric epistemologies that they uphold constitute two interrelated parts of the dominant 
knowledge validation processes” (Collins, p. 330). Because of this, research in the Western context has created 
and perpetuated barriers to conducting research that deviates from the Western, Eurocentric knowledge valida-
tion process. The prioritization and categorization of certain sources of knowledge are also fueled by academic 
and institutional processes such as the academic institutional review board (IRB) process. In this paper, we look 
at a specific type of knowledge creation that seeks to challenge these hierarchies—knowledge co-created with 
communities through community-engaged research.

In contrast to power hierarchies often present within academic research, principles within Participatory 
Action Research (PAR) require discussing and addressing power relations within research processes (Tuck & 
Yang, 2019). This is an “ethical praxis of care” that prioritizes working with communities and ongoing negotia-
tion between research collaborators (Cahill, 2007, p.3). This is not only part of Participatory Action Research, 
but Tuck and Yang describe how other methods such as critical ethnography, public science, or community 
mapping also seek to deconstruct these power dynamics. In addition, service-learning and community engage-
ment literature discuss the importance of challenging power dynamics, such as when they discuss the impor-
tance of shared power where campus and community partners are equal partners in decision-making (Strand et 
al., 2003) and a trusting relationship that will develop over time (Reardon, 2006). These relationships include a 
longer-term commitment and an understanding that relationships may not develop over a set timeline in order 
to be open to unexpected developments (Enos & Morton, 2003) and include ongoing communication and 
negotiation (Nelson et al., 2015).

While scholars that discuss PAR and other community-engaged research highlight mutuality and shared 
power, this contrasts with a biomedical research model of researcher-subject dichotomies, including assump-
tions about research that are within the Institutional Review Board (IRB) process. Research methods such as 
PAR consider community members as research collaborators while IRB processes often treat community mem-
bers solely as subjects of research (Fouche & Chubb, 2017; Wood, 2017). IRB protocols such as selection of 
subjects do not account for how relationships are built over time without a pre-imposed agenda (as described by 
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Enos & Morton, 2003) or how research protocols are co-created. In addition to devaluing community members 
expertise, the focus on a researcher’s relationships with individual subjects within IRB processes does not con-
sider liability and risks at the community level (Tamariz et al., 2015; Wood, 2017). Wood argues that Belmont 
principles that are seen as central to ethics in research on human subjects are not sufficient for community-
engaged research as they do not account for these community-level risks and view community members solely as 
subjects. In addition, this focus on what Sabati (2019) calls “decontextualized” cases of ethical violations, rather 
than attention to a larger complex history of ethical violations, maintains harmful research processes. Ethics in 
community-engaged research includes not only a commitment to care, but also a commitment to challenging 
the institutional foundations that have built up racial hierarchies (Cahill, 2007).

The IRB is one example of academic processes that are rooted in long-standing attachments to biomedi-
cal frameworks. In addition, outside agencies often prioritize and recognize academic institutions as the main 
sources of knowledge, so community members are often not recognized as a source of knowledge production 
(London et al., 2022). Community partners recognized that their knowledge was seen as less credible by policy 
makers and identified an epistemic injustice where knowledge had more weight when it was coming from the 
university (London et al.). University partners can also bring assumptions about expertise and the role of the 
university when working with community members. Even in partnerships that emphasized mutual relation-
ships, academics still faced challenges in letting go of the idea that they were supposed to “fix things” (Morton 
& Bergbauer, 2015; p. 28). Bortolin (2011) describes how discourse around partnerships can still emphasize the 
universities’ role and see communities as a more passive recipient. To address these logics that prioritize univer-
sity knowledge, McKittrick’s (2021) critical reflection on understanding how and where we generate knowledge 
calls us to address how our epistemological frameworks brought us to this work. We discuss how we ground 
ourselves in Black Feminist Epistemology and in Critical Theory and Critical Poverty Studies and then how our 
collective frameworks informed this paper.

Black Feminist Epistemology—Victoria Copeland

As a Black and Filipino researcher, I am highly influenced by Black Feminist Epistemology. Patricia Hill Collins’ 
conceptualization of Black Feminist Epistemology offers several tenets for conducting research, including an 
ethos of caring, an ethos of personal accountability, considering lived experiences as criterion of meaning, and 
use of dialogue in assessing knowledge claims (Collins, 2000). Many of these ethics intersect with PAR praxis, 
decolonial thought, and abolitionist praxis. Black feminist epistemology has afforded me a way to consider and 
use a wide array of “non-normative” methodologies. In working from this epistemological framework, in con-
trast to views that treat community members as research subjects, I am reminded about how both academic and 
community researchers provide unique contributions to knowledge creation (Collins). These unique contribu-
tions not only include perspectives but also emotions that arise through co-producing knowledge. Acknowl-
edging the emotions requires an understanding that emotion, ethics, and reason are all interconnected which 
simultaneously calls for personal accountability within the research process.
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In discussing lived experiences as criteria of meaning, Collins (2000) further expands on a distinction between 
knowledge and wisdom. She refers to knowledge as adequate for those who are usually in power, but insuf-
ficient for those who have been impacted by structures of oppression and violence. She states that wisdom is a 
way to think about knowledge that can only be gained through lived experience (Collins). In addition to lived 
experience as a criterion of meaning, I also constantly think about the ways in which dialogue provides essential 
knowledge validation through community and connectedness. Dialogues, as described by Collins, are a way that 
individuals can interact harmoniously and are a form of collective empowerment. This ethic emphasizes the rela-
tionality of research and research practices. As stated by McKittrick (2021), we need to be suspicious of “how we 
come to know, where we know from, and the ways in which many academic methodologies refuse black life and 
relational thinking” (p. 120). She adds, that:

part of our intellectual task then, is to work out how different kinds and types of texts, voice, and geographies 
relate to each other and open up unexpected and surprising ways to talk about liberation, knowledge, 
history, race, gender, narrative, and blackness (McKittrick, p.121).

Critical Theory and Critical Poverty Studies—Rachel Wells

As a white woman coming to this research after nonprofit experiences, I have drawn from critical ethnography 
and critical poverty studies in order to examine how power and inequality are maintained, question surface 
assumptions and ideas of neutrality in social welfare, and to develop research that contributes to social change 
(Madison, 2011). Critical poverty studies also include an awareness that one cannot separate our research from 
relationships of power that are often the subject of this research (Crane, 2015). Through experiences working at 
nonprofit organizations, I was concerned with how community members’ ideas were not given the same weight 
as nonprofit professionals. This led to interest in this topic and in critical theory, specifically critical ethnography. 
This type of ethnography strives to give community members more authority throughout the research process, 
while also recognizing how a researcher’s positionality shapes this research (Creswell, 2013). With this frame-
work, I was mindful of my role and how I worked with community members in collecting data and theorizing. I 
was entering spaces led by Black and Latinx community members and an organization that described their work 
as rooted in the Black Radical Tradition, and I feel that I gained trust with community members and formed 
friendships. I also identified as a member of LA CAN after my time as part of multiple committees but I still had 
an outsider’s perspective as a white woman who had not experienced houselessness or faced eviction. Informa-
tion was shared with me when I was actively involved with the organization, but as I spent more time writing, I 
was less involved with the organization. I write from this mixed LA CAN member/outsider position.

Within this role as an insider/outsider, I used Angen’s concept (2000) of ethical validation, which considers 
the ethical aspects of the research process, from the methods chosen to how findings will be used. As part of 
ethical validation, I examined political implications of publishing my findings and how findings could affect 
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relationships. LA CAN had an explicit political orientation, so I considered how my representations and descrip-
tions were aligned with this orientation. This research was not Participatory Action Research as we did not 
co-create research questions. However, I formed deep relationships and served as an active member, including 
assisting with community-led research. While I assisted with community-led research focused on action, as part 
of ethical validation, I reflected on how ethnographic research that was more theoretical could also lead to action. 
I have a deep appreciation for the time that staff and community members spent with me during this research, 
but interactions could be in unequal relationships. In some settings, I was also interacting with community 
members in a vulnerable moment. Through data analysis and writing, I am still interpreting their experiences. I 
aimed to be thoughtful in how I developed themes and findings with their experiences, but I must still reflect on 
questions of expertise and directions of knowledge production.

A Praxis of Relationality

Victoria’s roots in Black Feminist Epistemology and Rachel’s resonance with critical poverty studies provided a 
unique collective perspective and framework for this study. There were several parallels between both research-
ers’ value systems and foundational principles. Black Feminist epistemology and critical poverty studies both 
include a general understanding that researchers cannot separate themselves from the research. In acknowledg-
ing the embeddedness of researchers within the research process, we also understand the necessity of considering 
power dynamics. This acknowledgement of power and the role of the researchers is relevant to all aspects of the 
research process, including research design, utilization or creation of theory, collection of data, production of 
knowledge, and dissemination of findings. In addition, both Black Feminist Epistemology and the ethical valida-
tion process call attention to how we practice accountability. This call for accountability includes a reflection on 
shared value systems, which encourages the building of relationships between all researchers within the project.

The similarities between our shared value systems, and how we come to know what we know, is relevant to this 
study. We learn from one community-based organization, Los Angeles Community Action Network, that has 
challenged traditional power dynamics through their partnerships with academic researchers. Using data from 
a larger ethnographic study, we asked what were their key principles for partnerships and how did they view the 
ideas of power, expertise, and knowledge creation through these partnerships. Through these two research ques-
tions, we looked at how LA CAN’s shifting power dynamics helps to center community expertise and uplift 
CBOs as movement researchers.

Methodology
This case is from a larger ethnographic study on two CBOs that combine community organizing and service pro-
vision within the city of Los Angeles in order to examine this approach to working with community members 
and how community-based organizations (CBOs) can challenge dominant narratives of poverty. Ethnography 
was chosen as an ideal method for understanding the context or setting for this frontline work. The multiple 
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methods and ongoing interactions that are part of ethnography also help to develop a complex, detailed under-
standing (Creswell, 2013). This paper focuses on one of the CBOs, Los Angeles Community Action Network 
(LA CAN). LA CAN was selected for the larger study due to their combination of services and organizing 
and their critique of traditional service provision. Through data collection, LA CAN was identified as having a 
distinct approach to partnerships and language that emphasized community expertise, leading to the research 
questions for this paper. From its founding, LA CAN has described an important connection to the Black 
Radical Tradition. Robinson and Robinson (2017) discuss how traditions of Black radicalism emerged from 
the combination of African culture, beliefs, and enslavement and that from this conjuncture “were powerful 
impulses to escape enslavement” (p. 16) and a tradition of resistance shaped by this history. As discussed later in 
the findings, LA CAN saw their work as grounded in this tradition, which shaped partnerships and discourse. 
Thus, we identified LA CAN as illustrative of ways in which power dynamics can be challenged, along with the 
different forms of knowledge that result from this shift. In addition, documents from LA CAN described long-
term relationships with researchers from several Los Angeles academic institutions, so this was an opportunity to 
see how one CBO partnered with researchers from multiple universities. We focus not on a specific partnership, 
but instead on LA CAN’s broader approach to partnerships.

Los Angeles Community Action Network

Located in the Skid Row neighborhood in the city of Los Angeles, LA CAN is focused on community organiz-
ing and power building among low-income community members. At the time of data collection, LA CAN’s 
twitter bio referred to “Fighting for Human Rights from the epicenter of Human Rights violations, Skid Row 
U.S.A.” The Skid Row neighborhood is a social service hub where community members face threats of over-
policing and displacement. This neighborhood has a high concentration of unhoused residents1, both residents 
living in mega-shelters and unsheltered residents living in tents, as well as low-income tenants living in residential 
hotels or single-room occupancy (SRO) units. Due to downtown’s proximity to Skid Row, downtown business 
interests have formed partnerships with the police. As a result, residents in Skid Row have experienced a high 
police presence (e.g., Blasi, 2007).

LA CAN’s structure includes multiple committees where community members can get involved in organiz-
ing, including the housing committee, human and civil rights committee, food and wellness collaborative, and 
Downtown Women’s Action Coalition (DWAC). While LA CAN describes organizing as the core of their work, 
the LA CAN organizing model also includes community services and community building in support of their 
organizing, such as how their legal clinic was created to “remove the barriers to involvement that our members 
and constituents are facing on a daily basis.” This hybrid combination of services and community organizing is 
a way to respond to their political environment and conditions for community members (Gates, 2014; Hyde, 

1 As opposed to using the term homeless, LA CAN preferred the terms houseless or unhoused. As an LA CAN staff member de-
scribed, for some people, their tent was their home, but they did not have a house. Thus, we use the term unhoused or houseless in this 
paper.
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1992). In this model, services can enhance organizing and political strategies, such as the Black Panther free 
breakfast program that highlighted contradictions of the state (Heynen, 2009). LA CAN drew from this model, 
with both services and organizing as part of efforts for social change.

As an organization in the “epicenter of human rights violations,” LA CAN operates with the idea that com-
munity members who have faced structural racism and state violence should be the ones determining solutions. 
Through this approach, they follow principles that Sen (2003) described as new organizing. Unlike earlier orga-
nizing models that prioritized “winning issues” over the concerns of the most marginalized communities, this 
model centers the concerns of community members who have been marginalized. This approach includes politi-
cal education (Sen, 2003) and this political education happens through the long-term relationships and leader-
ship development that are central to organizing (Han, 2014) and the support and care for community members.

Methods of Data Collection

For this paper, we draw from participant observation and document review primarily collected between 2018 and 
2019 and then additional social media posts from March–June 2020. Data was collected and analyzed by the first 
author as part of the larger study. As partnerships with universities arose as a distinctive characteristic, the first 
author conducted additional analysis and then findings were refined through conversations between both authors.

Participant Observation. Participant observation for the larger study primarily focused on frontline events 
and activities that included interactions with community members—such as community events, public actions, 
and organizing meetings with community members—during a 15-month period. This included a routine pres-
ence at the weekly housing committee meetings, where low-income tenants met to plan tenant outreach and 
housing justice campaigns, and a semi-regular presence at bi-monthly resident organizing meetings. Participant 
observation included public actions and events for both community residents and the larger public. The rela-
tionship with LA CAN extended beyond events that were observed for research, so field notes were not collected 
for events when there was no consent.

Document Review. Documents for this study include organizational websites and social media posts. While 
a full social media review was not feasible, social media related to events helped to capture additional perspec-
tives on participant observation. Primary data collection was completed by January 2020, but we also include 
social media posts from March 15–June 1, 2020 to document their posts during the first few months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. LA CAN was active in supporting community members during the COVID-19 pan-
demic and calling out government failures and inequities. Through this work, LA CAN maintained their dis-
tinctive approach to partnerships. 

Analysis. As an ethnographic study, multiple methods of analysis—including memos, mapping, and iden-
tifying key events and examples that illustrated themes—happened concurrently (Fetterman, 2010). The first 
step of analysis included close reading of field notes and interview transcripts and ongoing memo writing to 
document patterns. Memo-writing included memos of emergent findings and initial patterns from ongoing 
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field work; memos that recorded impressions and key themes from interviews; and integrative memos that made 
connections between fieldnotes and interview excerpts and emerging findings (Emerson et al., 2011). Memos 
provided an opportunity to identify key events or examples that illustrated themes (Fetterman, 2010). As these 
themes emerged, the first author completed additional rounds of analysis to document additional instances in 
the data and compare across them. Through this process, LA CAN’s approach to partnerships and their dis-
course around partnerships arose as a distinct characteristic, so additional rounds of analysis documented key 
relationships with academic partners and compared LA CAN’s relationships with their academic partners to 
their discussion of the university as a whole. As part of ongoing analysis, we examined how LA CAN’s con-
nection to Black radical thought and their abolitionist framework shaped their overall work and partnerships. 
Findings were refined through ongoing discussions among the two authors. These ongoing discussions also 
included discussing our positionalities and epistemological frameworks, as well as our individual relationships 
to LA CAN.

As an academic study, this study was collected in accordance to IRB protocols; however, we acknowledge that 
IRB principles are not sufficient for ethical community-engaged research (e.g., Wood, 2017) and additional con-
versations and relationships are key to ethical research. Before beginning research, staff shared expectations for 
researchers based on prior experiences with doctoral students completing dissertations, and discussed the impor-
tance of volunteering first before any research conversations. The first author then served as an active volun-
teer for nine months before beginning research. During participant observation, the first author shared emerg-
ing findings and communicated potential papers with staff as part of transparency, and also looked for ways to 
support the organization as part of reciprocity. The first author discussed confidentiality with the Executive 
Director, Pete White, before beginning data collection. Due to the public role and how comments were often in 
a public setting, White gave permission to use his name when writing up findings along with permission to name 
the organization. The participation and responses are confidential for all other participants, so we do not refer to 
the names of other participants in this study.

Findings
We identified two core aspects of LA CAN’s approach to partnerships with universities—their discourse that 
centered community expertise and partnerships through long-term relationships. These two themes—centering 
community expertise and long-term mutual relationships—were shaped by LA CAN’s overarching commit-
ment to Black liberation and abolitionist praxis. Before describing these themes, we first present an event: LA 
CAN’s celebration for Fela Kuti’s birthday in October 2018, to introduce LA CAN’s approach to partnerships 
and knowledge. 

In 2018, LA CAN partnered with activists and artists to host Los Angeles’ celebration for Fela Kuti’s birthday. 
Fela Kuti was a musician and activist who launched a musical style, Afrobeat. The Facebook post advertising the 
event described Fela Kuti’s importance and the goals of this event:
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This will be a night of culture, creation and community, held together with sounds from the motherland, 
in honor and celebration of the father of Afro-beat and pioneer of Pan Africanism, Fela Anikulapo Kuti 
and serve as a reminder that our struggle has seen us create the most fierce and beautiful forms of resistance.

Before the panel of community activists and artists, the Executive Director of LA CAN, Pete White, introduced 
a professor who then discussed the connection between social movements and music. After the talk, White com-
mented that as this professor was speaking, one panelist was nodding. White described how community mem-
bers, or event panelists in this case, were validating or approving of what faculty were saying. He commented that 
“usually academia will tell us about community.” He contrasted these traditional methods to this event where 
“here community members were able to speak truth to what academia is saying.” 

Through this discussion, White contrasted their view from the usual approach of “academics telling us.” 
Instead, in this partnership, White centered community members’ contributions and he emphasized the role of 
community members providing the knowledge validation for what academics were staying. This reversed the 
direction of expertise and power so that the experiences of community members were able to provide the exper-
tise and be the source of approval for academic information. This event also highlighted organizing and partner-
ships rooted in struggles for liberation when the social media posting highlighted a “reminder that our struggle 
has seen us create the most fierce and beautiful forms of resistance.”

To understand how LA CAN developed partnerships where community members were “speaking truth” as 
opposed to the traditional approach of “academics telling us,” we discuss the two themes—discourse that centers 
community members’ expertise and long-term mutual relationships—with each theme drawing from events and 
social media postings, and then how their overarching liberatory praxis underlies their approach.

“The Real Data Set:” Discourse that Centering Community 
Expertise

LA CAN’s mission includes “serving as a vehicle to ensure we have voice, power & opinion in the decisions that 
are directly affecting us” and this mission influences their philosophy of knowledge creation. Similar to the event 
discussed above, LA CAN frequently emphasized how community members were experts and producers of 
knowledge who held authority over external decision-making. This message was shared with community mem-
bers through multiple meetings and events to emphasize their expertise. In 2019, community residents and active 
volunteers gathered for team leader training for an upcoming survey for a community-driven research project. 
LA CAN was working with university partners to collect surveys, but LA CAN members were leading the sur-
vey project. In his introduction to community members, White referred to this future survey data as “our stories, 
our truths.” He compared LA CAN’s community-driven survey to more traditional academic projects. White 
commented that based on the community members’ experiences and strengths, “we could get better data” (com-
pared to academics). He was not referring to the metrics used by academics, but similar to how Collins (2000) 
described wisdom from lived experience, survey questions were informed by the experiences that community 
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members lived with each day. He described how the community was often used as a petri dish by academia, but 
this survey was designed with community knowledge to “interrogate and fix.” White differentiated how com-
munity members would use this data, commenting that “In academia, they call them recommendations, but we 
call them action steps.” In addition to being experts, community members’ knowledge also included a vision of 
what should happen and was more likely to lead to actionable change.

LA CAN emphasized their core ideas about expertise and knowledge creation to multiple audiences, includ-
ing policymakers and academic researchers. Both the preparation meeting and then a 2019 town hall about that 
year’s Homeless Count with Skid Row community members and the head of the Los Angeles Homeless Service 
Authority (LAHSA) shows how they emphasized this message to multiple audiences. The 2019 Homeless 
Count documented an increase in Los Angeles City and County’s unhoused population. Shortly after the count 
was released, staff discussed the results of the homeless count at an organizing meeting with community mem-
bers. A staff member asked each participant to share their reaction to the Homeless Count results. After each 
person shared, the staff member commented that “our own eyes told us it didn’t sit well” as community members 
thought that numbers were even higher than the report mentioned. Drawing on community members’ personal 
experiences, staff asked community members what LA CAN should do as an organization and prepared them 
for a town hall where they could ask questions of government officials and offer their expertise, with the goal that 
this knowledge and expertise would lead to action. 

After this meeting to prepare, LA CAN subsequently held a town hall in June to discuss the results of this 
count that included a presentation by LAHSA, a panel featuring community members who were part of the 
Downtown Women’s Action Coalition (DWAC), poetry, and a video. Before introducing this panel of DWAC 
members, White referred to different types of data and how this panel of community members sharing their 
experiences included data that is rich, “data that jumps off the page, in this case, data that jumps off the stage” 
(referring to the stage that panelists were on). After this event, LA CAN used social media to highlight commu-
nity members’ testimony. LA CAN’s twitter post about this event showed a picture of DWAC members speak-
ing and commented, “DWAC Respondents panel, this presentation is flawless, it’s the real data set.” This “real 
dataset” that drew from community member experiences and their visions for change contrasted with the recent 
homeless count data. These posts highlighted the strength of community members as well as the importance of 
data from community knowledge. This language emphasized how this data showed a rich, full picture, highlight-
ing community knowledge as “the real data set.”

Long Term Mutual Relationships: Highlighting a Different 
Type of Partnership

LA CAN’s belief that community expertise should drive critical decisions was threaded through their long-term 
relationships with academic partners. LA CAN formed partnerships with researchers from multiple universi-
ties but each relationship was built upon shared values, including abolitionist praxis, their mission that com-
munity members should be the decision-makers, the recognition of community expertise as described above. 
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Relationships were not set up for one-time projects but for long-term projects. For example, as the first author 
met to talk about prospective dissertation research, staff shared expectations of first being an active volunteer 
and active participant. The intent was to establish a long-term relationship that could lay the groundwork for 
research. LA CAN identified partners in line with their core values and who were committed to these longer-
term goals. Partnerships included researchers from multiple universities, but larger audiences, including other 
members of that same university, did not always adopt these narratives. The following example shows how LA 
CAN formed a long-term relationship with researchers from the University of Southern California (USC), and 
then LA CAN challenged partnership descriptions from that same university that overlooked community mem-
bers’ contributions.

As concerns were increasing over the new COVID-19 pandemic in late February and early March 2020, 
LA CAN highlighted problems with access to hygiene and water for unhoused residents. Public health agen-
cies were emphasizing the importance of washing hands, but many unhoused residents did not have access to 
water. LA CAN had been partnering with researchers from the USC Annenberg School for Journalism and 
Communication to create portable phone charging stations for a collaboration called Skid Row Power. Due to 
increasing concerns about the COVID-19 pandemic, this collaboration shifted their efforts to developing hand-
washing stations. Because the city was not maintaining or refilling the existing stations, the Skid Row Power 
collaboration focused on hand washing stations that could be refilled or maintained by community residents. 

As a result of their efforts, USC’s Annenberg Media posted an article on how USC students were working 
with LA CAN. This article focused largely on the work of USC, leading LA CAN to respond on social media 
in order to reframe this portrayal. Using the Facebook feature to add an emotion and location, they started their 
post with “Feeling annoyed at Skid Row” and then stated:

We were pleased to see our Handwashing Stations Campaign covered by Annenberg Media. We really 
appreciate the spotlight it shines on the hard work of our USC allies.
We were also annoyed... so allow us to vent a little.
The framing of the article, as often happens, casts the academic side of our partnership as ‘saviors’, bringing 
their skills to bear on problems that plague less fortunate folks. In fact, our work is rooted from the start 
in deep collaboration between grassroots organizations and academics. The community partners’ expertise 
and ideas are just as critical to the project’s success as the academics’ expertise. Neither side could do it 
without the other.
So when COVID-19 hit the streets, we were ready to hit the ground running.

LA CAN then described this partnership as a long-term partnership.

This particular collaboration did not emerge out of the blue. LA CAN and USC researchers have been 
working together for many years, in settings ranging from research/action projects and classes to inter-
disciplinary collaboratives. Together, we engage in participatory action research, leveraging co-design 
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practices and wisdom from years of grassroots organizing... Any journalist out there interested in telling 
that story? We’d be happy to talk to you.

They called out this portrayal where academics were seen as “fixing things” (as discussed by Morton & Berg-
bauer, 2015) or were seen as ‘saviors’ and instead offered a different narrative.

Nine days later, LA CAN worked with their USC partners on an article that was more in line with their 
approach, highlighting the long-term mutual relationship where both sides brought expertise, titled “How can 
the houseless fight the coronavirus? A community organization partners with academics to create a grassroots 
hand-washing infrastructure.” LA CAN’s new Facebook post described this article:

You may remember that we weren’t exactly thrilled by the way an article portrayed our handwashing 
campaign partnership with a USC class. We vented a bit, but then just decided to write the story 
ourselves...It tells the story of our community/academic collaboration over the past few weeks, explaining 
that “to create lasting change, we believe grassroots organizations and academics must work together to 
understand obstacles, design and test practical solutions, and develop community practices around those 
solutions.”

In addition to calling out larger university practices, LA CAN responded by focusing on their strong partner-
ships with researchers. Here, relationships between academic partners and community groups did not focus on 
a single project or research aim, but that this was a long-term relationship. Even if media outlets described it dif-
ferently, LA CAN identified partners with similar views on expertise and sharing power. This project focused on 
providing hand-washing stations, but partnerships were not bound to a single project. As LA CAN described 
“leveraging the wisdom from years of grassroots organizing,” this social media post also discussed how this wis-
dom resulted in new knowledge and solutions. In their partnerships with academics, LA CAN centered com-
munity members’ ideas and uplifted their key role in creating actionable change.

LA CAN partnered with researchers at the University of Southern California (USC) for specif ic proj-
ects, but LA CAN also had an analysis of the larger University’s role in their neighborhood. USC was 
located in Historic South Central, a historically Black neighborhood and now primarily Latinx and Black 
neighborhood where housing costs were increasing. USC’s student body did not reflect the neighborhood 
demographics and increasing development associated with USC further increased concerns about gentrif i-
cation. At the town hall about the 2019 Homeless Count discussed previously, USC and their role in the 
larger survey for the Homeless Count came up during discussions. When the acronym USC was mentioned, 
White referred to data “from the University of South Central, as we used to call it.” As White referred to 
USC as University of South Central instead of its name of University of Southern California, he emphasized 
their location within a Black and Latinx community. The audience was not necessarily university admin-
istration for this town hall, but rather he offered this critique and reminder to community members and 
government staff.
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Partnerships Rooted in an Abolitionist Framework and the 
Black Radical Tradition

LA CAN recognized their foundational and ongoing work as rooted in the Black Radical Tradition. In contrast 
to solely a utopian vision, Black radicalism includes striving for freedom alongside an understanding of the 
importance of struggles for liberation (Robinson & Robinson, 2017). This description can be seen in the earlier 
discussion of the Fela Kuti celebration where LA CAN’s Facebook post commented that “our struggle has seen 
us create the most fierce and beautiful forms of resistance.” In a neighborhood where residents have dealt with 
the effects of structural racism, this connection was a critical part of their mission. As White described in an 
article with the Los Angeles Sentinel, “If Black folks aren’t picked up, lifted up, no one else will be.” (Quoted in 
Muhammed, 2017). In this article, White also described how this framework shaped their relationships.

We’ve been unapologetically Black from the get go, and because we sort of focus on the work on the ethos 
of the Black radical tradition, even when we have non-Black people, allies, accomplices and other members, 
they also understand that we’re moving and moved by the Black experience (Quoted in Muhammed).

White referred to how allies and accomplices understood “that we’re moving and moved by the Black experi-
ence,” and this included their relationships with academic partners. While a larger discussion of how this orienta-
tion shaped their day-to-day work and organizing strategies is outside the scope of this paper, we discuss how this 
commitment shaped their partnerships and emphasis on community knowledge.

The Black Radical Tradition and abolitionist praxis shaped LA CAN’s values of community expertise and col-
laborative knowledge creation. LA CAN’s abolitionist orientation was reiterated when a staff member described 
their stance towards policing methods at a March 2019 press conference: “We don’t want to reform, we want to 
abolish, we are not looking for kinder, gentler racism.” LA CAN approached research projects with an intent for 
action and to change the conditions of communities that were abandoned and harmed by the state. They recog-
nized institutional racism that led to these conditions and did not want a “kinder, gentler racism” when address-
ing these issues. This value system was carried through in language that they used to demonstrate community 
expertise. In a 2019 event on housing justice that brought together academic researchers and community activists, 
White welcomed participants to this space. He described the history of LA CAN and the community members 
who came together to organize. In a community affected by structural racism and “organized abandonment” 
(Gilmore, as referenced by LA CAN staff), he described how community members were leading efforts: “We were 
canaries in the coal mine, but canaries with teeth.” Here, White recognized how community members bore the 
brunt of government decisions, but they were also drawing from community knowledge and fighting back. 

This orientation also shaped their view on power and on knowledge. In the quote on the front of LA CAN’s 
t-shirt described at the beginning of this paper, LA CAN referenced Huey P. Newton, a Black revolutionary 
who helped found the Black Panther Party. In this quote, they expressed ideas on power as both “the ability to 
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define phenomenon” and the “ability to make the phenomenon act in a desired manner.” Power was connected 
to defining the situation, and LA CAN’s commitment to community-centered expertise helped to define phe-
nomena. In addition to emphasizing community knowledge, LA CAN recognized that being able to act on this 
knowledge was critical. While they had a critique of the larger university and their use of knowledge as “recom-
mendations,” they formed partnerships with academics that recognized both aspects of this definition of power.

LA CAN formed partnerships with academics who shared this orientation, but then with their emphasis on 
long-term relationships, they continued to deepen relationships around this commitment. At the annual mem-
ber retreat in December 2019, staff presented a document with principles for engagement. Guiding principles 
included “Power is within our communities,” “Our struggles are interconnected,” and “Commitment to Black 
liberation.” After presenting these principles, staff asked for feedback, and one person reflected that “to abide 
by this, we need to know each other better.” Relationships were critical for following these principles and for 
questioning systemic racism. While this meeting primarily included community members, they carried this same 
perspective into their relationships with academics. These values created a foundation for collaborations with 
academic partners, allowing for relationships to form upon a common goal. Additionally, this commitment 
ensured that future relationships and research prioritized the knowledge of individuals who were most affected 
by the multiple forms of oppression. This prioritizing of community expertise and setting terms around partner-
ships diminished power hierarchies that are often within research partnerships.

Discussion
This paper highlights LA CAN’s approach to knowledge production and power within partnerships, and can 
offer lessons for academic researchers. As McKittrick (2019) states, part of the work in seeking liberation and 
“reimagining our world” is thinking with and across “knowledge systems” with the intention of “recalibrat-
ing who and what we are and what they think we are” (p. 243). LA CAN’s orientation to research ethics and 
partnerships was inextricably tied to intentional collective action and goals of creating change for and with com-
munity. LA CAN’s research was often a direct response to the social and political context that individuals live 
in. Drawing from the idea of community wisdom from lived experience and knowledge validation through 
community as described by Collins (2000), research at LA CAN was a product of multiple voices and collective 
imaginations. As a result, they described how they “could get better data.” Transforming the larger university was 
not their focus or priority, but rather this paper discusses how LA CAN focused on partnerships that challenged 
traditional academic-community relationships. The findings from LA CAN’s approach to partnerships offer 
lessons for community-engaged research.

The Real Data Set: Centering Community Expertise 

As opposed to universities as the expert or provider of knowledge, we identified how LA CAN reframed part-
nerships where community members are “speaking truth.” This contrasts with assumptions such as in IRB 
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processes where academics are the experts and community members are seen as subjects. Even within some com-
munity partnerships aimed to be reciprocal, academics struggled with letting go of the idea that they were there 
to “fix things” (Morton & Bergbauer, 2015; also described in Bortolin, 2011). Instead, the phrase “the real data-
set” as used by LA CAN emphasizes the central role of communities as changemakers, creators, and experts. 
This challenges academics to relinquish attachments to claiming “expertise” and their role as ‘saviors’ that are 
antithetical to relational research practices. Moreover, it raises questions about research ownership. Driven by 
countering racism and years of violence, LA CAN reiterated the importance of communities leading research. 
This expertise and lived experience led not only to “the real data set,” but this community expertise also led to 
“action steps” or data that would result in change. 

Mutual Long-term Relationships for Collective Action

In addition to the language that LA CAN uses, we also found that partnerships included long-term relation-
ships and action. Nelson et al. (2015) discuss how these relationships included a two-way exchange and ongoing 
communication and examining power within relationships (also in Reardon, 2006). This is similar to discus-
sions of relationships within service-learning literature that emphasize a deeper commitment or openness to 
unanticipated developments (Enos & Morton, 2003) or the emphasis on slow strategic relationships that Avila 
(2023) describes as part of community organizing. We also identified the importance of this two-way exchange 
and how that was key to building trust. In addition, this paper shows the importance of shared values to estab-
lishing these reciprocal relationships between academic and community researchers. In their social media posts, 
LA CAN described how researchers and grassroots organizations worked together for many years “in deep col-
laboration.” Lanz et al. (2021), who also describe a LA CAN research partnership, argue that the process and 
interactions were just as important as the end product. These relationships and mutual learning were themselves 
an outcome. 

This process of mutual learning and establishing trust is not something that can be bound within biomedi-
cal models of research, and does not often fit into standardized timelines or justifications. These challenges 
are also discussed in literature on slow scholarship based on a feminist ethics of care. Wahab, Mehotra, and 
Myers (2021) describe how slow scholarship centers relationships and considers this time required to cul-
tivate relationships as part of knowledge production (also in Mountz et al., 2015). Here, slow is not just 
about time and building relationships, but also about examining power and inequality (Mountz et al.). As 
a result, the collaborative form of knowledge production that happens through slow scholarship is then a 
counter narrative to dominant forms of knowledge production (Wahab, Mehotra, & Myers). In this paper, 
LA CAN’s relationships with researchers were personal, committed to care and action, and extended beyond 
a single project, and they used their relationships and actions as a counter narrative. While some projects 
had IRB approval, as researchers are working within an academic context, they first formed relationships 
outside of IRB and worked together on additional projects, such as supporting events and joint organizing 
and activism. 
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Key Values and Principles as Foundations of Relationships

From this study, we identified that relationships between researchers across various organizations and institu-
tions were based upon trust, care, reflection, and a shared-value system. Due to these relationships often being 
formed in the context of various social injustices and violences, they require empathy and understanding as well 
as shared commitment to a collective purpose (Ritterbusch, 2019). We also identified a shared understanding, 
such as the description of how allies, including academic partners, understood that they “were moving and 
moved by the Black experience.” We found that LA CAN’s commitment to abolitionist praxis and Black libera-
tion created standards and expectations for partnerships, and they chose to partner with academic researchers 
who were aligned ethically and ideologically. Vakil et al. (2016) describe this as a politicized trust between aca-
demic and community partners that is an ongoing process, which includes examining racialized tensions and 
power hierarchies present within partnerships. As LA CAN described principles for engagement, including that 
“to abide by this, we must get to know each other better,” LA CAN also included this politicized trust and ongo-
ing work in their long-term relationships. 

When the larger universities did not share this commitment, LA CAN identified researchers with these values 
and offered a counter narrative through their work and discourse. As London et al. (2022) discuss, community 
organizations recognized that their knowledge is often not seen as legitimate and that many institutional prac-
tices and logics reinforce this epistemic injustice. London et al. argue that much needs to be done to challenge 
these practices and logics. Through their discourse that was shared with community members as well with larger 
audiences, LA CAN called out the injustices that were identified by London et al. LA CAN has advanced these 
ideas at the community level and through the relationships described in this paper; researchers who are also com-
mitted to these goals can carry out these tasks within the university. 

Limitations and Conclusion

This study has some limitations that can affect transferability of findings. LA CAN is a unique organization 
with powerful examples of discourse and a dynamic Executive Director. While Pete White was the only person 
referred to by name due to IRB requirements, many quotes come from his discourse during public events. The 
uniqueness of LA CAN could affect how findings transfer to other partnerships. However, LA CAN provides 
a model for what long-term relationships can look like when they are rooted in a shared understanding and 
when an organization has strong examples of discourse, whether through an event or social media. Literature 
on service-learning and civic-engagement highlight the importance of a central office or university support for 
thoughtful community-engaged research (e.g., Enos & Morton, 2003; Strand et al., 2003). Because we examine 
this from the community partner’s side and look at their relationship with individual researchers, we cannot 
speak to the role of institutional support for the academics who partnered with LA CAN. Instead of examining 
partnerships from the university’s perspective, this provides a different view by examining multiple partnerships 
through the lens of a community organization. While this study draws from events from a specific period of data 
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collection, relationships extended beyond data collection. For example, speakers from LA CAN have been guest 
speakers at courses, and authors were involved in smaller ways after data collection finished. We hope that rela-
tionships continue after research, so we cannot separate data collection from these relationships. We do not see 
these relationships as limitations as they are an important part of accountability, but we acknowledge that they 
shape data collection and analysis.

Despite limitations, the examples provided in this paper, guided by our collective epistemological frameworks, 
offer lessons for community-engaged research. While this specific study and the larger ethnography is not PAR, 
we write and analyze data with their core principles and ethics in mind and share findings as part of ongoing con-
versations. The example of LA CAN helps to compare their community-driven research to research projects that 
center academic expertise and adhere to more positivist standards. Following the ethics drawn out by LA CAN as 
well as Black Feminist epistemology and PAR research praxis, we highlight the importance of engaging in discus-
sion and taking personal accountability throughout the entire research process. Further, we consider how aca-
demic researchers can follow community-driven research projects and assist in a reciprocal way. LA CAN exem-
plified the importance of centering community voices through long-term reciprocal research relationships that 
had shared value systems and action-oriented purposes. In addition to emphasizing community expertise, LA 
CAN challenged portrayals that identified academics as the primary experts. Furthermore, they highlighted the 
importance of being grounded in a Black Radical liberatory and abolitionist praxis that underlies their research 
endeavors and partnerships. Community-engaged research that happens through relationships aligned on core 
principles can result in a different type of knowledge production, where community members can “speak truth” 
to research and help to define the phenomenon and determine how research should be used for change. While 
the idea of “learning from the community” or “asking the community” can feel like a hollow phrase at times, LA 
CAN offers a different way of approaching community knowledge and key principles for partnerships.
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