Recommendations
for Community Driven
Drug Policy Research

We are
the Drug

NDRLE

NETWORK OF

Policy
Alliance.

DRUG USE RESEARCHERS WITH
LIVED EXPERIENCE

In Spring 2022, Drug Policy Alliance, Urban Survivors Union,
and the Network of Drug Researchers with Lived Experience
co-hosted a four-part virtual series “Beyond participatory-
based research: Innovations in community driven drug
policy research.” The sessions were designed to encourage
drug researchers to think critically about their relationships
with people who use drugs and people impacted by the
drug war. They were intended to provide drug researchers
with tools to conduct community driven research (CDR)

and authentically co-lead research with impacted people
through every phase of the research process. CDR not only
makes research better by strengthening research questions,
methods, analyses, and dissemination; it can also serve as
an organizing tool, helping to galvanize people to change
policies and practices.

CDR'’s success necessitates creating a space where

people do not feel bound to the traditional binary of the
“researcher” and “researched” (Simon et al. 2021). The
following recommendations aim to support you in creating
an environment where all people are empowered; feel
belonging in the research process; and can explore and
own their positionalities, identities, and lived experiences:

Understand that community driven research
requires time and care.

» Researchers in all fields should consider community driven
research, recognizing that this approach may take more time
and energy than other approaches. However, researchers
should strive to make their work as authentically community
engaged as possible. Community driven research is a
spectrum, and work can be more or less community driven.

» Be upfront and transparent and don’t make promises or
commitments to community that you can’t keep.

o Community researchers — directly impacted organizers,
activists, and people with living experience - should
be involved in the entire research process from
conceptualization to research to analysis to dissemination.

Build relationships with community organizers
and organizations prior to engaging in research.

e Trust and relationships are the foundation of CDR and
building them cannot be rushed.

e Maintain community relationships to stay current with
what is going on in peoples’ lives and to understand
immediate and long-term needs.

e Show up repeatedly for and on time with community
members, in both research and non-research related
settings, and stand up for them when they’re under attack.

» Challenge unethical research in conferences and
in writing. CDR is not just about working with your
community; it requires advocating for community even
when they’re not around.

Compensate community researchers for their
time and expertise.

« Work with your institution’s accountants to compensate
your research participants in the way they want to be
compensated (e.g. check, wiring, PayPal).

e Ensure that all members of the research team are offered
the opportunity to receive credit for their contributions.

Focus on research that benefits the community.

» Ensure that research addresses community needs, brings
community members together, advances their political
and material goals, or builds connections so that it
ultimately contributes to community organizing.

e Pursue community-initiated research questions.

« Complicate your traditional role as a researcher by
fully engaging with community members as equals
with complementary forms of expertise throughout the
research project.

Challenge the notion that the best research
is distanced and “objective” and be open to
different research methodologies.

« Facilitate an environment where academics and
community members are equal and acknowledge the
different types of knowledge and expertise they bring.
Value experiential data as evidence.

« Consider using oral histories or autoethnographies, which
can allow people to tell their stories authentically and


https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34294521/

own them, rather than have their experiences used as
anonymized data.

e Use innovative and inclusive interview methods, such as
extended guided conversation.

« Consider using community surveys —including
community-administered surveys with substantial
community input into phrasing, questions, length, and
delivery — as they can be a powerful tool for garnering
deep insight and influencing policy.

Make your research procedures accessible for all
people to participate.
» Give people adequate time to review documents.

« Be mindful of ableist defaults (e.g. font size, viewing doc-
uments on phones, eyesight and literacy considerations).

» Teach norms and hidden curricula (such as meeting times,

turnaround times, concrete information on timelines
and expectations, methods of collaboration) about each
other’s work.

* When necessary, translate academic language for those
involved in your research. Specialized, academic jargon

may create barriers between you and community members.

» Work in alternatives, like Google Docs, to include people
with different levels of access to technology and the
internet, who may not have their own computers.

e Use various methods to review documents to engage
people with different skill sets and collaborative styles.
Some people may be more comfortable listening and
speaking, while others may be more comfortable reading
and writing.

» Take care to have flexible meeting times.

* Provide community researchers with the skills to
contribute to the research process.

« Do not assume that everyone can be open about their
identities and experiences and consult with community
members to ensure that they are properly anonymized,
while still receiving appropriate credit for their work.
However, also be sure to check in with all team members
and do not simply assume they want their contributions to
be anonymous.

Work with community organizations to leverage
research as credibility and power. Structure your
research findings so that they have the greatest
possible impact for community collaborators.

» Pre-register your study on a public scientific service (like
OSF.io) so everyone is clear before data collection starts
on what is being asked and how it will be analyzed.

« Consider releasing data and research results prior to
peer-reviewed publication so that they can have more
immediate impact.

» Consider the various audiences. Create different versions
of the same material using different language and
formatting for different audiences. Mediums can include,
but aren’t limited to:

« Peer-reviewed articles, which can prove expertise and
attract allies by being published in citable academic
journals. Prioritize making the articles open access.

« White papers and pre-prints, which can help
disseminate research findings more quickly than
peer-reviewed articles.

« Infographics
« One pagers, handouts, mini-comics
e Videos

 Webinars

e Podcasts

» Consider disseminating research findings at events and
town hall gatherings.

These recommendations arose from panelist discussions
throughout the four-part series. Panelists included:

« ShaquitaBorden, Front Porch Research Strategy/Women with a Vision

« Sarah Brothers, Pennsylvania State University

« Abby Coulter, North Carolina Survivors Union and Urban Survivors Union

« Nabarun Dasgupta, University of North Carolina

« ShawnaFerris, University of Manitoba

« Mary Figgatt, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

« Morgan Godvin, Health in Justice Action Lab

« Brittany Graham, Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users

« Helena Hansen, University of California, Los Angeles

« NaomilLauren, Whose Corner is it Anyway

« Amy Lebovitch, Sex Professionals of Canada and Sex Workers of
Winnipeg Action Coalition

* LauraMcTighe, Florida State University and Front Porch Research
Strategy/Women with a Vision

« Garth Mullins, Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users and
Crackdown Podcast

« Danielle Ompad, New York University School of Global Public Health
and Center for Drug Use and HIV|HCV Research

« Caty Simon, Whose Corner Is It Anyway and Urban Survivors Union

« Louise Vincent, North Carolina Survivors Union and
Urban Survivors Union

« Nick Voyles, Indiana Recovery Alliance and Urban Survivors Union

« Ingrid Walker, Network of Drug Researchers with Lived Experience

« Ariel Wolf, Hacking//Hustling
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Community driven research study examples
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