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In September of 2005, a community group approached university faculty to assist them in assessing the housing need in Nashville, Tennessee, as well as to document the development and outcomes of Housing Trust Funds in cities across the United States. Through responding to the initial requests of a community group, an action research project has ensued for over one year. This paper examines how action researchers have responded and influenced the endeavors of this community group to establish a Housing Trust Fund in Nashville. Utilizing an action research approach is wrought with ethical considerations stemming from the power positioned in the dual roles of “activist” and “researcher.” This dual role has led to bifurcated goals: (1) providing data, analysis, and support to the community group in their efforts for social justice in housing (action focused goal); (2) provide, for the academic and activist literature, a comprehensive case study of contemporary advocacy work (research focused goal). 

Quantitative and qualitative methods have been called upon to advance the aims of activists and researchers.  The use of U.S. Census Bureau data has been employed to demonstrate both the severity and pervasiveness of housing affordability difficulties, both in quantitative and geographic terms.  These findings have both informed the community group’s activities as well as been used to lobby local and state political leaders. Qualitative data has been gathered from three different sources (interviews, meetings, and organizational documentation) to better inform both the community group’s practice and the researcher’s understanding of advocacy activities. The key informant interviews addressed three themes: reasons for involvement (or non-involvement) in housing advocacy, the participants understanding of housing issues in Nashville, and  their views on effective political strategies to improve housing policy. The community group’s meetings were transcribed and notes taken to analyze who attends meetings, what is on the agenda, how decisions are made, and what activities are undertaken by the group.  Thirdly, both in-group and out-group documents were cataloged and used to inform both the context of housing advocacy (e.g. government budget for housing) as well as the community group’s output (e.g. pamphlets and flyers created to further their cause).  

In this collaborative process several methodological challenges have risen to the fore. The University Ethics Committee’s research protocols lack of appropriate protocols for action research and emergent design methodologies limits both the scale and scope of the work.  The heavy involvement of university members in the community group may call into question some of their empirical findings.  Some forms of member checking may be inappropriate, impossible, or in conflict with the goals of the community group. And most persistently, balancing action oriented dispositions within a “publish or perish” institutional environ.  Although the road has been, at times, a rocky one, both researchers and community group have gained considerably out of the collaboration.  This paper and presentation documents the development of both the successes and difficulties of the partnership, with a view to expanding our understanding of theory and practice in action research and the use of mixed methodologies in working with local community groups.
