
Municipal PAR
The learning we applied
The HNS field guide, published in July 2020, was developed to share what
was learned through implementation of participatory action research (PAR)  across 
the nine participating sites. The guide provides background of the process to 
introduce and apply PAR with HNS participants and the various activities resident 
researchers engaged in to collect data, make meaning, and take action. The 
Municipal PAR pilot sought to take a lead from the field guide and explore how the 
process and activities could be integrated into city and town engagements.

The action we took
We engaged a number of older residents across three municipalities, along with 
municipal staff, to explore and understand how climate change-driven extreme 
heat is affecting older adults’ lives. The older adults as community liaisons 
co-designed data collection methods, networked with their peers to share and 
gather information, and then co-developed actions to act on learnings. 

Why it matters
We believe that every resident can be a civic actor who not only shares their lived 
experiences in the context of community change but who also is an active 
participant in driving policy, systems, and environmental changes that can improve 
a community’s overall well-being, resilience, and social capital.

The change we thought it could 
make
We thought the Municipal PAR pilot would 
provide municipal staff and residents an 
opportunity to experience a different form of 
civic and community engagement. We also 
thought it would catalyze learning and action to 
occur faster than in traditional processes. 



What we learned about the pilot
What engages people in municipal processes:
● Being invited by a trusted friend or organization 
● Hosting in a location they are familiar with or is easy to get to 
● Having culturally appropriate food and/or interpretation available

What keeps them participating in healing circles:
● Spaces are set up for sharing learning
● Opportunities are provided to co-design processes and materials
● Enable people to meet others and build community
● Time and space to connect with their municipal staff
● Residents see immediate actions being taken in response to their work

What helps integrate PAR methods into municipal processes:
● Support from PAR practitioners who work in government
● Sharing examples of how PAR was successfully used in other public processes
● Time that allows staff and residents to connect at a personal level
● Identifying action as part of the overall project, not something that follows

Outcomes:
● Participants felt that they could be part of additional civic process and that their 

cities and towns were doing work to support them 
● Participants wanted to continue engagement and expand the work to include more 

older adults in the municipalities 
● Senior centers are not integrating more seasonal and emergency preparedness 

related to extreme heat in their ongoing work 

What we learned

What we learned about systems change
Municipal PAR practices can strengthen connections between municipal efforts and 
resident experiences, rebuilding relationships critical to civic trust and community 
resilience. Additionally, the practices can scale, serving as methods that can be applied 
with local, regional, and state level efforts. Lastly, while Municipal PAR practices hold 
much promise, sustaining them required continued investment and support so that 
engagement does not default back to traditional engagement processes.

What you can do
● Learn from and apply methods from the HNS PAR Field Guide.
● Explore popular education approaches to working community 
● Sign up to receive updates from HIP on collaboration between government and 

community organizations
● Connect with the Public Health team at MAPC and the HNS Network 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hX2i8o-mVX0OtqMYLGgj4OatauyWh23Q/view



