
PAR with Tenant Unions
The learning we applied
HNS has developed a PAR process for resident-led research and surveying, 
published in the PAR Field Guide. We created and tested this process over eight 
years of surveying with HNS. Here, we did it in a new context with public housing 
tenant unions: groups of tenants who live in public housing buildings and come 
together to advocate for conditions in their buildings.

The change we thought it could make
We thought that by using data to lift up and legitimize tenant experiences, it would 
help them advocate to their housing authorities and elected officials. This process 
shifts power to tenants, so they decide what they need to learn, how to learn it, and 
then use that learning to actively change the conditions that shape their daily lives. 

The action we took
HNS resident researchers and staff worked 
with public housing tenant unions to design, 
conduct, and analyze surveys. They surveyed 
buildings in Fall River and Brockton. They 
brought the results of the surveys to the 
housing authority to ask them to make changes 
to address resident concerns, and we were 
successful at getting many of the changes we 
asked for.

Why it matters
Participatory Action Research (PAR) is a transformative approach that can lead to 
better conditions through the process and outcomes of work. We were looking for 
ways to embed PAR into everyday process and systems in communities to allow 
residents to shape neighborhood conditions. Because tenants unions are found in 
many housing developments, this pilot was a test of whether tenant unions could be 
a good fit for spreading PAR across the state to more communities.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hX2i8o-mVX0OtqMYLGgj4OatauyWh23Q/view?usp=sharing


What we learned about the pilot
We saw that combining PAR with tenants unions was a powerful combination. We 
learned that tenant unions are a strong place to spark PAR because tenant unions 
have existing strong relationships and know what works best in their community, 
which is essential for PAR. PAR also strengthened the advocacy that tenant unions 
were already doing because PAR was able to bring in data to validate and 
legitimize their experiences. 

We learned that PAR in public housing contexts was most successful when there is 
already strong tenant leadership, trust, and relationships. Tenant unions with 
strong internal networks and credible, well‑connected leaders were able to spark 
participation quickly because residents already trusted the messengers and 
understood the shared goal. It was important that tenant researchers reflected the 
building’s language and cultural make-up so that the surveys were appropriate and 
the tenant team was trusted by the other residents.

We also learned that tenant unions enable PAR to spread because of the strong 
networks of support between tenant unions. For example, within the Massachusetts 
Union of Public Housing Tenants, the pilot was able to spread to other buildings as 
tenant leaders learned from each other and spread PAR through networks of 
existing relationships. In summary, tenant unions can be a strong way for residents 
to lead their own research, spark change in their buildings, and spread that work to 
improve public housing across the state.

What we learned

What we learned about systems change
Our understanding of systems change starts from strong roots, where organized 
people are the foundation of community power. The organized connections in the 
tenant unions were the roots that helped the project grow and be successful. In 
turn, a PAR approach also helped strengthen those roots in a mutually beneficial 
way.

What you can do
Do you want to do PAR surveys with your building or tenant union? You can find the 
materials we used here: 
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Y3NO3jnRmggoF9iKx3pWLzVbHiiK8Odx
?usp=sharing 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Y3NO3jnRmggoF9iKx3pWLzVbHiiK8Odx?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Y3NO3jnRmggoF9iKx3pWLzVbHiiK8Odx?usp=sharing

