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INTRODUCTION

Effective Use of Data Enhances Community-Driven Change
Community leaders and advocates who work in
community-based organizations face a steep
challenge. The job of these advocates is to get
the attention of decision makers and help them
understand the unique challenges and assets
of their neighborhood, community, or issue.
Additionally they must persuade decision makers
that the needs of their community merit funding
or resources to meet those needs.
Community advocates use many strategies
to meet this challenge, including engagement
through public education, mobilization through
organizing, strategic communications, and
research. In recent years, advances in both
communications and research have allowed
advocates to more effectively tell their communities’ stories, paint a compelling picture of
residents’ needs, and more effectively hold
decision makers accountable.

Good Data = Good Decision-Making: CommunityDriven Change provides an overview of how
community-based leaders and advocates are
using geographic data and communications
tools to be more effective at advocating for
and securing change. For this overview, we use
examples from Advancement Project’s Healthy
City program to highlight the role of geography
and share ways that the leaders of community-
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based organizations (CBOs) have used
mapping technology, research, and data to
transform their communities.
Healthy City has been a pioneer in finding
new ways to use geographic data, visualizations, and community-based research to
reveal social inequities and support CBO
efforts to advocate for change in their
communities. Healthy City staff have
developed a base of knowledge about how
geographic data and technology are utilized
to engage and mobilize community members
as well as to advance policy issues. To share
that knowledge base, Healthy City has
crafted training programs to transmit data
skills to advocates.
Geographic data is a powerful engagement
and mobilization tool when it is used to map
and visualize community concerns. It gains
more power when the residents affected by
the issue are involved in determining the
research question(s), conducting data
acquisition, and analyzing data results –
this is a burgeoning practice called
Community-Based Participatory Action
Research (CBPAR). Several case studies in
this report show the important role that
CBPAR practices can play in making change.

When geographic data and CBPAR methods are also linked to sophisticated communications
technology (such as social media, wikimaps, and micro-websites), high-need communities
have the ability to tell their story in compelling, persuasive ways that help decision-makers
understand the issues and the communities’ impacted by them.
This report provides information about the use of geographic data and technology tools,
and illustrates its impact through real-world case studies of CBOs that have partnered
with Healthy City to engage and mobilize residents, and impact policy. Best practices and
lessons learned are provided in the Conclusion to inspire CBO leaders and advocates with
ideas for how to use these methods in their work. Those who partner with CBOs – funders,
policymakers, and elected officials – will learn how best to support these methods of
community-driven change.

The Healthy City Program tackles health inequity through action-oriented, inclusive, and
transformative ways by building grassroots power, transforming public policy and systems,
and igniting social transformation. Health equity is an achievable basic human right that
all individuals must have equal opportunity to attain health and wellbeing. People’s ability
to make healthy choices should not be determined by their race, socio-economic status,
or neighborhood. Rooted in our achievements since Healthy City’s founding, current work
focuses on Access to Health Care and Advancing Community Investments.
Since beginning in 2003, Healthy City has pioneered the use of data, community-based
research methods, and mapping to provide advocates with tools and strategies to effectively
make the case for change. We mobilize an interdisciplinary team to achieve our vision for all
individuals to have the opportunity to attain their highest level of health and wellbeing.

The Role of Geographic Data and Technology
in Driving Community Change
There are several key types of questions that geographic data and analysis are well suited to answer.
Most obvious is “Where?” – where do the highest number of preschool-aged children live; where
are there the least preschool seats available; and where is the highest concentration of those living
below the poverty line?
Geographic data is also very valuable in asking, “In comparison to…?”. For example, in comparing the significant differences in neighborhood safety that impact high school students in Pacific
Palisades or Boyle Heights. Producing maps or data tables that starkly show these disparities can
be more effective than 10 pages of narrative text.
Geographic display of neighborhood assets and deficits is also an impactful way to visually
answer, “What conditions do residents face?”. Data displayed on maps is one of the best ways
to understand the extent and depth of need experienced by people living in a specific geography,
as well as the assets that already exist to support those residents.
A map can often easily picture the answer to: “What has been the [disproportionate] impact of
public policy decisions?”. For example, by showing the concentration of truancy tickets issued
to youth in communities of color as compared to schools in more affluent areas highlights a clear
pattern of disproportionate impact in specific communities.
Geographic data also helps residents – and those partnering with them – to answer the question,
“What are the community’s boundaries?”, in a way that honors the boundaries as defined by
those who live or work in the neighborhood.
Combining these uses of geographic data with the visual representation capabilities of today’s
digital communications technology has been a huge advance for the practice of community-driven
change. Data about the availability of child care seats in Los Angeles County is useful, but when
the data is displayed on a map that allows the user to look in detail at specific geographies or
to compare two different locations, it becomes an immensely powerful tool to change public
understanding and impact policy decisions.
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Enhancing Methods of Effective Advocacy
Thinking about the uses of geographic data and communications technologies in terms of
three key methods of effective advocacy makes the extent of that power clear:
• Engagement of community members involves them in surfacing concerns, helps them
understand the extent of a problem or issue, and prepares them to take action. Engagement
can be as simple as attending a community meeting to share experiences or as complex as
learning how to inventory neighborhood assets.
• Mobilization brings community members together to work in concert to achieve a goal.
Mobilization includes marches, public testimony at government bodies, press conferences, or
letter/email writing campaigns.
• Influencing Policy is often the culmination of engagement and mobilization, and can include
developing messages, packaging data or research into easily understandable materials, holding
meetings with elected officials, or speaking with the media. Very important is the development
of a frame, which allows stakeholders to shape how the issue is discussed or understood –
literally framing the issue from the community’s unique perspective. When most successful,
a frame allows advocates to take the offensive in a policy campaign by controlling the way in
which the issue is debated.

Engagement: Using Data to Involve Community Members

How can advocates use data to engage community residents around issues?
Data is more than just statistics that can be shared and repeated; it can be a valuable tool in
engaging stakeholders to understand and discuss issues in their communities. Geographic data
can serve as a catalyst for deeper, more authentic conversations that ultimately result in robust
solutions.
Healthy City partners with a diverse set of CBOs to engage their members using a variety of
methods. Two of the most frequently used methods are Community-Engaged Mapping (CEM)
and Community-Based Participatory Action Research (CBPAR).
Community Engaged Mapping is a group mapping exercise designed to answer specific
research questions and gather neighborhood-level primary data from community members
(who live, work or attend school in the area) for the purpose of developing place-based
planning, policy, and interventions. Most often, Healthy City staff bring printed maps of the
area under study, along with markers, pins, flags, or some other way to denote specific points
on a map. Community residents gather around the maps to answer specific questions, such
as “Where do you feel safe/unsafe?”, “Where can you buy fresh fruits and vegetables?”, or
“Which green spaces or recreational areas do you use?”.

Those answers are then usually transferred to HealthyCity.org and overlaid with demographic,
health, or other datasets. The resulting maps combine the wisdom of those who live in an area with
official datasets to create a more complete picture of what the area needs to thrive.
Community-Based Participatory Action Research is a collaborative research approach that changes
how research has traditionally been conducted in communities. It involves community members
throughout the research process, from establishing the research question, to developing data collection tools, to analysis and dissemination of findings. This is in contrast to traditional research, in
which community members are the subject of the study instead of the architects and drivers of the
data gathering. This new paradigm changes the power dynamics between researcher and resident,
empowers community, and often results in better research.
An example of CBPAR in action is youth who needed more green space for play and exercise. The
youth helped decide data gathering methods to include mapping with video the spaces that do exist
and what the experience of using those spaces is like for them. The youth then worked with CBO
advocates to understand how those spaces compare to more affluent and well-resourced parts of
town, and created an analysis that shows the disparity. (See case study “Empowering youth to
improve park conditions” on page 20 for more information.)

Once the geographic data is displayed through technology, it shows advocates clear patterns of
need, unequal treatment, or opportunities for investment. They now have the information they need
to influence policy.

Influencing Policy: Using data to frame your issue

How can advocates use data to frame issues in a way that leads to policy change?

How can advocates use data to target communities?
How can advocates use data to highlight issues?

Data and technology can be used to assist in the framing of issues that can lead to effective policy
change. Framing an issue has become increasingly important, as different groups attempt to
describe an issue in a way favorable to the outcome they desire. Noted political messaging expert
George Lakoff described a frame: “Framing is about ideas – ideas that come before policy, ideas
that make sense of facts, ideas that are proactive not reactive, positive not negative.” A common
example is that of conservatives using the term “death tax” to describe estate taxes, automatically
conferring a sinister, negative meaning to the concept.

Geographic data can be used to visually represent a community’s concerns, clarifying for residents’
hot spots of need or clusters of assets to draw upon. Where there may have been instinctive understanding about an issue, data can concretize the lived experience of people in that geography.
When community members see on a map or other visualization the extent or depth of how an issue
is affecting them, they can coalesce around the problem and begin to develop shared solutions and
remedies.

Community-based advocates also use frames to structure key policy messages and present their
ideas for the best solutions to community problems. Data is immensely helpful in framing of this
sort, as it grounds the ideas in factual evidence. Communications technology can then amplify the
message and distribute it to a wide audience. Often, the process of developing a frame can be an
opportunity to engage and mobilize community members by thinking about the problem/solution
creatively and refining the messages about it.

One of the tools Healthy City relies upon most heavily is Geographic Information Systems (GIS).
GIS organizes, displays, and analyzes location-based information. Computer software specifically
designed for GIS is commonly used to create maps that show geographic features or population
information. HealthyCity.org is based on GIS but Healthy City’s expert researchers also use GIS to
do specialized projects for CBO, academic, and government partners.

Healthy City partners with CBOs to look critically at their data, present it in compelling visual ways,
examine the policy landscape in their particular community, and then create a frame that will most
effectively reach their policy goals. As an example, the development by a statewide public health
advocacy organization of a health equity frame connecting multiple indicators and conditions that
impact communities of color in California led to influencing policy at a higher systems level. (See
case study “Developing a health equity frame for California” on page 26 for more information.)

Using GIS, data can be used to paint a more complete picture of a specific location and to tell the
story of the people who live there. For example, community stories from undocumented immigrants
about how their cars were impounded can be collected and visually represented geographically to
highlight where impoundments may be happening disproportionately. (See case study “Examining
car impoundment disparities through community stories” on page 18 for more information.)

This document presents several in-depth illustrations of how CBOs have partnered with Healthy
City to engage and mobilize communities, and to influence policy to improve the quality of life for
residents. The case studies presented also share maps, wikimaps, data analysis, and examples of
websites that have been created and used in community-driven change.

Mobilization: Using data to share stories, highlight an issue, and move community to action
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Use of communications technologies help to visualize and present geographic data. One of the tools
Healthy City uses is a wikimap, which is a collaborative mapping tool on HealthyCity.org that users
can share with others, and also add community knowledge, points, photos, and videos. Residents of
Boyle Heights created a wikimap to capture community-based research around vacant lots owned
by the transportation authority. (See case study “Identifying community priorities for vacant lot
development” on page 14 for more information.)

ENGAGEMENT

Using Data to Involve Community Members
Engagement involves community members, helps them understand the extent of a problem or issue,
and prepares them to take action. Engagement can be as simple as attending a community meeting
to share experiences or as complex as learning how to inventory neighborhood assets.
The following case studies give examples of how community-based organizations (CBOs) have used
data and technology to engage community members.
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Engaging community residents to develop a community campaign

Figure 1

COMMUNITY COALITION FOR SUBSTANCE ABUSE PREVENTION AND TREATMENT

HOT SPOTS AROUND KING PARK DEVELOPED THROUGH COMMUNITY ENGAGED MAPPING

Community Coalition helps transform the social and economic
conditions in South L.A. that foster addiction, crime, violence, and
poverty by building a community institution that involves thousands in
creating, influencing, and changing public policy. In 2009, Community
Coalition wanted to identify community concerns and build community
organizing campaigns to address those specific concerns. Their
grassroots approach required a data gathering method that allowed
the organization’s leaders to hear and see community knowledge, and
have that knowledge inform their organizing strategies and targets.
Community Coalition partnered with Healthy City to gather data and
conduct analysis about four areas in South L.A. A key data gathering
method was to hold community-engaged mapping (CEM) sessions in
each of the areas to identify perceived safety and environmental design
issues. CEM is a way to gather community members’ insights as well as
to engage them in the issues, and mobilize them for future action.
The data showed that King Park was of great concern to the residents.
Crime and drug use in the park was high; the equipment was broken;
and the community center was closed. People were afraid to use the
park for exercise, recreation, or games.
As a result of this information, Community Coalition conducted a
campaign to change conditions in the park. They used the data and
maps to convince the City of Los Angeles to clean up the park, fix
broken equipment, and open the community center. Similarly, the
maps made it clear to police where safety was an issue for residents,
and they increased their patrols in those areas.
Two years later, Healthy City conducted another CEM session to gauge
resident perceptions of the park since the cleanup to determine if there
were new issues to be dealt with. The session revealed that residents
felt very positive about the changes in the park, and now felt safe
bringing their families and children to use the park. Residents feel so
positive about the park’s transformation that Community Coalition now
holds its annual PowerFest community event at King Park.
This partnership highlights the value of using hands-on research
methods to not only secure useful data that defines a campaign
but also to engage residents. Through their involvement community
members contributed to the research, learned more about park
conditions, helped to craft the messages, and were ready to mobilize
in support of policy solutions.
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RESEARCH QUESTION
Which geographic area has the
highest need and how can we obtain
resident’s perceptions?
GEOGRAPHIC REGION
South Los Angeles

PARTNER WEBSITE
www.cocosouthla.org

SEE THE VISUALS
Figure 1

HEALTHY CITY ROLE
Supported facilitation of community engaged
mapping sessions and analysis of results.

Identifying community priorities for vacant lot development *

Figure 2

EAST LA COMMUNITY CORPORATION (ELACC)

ASSET MAP OF RESOURCES IDENTIFIED BY COMMUNITY MEMBERS

The East LA Community Corporation (ELACC) focuses on developing
housing for local residents, as well as quality of life issues in this
low-income neighborhood. ELACC works on resource investment
issues connected to the construction of the light rail (Metro Gold
Line) extension project, to ensure that development benefits current
residents instead of displacing them.
In 2013 ELACC became concerned about the pending development of
vacant lots in Boyle Heights owned by the L.A. County Metropolitan
Transportation Agency (Metro). Development was inevitable – the
question was how to ensure those developments benefitted the people
who already lived there? ELACC asked Healthy City to help engage
residents and get their valuable insight and feedback. Community
engagement sessions were held at three vacant lots in Boyle Heights
(Mariachi Plaza; 1st and Soto Ave; and Cesar Chavez Ave and Soto
Ave), which are now the property of Metro as a result of the rail
construction. These sessions combined participatory techniques
from both ELACC and Healthy City.
Healthy City incorporated a CEM activity to guide participants in
mapping existing and lost assets at the three sites. This data helped to
frame a participatory planning activity called “Planning in the Streets”
put on by ELACC. This activity educated residents about planning
terminology, as well as received input about what developments would
be most useful in the vacant lots. The data were incorporated onto a
wikimap on HealthyCity.org to identify key themes and development
suggestions for each site.
ELACC saw benefit from these engagement activities in two ways.
First, the maps were used to advocate with Metro about the development of the lots, which resulted in continued dialogues. The organization has also used the maps to infuse principle of equity and affordable
housing into Metro’s development vision throughout L.A. County. The
engagement activities also increased the number of residents involved
in the discussion about the impending developments.
This partnership highlights the power of data in supporting two
types of community engagement activities by the residents of marginalized communities – mapping and urban planning. Communitybased research activities engage residents where they live on issues
that affect their everyday lives, leading to more equitable policymaking. These activities also help residents understand that their voices
count – important in neighborhoods where urban planning has traditionally left out low income people of color.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODS
How to identify and support community
priorities for development of vacant lots
in Boyle Heights?

Los 3 lotes vacíos de Metro

GEOGRAPHIC REGION
Boyle Heights/East Los Angeles

PARTNER WEBSITE
www.elacc.org

SEE THE VISUALS
Figure 2

HEALTHY CITY ROLE
Co-creation of CBPAR methodologies
and co-facilitation of ‘Planning in the
Streets’ sessions.

*Burns, J, Paz, S, Fukuda, R. (2013) East Los Angeles Community
Corporation (ELACC) and Healthy City Community-Engaged Mapping
Results and Analysis. Internal Report/Analysis

Lote vacío de Metro #2 – 1ra y Soto

MOBILIZATION

Using Data to Share Stories, Highlight an Issue, and
Move Community to Action
Mobilization brings community members together to work in concert to achieve a goal. Mobilization includes marches, public testimony at government bodies, press conferences, or letter/
email writing campaigns.
The following case studies give examples of how community-based organizations (CBOs) have
used data and technology to mobilize community members.
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Examining car impoundment disparities through community stories

Figure 3

FREE OUR CARS COALITION: ACLU, CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY FOUNDATION, HEALTHY CITY,
LA VOICE, NATIONAL LAWYERS GUILD, PICO LA, AND IDEPSCA

EXAMPLES OF FREEOURCARS.ORG SITE

A collaborative called “Free Our Cars” (or Libren Nuestros Autos) was
started to end the unfair and discriminatory impoundment of cars
driven by undocumented immigrants, who are unable to get a drivers’
license. Like everyone else in Southern California, cars are essential for
undocumented immigrants to get to work, get children to school, and
conduct daily life. Yet impoundment policies used in select geographic
areas of L.A. County caused thousands of people to be at risk of losing
their vehicles and being charged high fees.
Healthy City’s role in Free Our Cars was to develop a website, FreeOurCars.com, and to establish a toll-free number in both English and
Spanish, which allowed undocumented immigrants who had their car
impounded at specific geographies to tell their story and provide a
location for the impoundment. The ability to map where car impoundments were happening helped establish the disproportionate nature of
the impoundments in low income and Latino communities. The ability
to capture stories and real-life examples helped to humanize the issue
and make it clear the impact on real people. An anonymous caller to
the Impoundment hotline told us:

“A motorcycle officer stopped me because I was going 50 MPH
when the speed limit was 45 MPH. Now, I’ve lost my job. I’m going
to be charged $2,068. I’m desperate because it was our only form
of transportation.”
Healthy City worked within a diverse coalition that included legal
services, community organizing groups, and funders, which was
able to effectively outreach to the impacted population, collect and
visualize their experiences, and provide legal training so that the
immigrants knew their rights under the law.
These efforts culminated in a press conference in 2013 which led to
increased mobilization by others through the sharing of their stories.
The L.A. Police Department halted the automatic impoundment of immigrants’ cars when stopped for minor traffic violations and removed
a 30-day minimum hold (which can cost an individual thousands of
dollars) policy.
This collaborative work demonstrates the value of mobilizing those
impacted by inequitable policies and bringing their voices into the
policy discussion. Ultimately, this and other campaigns like it helped
to create an environment in which the Governor signed legislation that
made it legal for more than two million undocumented immigrants in
California to obtain a driver’s license and drive legally.
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RESEARCH QUESTION
How to build awareness around
current car impoundment policies on
disadvantaged, immigrant communities?
GEOGRAPHIC REGION
Los Angeles County

EXPLORE ONLINE
www.liberennuestrosautos.org/en/en/

SEE THE VISUALS
Figure 3

HEALTHY CITY ROLE
Development of website to capture
community stories and lift up issues
in specific communities.

Empowering youth to improve park conditions

Figure 4

CALIFORNIA WALKS

EXAMPLES OF WIKIMAP

California WALKS is a statewide organization of affiliated nonprofit
and volunteer groups dedicated to creating healthy, safe, and walkable
communities. California WALKS coordinates with a network of local
groups dedicated to ensuring public spaces are walkable and safe. One
of their project areas is Bakersfield in South Kern County, a city with
high poverty and few green spaces.

RESEARCH QUESTION
How do youth experience local park
conditions in South Kern County?
GEOGRAPHIC REGION
Kern County

Healthy City partnered with California WALKS and youth serving on
the California Center’s Statewide Youth Board on Obesity Prevention
to conduct community research on conditions in Kern County from
the perspective of youth. Data showed the health challenges faced by
youth because of the lack of safe and accessible open space. Analysis
of the data determined that Lamont Park in Kern County should be a
key areas of focus.
The project was based on the understanding that mobile technology is a
great tool to document neighborhood assets and deficits through video
and voice. The project gave youth a fun, convenient way to identify
assets and deficits in local parks. Mobilizing the youth was easy because
the community-based research provided a creative outlet. The youth
videotaped themselves in places they chose, discussing the strengths
of those places, or areas where they identified a need for change.
A space on HealthyCity.org was created for youth advocates to upload
videos and pictures of the parks. Called “live maps”, this technology
allows community members to combine their voice and videos with
geographic data. By placing problems and assets on a map, the conditions become clear at a glance. Some of the conditions mapped included capturing the alleys where youth feared being harassed on their
way to school, abandoned homes that harbor drug and alcohol abusers,
and parks where condoms, drug paraphernalia, and graffiti are rampant
in public bathrooms.
As a result of the project and other advocacy by the students, the Kern
County Parks and Recreation Department received a $15,000 grant
from private funders to improve the facilities and build a playground in
the local park.
This partnership highlights the importance of using technology to
engage and mobilize youth to participate in advocacy efforts through
the collection of personal stories. By using technology already in their
pockets, this project gave youth a fun, easy way to conduct “research”
and collect data. Having pictures and videos along with youth narratives
created more impactful stories for decision makers to understand the
youth’s perspective about areas for improvement in their community.
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SEE THE VISUALS
Figure 4

HEALTHY CITY ROLE
Training around uploading of youth
videos and stories onto Healthycity.org
for geo-advocacy purposes.

INFLUENCING POLICY

Using Data to Frame an Issue
Influencing policy is often the culmination of engagement and mobilization, and can include
developing a frame that describes the issue in an accessible manner, creating persuasive
messages, packaging data or research into easily understandable materials, holding meetings
with elected officials, or speaking with the media.
The following case studies give examples of how community-based organizations (CBOs)
have used data and technology to influence policy to positively impact low income
communities of color.
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Improving student achievement through school climate policies

Figure 5

THE LABOR COMMUNITY STRATEGY CENTER

MAPS SHOWING TRUANCY/TICKETING BY SCHOOLS

The Labor Community Strategy Center (LCSC) is a multiracial, anticorporate “think tank/act tank” and national school for organizers,
committed to building democratic internationalist social movements.
One of LCSC’s projects is to ensure school discipline policies do not
disproportionately impact youth of color.
In 2010 this project focused on the negative impacts of truancy or
tardiness tickets on L.A. Unified School District (LAUSD) students of
color. Students can be ticketed for truancy or tardiness to school, but
a ticket is a significant burden to students and their families, requiring
them to pay $240 and appear in court. Truancy tickets have additional
negative consequences such as discouraging students from going to
school, economic and social stress on students and families, and the
creation of a hostile school environment. In LAUSD there was a clear
pattern of racial disparity in terms of which students receive the tickets
– of 47,000 tickets written over five years by the L.A. Police Department: 62% were given to Latino students; 20% to Black students; 7%
to White students; and 11% to other students.
LCSC asked Healthy City to provide research and mapping support to
show disproportionate impact. The resulting research and visuals were
incorporated into a report, Counterproductive and Wasteful: Los
Angeles’ Daytime Curfew Pushes Students Away from School and
Diverts Resources Away from Real Community Safety that outlined the
disproportionate rate of issuing truancy tickets to students of color.
The report, along with LCSC’s continued advocacy efforts, led to a
2012 Los Angeles City Council decision to roll back the existing punitive ticketing policies for youth around tardiness and truancy. Healthy
City continued to support LCSC in 2013 by providing maps to highlight
LAUSD schools with the highest rates of ticketing and arrests. These
maps were incorporated into LCSC analysis on the over-policing in Los
Angeles schools and their disproportionate effect on Black and Brown
communities. The hope is that the report will bear similar results in
altering school policies to improve the school climate for students.
This partnership highlights the importance of transforming data into
impactful visuals to strengthen the policy argument around an issue
as well as to support mobilization and campaign building efforts. It
also demonstrates that using maps and visuals strengthens an already
vibrant community organizing effort, backing up the claims made by
advocates and those they are organizing.
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RESEARCH QUESTION
In what communities are students of color
most likely to receive truancy tickets?
GEOGRAPHIC REGION
Los Angeles County

PARTNER WEBSITE
www.thestrategycenter.org/
EXPLORE ONLINE
www.thestrategycenter.org/node/5542

SEE THE VISUALS
Figure 5

HEALTHY CITY ROLE
Developing visuals of disparities
around truancy and ticketing at
local school geographies.

Developing a health equity frame for California

Figure 6

CALIFORNIA PAN-ETHNIC HEALTH NETWORK

EXAMPLE OF MAPPING THE LANDSCAPE OF OPPORTUNITY TOOL

The California Pan-Ethnic Health Network (CPEHN) is a multicultural
statewide advocacy organization that works to improve the health of
communities of color. CPEHN wanted to develop a health equity framework for California that would provide guidance on how best to make
communities more just, equitable, and healthy places to live. This frame
needed to define how health disparities can be visualized in geographic
locations.

RESEARCH QUESTION
What demographic and other factors
are present in communities that have
health disparities?
GEOGRAPHIC REGION
California

Healthy City partnered with CPEHN to map both health conditions and
social and environmental determinants of health that affect communities of color across the state. In 2009, Healthy City and CPEHN identified key indicators and created visualizations for a report and website
sharing the data results. In 2011, Healthy City again supported CPEHN
as they revised their report with updated visuals and modifications to
the website interface.
The result of the research – CPEHN’s groundbreaking State of
Multicultural Health in California report – provided a snapshot of
health disparities across the state. To supplement the report, Healthy
City developed an interactive mapping tool (widget) for the CPEHN
website that allowed users to see how issues like education, air quality,
housing, and health impact communities of color throughout the state.
Users can search the widget for information specific to their own community. The data, report, and widget informed CPEHN’s policy recommendations regarding housing segregation, employment discrimination, and other issues. These recommendations helped decision makers
to understand how various issues such as housing, neighborhood
safety, and economics are interrelated with public health.
This partnership highlights how geographic data can be used to
develop and strengthen a policy frame as well as how data can be
visualized geographically to support advocates in making a case for
community change.
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PARTNER WEBSITE
www.cpehn.org/
EXPLORE ONLINE
www.cpehn.org/data-and-resources/map

SEE THE VISUALS
Figure 6

HEALTHY CITY ROLE
Supported gathering of key data
as part of frame; developing an online
tool for advocates to visualize the data.

Highlighting effects of cuts to early care and education

Figure 7

CHILD CARE RESOURCE CENTER, LOS ANGELES CHILDREN’S DATA NETWORK

EXAMPLE OF SAVEMYSEATLA.ORG SITE

With funding and data expertise from the Los Angeles Children’s Data
Network, Healthy City partnered with the Child Care Resource Center
and other early education advocates in 2012 to examine the number
and location of early learning seats.
By 2012 the devastating effects of the Great Recession on early care
and education (ECE) programs had become alarming to advocates.
From 2008-2011 California cut funding for ECE by $1.2 billion and
eliminated services for more than 100,000 children. This project set
out to understand the specific impact of these cuts on the number and
location of Los Angeles County child care seats.

RESEARCH QUESTION
How has the Great Recession affected
the availability of early childcare seats
in disadvantaged communities?
GEOGRAPHIC REGION
Los Angeles County

Healthy City conducted data analysis on the availability of child care
seats in comparison to the need for those seats. Interviews with key
child care providers also strengthened the analysis through illuminating the effect continued cuts had on their organizations. The experts
involved in the collaborative provided guidance on the research and
access to interview subjects.
The research resulted in two highly impactful products:
• A report – Shrinking Investments Yield Smaller Returns: Mapping the
Loss of Early Childhood Education Investment and Infrastructure in
L.A. County during the 2008-2011 Great Recession – included maps
that provide a concrete view of where and how the county has chosen
to invest – and divest – in its children.

PARTNER WEBSITE
www.ccrcla.org/
EXPLORE ONLINE
www.savemyseatla.org

• A website – SaveMySeatLA.org – showed the significant cuts since
2008 and the dire consequences of any future cuts and allowed users
to search for data in detail (to the ZIP code level) and print maps and
visuals for interactions with media and policymakers.

SHRINKING INVESTMENTS
bit.ly/1ld97nU

Shrinking Investments and SaveMySeatLA.org helped to share the
impact of child care seats lost. A media campaign garnered news
stories and the attention of policymakers.

SEE THE VISUALS
Figure 7

This effort, and others across the state, have changed the conversation
in Sacramento from the size of future cuts to restoration of funding. In
2014, Governor Jerry Brown signed a budget that included $264 million in funding for ECE programs and services across the state.

HEALTHY CITY ROLE
Data collection coordination
and analysis; development
of online platform.

This collaborative’s work highlights how analyzing data, visualizing
it on maps, and making it available at various levels of geography
(e.g. ZIP codes, Assembly districts) can strengthen advocates’ ability
to tell a compelling story that could lead to larger policy and systems
change.
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CONCLUSION

Good Data – Necessary for Community Change

Decision-making based on good data results in policy
change for communities

Healthy City obviously believes that geographic data and the use of communications technologies to share it is important in the quest to improve conditions in
high-need communities. With this report, we encourage CBOs to begin examining
how geographic data and technologies can be used to enhance and strengthen
traditional engagement, mobilization, and policy advocacy strategies.

This report provides an introduction into how community-based organizations (CBOs) can utilize
geographic data and communications technologies to meet the challenge of effectively engaging
and mobilizing their communities, and influencing policy change.
Through the case studies, we have demonstrated the power of including data, research, and
digital visualizations, and how it can help achieve tangible community-driven change. Many
of the case studies also highlight the role of community research strategies in engagement,
mobilization, and influencing policy. A growing practice, community research is an exciting
development in advocacy work. And we have shown how linking research to communications
technology tells community stories in new, exciting, and effective ways.

Through this work, Healthy City has learned a few key
lessons and developed some best practices:
1. Lifting Up Community Voices
Using research and technology to give voice
to the people in high-need communities is
not only the right thing to do, it also produces
better research results that combine objective
data with the lived experiences of residents of
impacted communities.

4. Partnerships Leverage the Power of Data
Not every CBO has the capacity to have a
research department or even research expertise on staff. By working in partnership with
research organizations or those with research
departments, CBOs can have greater impact
in their organizing campaigns.

2. Images Tell the Story
Again and again, we see how a visual is
worth a thousand words. A compelling map
or infographic can be the entry point to
more dense and detailed data.

5. Follow Up is Essential
Data and research in a point of time are
certainly valuable. What adds even more
value is asking, “Did the campaign work?”
or “Did conditions change?” Bringing a
research partner back at some later date
can provide important feedback about the
efficacy of a CBO’s work and/or the status
of a high-need community.

3. Make Data Personal
Maps or websites that users can interact
with and contribute to, in order to determine
the conditions in their hometown or neighborhood, are effective ways to draw attention to
larger issues.
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Healthy City is excited about the future of using geographic data and technology
to improve decision-making. Healthy City will continue to engage and learn
from community-based organizations who are leading the way in successfully
incorporating data into their organizing, planning, and decision-making processes. We believe that as more organizations move in this direction, the future will
be brighter and more equitable for all.

Glossary of Terms
Community-Based Participatory Action Research (CBPAR)
A research approach that aims to address the practical concerns of people in a community.
CBPAR is a collaborative approach to research that involves all stakeholders throughout the
research process, from establishing the research question, to developing data collection tools, to
analysis and dissemination of findings.
Community Engaged Mapping
A group mapping exercise designed to answer specific research questions and gather neighborhood-level primary data from community members (who live, work, or attend school in the area)
for the purpose of developing geographic planning, policy, and interventions.
Frame
A structure that underlies or supports a system, concept, or theme.
Geographic Information Systems (GIS)
A technique used to organize, display, and analyze location-based information. Computer
software specifically designed for GIS are commonly used to create maps that show geographic
features or population information.
Live mapping
A past feature on HealthyCity.org that allowed multiple users to plot points, lines, and shapes
on the same map simultaneously, which was revamped, enhanced, and renamed “Wikimaps.“
Primary data
Original data collected by the researcher for a specific purpose. An example would be collecting
data from police officers about their attitudes on domestic violence, in order to compare those
attitudes among different types of officers.
Secondary data
Data that have been collected for another project and now are available for others to use for
their purposes. For example, the California Department of Public Health collects data on births
and deaths of the California population; we can use this in community health assessments even
though we did not conduct the primary data collection.
Wikimap
A collaborative mapping tool on HealthyCity.org that you can use to share and add community
knowledge, points, photos, and videos.
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