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Today, across the U.S. and around the world, we 
face economic, social and environmental problems 
that threaten our livelihoods and tear at the fabric 
of our society through conflict and exploitation.  To 
respond adequately, current and culturally-relevant 
data must be at our fingertips to expose injustice and 
help craft a powerful vision of our collective future 
based on shared knowledge. DataCenter aspires to be 
the nation’s leading research justice organization. As 
an organization that promotes social, economic, and 
environmental justice, DataCenter works with poor and 
working-class communities and communities of color. 

DataCenter believes that information is power, and 
that high quality research provides a strategic advantage 
in the quest for social justice. We believe in the 
transparency of, and widespread access to, information. 

DataCenter believes that lasting solutions emerge from 
community knowledge and collective experience, and 
not just from statistics or policy experts. We believe in 
the right of communities to have their own cultural and 
experiential knowledge incorporated as relevant data in 
shaping our societies.

Research Justice in a New Era:
Summary of DataCenter Strategic Plan 2010 – 2014

Mission stateMent 

DataCenter unlocks the power of knowledge for social change.

We support grassroots organizing for justice and sustainability 
through strategic research, training and collaborations.

We use research to help move the knowledge and solutions of 
communities of color and the poor from the margins to the 

center of decision-making.

Vision and Values stateMent 
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Founded in 1977 by Jon Frappier, Fred Goff, Loretta 
and Harry Strharsky and 40 dedicated volunteers, the 
DataCenter quickly became a renowned activist library and 
publication center, sharing an affiliation with the North 
American Congress on Latin America (NACLA). 

During our first two decades, DataCenter played a key role 
in documenting injustice and serving as a primary source 
of information and strategic research for activists and 
journalists.

In our third decade, we added an emphasis on putting 
research tools into the hands of grassroots constituents to 
document and draw out community knowledge, wisdom 
and skills.

Now in our fourth decade, DataCenter has grown to play 
a movement-building role by providing strategic research 
and power analyses and by building research capacity 
in the national movements for social, economic and 
environmental justice.

At this juncture, DataCenter is also undergoing a 
transition. One of our founders, Fred Goff, is retiring after 
33 years of inspiring leadership. Fred leaves a powerful 
legacy of harnessing the power of research for social justice, 
and a resilient, multilingual and multicultural staff of top-
notch researchers uniquely prepared to strengthen the 
DataCenter’s role in the social justice movement.

DataCenterTimeline:

For more than three decades, the DataCenter has added value to the social justice movement by 
serving as a research intermediary to grassroots organizations.  

Creates the Youth Strategy 
Project to support the upsurge 
in youth organizing nationwide. 
Incorporates popular education 
methodology into trainings.

DataCenter emerges out of the west 
coast office of North American 
Congress on Latin America 
(NACLA), created by 4 staff and 40 
volunteers as an activist library and 
publication center. 

Establishes Corporate 
Profile Project and 
provides customized 
research services for 
immigration attorneys.

Launches New Right Project 
to track the rise of neo-
conservatism and the Right-to-
Know Project in response to 
growing restrictions on public 
access to information. 

Establishes Third World 
Resources quarterly 
newsletter

Introduces CultureWatch 
newsletter, monitoring culture wars 
by the Religious Right.

Conducts first Research Methods 
for Community Activists workshop

Spins off Information Services Latin 
America (ISLA), a project monitoring 
U.S. press reporting on Latin America. 

Establishes the Criminal Justice 
project and authors Moving Stronger: 
Needs of the Criminal Justice Reform 
Movement report.

Prioritizes working with social 
justice organizations and using 
participatory research methods. 
Commits to diversifying Board 
of Directors and staff to reflect 
DataCenter’s majority people of 
color constituency. 
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“Youth-led 
research is 
important 
because we 
gotta break stereotypes 

that adults have.”
— Abel PinedA, 
Youth together
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The policy and legislative interests of communities of color 
and the poor are compromised when those communities 
are systematically underrepresented or misrepresented 
by the data that informs those interests. Likewise, 
underrepresented communities must often confront well-
organized and well-resourced opposition to their interests, 
while themselves having relatively few resources for 
learning about the issue at hand or about their opponents.

When harnessed and wielded by people who have 
first-hand experience with issues they seek to address, 
information is power for community-led social change. 
Community organizations and low-income communities of 
color build political power when they:

M have unfettered access to information, research and 
analysis of issues affecting their well-being; 

M are able to effectively challenge structural barriers to 
information;

M engage influential institutions to redefine the 
legitimacy of community-generated evidence in 
public policymaking; and

M legitimize community knowledge and research 
methods so they are considered on par with 
mainstream approaches to research. 

Launches the 
DataCenter Fellowship 

Endowment campaign reaches the 
$1 million mark. 

Launches organizational Shared 
Leadership Model. 

Publishes, with Domestic Workers 
United, Home Is Where the Work Is: 
Inside New York’s Domestic Work 
Industry as the outcome of a three year 
participatory research project conducted 
with domestic workers. 

Publishes Power to Our People: How 
to Create Surveys toolkit in English and 
Spanish.

Launches inaugural Annual Research Training 
Camp, a two-day exploration of both participatory 
and investigative research methods to support 
campaigns and organizing, using popular education 
and interactive modules.

Launches Indigenous Knowledge 
Project to support cultural and spiritual 
components of environmental justice 
goals through use of narrative and tactile 
indigenous research methods

Supports national alliances of grassroots, 
community organizations such as 
Right to the City, National Domestic 
Workers Alliance, and Food Chain 
Workers Alliance as dedicated research 
partners to strengthen local and national 
organizing strategies.  

Initiates Sharing Leadership in 
Our Organizations brownbag 
series to compile and disseminate 
experiences and lessons of shared 
leadership in the Bay Area’s social 
justice non-profit community.    

Co-founder Fred Goff 
retires. 

In partnership with the 
National Organizers 
Alliance, launches 
Sustaining Organizing 
Study to assess the 
impact of economic 
downturn on grassroots 
organizing. 
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tHeory of CHange 
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“DataCenter offered us expertise in research 
and data analysis while respecting the leadership, 
vision and social justice values of our membership. 
Together we were able to produce research that 

surpassed our own expectations.” 

— Ai-jen Poo, domestic Workers united 



grassroots

Information rooted in culture, tradition, spiritual 
knowledge, and shared experiences; the basis of 

community identity and resilience

Strategic Qualities

• Does not conform to 
mainstream standards of 
“evidence”

• Gathered through face-to-
face communication

• More trustworthy to 
community members 

• Human and emotional face 
on the issue and often seen 
as “subjective”

Strategic Qualities

• Involves production of a 
“final product”

• Affiliated with prestigious/
dominant institutions and 
“experts”

• Harder for opponents to 
discredit

• Often seen as “objective,” 
devoid of emotional value

Examples

• Day-to-day experiences
• Traditional knowledge
• Historical knowledge of land
• Local history
•  Community experiences of 

survival
• Stories
• Spirit of the people
•  Memories of community 

members

Examples

• Police reports
• Census data
• Company reports
• Academic research paper
•  Government or think-tank 

report/study
•  Corporate publications and 

financial statements
•  Recommendations to 

agencies by “expert” 
scientists

MainstreaM

Information from government or private institutions, 
generated using Western research methods 

How to Build legitiMaCy BeHind your VoiCe

grassroots sources of  information Mainstream sources of information

we are legitiMate to 
ourselVes

M  Community dialog 
workshop, vision map…

M  Arts 
theater, spoken word…

leVeraging inforMation 
for ourselVes

M  Gather and share 
government and academic 
reports

M  Distribute mainstream 
news articles

M  Publish reports based on 
mainstream sources

M  Obtain coverage in 
mainstream press

we HaVe tHe rigHt to 
Know

M  Gather government data
public records request, court 
documents, Census data...

M Internet search

M  Use popular eduction 
methods 
replace jargon with every-
day language, fact sheets, 
language translations, 
interpret data....

we are tHe experts

M  Participatory social 
science research 
methods
community surveys, 
publish reports, press 
conferences....

grassroots audience Mainstream audience

wHat inforMation do you HaVe or need?
 where does it come from?  

where can you find it?
How is it valued by the audience?

How will you ColleCt and use tHe inforMation?



Strategic Qualities

• Involves production of a 
“final product”

• Affiliated with prestigious/
dominant institutions and 
“experts”

• Harder for opponents to 
discredit

• Often seen as “objective,” 
devoid of emotional value

MainstreaM

Information from government or private institutions, 
generated using Western research methods 

How to Build legitiMaCy BeHind your VoiCe

Mainstream sources of information

leVeraging inforMation 
for ourselVes

M  Gather and share 
government and academic 
reports

M  Distribute mainstream 
news articles

M  Publish reports based on 
mainstream sources

M  Obtain coverage in 
mainstream press

Mainstream audience

legitiMaCy: CHallenging tHe inforMation diVide

Information is COMMUNITY POWER—when it’s extracted, packaged and 
disseminated strategically to support organizing for justice!

le·git·i·ma·cy (noun) — the state of conforming to recognized and accepted rules and 
standards. (merriam-Webster)

datacenter’s research justice agenda began with a single question: Who defines 
and controls the legitimacy of information? We found knowledge is valued differently 
based on the source of the information. A community voice may get dismissed 
by a policy maker because it is a community voice. or an institutional report will 
never reach the community because it is hidden in institutional, inaccessible 
language. When beginning the research process, it isn’t just about the source of the 
information, but how to transform that source into a format that your audience will 
listen to. A community voice may need to be “packaged” in applied social science 
methods to give it mainstream legitimacy. data may need to be “packaged” in 
popularly accessible terms so communities can review and analyze it. 

datacenter’s How to Build Legitimacy Behind Your Voice maps out the source of 
information and how legitimacy impacts how you would gather and disseminate 
that information based on the audience. What is considered legitimate can vary 
by audience and this map aims to help us think strategically about the use of 
information.

We ARe LeGITIMATe TO OURSeLveS: community people may trust their elders, 
neighbors and leaders, rather than outside researchers and experts with advanced 
degrees. their information collecting and disseminating practices come from culture, 
histories, experiences, and are disseminated through stories, rituals, and practices. 
these may not be recognized by some as methodologies but we do! After all, 
the stories of our families and communities are the backbone of our social justice 
movement since before our time!

We ARe THe exPeRTS: communities have first-hand experience of what is 
happening in their communities and yet, in presenting this knowledge to policy 
makers, it is often discredited or dismissed as anecdotal. to get the decision maker 
to listen, social science tools are effective in packaging community experiences 
into something that carries legitimacy with that audience. A single voice may be 
dismissed, but a community-wide research study elevates it in compelling ways in 
policy-making arenas. use “their” tools to tell our stories.

We HAve A RIGHT TO KnOW: community access to information is at the core of 
datacenter’s history and work. certain data, reports, and mainstream information are 
inaccessible — hidden in databases, written in jargon, cost money, etc. — yet they 
are often critical intelligence for communities. use popular education, fact sheets, 
and translations to get the data to those most impacted.

LeveRAGInG InfORMATIOn fOR OURSeLveS: mainstream types of data are 
easily presentable to policy makers. they can be handed over as is, as mainstream 
sources already carry legitimacy with that audience. use those sources to support 
your voice.  

COnCLUSIOn: Your information needs to carry what is legitimate with your specific 
target audience for it to be effective politically. let your information flow through 
the How to Build Legitimacy Behind Your Voice tool, from source to Audience, to 
strengthen your community’s voice!
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From March through December 2009, DataCenter 
engaged more than 60 stakeholders comprised of staff, 
board members, client groups, constituents, allies, 
grantmakers and donors for a series of interviews and 
roundtable discussions. Suggested strategies, program 
priorities and infrastructure needs were submitted for 
Board approval in December 2009. 

The Board of Directors of the DataCenter has adopted the 
following strategic priorities for fiscal years 2010-2014:

1.  Support grassroots campaigns through strategic research 
support, trainings and popularizing research.

2. Strengthen the research infrastructure of the movement.

3.  Provide strategic research services that help advance 
DataCenter’s vision to a wider range of stakeholders.

4.  Increase DataCenter’s financial sustainability by 
diversifying its earned income revenue streams.

5.  Strengthen organizational structures and invest in 
systems to support program and financial goals.

MAInSTReAM 
KnOWLeDGe

CULTURAL 
AnD SPIRITUAL 

KnOWLeDGe
exPeRIenTIAL 
KnOWLeDGe

experiential, 
Cultural and 

Spiritual 
Knowledge

Mainstream 
Knowledge

Knowledge in tHe world

dataCenter’s fiVe-year strategiC priorities (2010-2014):

“DataCenter played such a critical role for our campaign. All the intelligence you dug for us really 
took the campaign to the next level. [By discovering] the people behind this ski resort expansion 
and where all the profits were going, so many people in and outside our community jumped on 

board and joined the campaign.”  

—  kelvin long, echoes/sAve the PeAks coAlition, dine (nAvAjo)
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equal political power and legitimacy
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To meet the goals identified above, the DataCenter 
prioritizes the following services and initiatives:

Strengthening the graSSrootS by 
harneSSing the power of reSearch

DataCenter has developed a comprehensive, strategic 
approach to creating systemic change by integrating 
community-led research, organizing and policy advocacy. 
Building on a “Right-to-Know” framework, research is 
conducted for and with community-based organizations. 

M DataCenter provides analyses of policies, issues 
and data (such as the US census) to community-
based organizations to help them deepen their 
understanding of key issues and provide them with 
information needed to create alternative solutions to 
existing policies. This helps place these groups in a 
position of authority when meeting with decision-
makers. 

M When evidence or intelligence is hard to find or 
prohibitively expensive, DataCenter steps in to fill 
the need. It provides strategic campaign research 
such as corporate profiles, power structure research 
and policy alternatives to groups working on a wide 
variety of social justice issues.  

M When community groups encounter an absence 
of reliable data on their own living and working 
realities, DataCenter equips them with the research 
tools and resources necessary to document and 
analyze their experiences, and to ensure that this 
research will leverage their position at the decision-
making table. 

M DataCenter builds the capacity of community 
organizations to access research findings and to 
conduct their own research. Our programs include 
research and strategy trainings, one-on-one coaching 
and consultation, research internships, toolkit 
and curriculum development, popular education 
workshops and seminars, innovative and interactive 
tools to transfer research skills to communities, and 
annual intensive research training academies.  

building the reSearch JuStice 
infraStructure 

DataCenter is committed to advancing Research Justice 
by shifting power dynamics in the field of research so that 
all communities’ knowledge and experiences meaningfully 
inform decision-making processes in both policy and 
research.     

M DataCenter maintains long-term partnerships with 
organizations in order to convert experiential and 
community knowledge into publicly recognized 
and politically legitimate research. By supporting 
community-driven research, DataCenter will help 
level the information playing field for organizations’ 
campaigns and social justice agendas.

M DataCenter is cultivating a nationwide Research 
Justice network of allies committed to democratizing 
dominant research paradigms in academia.   
Increasingly, research intermediaries, academics 
and government agencies (particularly public health 
professionals) are turning to the DataCenter to assist 
them in facilitating community-led documentation 
or addressing research-related questions. 

M DataCenter works with universities and other 
research institutions, engaging in collaborative 
projects and exchanges with peer researchers. 
Additionally, we host research forums and 
convenings in order to create a broad-based research 
circle.  DataCenter is producing best practices 
materials on engaging communities effectively and 
respectfully in research projects and collaborations.  

dataCenter serViCes and initiatiVes

Domestic Workers United, with 
DataCenter support, conducted 
an in-depth worker-led industry 
investigation that shows 
systemic worker exploitation, 
providing the evidence needed 
to change New York labor law 
to extend fair labor protections 
to domestic workers.

(economic justice Project 2004-2005)
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engaging broader StakeholderS

After three decades of working with community groups and 
researchers, DataCenter’s unique approach to research has 
garnered increasing recognition. This allows us to engage a 
wider range of stakeholders, including government agencies 
and the philanthropic community, in bringing community 
voices into policy analysis, policy-making and grant-
making. 

M DataCenter collaborates with community 
organizations to ascertain the needs and issues “on 
the ground” by utilizing social science methods. 

These needs and issues will be presented through 
policy briefs, reports, and white papers to inform 
federal and local policies and philanthropic priorities. 
DataCenter works with national alliances as well as 
local groups engaging all levels of government and 
philanthropic organizations.

M DataCenter is a resource to the national movement 
for social justice, linking organizers to academics, 
and documenting issues across diverse sectors. 
DataCenter also facilitates community-based 
research projects.

Koreatown Immigrant Workers Alliance, in association with DataCenter, released 

reclaiming koreatown, a report that presents current and future needs of 

neighborhood residents and analyzes the challenges facing the multi-ethnic, low-

income Koreatown community in Los Angeles. Rent increases, the reduction of 

affordable housing, displacement, unaffordable new businesses, increase in traffic, 

and decrease in parking are named as top concerns by up to 90% of surveyed 

residents. KIWA used the report as a potent tool to call for development that is 

genuinely accountable to the Koreatown resident community.

“DataCenter’s unique social justice perspective and commitment to honoring community 

expertise and experiences has allowed me to craft a project that will truly highlight the 

voices of the Winnemem Wintu Tribe and demonstrate the incredible power and knowledge 

the community holds while at the same time building my own research skills.” 

— mike Preston, dAtAcenter communitY FelloW And member oF the Winnemem 

Wintu tribe
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