
What roles did data and 
community voice play in 

starting your most 
successful community 

initiatives?

Question for you…



More than an Assessment: Community-Based 
Research for Planning & Results

Todd Goehle (VP of Operations and Strategy)
Maribel Arce (Director of Planning and Grants)

NCAP, August 28, 2025



People’s Equal Action & Community Effort, Inc. (PEACE, Inc.) Since 1968, PEACE, Inc. 

has been the Community Action Agency (CAA) serving 10,000 clients throughout 

Onondaga and portions of Oswego Counties, New York. Syracuse is Onondaga County’s 

largest city with nearly 150,000 residents.

Mission: Helping people in the community realize their potential for becoming 

self-sufficient. 

9 Programs: Family Services; Head Start and Early Head Start; PEACE, Inc. Big Brothers 

Big Sisters; Department of Energy and Housing; AmeriCorps Seniors Foster 

Grandparent; Free Tax Preparation; Eastwood Community Center; Senior Nutrition; 

Senior Support Services.

What is PEACE, Inc.?



Who are we?



  Why now? Why the need for 
Community-Based Research?

Opportunities?



Can inequality change?

Homeowners’ Loan Corporation Redlined Map of 
Syracuse NY from 1937

Realities
45.6% Syracuse youth under the age of 18 

living in poverty (Highest Nationwide)

112% Median Household Income (MHI) gap 

between White MHI ($77,804) and Black MHI 
($36,640) in Onondaga County. It’s widened from 
97% in 2018.  



Community Needs Assessments CAN build sustainable, community driven 
solutions. And yet:
● Data is different than reality
● Extractive data vs. Community-driven feedback loops
● Planners often guide conversations towards priority issues 
● Barrier vs Solution-driven conversations
● People’s meanings lost in summarization

The Question: Do we pursue endless loops of assessing problems until they fit 
into already identified/prescribed solutions? 

Community Needs Assessment vs 
Community-based Research



Meeting the Moment with Community-based Research

Create processes that engage 

communities and build:

● resources

● skills

● confidence

● trust

● shared purpose

The Best Part: You don’t have to be a professional researcher to do this!



Start Developing your Plan 
● Why are you doing this? (identify your purpose)
● Who is your target audience? What will be your rollout strategy?
● What other data is out there? Who produced it and why?
● What are your internal resources? Data? Stories? Expertise?
● How do you want to organize your research? How do you want it used?
● Think about power…Who is typically included and excluded in these 

exercises? In decision making about about these exercises? What is ethical 
storytelling?

Remember: You are already building community and setting up your feedback 
loops in the planning stage!



What we did…2024 Community Needs 
Assessment for Onondaga County

1) Embraced an inclusive approach.

1) Used Broad, Open-ended Questions. 
Voice! 

1) Weaving words with data to tell 
stories. Transcribed rather 
summarized



1. Inclusive Approach

● Blended existing research from subject 

matter experts and agencies

● Diverse communities (HS parents, FGPs, HS 

students, rural-urban-suburban)

● Direct service workers as community need 

subject-matter experts

● Feedback loops, continuous process instead 

of just once



2. Broad, Open-ended Questions
● What is the best part about living in your 

neighborhood?

● What is the most challenging part of your 
day? 

● What is the biggest problem you, your 
family, and/or neighbors face in the 
community? 

● Who are the people or organizations in 
your neighborhood that are helping 
people during difficult times? 

● Is there one new service or program that 
you feel is most needed in your 
community (something that doesn’t exist 
right now)?

and then let things go off the rails!



“Poverty is more like a 
blanket, there are so many 
things that fall under poverty. 
To really address poverty, 
you need to address the 
trauma that has been 
inflicted.” 
An anonymous Central New 
York (CNY) Direct Service 
Staff Member.

3. Weaving Words with Data, Storytelling



3. Weaving Words with Data, Storytelling
Specifically, local residents are using the topic of housing as a 

proxy to express their concerns about gentrification, 

community development, and the future of CNY. Both seniors 

and high school students see housing construction taking place is 

for specific interests and at the expense of low-income, local 

residents. 

As one high school student shared,"Instead of houses, I keep 

seeing of hotels pop up; I don't think we need that many in 

Syracuse." 

A foster grandparent remarked,  "I don't understand, they are 

letting Syracuse University build all these homes. What about 

seniors? The students are transient. There is no place for seniors 

to get an apartment because SU is buying everything." 



What We Did…Findings from a Whole Family 
Summit to Meet the Basic Needs of our Community

● Select participants who have direct 
knowledge of the topic.

● Use a broad lens/framework to 
analyze the issue.

● Provide national insights and local 
expertise.

● Community-Developed Solutions: 
Solving realistic case studies through 
Personas.

● Design data collection and analysis 
mechanisms. 



What is a Persona? From the human-centered design field, Personas are 
fictional composite characters that are created from research observations and 
conversations with target constituencies.

Personas as Empathetic Research:
The Experience of Low-Income 

Families

How would you help this family by 
responding to the needs of all family 
members?

Activity



Victories and Possibilities
● Invigorated community-based solutions to poverty. Drove New York State, Onondaga 

County, and City of Syracuse antipoverty agendas and funding.

● Joined new tables and conversations (Economic Development, Syracuse University, 

SUNY UPSTATE).

● Collaboration/Cooperation for additional community-based research (FOCUS, SOFSA, 

Community Foundation of CNY, Early Childhood Alliance, Syracuse University).

● Developed bottom up changes at PEACE, inc. (Emerging Leaders, BOOST).

● Saved Syracuse University Social Work Masters Program. 

● Fee for Service for Ethical Community-based research & Systems Change 

Here is the value -and potentially the misunderstanding by some- about CBOs, “that the work 
and outcomes move at the speed of trust- community-based work requires intentional 
relationship building that can take months or years to nurture.”  (Jobs for the Future)



Where you can Find our Research

https://www.peace-caa.org/learn-more/public-research/



What are you reactions?
What are some of the possibilities?
Todd Goehle, Vice President of Operations and Strategy
Todd.Goehle@peace-caa.org  

Maribel Arce, Director of Grants and Planning
Maribel.Arce@peace-caa.org 


