SHANNON DAUB

Research in service of social change: Lessons from a public policy institute

For the past ten years, I have worked with the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA), a public policy research institute whose mission is to bridge research and advocacy communities in support of progressive social change. During that time, the CCPA has published policy research and analysis in a wide range of applied fields such as education, health care, poverty and inequality, trade and investment liberalization, and a host of others. A great deal of our energy focuses on communicating that research—moving it into the public sphere with the aim of opening up our collective sense of possibility when it comes to key choices facing us as a society. Yet throughout our organizational history, our work and relationships with scholars has focused almost exclusively on policy research. Actively applying or contributing to the significant academic bodies of work on social change and social movements was simply not on our radar.

Like most social movement organizations (SMOs), our advocacy and communications strategies are built on trial and error, the knowledge of movement elders, occasional training opportunities, and knowledge sharing within our networks. In recent years—in large part thanks to the popularization of ideas on framing and networks—many of us working in SMOs have developed a more active interest in grounding our efforts in theory and research. But we are at early stages—especially here in Canada—in terms of developing the kinds of structures needed to support a meaningful exchange between researchers who look at social movements and the people who make them tick. The CCPA has recently started to venture into this realm, but it is new territory, and opportunities such as this pre-conference will help us get our bearings.

Canadian models for successful academic-social movement collaboration, such as the CCPA and Canadian Policy Research Networks, do exist. Taking such models into the study and practice of progressive social change is long overdue. It could see academic research have impact in whole new ways, and would strengthen it, by integrating the extensive knowledge and practical needs of SMOs. I would welcome an opportunity to discuss the prospects of such an undertaking with colleagues from other sectors, countries and academic institutions.
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Shannon Daub works as Communications Director with the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives in British Columbia. She joined the CCPA’s BC Office in 1997, shortly after it opened. She has developed communications training and supports for academic and social movement researchers, helped to develop and coordinate its network of 60-plus research associates, and worked on a wide range strategic communication initiatives. She is pursuing a Master’s degree in Applied Communication at Royal Roads University, which is how she got interested in helping to bring social movement research into the popular realm. Her thesis work is in the area of environmental justice framing about climate change. She also has a strong interest in the social equity value of libraries; she has served on the board of Vancouver Public Library since 2003, and as a member of the BC Library Trustees’ Association executive since 2004. She was a co-founder and organizer of Vancouver’s Media Democracy Day from 2001-2003.

The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives is a non-profit research institute concerned with issues of social, economic, and environmental justice. In 2003, it launched the Economic Security Project in partnership with Simon Fraser University, 24 community partner organizations, and more than 20 academic collaborators from four universities. The project is funded primarily by a Community-University Research Alliance (CURA) grant from SSCHRC.  The organization is currently preparing a letter of intent for a new CURA project called Climate Justice: Towards a Sustainable and Equitable BC Economy. This time, the proposal includes a research stream looking at values-based communication and knowledge mobilization.
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