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Agenda 

• Who we are  

• Past Modules  

• Introduction to Participatory Action Research 

• Introduction to Quantitative and Qualitative Data 

• Introduction to Mystery shopping and observations 

• Case Study 

• Logistics for Mystery Shopping 

  



INTRODUCTION TO THE COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT PROJECT (CDP) 



Who is CDP?  

• Strengthen impact of grassroots organizations, 
through… 
– Participatory Action Research Reports 

– Grassroots Policymaking 

– Popular-Education Curriculum Design and Research 
Training 

– Strategic Campaign Research 

 

**Find out more information about CDP here: http://cdp.urbanjustice.org/  

http://cdp.urbanjustice.org/
http://cdp.urbanjustice.org/


CDP Partnership Model 
• Prioritize working with groups that… 

– Are based in low-income/excluded communities in 
New York City 

– Conduct community organizing campaigns with a 
goal of achieving systemic change 

– Are membership-based, member-led 

– Engage in leadership development and base-
building activities 



Research For Organizing Webinar Series 

• Module 1: Unpacking the Toolkit  
• Module 2: Designing your Research Project  
• Module 3: Getting Your Data and Utilizing 

Databases  
• Module 4: Creating, designing, and implementing 

Surveys – Quantitative Data 
• Module 5: Focus Groups – Qualitative Data 
• Module 6: Interviews – Qualitative Data   
• Module 7: Mystery shopping/observations  



MODULE 7: MYSTERY SHOPPING & 
OBSERVATIONS  
 
 
 
 
 



Objectives for this Module 

• Participants will be able to… 

– Understand the use of observations and mystery 
shopping in participatory action research 

– Understand and execute the steps involved in 
developing a mystery shopping form  

–  Understand how to sample businesses/service 
providers to collect meaningful data 

– Understand how to train members and volunteers 
to do mystery shopping 

 

 



INTRODUCTION TO PARTICIPATORY 
ACTION RESEARCH (PAR) 



Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

• Community-driven  

• Power-building  

• Action oriented 



RESEARCH FOR ORGANIZING (RFO) 
TOOLKIT 



Research for Organizing Toolkit 

• Designed for organizations and individuals 
using PAR in social justice work  

• Compiled from years of working with 
grassroots organizations  

• Trainings, tools and tips created for organizers 
& community members to become more 
actively involved in research process 



RFO Table of Contents 

www.researchfororganizing.org  

http://www.researchfororganizing.org/


TYPES OF DATA 



Quantitative and Qualitative Data 

• QUANTITATIVE DATA 

– Data that is presented numerically  

 

• QUALITATIVE DATA 

– Descriptive data that can help tell peoples’ stories  

 

 

 



SOURCES OF DATA 



Primary and Secondary Data 

• PRIMARY DATA 

– Original information collected from your research 
sample  

 

• SECONDARY DATA 

– Data that has been collected and analyzed by 
someone else 

 

 

 

 



SECONDARY DATA 



Secondary Data 

• Easy to access and mostly free (Google 
Scholar, Libraries, CBOs, government agencies)  

• Can help clarify the research questions  

• Helps avoid “reinventing the wheel” 

• Shows gaps in existing research 

• Might show the difficulty of collecting certain 
types of information  



Secondary Data 

• Background Demographic data  

• Freedom of Information Act/Law 
(FOIA/FOIL) requests 

• Literature Reviews 

• Legal/policy reviews   

• Administrative data  



Literature Reviews 

• Usually look at academic and media articles about 
the topic  

• Summarize findings into one document 

• Helps assess  

– What has already been researched  

– Different research methods 

– Gaps in the research  

• Can be very helpful when writing the research report 



Legal/Policy Reviews 

• Review the policy landscape around your issue 

– What are the current laws and administrative 
policies regarding the issue  

– What are the gaps in regulation and enforcement  

• Distills dense information into accessible 
language  

• Useful for designing research instruments  

• Useful for making policy recommendations   



Administrative Data 

• Data routinely collected from organizations, 
agencies, and institutions 

– Data from organizations could be intake data, 
information from sign in sheets, etc.  

• Information is publicly available (sometimes 
via FOIL and sometimes via online database) 

• Usually tend to have large samples, and over a 
period of time  

 





INTRODUCTION TO MYSTERY 
SHOPPING & OBSERVATIONS 



Observations 

• When you observe and record in some format 
something you are trying to study  

• Methods of observation:  

– Field notes/Ethnography  

– Matched pairs  

– Mystery shopping  

• Can either self-identify as a researcher or 
observe secretly  



What is Mystery Shopping? 

• Community members pose as consumers – 
call or visit businesses and document their 
experience and observations  

• Shoppers use an observation form that is 
prepared in advance to document what they 
observe when they visit a businesses 

• Data from mystery shopping can be both 
quantitative and qualitative 

 



Benefits of Mystery Shopping 

• Good way to document fraud and compliance 
with laws and regulations 

• Good for organizing members and getting 
them involved in research  

• Can help identify organizing targets for 
campaigns  

 



Challenges of Mystery Shopping 

• Need capacity of members to carry out 
mystery shopping  

• People may not feel safe or feel vulnerable 
going into businesses and posing as 
consumers  

• Need capacity to do background policy 
research so that you can prepare a mystery 
shopping form 

 



Case Study: Dreams & Schemes in Queens, NY  

Dreams and Schemes in Queens, NY 

http://cdp.urbanjustice.org/sites/default/files/DreamsandSchemes.pdf
http://cdp.urbanjustice.org/sites/default/files/DreamsandSchemes.pdf


New Immigrant Community Empowerment 
(NICE) is a community-based, non-profit 
organization that works to ensure that new 
immigrants can build social, political and 
economic power in their communities and 
beyond  



• Focus on two types of businesses utilized by 
new immigrants: Immigrant Service Providers 
(ISP) and Employment Agencies. 

 

• Consumers are primarily undocumented 
immigrants vulnerable to unscrupulous, 
predatory, and fraudulent services and 
practices.  

The Issue 



WHAT… 
Were the Organizing Goals connected to this research? 

• Document predatory, substandard and fraudulent 
practices of services in Jackson Heights, Elmhurst and 
Corona, Queens. 

• Highlight gaps in enforcement & oversight of services 
targeted at new immigrants. 

• Improve government enforcement & increase 
regulatory standards for immigrant service providers 
and employment agencies 

 



• How are lives and economic wellbeing of new 
immigrants impacted by predatory, substandard and 
fraudulent services? 

• Why do new immigrants use these services? 

• What are the current practices of immigration 
service providers and employment agencies? 

• What are enforcement and regulatory shortfalls for 
services targeted at this community? 

 

Research Questions 



Background, legal 
& policy research   

Create mystery 
shopping form 

Develop mystery 
shopping scenarios and 
train mystery shoppers 

MYSTERY SHOPPING 
FORM 

Develop outreach 
plan  

Analyze 
Data 



Sample Legal Review on  
Immigration Service Providers 

New York City Local Law § 20-771   
 

• Provider may not make any guarantees or promises 
to customer, unless the guarantees are based in fact. 
The promise or guarantee must be in writing. 

 
• The provider may not represent that there is a fee 

and may not charge a fee for the distribution or 
submission of any official document or form issued 
or circulated by a state or federal government entity. 
Provider may also not charge for a referral of the 
customer to another person or entity qualified to 
provide services or assistance. 
 



Tool 3.18: Template Mystery Shopping 
Form – Immigration Services 

12. Did they offer a referral for any services? 
 Yes   No   I don’t remember 
 If yes… 
 
 Where?___________________________________ 
 
 Did they charge a fee for the referral? 
  Yes (how much?) $_________   
  No   I don’t remember 
 
13. Did this person guarantee that their services would be 
successful? 
   Yes   No   I don’t remember 

 



Tool 3.16: Sample Mystery Shopping 
Scenarios 





Key Findings 
Finding  

Legal Research 

Data showing 
disconnect 

between law 
and practice 

Photos taken 
by mystery 

shopper 



Policy Recommendations 







Via  Justice for Job Seekers Facebook 







Outreach 
Plan 

Preparing for 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Conducting 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Training  
Shoppers 

Mystery Shopping Logistics 



Preparing for Mystery Shopping 

• Look at research questions—which questions 
can be  explored through mystery shopping? 

• Conduct literature and legal reviews  

• Identify the disconnects between law and 
practice 

• Develop a mystery shopping form 

• Develop scenarios 

• Train shoppers 

 



Research Questions  

• Which research questions can best be 
explored by mystery shopping? 

 

– What are the current practices of immigration 
service providers and employment agencies? 

 

– What are enforcement and regulatory shortfalls 
for services targeted at this community? 

 

 

 



Preparing the Mystery Shopping Form 

• Guided set of questions where the 
observer/shopper documents the interaction 
with the service provider.  

• Based on findings from literature/legal review 
of what the service provider is supposed to 
do   

• Shopper is able to observe what is actually 
happening and what the shortcomings are 

 



Tool 3.18: Template Mystery Shopping 
Form – Immigration Services 

12. Did they offer a referral for any services? 
 Yes   No   I don’t remember 
 If yes… 
 
 Where?___________________________________ 
 
 Did they charge a fee for the referral? 
  Yes (how much?) $_________   
  No   I don’t remember 
 
13. Did this person guarantee that their services would be 
successful? 
   Yes   No   I don’t remember 

 



Preparing for 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Outreach 
Plan 

Conducting 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Training  
Shoppers 



Outreach Plan 

• Recruit members, volunteers to participate as mystery 
shoppers  

• Figure out mystery shopper capacity based on how 
many members, volunteers and staff can participate 

• Decide how many or which businesses/service 
providers you can send shoppers to  

• Depending on the issue, might want to do a 
business/service provider canvas in the areas you are 
researching  
– Also do research on targets through consumer services 

agencies  

 

 



Publicly Available Data 



Preparing for 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Training  
Shoppers 

Conducting 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Outreach Plan 



Activity 3.10: Mystery Shopping Training 



Tool 3.16: Sample Mystery Shopping 
Scenarios 



Sample Scenario 

• Your name is _____________________ and 
you are seeking a job in construction. You 
know how to do most things, but you are best 
at welding. You need employment as soon as 
possible, so ask the agency if they can 
guarantee that they will be able to find you a 
job. If they ask, you don’t have a work permit. 

 



Preparing for 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Conducting 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Training  
Shoppers 

Outreach Plan 



Conducting Mystery Shopping 

• Shoppers can often go in pairs  

• In addition to filling out the mystery shopping 
form, may also be asked to take pictures of 
signage  

• Shoppers should also be made aware of what 
they can and can’t do when mystery shopping  

– i.e. Giving a fake social security number  



Tool 3.15: Tips for Mystery Shopping 



Organizing! 

Preparing for 
Mystery 

Shopping 

Training  
Shoppers + 
Conducting 

Mystery 
Shopping 

Outreach Plan 

Post-Mystery 
Shopping 
Analysis 



How to involve members 

• Team of leaders to oversee the research 
project  

• Members have firsthand accounts on what 
goes on when interacting with service 
providers 

• Members can be the mystery shoppers  

 



USING MYSTERY SHOPPING DATA 



Post-Mystery Shopping Analysis 

• Once you have mystery shopping data, can 
enter and analyze  

• Additional literature and legal reviews of the 
businesses/service providers needs to be done  

– Checking for licensing  

– Violations  

– Any articles about businesses  



Research For Organizing Webinar Series 

Moving Forward 

• Module 8: Data Entry  

• Module 9: Creating research findings and 
Policy Recommendations  

• Module 10: Presenting & Releasing your 
Research  

 


