
Methods included participating in a host of collaborative meetings, such as with the 
Providence Sustainability Commission, the South Providence Health Equity Zone, 
and the American Lung Association Healthy Air Collaborative. I attended the Toxic 
Tour with the Racial and Environmental Justice Committee, where I learned about 
the geography of Providence and compared sights and smells of the waterfront in 
different neighborhoods. I also used RStudio to process experiential odor datasets 
from the Smell my City App. Through these methods I was able to learn about 
Providence and how to create materials to engage and educate the community. 

Introduction

Incorporating Lived Experience from Residents of Providence, Rhode Island into the Scientific 
Method

Results: American Lung Association & 
Smelly My City Data

Air pollution as defined by the EPA is the presence of substances in the air 
that are harmful to the health of humans and other living beings. The EPA 
has established national, health-based standards for certain harmful 
pollutants, such as Particulate Matter, Nitrogen Oxides, and Ozone. In 
Providence County, Rhode Island, 12.6% of the population has asthma. 
However, low-income communities of color and neighborhoods with high 
rates of respiratory disease are not well-represented by the current 
government-operated air monitors.

RIGHT: Locations of government-operated air monitors in the 
Providence, RI area overlaid on maps of vulnerable populations (Data 
source: CDC, ATSDR). ABOVE:: The American Lung Association 2023 
State of the Air report gives grades for overall air quality in Providence 
County. 

Breathe Providence launched in 
2022 as a hyperlocal network of 24 
low-cost air monitors, which each 
measure a suite of common air 
pollutants. In addition to maintaining 
the monitoring network, Breathe 
Providence holds outreach events 
and has participated in collaborative 
data generation with residents.

Results: Groundwork RI Youth Green Team 
Sessions

The Youth Green Team is a group of high school students who are employed 
through Groundwork Rhode Island. Their mission incorporates building 
relationships through community collaborations, the physical environment, and 
job trainings. Breathe Providence led two Youth Green Team sessions on air 
pollution and the importance of lived experience as a type of data. 

The Breathe Providence Project 
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Problem & Background

Studies suggest that participation of the community in designed research 
leads to more equitable outcomes (Wallerstein, et al, 2020). In the case of 
air pollution, citizen scientists can detect events with wider spatial and 
temporal coverage (Mahajan et al, 2018). However, lived experience is not 
often considered a data source in the Scientific Method. 

In this work, I describe some of the methods and materials that Breathe 
Providence used to encourage residents to document their experiences 
with air pollution. I will also share knowledge gained from workshops done 
within the community to educate and engage a variety of audiences.

Methods

Conclusion

Future Directions
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The experiences of people add value to the scientific process. That is why 
it is important to teach the community about the importance of their 
experiences and how it overlaps with the collection of data, whether it be 
the air that they smell or the the disadvantages they experience as a 
community. Pollution regulatory standards are a mechanism for mitigating 
air pollution, yet they do not solve the problem alone. The collaboration 
amongst residents and science inspires new avenues of solution-based 
research. 

Education and collaboration between residents and researchers can allow 
for more robust data collection. The next steps are to see policy created 
that reflects the lived experiences of the residents. 

As for myself, I hope to pursue a PhD in Public Health focusing on air and 
water pollution in low income areas and densely populated communities. 
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ABOVE: The 24 air monitors in the Breathe Providence 
Network located on the map around Providence. LEFT: Breathe 
Providence Logo.

“Smellage”  collage of 
smells and words on a 

map of Providence, Rhode 
Island. 

Activity that was included in the 
lesson plan in session 1. 

Youth Green Team 
students 

ABOVE: Last year’s 
infographic that was 
shared by the ALA.  

LEFT: 
Infographic 

that explain the 
who, what, 

when, where 
and why of air 
quality alerts. 

ABOVE: 
Infographic 
explaining 

an air quality 
alert.

LEFT: 
Infographic that 

includes 
solutions on high 

heat and poor 
air quality days. 

The Smell My City App created by Carnegie Mellon’s CREATE Lab is used to 
track noxious odors reports made by residents. Odor intensities and descriptions 
were visualized and discussed with community organizations and during outreach 
events. 

Smell My City Data

Collaboration with the ALA to create Providence-based, solution-oriented graphics.

Residents often complain of air pollution, 
including noxious odors, and have called 
for additional air monitoring. 

Sample graphics 
created from Smell 

My City data. 


