
OVERVIEW OF COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH
Engaging Communities through Research



Exercise

The research process is more important than 

the research findings.

Strongly agree Strongly disagree



Overview

Essentials of community-based research

Excellence in community-based research 



Centre for Community Based Research

• Balancing academic excellence with community 
relevance since 1982

• 400+ community-based research projects

• Developing research theory through practice

• Entrepreneurial spirit. Eligible for academic funding

• Non-profit organization on the University of Waterloo 
campus



Community-Engaged Scholarship

Community-Driven Research

User-Driven Research



Essentials of  community-based research

What makes research 

‘community-based’? 



What’s community-based research?

How is CBR different from conventional research?
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Three Hallmarks

Research striving to be:
1. Community-driven - begins with a research topic of practical 

relevance to the community (as opposed to researchers) and 

promotes community self-determination.

2. Participatory - community members and researchers share 

control of the research agenda through active and reciprocal 

involvement in the research design, implementation and 

dissemination.

3. Action-oriented - the process and results are useful to community 

members in making positive social change.



Definition

“A research approach that involves active participation of stakeholders, 

those whose lives are affected by the issue being studied, in all phases 

of research for the purpose of producing useful results to make positive 

changes.” 
(Nelson, Ochocka, Griffin & Lord, 1998, p.12)



Three Functions

1. Knowledge Production

2. Knowledge Mobilization

3. Community Mobilization 



A Growing Trend

“The role of research is not only to develop knowledge…They 

[researchers] must become far more proficient at moving the 

knowledge from research to action, and in the process, at linking 

up with a broad range of stakeholder partners across the country.”   

SSHRC “From Granting Council to Knowledge Council”, 2003



Five Values
1. Empowerment: Control and ownership over the research process and 

research findings is shared among stakeholders.

2. Supportive relationships:  CBR involves relationship and/or 
partnership building among stakeholders. 

3. Social change: CBR reduces the gap between knowledge and action 
(for change).

4. Learning as an ongoing process: CBR emphasizes  ongoing learning 
and education. 

5. Respect for diversity: CBR values experiential knowledge and active 
participation of all involved. 

Ochocka, Moorlag & Janzen. (2010)



Question

So what does this all mean for the 

skills that researchers need to have?



When research 
is about:

The researcher’s 
role is:

measurement

description

understanding

change

statistician

observer

facilitator

partner



4 PHASES AND 11 STEPS
OF COMMUNITY BASED RESEARCH



Excellence in community-based research 

Academic Excellence

(the strict adherence to a 
series of research rules that 

maintain standards of 
quality) 

Community Relevance

(the ability of research to take 
on problems that require a 
solution)

&



Question

What are the indicators that tells us that

‘community-based research’ is done 

well? 





FRAMEWORK FOR COMMUNITY-BASED 
RESEARCH EXCELLENCE



CBRET Community-Based Research

Excellence Tool
•Tool to assess the quality and impact of community-based 
research 

•Designed to assist individual researchers, research institutions, 
funders, and community collaborators

•Used for proposal development, proposal assessment, 
developmental evaluation or post-project assessment

•Designed to to have both qualitative and quantitative 
measures:
•9-point scale to the right to score each of the five sections

•Reflective questions at the end to be used to consider areas of 
weakness and strength



RELEVANCE TO COMMUNITIES
Evidence of intentional community engagement

Clear list of people who have a stake in the issue

Agreement on the identification of central stakeholder(s)

Research topic is supported by the community 

Number and reported quality of community-defined gatekeepers’ involvement in research explorations

Research values both experiential and academic knowledge

Resources are shared (% of grant money allocated to community partners and community researchers)

Community stakeholders have shared understanding of anticipated outcomes 

Number of community members as co-applicants on research proposals

Evidence that community needs and capacities are central to the research

Research questions are rooted in the community’s needs, capacities, and history

Community members play a primary role in developing and refining the research questions 

Research project draws on previous learnings (both positive and negative) 

Project has the potential to lead to other CBR projects, community interventions and/or policy changes

Vision for research is in line with community direction on the issue

Clear agreement on research purpose across stakeholders

Research project builds on community capacity and resources

Evidence that research is aligned with community norms  

Research honouring community traditions and ways of knowing 

Appropriate and relevant language being used 

Vision for research is aligned with community values 

All stakeholders co-determining ways of working together 

Agreement among stakeholders of the value of CBR approach relative to traditional research approaches



MEANINGFUL PARTICIPATION OF STAKEHOLDERS

Evidence of collaborative research structure

Clearly defined structure and responsibilities for the research team and project partners

Cross-stakeholder group guiding the research process with clearly defined roles equitably negotiated

Mechanisms ensuring meetings are accessible and that all members have an equal voice 

Principles of working together in place (or a memorandum of understanding) 

Stakeholders have agreed on the benefits and risks of a CBR project

Number of new researchers (including students, community researchers, community partners) hired, 

trained and mentored 

Evidence of reciprocal participation among research partners

Multiple research partners shaping the research process (from proposal, design, data gathering, analysis, 

and dissemination)

Community members taking ownership and responsibility for research processes 

Partners feel that they benefit commensurate to their involvement

Percentage of community members staying with the project to completion 

Ongoing project evaluation to encourage collaborative reflexivity

Stakeholders have experienced effective facilitation and “synergy” of working as a team toward a common 

goal

Community wisdom and experiential knowledge are valued similarly with the scientific or technical expertise 

of university partners



CBRET – next steps

Knowledge Mobilization Strategy



Community-based research scholarship

“Community-based research, within the broader domain 
of community-university engagement initiatives, has been 
gaining wider currency and adoption in many institutions 
of higher education and community organizations around 

the world”.
Hall et al 2015



Question

What are the risks and tensions to 

creative scholars who are addressing 

broader societal issues and equities?



Community-based research in faith settings

Is it a stretch to see Community-Based Research as “incarnational research” 
where research becomes collective spiritual discernment? 

-seeing how God dwells in the midst of people, especially those suffering

-helping to decide how to walk together towards peace and justice

-discovering a new partnership with the Spirit of life

Conde-Frazier, Elizabeth. (2006). Participatory Action Research: Practical Theology for Social Justice. 
Religious Education, 1(3), 321-329.


