
 

1 
 

Collaborative Center  
for Community-Based  
Research and Service 

 

Introduction 

President McCormick in 2010 charged the Task Force for New Brunswick Community-University 

Research Partnerships with two responsibilities: first, to define the factors that characterize effective 

community-university research partnerships and, second, to propose guidelines and best practices for 

conducting research and outreach within the city. … “The outcome of the Task Force’s work,” instructed 

President McCormick, “should strengthen our mutual capacity for developing and responding to research 

agendas that result in new knowledge and address community needs” (Task Force Report, 2011).  The 

guidelines that follow are the product of the Task Force’s work.  

I. Characteristics of Effective Community-University Research Partnerships 

The university engages in community partnerships that are many and diverse, simple and complex. Some 

are based on instruction or service; others are focused on research. Despite these differences, the Task 

Force has identified characteristics that should be developed in all partnerships, large and small, to make 

them respectful and successful. 

Mutual trust and respect 

Trust and respect are critical components of an effective community-university partnership. For a 

successful collaboration, each partner must trust the other to act in good faith, value both sets of interests 

equally, and refuse to sacrifice the other’s objectives in favor of one’s own1. Mutually respectful 

relationships begin with the recognition that each party brings valuable knowledge to the partnership: the 

experiential, local knowledge of community members complements the specialized, academic knowledge 

of university faculty and students. Therefore, every member of the partnership is both a researcher and a 

learner, with the research process itself becoming a means of change and growth. 

Clear communication 

Successful partnerships depend on clear understanding, yet each partner enters the relationship with a 

unique culture, language, and terminology. Academics, for example, may use jargon that is familiar within 

their discipline but excludes—and even alienates—others. To be understood, all participants must 

communicate clearly, avoiding inaccessible language and working to develop a common discourse that is 

respectful, inclusive, and meaningful2. Meanings should be clarified, assumptions avoided, and  

 

                                                           
1Strand, K. et al. Community-Based Research and Higher Education: Principles and Practices. San Francisco, Jossey-

Bass, 2003. p.31. 
2 Ibid., p. 35 
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expectations expressed. Partners should develop communication practices that respect timelines and 

schedules, provide indicators of progress and incremental success, and establish a process for feedback. 

Flexibility 

All projects incur changes; some are unavoidable. No matter the nature of the change, project partners 

need to remain flexible and keep the channels of communication open. A written document, such as a 

memorandum of understanding or statement of responsibilities, can help to maintain flexibility by 

reminding all parties of the project’s goals and steps and their interconnectedness. 

Cultural understanding 

The cultures of academe and the community are very different. Work schedules, time constraints, and 

levels of authority and autonomy differ widely between the two. Faculty and community structures are 

often complicated and difficult to understand from the outside. It is important to identify the key values, 

perspectives, and priorities of each partner’s culture. Developing an understanding of and respect for 

cultural differences is a necessary—and rewarding—part of engaging in research with new partners. 

Shared authority 

Responsibilities are rarely equal within a partnership, nor do they need to be. They should, however, be 

clearly defined and approached with an attitude of equality and honesty. Authority must be shared. 

Decisions about responsibilities and leadership roles should be made with an understanding of individual 

strengths and interests. This is where trust and mutual respect become crucial; each member of the team 

must be comfortable deferring to others in the interest of improving the project, respecting each other’s 

commitments, and supporting the wider aims and principles of the project3. 

Reciprocity 

Community-based research often brings together partners whose needs and interests diverge. While 

academics see new knowledge as an end, community members see it as a beginning. Community 

organizations are dedicated to creating positive change; they are therefore rightly invested in, first and 

foremost, research that has lasting benefit for their community. For that reason, community members are 

unlikely to participate in research they do not understand or value. When designing research projects, it is 

important to address community goals in a thoughtful way. Such reciprocity builds trust, goodwill, and 

strong partnerships. 

  

                                                           
3 Ibid., p. 34. 
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II. Best Practices within Community-University Research Partnerships 

Effective partnerships share the characteristics outlined above; they also incorporate practices known to 

support success and avoid problems. The Task Force has identified a number of best practices that will 

help university and community partners achieve their mutual goals. Taken together, these best practices 

provide a framework for cultivating new partnerships and encouraging the ongoing conversations that 

keep established partnerships strong. 

A. Establish mutually agreed goals and strategies 

Partnerships should begin with mutual agreement on the goals of the project. The partners should 

understand what the research is about and how it will benefit each partner. Strategies to achieve the 

goals should likewise be mutually developed and agreed upon, with an action plan that outlines progress 

through stated timelines. Such upfront agreement helps both partners to envision how the work will 

proceed and averts surprises and misunderstandings as the project progresses. 

B. Create effective communication structures 

Effective communication is critical to the success of any partnership and requires both goodwill and effort. 

Partners should develop communication practices that express clear expectations, recognize progress 

and success, and allow constructive feedback. It is valuable to articulate potential risks and tension 

points, and helpful to establish a contact person for each partner and an infrastructure to support ongoing 

communication. As the work progresses, partners should conduct periodic checks to determine what is 

working well, what is not working well, and what is needed to proceed effectively. 

C. Define roles, responsibilities, and expectations 

In every partnership, no matter how small or large, each partner should understand its own role and 

responsibilities as well as those of others. Without this understanding, disagreements may arise, 

deadlines may go unmet, and the project may flounder. A written document—for example, a statement of 

responsibilities or a memorandum of understanding (MOU)—can avert these problems by clearly outlining 

the expectations for each partner (Appendix III). These documents are not legally binding contracts; 

rather, they are vehicles for talking through a project, anticipating how decisions will be made, and 

identifying who will be responsible for making them.4 The form and content of the document can vary, 

depending on the needs of the project and the type, size, and scope of the partnership. They can also 

vary greatly in the level of detail required to clearly document the working relationship. 

 

                                                           
4 Ibid., p. 50 
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i. Project-based partnership agreements. In a small-scale partnership, the document can 

be brief, although a complex project may require a more extensive document. Written 

agreements allow partners to outline their visions for the project and establish a clear 

understanding of resources, important decision points, and other power-sharing issues. 

Such documents can provide for accountability by identifying key markers, activities, and 

timelines; a written obligation encourages each partner to make a good-faith effort to fulfill 

their commitments. 

 

ii. Ongoing partnership agreements. Some partnerships are meant to extend beyond a 

single project and are broad in scope rather than specific. Such cases may require a 

written agreement outlining a vision for the work and listing the areas in which the 

partners will focus their activity. Particularly complex partnerships may require agreement 

between the university, a dean, or a department and the city or a community unit. The 

MOU should define the roles, responsibilities, and expectations of each partner in all 

activities to be engaged mutually. 

 

D. Include letters of community participation for IRB reviews 

Proposals for community-based research partnerships that require institutional review board (IRB) 

approval must include a letter of endorsement from the participating community organization. 

Researchers should obtain letters of endorsement that are specific to the project, contain complete 

information, and are endorsed by the appropriate representative of the community partner; a checklist can 

be useful in preparing these letters (Appendix IV). Letters of participation, written thoughtfully and 

endorsed appropriately, can alleviate misunderstandings and timeline difficulties by providing community 

organizations with a full understanding of their involvement in the research project. They should avoid 

blanket endorsements, signatures by individuals other than those responsible for such endorsements, 

and those lacking enough details to ensure a full understanding by participants. 

E. Define ownership and dissemination of research data for each project 

University researchers and community organizations should understand the principles affecting the 

ownership and sharing of all data to be collected in the project. Researchers should also be willing to 

incorporate questions and analyses that are important to the community partner and relevant to the  
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research. Community organizations, in turn, should inform university researchers about any potential data 

sources within the community that could be useful in conducting the research5. Partners should also 

discuss the internal review and interpretation of the data and develop a dissemination plan for sharing 

research findings with the wider community. 

F. Develop a plan for reporting research findings 

Critical to the success of any community-university research project is mutual agreement on how the 

research will be reported, where and when it will be shared, and who will present the findings. While 

university and community partners are equally invested in the research, their visions for disseminating its 

findings are often very different. This is especially true when the results are sensitive or are perceived as 

reflecting negatively on the community. A plan for reporting research results and outcomes, in both 

academia and the community, should respect both partners’ goals and concerns. 

To community organizations, the most important aspect of a research project is often its potential to effect 

change or spur actions that will benefit the community. Community organizations are understandably 

invested in how results—especially sensitive results—are reported, both within their community and to the 

general public. The form in which results are presented will depend on a number of factors including the 

purpose of the research and the nature of the community and the intended audience. Results may be 

disseminated in a written report, for example, or shared privately within the community. When 

dissemination to the general public is desired, the community and the university may wish to pursue a 

press release, news conference, media coverage, or other means of public communication. The partners 

should work together to develop a plan for disseminating results and addressing sensitive findings. 

Academics also typically share the results of their research with other scholars, at academic conferences 

and in journal articles. Researchers have a responsibility to ensure that community partners are informed 

about this practice and are given the opportunity to collaborate. Whenever possible, researchers should 

encourage interested individuals to participate in preparing the publication or presentation; researchers 

should also acknowledge the contributions of community partners and their key staff members as 

appropriate. Staff members should be named as authors when their contributions attain the level 

expected for authors of academic publications. Joint collaboration on reporting results is just as important 

as joint collaboration on designing and conducting research. A collaborative research-reporting plan, 

mutually discussed and mutually agreed, respects both partners’ needs and opens avenues for building 

on the work through future projects.  

Contact civic@odi.rutgers.edu for more information.  

                                                           
5 CARE: Community Alliance for Research and Engagement. Principles and Guidelines for Community Research 

Partnerships. New Haven, Yale Center for Clinical Investigation, 2009. p. 4 
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