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ABSTRACT	
As	Community	Based	Research	(CBR)	gains	currency	as	a	 ‘research	strategy	of	choice’	
for	 the	 community	 sector	 (and	 increasingly	 establishes	 itself	 as	 a	 credible	 research	
approach	also	in	the	academic	sector)	we	believe	there	is	a	need	to	revisit	what	have	
become	the	conventions	of	CBR	and	consider	how	these	are	enacted	in	practice.	If	local	
research	 that	 is	 community	 based,	 community	 driven	 or	 community-centered	 is	 to	
assume	 a	 position	 of	 credibility	 in	 the	 social	 and	 health	 sciences,	 for	more	 focus	 on	
quality	of	life,	and	create	meaningful	social	and	political	change	at	local,	regional	and	
systemic	levels,	 including	the	social,	economic,	and	political	dimensions	of	health	and	
well-being	we	need	to	consider	the	current	state	of	CBR	and	identify	steps	forward	for	
its	 use.	 Thus,	 this	 paper	 aims	 to	 understand	 the	 current	 state-of-the	 art	 concerning	
CBR.	

	
WHAT	IS	CBR	

The	past	two	decades	have	seen	growing	calls	for	research	conducted	with—rather	than	on—
communities.	 Researchers	 themselves	 have	 often	 voiced	 frustration	 with	 the	 limitations	 of	
traditional	“outside	expert−driven”	research	for	gathering	data	and	developing	evidence	based	
interventions	to	address	complex	health	and	social	problems.	
	
Thus,	CBR	appears	with	a	 long	history	and	diverse	 intellectual	roots	 that	are	reflected	 in	the	
terms	variously	used	to	describe	it:	action	research,	participatory	research,	popular	education,	
empowerment	 research,	 participatory	 action	 research,	 and	 others	 (Stran,	 K.	 et	 al.,	 2003).	
Practitioners	of	research	that	is	participatory	and	community-based	come	from	many	different	
fields	in	and	outside	of	academia	and	work	in	many	different	parts	of	the	world.	According	to	
Strand	(2003),	the	three	central	features	of	CBR	are:	

1.	 CBR	 is	 a	 collaborative	 enterprise	 between	 academic	 researchers	 (professors	 and	
students)	and	community	members.		

2.	 	CBR	seeks	to	democratize	knowledge	by	validating	multiple	sources	of	knowledge	and	
promoting	the	use	of	multiple	methods	of	discovery	and	dissemination.		

3.	 	CBR	has	as	 its	 goal	 social	 action	 for	 the	purpose	of	 achieving	social	 change	and	social	
justice	(Strand,	K.	et	al.,	2003).	

	
Summarizing,	the	concept	of	community-based	research	has	evolved	out	of	“participatory”	and	
“action”	oriented	approaches	that	emphasize	the	integration	of	research,	education,	and	action	
designed	 to	 achieve	 some	 level	 of	 social	 change	 as	 a	 key	 outcome.	 Critical	 to	 this	 type	 of	
research	 is	 direct	 participation	 by	 people	 (e.g.,	 individuals,	 informal	 groups,	 organizations)	
who	will	 be	 directly	 affected	 by	 the	 issue	 being	 studied.	 Thus,	 community-based	 research	 is	
concisely	defined	as	systematic	investigation,	with	the	collaboration	of	the	people	affected	by	
the	problem	being	studied,	for	the	purposes	of	education	and	taking	action	or	effecting	change	
(Green	et	al.,	1994).	
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At	 the	core	of	CBR	is	a	blend	of	research	approaches	that	 include	variations	of	participatory,	
action-oriented	research,	and	popular	education	initiatives	(Jordan	2003).	These	participatory	
approaches	generally	share	a	set	of	core	principles	and	characteristics,	as	clarified	by	Meredith	
Minkler	and	Nina	Wallerstein	(2008):		

It	is	participatory.	It	is	cooperative,	engaging	community	members	and	researchers	in	
a	joint	process	in	which	both	contribute	equally.	It	is	a	co	learning	process.	It	involves	
systems	 development	 and	 local	 community	 capacity	 building.	 It	 is	 an	 empowering	
process	through	which	participants	can	increase	control	over	their	lives.	It	achieves	a	
balance	between	research	and	action.	(p.	9).	
	

To	implement	a	community-based	research	project,	participation	by	members	of	a	community	
or	 an	 organization	 in	 each	 step	 of	 the	 research	 process	 is	 critical	 for	 maintaining	 the	
authenticity	of	the	research	as	a	process	of	empowerment	and	a	tool	for	positive	social	change	
(Kleiner,	A.;	Kerstetter,	K.,	Green,	J.,	2012).	CBR	thus	not	only	creates	knowledge	products	but	
also	in	itself	is	a	process	of	learning	and	development	which	has	the	potential	to	change	society	
through	changing	individuals	and	organizations	(Wood,	2017).	
	
According	 to	 the	majority	of	 researchers	 (Strand,	 et	 al.,	 2003),	CBR’s	purpose	 is	 to	 create	or	
discover	 knowledge	 that	 meets	 a	 community-identified	 need,	 but	 the	 role	 of	 community	
members	goes	futher	than	simply	identifying	the	research	topics	or	question.	That	being	said,	
the	ideal	CBR	project	is	one	that	is	fully	collaborative—that	is,	where	community	people	work	
with	 professors	 and/or	 students	 at	 every	 stage	 of	 the	 research	 process:	 identifying	 the	
problem,	 constructing	 the	 research	 question(s),	 developing	 research	 instruments,	 collecting	
and	analyzing	data,	interpreting	results,	producing	the	final	report,	issuing	recommendations,	
and	 implementing	 initiatives.	 This	 sort	 of	 collaboration	 means	 that	 research	 roles	 and	
relationships	 are	 very	 different	 from	 those	 characterizing	 conventional	 academic	 research,	
putting	every	person	involved	in	the	same	side	of	the	scale.	Such	research,	sometimes,	does	not	
involve	communities	at	all.	But	even	when	it	does,	there	is	typically	a	clear	distinction	between	
researcher	and	researched,	such	that	the	researcher	is	an	“outside	expert”	with	a	limited	and	
task-oriented	relationship	with	the	community,	in	contrast	to	the	more	multifaceted,	informal,	
and	long-term	relationship	that	characterizes	CBR.	The	collaborative	nature	of	CBR	makes	it	a	
highly	effective	mode	of	teaching,	learning,	and	empowerment	for	everyone	involved.	Students	
benefit	 from	the	best	combination	of	experiential	and	 intellectual	 learning	strategies.	As	said	
above,	they	are	treated	and	seen	as	equal	members	of	CBR	research	“teams”	they	learn	how	to	
listen	to	others,	deliberate	about	problems	and	issues,	arrive	at	solutions	mutually,	and	work	
together	 to	 implement	 them.	 This	 sort	 of	 collaboration	 is	 capacity-building	 for	 the	 parties	
involved.	 Training	 and	 resources	 brought	 to	 the	 table	 by	 the	 college	 or	 university	 are	
transferred	 to	 the	 community	 partner	 such	 that	 the	 organization	may	 become	self-sufficient	
and	research-capable.	Sometimes	is	the	community	tht	seeks	the	help	of	the	scholars	n	not	the	
other	 way	 around.	 Collaboration	 also	 enhances	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 research,	 as	 community	
members	bring	to	the	research	table	ideas,	perspectives,	language,	and	knowledge	(Strand,	K.	
et	al.,	2003).	
	
Yet	another	reason	is	pointed	out	for	the	increasing	attention	to	research	that	actively	engages	
local	 residents	 and	 other	 partners:	 communities	 often	 have	 sophisticated	 insider	 knowledge	
and	understanding	that	allow	researchers	to	ask	the	right	questions	and	gather	data	 in	ways	
that	will	 increase	the	“relevance,	rigor	and	reach”	of	 the	 findings	to	effect	change	(Balazs,	C.;	
Morello-Frosch,	R.,	2012).	
	
To	 sum	 up,	 community-based	 research	 is	 an	 approach	 to	 research	 that	 is	 based	 on	 a	
commitment	 consisting	 of	 sharing	 power	 and	 resources	 and	 working	 towards	 beneficial	
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outcomes	for	all	participants	involved.	CBR	can,	therefore,	be	seen	as	an	umbrella	concept	that	
encompasses	a	variety	of	participatory	research	approaches	–such	as	action	learning,	engaged	
scholarship,	 participatory	 action	 research,	 and	 collaborative	 inquiry,	 among	 others	 –	 that	
actively	engages	community	members	and	groups	in	knowledge	production	processes,	ranging	
from	 community	 consultation	 to	 initiation	 and	 control	 of	 research	 CBR	 may	 be	 led	 and	
undertaken	 by	 members	 of	 community	 groups	 and	 organizations	 themselves,	 or	 more	
commonly,	 by	 community	 groups	 working	 alongside,	 or	 in	 partnership	 with,	 professional	
researchers.	Thus,	CBR	is	guided	by	the	core	principles	of	collaboration	and	partnership	where	
research	 brings	 together	 community	 and	 academic	 expertise	 to	 explore	 and	 create	
opportunities	for	social	action	and	social	change	(UNESCO,	2015).		
	

THE	FOUNDATIONS	OF	CBR	
There	 is	 rich	 foundation	 to	what	we	 designate	 as	 Community	Based	Research.	 An	 extensive	
body	of	literature	exists,	with	ancestral	roots	 in	action	research	(Fals-Borda,	2006;	Reason	&	
Bradbury,	 2006),	 participatory	 methodologies	 (Green	 et	 al.,	 1994;	 Minkler	 &	 Wallerstein,	
2008)	 and	 community	 development	 (Hall,	 1984).	 Most	 community-based	 researchers	 draw	
from	several	common	historical	and	modern	strands.	The	first	is	the	popular	education	model,	
which	 is	 widely	 associated	 with	 the	 work	 of	 Paulo	 Freire	 (1970).	 Freire	 advocated	 for	
education	 as	 a	 political	 tool	 to	 effect	 social	 change	 at	 local	 and	 global	 levels,	 arguing	 that	
learning	 that	 raises	 people’s	 consciousness	 and	 enhances	 their	 understanding	 of	 oppressive	
social	conditions	can	lead	to	social	transformation.	The	second	important	influence	on	current	
CBR	comes	 from	what	might	be	called	the	participatory	research	model.	This	approach	grew	
mainly	out	of	liberation	struggles	in	the	Third	World	over	the	past	few	decades	and	has	been	
adapted,	as	well,	to	research	with	traditionally	disadvantaged	groups.	Finally,	CBR	also	traces	
some	of	its	roots	to	the	“action	research”	approach	introduced	by	Kurt	Lewin	(1948),	who	used	
it	 as	 a	 tool	 to	 increase	 worker	 productivity	 and	 satisfaction	 through	 promoting	 democratic	
relationships	in	 the	workplace.	Lewin’s	work	 is	considered	a	more	conservative	 influence	on	
CBR	because	it	de-emphasized	community	participation	and	failed	to	challenge	existing	power	
arrangements.	The	CBR	model	draws	on	these	diverse	historical	influences,	but	also	embodies	
core	 tenets	 that	 make	 CBR	 relevant	 to	 higher	 education,	 especially	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	
challenges	 that	 colleges	 and	 universities	 currently	 face	 in	 exploring	 partnerships	 with	
communities	in	addressing	pressing	problems.	More	recently,	the	conceptual	work	by	Barbara	
Israel	and	others	has	provided	a	critical	template	for	what	has	come	to	be	regarded	as	the	core	
dimensions	 of	 CBR.	 According	 to	 these	 authors,	 the	 key	 Principles	 of	 Community-Based	
Research	are:	

1.			Recognizes	community	as	a	unit	of	identity.		
2.			Begins	with	and	builds	on	strengths	and	resources	within	the	community.		
3.			Facilitates	collaborative,	equitable	partnership	in	all	phases	of	the	research,	involving	an	

empowering	and	power	sharing	process.		
4.			Promotes	co-learning	and	capacity	building	among	all	partners	involved.		
5.	 	Integrates	and	creates	a	balance	between	knowledge	generation	and	action	for	mutual	

benefit	of	all	partners.		
6.	 Emphasis	 on	 local	 relevance	 of	 public	 health	 and	 social	 problems	 and	 ecological	

approaches	that	address	the	multiple	determinants	of	disease	and	well-being.		
7.			Involves	systems	development	through	a	cyclical	and	iterative	process.		
8.	 Disseminates	 findings	 to	 all	 partners	 and	 involves	 all	 partners	 in	 the	 dissemination	

process.		
9.		Involves	a	long-term	process	and	commitment.	(Israel	et	al.,	1998)	

	
Summarizing,	 in	 seeking	 to	 appraise	 the	 current	 state	 of	 CBR,	we	 touch	upon	some	 of	 these	
challenges	 as	 they	 relate	 to	 three	 core	 ideas	 underscoring	 CBR:	 the	 strength	 and	 nature	 of	
collaborations	and	partnerships;	the	use	of	participatory	methods;	and	the	nature	of	evidence,	
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outcomes	 and	 impacts	 related	 to	 CBR.	 How	 these	 are	 enacted	 in	 current	 practice	 provides	
critical	 insights	 into	 the	 conceptual	 and	 practical	 limitations	 of	 CBR,	 and	 lays	 out	 the	
groundwork	for	new	directions.		
	

CHALLENGES	IN	CBR	
The	 intention	 of	 CBR	 and	 other	 participatory	 methods	 has	 been	 to	 ensure	 the	 meaningful	
involvement	of	community	in	raising	questions	of	research,	giving	shape	to	the	application	of	
methods	of	significance	–	those	techniques	that	can	yield	the	best	information	to	address	the	
core	questions	and	facilitate	action-oriented	interpretations	(making	the	evidence	speak	on	a	
particular	 issue),	 and	 ultimately	 identifying	 points	 for	 social	 change	 and	 lead	 communities	
towards	these.	As	CBR	is	increasingly	used	as	a	research	process	for	identifying	and	addressing	
social	 needs	 and	 disparities,	 more	 attention	 is	 being	 focused	 on	 the	 outcomes	 of	 CBR,	 and	
whether	 or	 not	 projects	 are	 achieving	 their	 specific	 goals	 and/or	 the	 fundamental	 goals	 of	
participatory	and	action-oriented	research	(Kleiner,	A.;	Kerstetter,	K.,	Green,	 J.,	2012).	Randy	
Stoecker	(2005)	argues	that	CBR	practitioners	often	assume	that	research	is	primarily	causal,	
and	 few	 have	 experience	 in	 producing	 practical	 outcomes	 through	 research.	 An	 effective	
change	 strategy	 embedded	 in	 CBR	 can	 more	 likely	 result	 in	 a	 broader	 strategy	 linking	
knowledge,	 action,	 and	power.	 Stoecker	 proposes	 a	 research	model	 grounded	 in	 community	
organizing.	The	model	illustrates	a	participatory	effort	to	diagnose	some	community	condition,	
develop	 a	 prescription	 for	 that	 condition,	 implement	 the	 prescription,	 and	 evaluate	 the	
outcomes.	He	concludes	with	recommendations	on	training	and	community	relationships	 for	
academic	 researchers	 to	more	 fully	 realize	 the	 possibilities	 and	 benefits	of	 CBR	 (Kleiner,	 A.;	
Kerstetter,	K.,	Green,	J.,	2012).	
	
As	seen	in	the	research	by	Cook	(2008),	while	CBR	is	well	established	in	local	and	international	
research,	 in	 the	 day	 to	 day	 practices	 of	 conducting	 this	 work	 there	 remain	 conceptual	 and	
operational	challenges.	Despite	the	strong	conceptual	grounding	in	participatory	methods	and	
strategies	of	action	research,	the	operating	principles	that	guide	CBR	in	practice	often	remain	
broad	in	scope,	and	are	seldom	mapped	out	in	explicit	terms.	At	its	best,	CBR	embarks	on	new	
territory,	 illuminating	 the	 knowledge	 that	 comes	 with	 experience,	 and	 using	 these	 insights	
helps	to	construct	practical	and	achievable	outcomes	that	can	inform	policy	issues	at	the	local	
level	(AHRQ,	2004;	Cook,	2008).	
	
Methodologically,	CBR	offers	unique	value.	Entrepreneurial	in	spirit,	 it	encourages	innovation	
in	research.	 In	 the	course	of	promoting	greater	 inclusiveness	 in	research,	new	strategies	and	
alternative	techniques	are	encouraged	for	highlighting	community	perspectives	(Burke	et	al.,	
2005;	Minkler	&	Wallerstein,	2003;	Salmon,	2007).	The	openness	of	CBR	to	new	approaches	in	
community	engagement	and	in	research	has	enabled	the	rapid	growth	of	tools	for	best	practice	
guides	 to	 the	 pragmatic	 steps	 of	 working	 with	 communities	 in	 data	 collection,	 knowledge	
translation	and	dissemination	(Macaulay	&	Nutting,	2006;	Roche,	Flicker,	&	Guta,	2008).	CBR	
methodology	enables	researchers	to	use	a	wide	variety	of	research	methods,	including	but	not	
limited	 to	photo	elicitation,	 focus	groups,	semi-structured	 interviews,	participatory	mapping,	
photovoice,	 and	 digital	 storytelling	 (Jull,	 Giles	 &	 Graham,	 2017).	 Despite	 the	 powerful	
arguments	 endorsing	 CBR	 by	 researchers,	 funders,	 and	 community	 advocates,	 however,	
questions	remain	about	the	nature	of	this	research	approach	in	practice,	mainly	concerning	the	
value	 of	 evidence	 gathered,	 the	 integrity	 or	 soundness	 of	 measurements	 and	 its	 ‘scientific	
credibility’	 overall	 (AHRQ,	 2004).	 The	 ability	 to	 address	 the	 issues	 inherent	 in	 CBR	 and	 to	
translate	findings	into	research	with	impact	is	in	the	end	a	far	greater	struggle.	It	is	here	where	
the	 value	 and	 promise	 of	 CBR	 is	 at	 greatest	 risk.	 Also,	 even	 though	 CBR	 can	 improve	 data	
collection,	 interpretation,	 and	 use	 to	 effect	 change,	 this	 approach	 can	 be	 messy,	 time	
consuming,	and	filled	with	challenges.	Building	and	maintaining	partnerships	takes	substantial	
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time	 both	 early	 on	 and	 throughout	 the	 research	 and	 action	 processes.	 Conflicts	 and	 power	
dynamics	my	occur,	they	are	a	challenging	but	necessary	part	of	community-engaged	research.	
Along	the	way,	tradeoffs	exist	between	scientific	priorities	and	community	concerns	regarding	
data	collection	and	data-driven	interventions.	The	enhanced	cultural	sensitivity	and	relevance	
of	 research	 instruments	 made	 possible	 by	 high-level	 community	 collaboration	 may	 also,	 at	
times,	conflict	with	outside	research	partners’	desires	for	the	most	rigorous	possible	research	
designs	 and	 study	 instruments.	 Community	 partners	 may	 question	 the	 relevance	 of	 certain	
scales	 or	 may	 oppose	 to	 some	 kind	 of	 data	 gathering.	 Even	 though	 you	 can	 have	 different	
outcomes,	there’s	still	a	long	way	to	go.	
	

WHY	CBR	IS	AN	EFFECTIVE	CONTRIBUTOR	TO	SOCIAL	AND	COMMUNITY	CHANGE	
Over	 the	 past	 20-25	 years	 a	 variety	 of	 community-based	 research	 strategies	 has	 gained	
acceptance	as	particularly	valuable	 for	addressing	 complex	 social,	health,	 environmental	 and	
poverty	issues.	This	is	in	part	due	the	acknowledgement	that	the	engagement	of	the	intended	
beneficiaries	 of	 the	 research	 is	 critical	 to	 being	 able	 to	make	 changes	 or	 ensure	 adoption	of	
research	outcomes	and	 recommendations.	As	CBR	 is	 increasingly	used	as	a	 research	process	
for	identifying	and	addressing	social	needs	and	disparities,	more	attention	is	being	focused	on	
the	outcomes	of	CBR,	and	whether	or	not	projects	are	achieving	their	specific	goals	and/or	the	
fundamental	 goals	of	participatory	and	action-oriented	 research.	Whether	 the	outcomes	of	 a	
CBR	project	are	intended	or	unintended,	they	need	to	be	documented	and	analyzed	in	order	for	
future	 projects	 to	 be	more	 effective	 in	 addressing	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 groups	 involved	 and/or	
achieving	 broader	 social	 change.	 An	 important	 outcome	 to	 assess	 is	 that	 of	 learning.	 A	
fundamental	motivation	behind	community-based	research	and	other	associated	participatory	
and	action	research	approaches	is	the	achievement	of	social	change	that	improves	the	quality	
of	life	for	people,	or,	at	least,	results	in	outcomes	that	address	a	particular	need	in	a	community	
or	organization	(Green	&	Kleiner,	2010).	
	

CONCLUSION	
To	 this	point,	we	have	 reviewed	only	a	 small	 selection	of	 literature	on	principles	and	 issues	
related	 to	 participatory	 research	out	 of	 an	 abundance	 that	 exists.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 sharpen	
one’s	understanding	of	what	constitutes	authentic	participatory	research	and	what	operates	to	
manipulate	it,	as	its	use	as	an	alternative	research	process	continues	to	expand.	CBR	involves	
many	challenges,	from	the	substantial	time	and	labor	involved	through	the	compromises	that	
must	 sometimes	 be	 reached	 regarding	 data	 collection	methods	 and	other	 key	 aspects	 of	 the	
work.	These	 challenges	may	be	 intensified	when	partnering	with	marginalized	groups,	often	
with	low	educational	levels,	limited	command	of	the	dominant	language,	and	severe	time	and	
income	constraints.	Yet,	the	potential	of	CBR	for	improving	the	“relevance,	rigor	and	reach”	of	
data	 and	 contextualized	 knowledge,	 and	 for	 building	 individual	 and	 community	 capacity,	 is	
increasingly	seen	as	outweighing	the	challenges	involved.	
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