Community Based Research:

Some Definitions and Examples

By Susan H. Ambler

Maryville College

Community based research (cbr) involves academics collaborating with people in a community, usually organized by a nonprofit organization, to research the issues that community people have identified as their priorities.  The concept of participatory research emphasizes the collaborative aspect of the research--the people being studied or affected by the issue being examined should participate in the planning and implementation of the research.  The concept of action research focuses on the potential for cbr to provide evidence of a community’s need for change as well as the basis for a plan of action to develop a more socially just community.  These three types of research are all closely allied as alternatives to the more traditional academic research model and will be referred to as if they are one alternative model.

The traditional model emphasizes the creation and testing of theory in developing the knowledge base of an academic discipline.  Using the traditional model, the academic positions herself as the expert who knows what the priorities are with regard to what is studied, how it is studied, and what implications the results have for the discipline.  The alternative model recognizes the importance and relevance of knowledge that originates in the community, that community people have the kind of knowledge that the academic does not, and, therefore, community people have knowledge resources to contribute to the research process.  What this means, then, is that there is potential for greater understanding when the research is done collaboratively utilizing the combined resources of academic training as well as the resources of community experience.

Outcomes of this kind of collaboration in the research process are that the community participants are more educated in how to do research, more empowered by the experience, and more prepared to take some kind of action to address the problem being studied.  Outcomes for student participants include learning about the methods and issues involved in doing research, learning about community structure, politics, and social problems, and how community groups organize to bring about change.  Outcomes for faculty participants, in addition to those already stated, include experiencing doing research collaboratively with community people, requiring a shift in role behavior as a researcher, and the gratification that comes from doing research that is relevant to the needs of community life.

One example of community based research done in the context of teaching a course is a project developed for ENV/SOC 314, Population and Ecology, that involved some collaboration with Narrow Ridge, an earth literacy center in Grainger County.  The Narrow Ridge director and staff identified several research questions that they wanted to develop based on their efforts to develop a more environmentally friendly lifestyle.  For example, the Narrow Ridge staff wanted information on the latest technology for on-site generating of electricity from wind energy to use as a basis for experimenting with other sources than solar power.  The professor organized the students into task forces based on the identified topics, such as an energy task force, housing task force, food task force, and a nonprofit organization task force.  Within each task force the students developed individual research projects with some working quite closely with staff and others less collaborative in nature working more independently.  The students wrote reports and orally presented their research using the smart classroom equipment to four members of the Narrow Ridge board and staff as well as the other class members.  The professor sent copies of the written reports to the Narrow Ridge staff for their use in creating a more environmentally sustainable way of life.

Faculty and students from many disciplines other than sociology and environmental studies can also develop cbr projects for courses they teach.  An example of a possible project in the sciences is to have students contribute research to the ATBI, All Taxa Biodiversity Inventory.  This is an on-going community effort to identify and record all living things in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.  Another example of a possible cbr project is in the humanities.   A history professor could work with community people doing oral histories of the few surviving residents of Cades Cove to create a data base for a museum exhibit.  This, of course, would serve to preserve the knowledge of the kind of lives and culture that our ancestors experienced 50 to 150 years ago.  A third example of a cbr project is in the fine arts.  A professor and students could work with Highlander Research & Education Center or a local labor union to investigate the role of music or perhaps theater in the organization’s efforts to bring about change for social justice in the community.

Also, using Adobe Acrobat Reader, you can download a newsletter containing a short article by clicking on “Community-Based Research: Research for Action” at http://www.loka.org/pubs/lokapubs.htm.  The article is on p. 14 of the newsletter.  Another on-line article is located at http://www.loka.org/CRN/case_study.htm.  Loka is a nonprofit organization committed to the practice of community based research.  A third on-line article is located at Bonner Foundation’s web page at http://www.bonner.org/campus/crp/resources.htm.


Community based research is international in practice.  Interestingly, it has been most fully developed in third world countries and least developed in the United States.  Given that Americans present themselves as living in a democracy, doing community based research should reinforce those democratic values.  It is time that community people, students, and faculty work together in using this tool to create a more just society.

