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―Opportunities and Challenges in Community-Based Research: Reflections from the Field‖  
 
By Penny Gurstein 
School of Community and Regional Planning, University of British Columbia 
433 - 6333 Memorial Road 
Vancouver, BC V6T 1Z2 
e-mail: gurstein@exchange.ubc.ca  
 
and Margot Young, Faculty of Law, UBC  
 
This paper analyzes the opportunities and challenges surrounding community-based research 
(CBR) with the goal of better informing the use of this methodology and focus in a variety of 
contexts.  CBR is broadly defined as research that: is generated from and calibrated to the 
concerns of a community; is located in a community setting; has a research agenda that is 
equitably controlled by both community members and researchers; and has a process and 
research results that are useful to community members‘ aspirations for social change.  Because 
of the emphasis on social change as a key element of such research, typically the community 
population it accesses is disproportionately disadvantaged and marginalized.  Research for this 
study is in two phases.  In the first phase, the experiences of participants from both the university 
and community perspective in CBR projects in the Downtown Eastside, one of the poorest 
neighbourhoods in Vancouver, were assessed through focus groups and in-depth interviews to 
understand how these partnerships best function and what difficulties they encounter. The second 
phase expands the scope of this research both geographically to a rural/ remote First Nations 
community and methodologically to address: Whether we need common or locally specific 
protocols for engagement, conduct of research and dissemination of findings?  This paper will 
specifically analyze the findings from the DTES phase.  The findings point to the many benefits 
to CBR for both researchers and the community, but also identifies challenges to its 
effectiveness.  Members of studied communities report dissatisfaction and disenchantment with 
involvement in university-based community initiatives.  The benefits to the community and its 
participants are not always clear or straightforward.  The relationship between the academy and 
the community in and around these initiatives can be fraught, and the ethical issues complex.  
Our paper analyzes the research findings so far, and speculates on key aspects of effective, 
responsive, respectful, and relational university originated community-based research 
partnerships.   
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participants to develop both a theoretical and methodological base in order to Thus we are 
introducing both a community comparative aspect to the research and analysis and expert 
engagement and assessment.  Data collection will be in a rural/ remote First Nations community 
to provide some sense of possible First Nations specificity to how community-based research 
needs be structured, assessed, and guided to be responsive to concerns around community 
perspectives and objectives. We will also be conducting a panel of experienced people in CBR 
from both the academy and community to help assess our findings and to guide the conclusions 
drawn.  Besides communicating our results in academic venues we see this research as a piece of 
community outreach that will be disseminated in both preliminary and final form in an accessible 
manner to community participants and representatives. 
 
  
Silvia Vilches and Penny Gurstein, School of Community and Regional Planning, UBC: ‗From 
Classroom to Practice: Using Service Learning to Model Qualitative Methods in the Field‖ 
 
Using a practice model to teach research methods seems counter-intuitive given that the 
discussion of methodology and design can be theoretically dense. However, in the complexity of 
planning environments, various players and audiences may have different levels of knowledge 
and literacy in regards to qualitative methods and the timelines can be short. Community-based 
partnerships may therefore offer particular value for preparing future planners. In 2010, the 
School of Community and Regional Planning at UBC entered a very successful community-
based partnership with the Office for Access and Disability Services. The partnership was able to 
demonstrate, in real time, the challenges of timing, conducting recruitment and collecting data, 
providing feedback to ―the client‖, and completing reporting. Additionally, working in small 
groups helped bridge the skill and knowledge difference that is part of the interdisciplinary 
make-up of planning student cohorts; and in doing so, modelled successful communication in the 
context of research knowledge differences. I argue this project highlighted four particularly 
valuable outcomes of teaching qualitative research methodology for future planners: 
methodology literacy for interpretation of purported research findings; skills in research design 
and data collection when working as consultants; working in interdisciplinary environments, and 
choosing theoretical frames for contextualizing results. 
 
Detailed project description 
 
This project is the second phase of a pilot study to identify systemic opportunities and challenges 
surrounding community-based research (CBR) with the goal of better informing use of this 
methodology in a variety of contexts. CBR is broadly defined as research that: is generated from 
and calibrated to the concerns of a community; is located in a community setting; has a research 
agenda that is equitably controlled by both community members and researchers; and has a 
process and research results that are useful to community members‘ aspirations for social change 
(CCBR 2010).  While CBR has much to offer in the area of policy development, given the 
contextual specificity of the knowledge generated and the time consuming character of the 
research process, it is an approach not yet fully embraced by policy-makers who question its 
validity and generalizability (Flyvbjerg 2001).  Yet, increasingly it is a methodology that is 
recognized as providing insights and outcomes that traditional research projects cannot. In 
particular, it enables research that is more responsive to the needs, empowerment and 
perspectives of vulnerable and disempowered groups.  Thus, in an effort to bridge academia with 
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communities with disproportionate low income and marginalized populations, many universities 
are now looking to ways to structure and facilitate meaningful community engagement in 
community-university collaborations. Indeed, projects that can be understood as encompassed 
within the community-based research model are proliferating.  
 
Community-based research has also enriched our students‘ learning experiences.  Programs such 
as the University of British Columbia‘s (UBC) Learning Exchange, a community engagement 
initiative based in the Downtown Eastside (DTES) of Vancouver, have made it possible for 
university students to contribute to the community as well as learn about important social issues.  
This program, along with other community-based projects coming out of various faculties, has 
helped UBC work towards its goal of serving and engaging society ―to enhance economic, social 
and cultural well-being‖ (UBC  2009a).  Furthermore, it has helped foster a sense of socially 
aware citizenship through providing experiential learning opportunities for its students, a 
mandate set forth in the university‘s strategic plan (UBC 2009b).  
 
As is to be expected with relatively novel and recent innovations, community-based research—
done by both students and by faculty researchers—is not unproblematic (Butterwick and 
Gurstein forthcoming).  While it is clear that there are many benefits to CBR for both researchers 
and the community, there are also challenges to its effectiveness.  Members of studied 
communities report dissatisfaction and often even stronger levels of disenchantment with 
involvement in university-based community initiatives.  The benefits to the community and its 
participants are not always clear or straightforward.  The relationship between the academy and 
the community in and around these initiatives can be fraught, and the ethical issues complex. 
 
Our project takes seriously both the opportunities and challenges of this methodology.  In the 
first phase, the experiences of participants in CBR projects in the DTES from both the university 
and community perspective were assessed to understand how these partnerships best function 
and what difficulties they encounter.  Through the use of an information-gathering focus group 
and in-depth interviews, the experiences of both those studied as well as the researchers were 
assessed.  The participants in this project were university students, alumni, academics, 
community members and representatives of community organizations--all of which have 
previously been involved in community-university collaborations.  In addition, the members of a 
working group on DTES/UBC community-based research collaborations were interviewed about  
their experience as part of this group1.  This group has been meeting for the last two years and 
discussing directions for future community-university research collaborations.  A total of twenty 
participants have participated in either the focus group and/or the interviews. The interviews 
from this research are now being transcribed and will be analyzed.   
 
We seek funding for the second phase of this research.  This phase will expand the scope of this 
research both geographically and methodologically.  In particular, we want to address: Whether 
we need common or locally specific protocols for engagement, conduct of research and 
dissemination of findings.  Thus we are introducing both a community comparative aspect to the 
research and analysis and expert engagement and assessment.  This entails: 
1. Data collection using a similar interview guide in a rural/remote community.   
                                                 
1
 The two applicants in this proposal are members of this working group.  The research was derived from an 

identified need by this working group to assess how CBR is being conducted to develop more responsive protocols.   
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SCARP has been involved for number of years with various remote communities.  For example, 
a SCARP project has been ongoing for two years with the Gwa‘sala Nakwax‘daxla First Nations 
Band in northern Vancouver Island where a faculty member and several students have conducted 
research with the community and provided data for the development of a community plan.  We 
are planning to assess the effectiveness of this CBR by interviewing both the researchers and the 
community members.  SCARP‘s preexisting research connection with this community provides 
an opportune niche for our planned expansion of this project and a rural/remote comparative 
basis to our DTES data.  It will also provide some sense of possible First Nations specificity to 
how community-based research needs be structured, assessed, and guided to be responsive to 
concerns around community perspectives and objectives.  
2. Comparing data from the two communities to see the similarities and differences between the 

experiences; 
3. Prepare a preliminary report that analyzes the data from both settings;  
4. Conducting a panel of experienced people in CBR from both the academy and community to 

help assess our findings and to guide the conclusions drawn;  
5. Preparing a final report based on input. 
The results will then be used to produce a report, a journal article, a chapter in an edited book on 
qualitative methods for community planning, a conference presentation and to help inform the 
UBC Taskforce on Community-based Research that will commence in Spring 2011.  Thus we 
understand this project to have several incarnations.  It is itself a piece of community outreach 
and will be disseminated in both preliminary and final form in an accessible manner to 
community participants and representatives.  It will also take the form of a number of academic 
interventions, as article, book chapter, and conference presentation.  Finally, it will function as 
an initial report and database for initiating a more intensive inquiry into community-based 
research currently scheduled to come out of the VP Research office. 
 
Butterwick, S. and P. Gurstein. ―Chapter 13 - Community-Based Action Research as Community 

Engagement:  Tales from the Field‖ in H. Schuetze and P. Inman (eds.) The Community 
Engagement and Service Mission of Universities. London UK:  NIACE: 213 – 230. (in 
press).  
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