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Abstract

We evaluate how the U-Links Centre for Community-Based Research (U-Links), a nonprofit organiza-
tion that brokers research for community-based organizations with postsecondary institutions in Halibur-
ton County, Ontario, has impacted this rural region of Ontario. Our approach uses contribution analysis 
and realist evaluation as layered tactics within one program evaluation. Data came from interviews with 
community partners (n = 26), interviews and focus groups with U-Links committee members, internal 
document review, and personal observations by the authors. We describe U-Links’ theory of change for how 
community-based research impacts community, discuss traits of successful community-based research, and 
suggest a set of five factors that may enable and affect positive community outcomes: relevance, rigor, reach, 
relationships, and resources.

1 Introduction

Community-based research connects faculty members, postsecondary students, and community partners for 
the purpose of examining and addressing a community-identified need (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, 
& Donohue, 2003). Community-based research is expected to innovatively address social issues as relevant 
knowledge is generated alongside actions that actively engage local people (Janzen, Ochocka, & Stobbe, 2017; 
Savan, 2004), yet traditional power dynamics can subordinate the needs of the community below the needs and 
interests of researchers (Bringle & Hatcher, 2002). Various partnership models exist to facilitate relationships 
between community-based organizations and campus researchers to help create mutually beneficial research 
goals. However, community-campus partnerships have historically privileged the needs of universities and stu-
dents seeking work-integrated learning and skills over the immediate research needs of community-based organi-
zations (Bortolin, 2011). Thus, there is a need to refocus on community outcomes and impacts that arise from 
community-based research and community-campus partnerships.
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The central question of this article is how the projects and processes of the U-Links Centre for Community-
Based Research (U-Links) have contributed to social change within Haliburton County, Ontario. The research 
evaluates the experiences of local organizations who have hosted community-based research projects facilitated 
by U-Links by exploring the perceived contributions of these research projects to capacity building and social 
change in the community.

The article begins with a discussion of the role of community-based research brokers and situates U-Links 
within the broader community-campus partnership landscape. We then discuss the challenges in robustly evalu-
ating the impacts of community-campus partnerships on the community. Our research approach and methods 
are described, including our approach to evaluating the impact of U-Links in the community, and our main 
findings are presented. Finally, we discuss some conceptual contributions of the research.

1.1 Brokering Community-based Research

Despite a large body of literature regarding the values and ethics of community-based research, practitioners 
often find it challenging to “walk the talk” (Stoecker, 2009). Communities may benefit less than the academics 
and students, despite the desire for reciprocal and mutually beneficial outcomes (Alcantara, Harper, & Keys, 
2015). Furthermore, communities and academics have different resources, jargon, expertise, expectations, and 
timing that can hinder research partnerships (Tennyson, 2005). Because of this, community-based research part-
nerships often rely on a facilitating organization that acts as a translator or “broker” to help establish and manage 
the relationship (Tennyson, 2005).

Levkoe and Stack-Cutler (2018) define research brokers as individuals or organizations that “act as interme-
diaries between community-based organizations and academic institutions with an aim to develop collaborative 
and sustainable partnerships” (p. 20). Brokers build connections, support relationships, and share knowledge. 
These formal or informal arrangements take on a variety of structures and strategies depending upon funding, 
governance, stakeholders, organizational activities, strategic mandates, or broader motivations (Levkoe & Stack-
Cutler, 2018). Brokers can play a role in community engagement, supporting partnerships and project develop-
ment, management of projects and partnerships, research dissemination, and developing next steps (Levkoe & 
Stack-Cutler, 2018). Brokers are the catalysts for building relationships.

2 Research Context

2.1 U-Links Context and Organizational Approach

U-Links is a community-based nonprofit organization that brokers research between local postsecondary insti-
tutions and organizations across Haliburton County, a rural region in central Ontario, Canada. Haliburton 
County is a 4,000 km2 region within the Canadian shield with a year-round population of about 18,000 (Statis-
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tics Canada, 2016). In the summer, this grows to roughly 45,000 people due to seasonal cottagers and tourism. 
There is a high number of seniors relative to the provincial average, and the local economy is dominated by serv-
ing the needs of the seasonal residents.

For almost 30 years, U-Links has helped roughly 90 different local organizations to develop, manage, and 
retain nearly 450 community-based research projects completed by students. U-Links is an independent orga-
nization that operates under the auspices of the Haliburton Community Co-op, receiving funding from Trent 
University, local organizations, and the Township of Minden Hills. U-Links independence from the university 
is unique within community-campus partnerships. Levkoe and Stack-Cutler (2018) promoted the merits of this 
brokering model due to its structural commitment to community rather than campus priorities. However, they 
also noted the importance of a predictable source of funding for brokering organizations, which can be a key 
limitation for a nonprofit organization like U-Links.

Research partnerships brokered by U-Links involve four actors: a project host representing the community 
organization, a faculty member (typically but not always from Trent University), student researcher(s), and a 
project coordinator from U-Links. Each year, U-Links issues a call for research within the community and orga-
nizations respond with their needs. The U-Links project coordinator and community organization then develop 
these projects into proposals that appear on U-Links’ website for prospective senior undergraduate (and some-
times graduate) student researchers. Some students apply to a research project that they complete as a stand-
alone community-based research course, while others are matched through a course that has a community-based 
research component built into the syllabus. Once the project has been matched and formalized through a project 
agreement, the U-Links project coordinator steps back from driving the process, allowing the students and host 
to take the lead in completing the project. U-Links staff will step in if there are conflicts or when additional sup-
port is warranted. At the end of the project, the host receives the final report, and the student receives a grade 
from their professor. U-Links disseminates the research through an annual celebratory event with the commu-
nity and in an online database accessible to all.

2.2 Challenges Evaluating the Impacts of Community-
Based Research

It can be difficult to show causality between a community-based research project and a particular outcome. 
Community-based research projects lead to a diversity of outcomes including public installations, new organi-
zational protocols or programs, increased organizational capacity (in the form of added human resources), or 
expanded social networks (Minkler, Vásquez, Tajik, & Petersen, 2008). Outcomes can also be abstract such as an 
increase in empowerment or shifts in behaviour (Middlemiss, 2011). Thus, evaluations of individual projects are 
often complicated and contextually bound.

Evaluations that explore the broader community-scale impacts of community-campus partnerships are rare. 
This is likely due to the challenges of explaining how these projects and partnerships lead to specific outcomes 
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within social systems (Sandy & Holland, 2006). Causality is a confounding factor in impact evaluations as 
community-based research (and associated partnerships) are only one part of a larger socioeconomic, cultural, 
political, and environmental system (White & Phillips, 2012). Evaluation theorists address these issues of com-
plexity by distinguishing between the attribution and contribution.

Attribution describes the cause of an effect and estimates how much of that effect is due to an intervention 
through statements of outcome and strength of outcome. Contribution suggests that an intervention has made 
an observable difference but recognizes that multiple acting forces can influence an outcome (Mayne, 2012). 
Attribution implies direct causality, whereas contribution reflects a more complex social landscape (Mayne, 
2012). John Mayne’s (2008) contribution analysis evaluation framework suggests a set of requirements for estab-
lishing meaningful contribution claims when exploring cause and effect, including:

1.	 	The program should be based on a theory of change with reasonable and agreed upon assumptions 
about why the program is expected to work.

2.	 	The activities of the program have been implemented.
3.	 	The theory of change is verified by evidence showing that the chain of expected results occurred.
4.	 	Other factors influencing the program were assessed and were either shown not to have made a signifi-

cant contribution or, if they did, their relative contribution was recognized. (Mayne, 2008)

When other influencing events and conditions muddle a program intervention, contributions may be found 
to be neither necessary nor sufficient to create observable social outcomes on their own (Mayne, 2012). By fol-
lowing a contribution analysis methodology, and using the language of contribution rather than attribution, 
the role of program interventions can be highlighted as a supporting force for change, without overstating or 
understating their impact (Mayne, 2008).

Another challenge is that communities and academics may have different objectives in evaluation. Evaluations 
of community-based research in the academic literature tend to focus on its effects on students rather than the 
community (Cruz & Giles, 2000). Although communities may also take part in evaluating community-based 
research projects, these evaluations may be motivated by the expectations of program funding rather than aca-
demic learning. Furthermore, communities are more likely to communicate about their evaluation practices to 
their own local community (or internally) rather than in academic journals. This can make finding examples of 
community-driven community-based research evaluations particularly difficult for academics.

Moreover, community-based research does not always create positive outcomes for the community. 
Community-based research can be a drain on community resources; partners involved may not adequately 
address issues of scope, expertise, or time constraints; and intrapersonal relationships may break down (Sandy 
& Holland, 2006). These negative experiences may reduce the willingness of some community partners to par-
ticipate in an evaluation process.
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2.3 Addressing Challenges through Collaborative  
Evaluation

Strand et al. (2003) offer a number of principles for encouraging a healthy community-based research partnership:

•	 a shared worldview;
•	 agreed upon objectives and approaches;
•	 a relationship built upon mutual trust and respect;
•	 shared power, reciprocal communication;
•	 empathy and flexibility; and
•	 a commitment to work to ensure:

*	 the partner’s priorities have been met,
*	 the project has enhanced organizational or community capacity,
*	 and the partnership shares responsibility to mobilize long-term change. (Strand et al., 2003, paraphrased 

from pp. 8–9)

Any evaluation of community-campus partnerships should also be a collaborative and equitable endeavor 
(Sandy & Holland, 2006). By identifying and amplifying how outcomes are envisioned by community members, 
and using these as the foundation of the evaluation, we can examine the impact of community-based research for 
those whom it was meant to affect (Reynolds, 2014). The evaluation process should both reaffirm the explicit 
community-first values of the partnership and actively address conflicts that may arise (Marullo et al., 2003). 
If community-based research is itself a reflective process that sheds light on different perspectives and realities 
within the community, evaluations should also be approached as inherently reflective, critical, and perhaps even 
humbling. These values guided our research regarding the contributions of U-Links within both the organiza-
tion and the broader community.

The research builds on Jagosh et al. (2015), who first looked at a realist evaluation of community-based 
research, and on modern evaluations theories such as nested actor-based theories of change (Koleros & Mayne, 
2019) and linked contribution and realist approaches (Whynot, Lemire, & Montague, 2018), exemplifying the 
importance of both relationships and resources in enabling community-based research mobilization and sup-
porting the findings of Balazs and Morello-Frosch (2013). We feel that evaluations approached from a participa-
tory mindset and motivated by organizational growth rather than funder-imposed accountability measures can 
address many of these challenges.
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3 Research Approach and Methods

Our approach uses contribution analysis and realist evaluation as layered tactics within one program evaluation. 
Our evaluation approach was selected using criteria developed by Befani (2016).

Contribution analysis brings together evidence about the outcomes of a program and relates this back to an 
existing theory of change (Mayne, 2008). Realist methodology asks, “What works, for whom, in what respects, 
to what extent, in what contexts, and how?” (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Realist evaluators aim to understand the 
mechanics left by contribution analysis and why they had an influence in that context (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010). 
In particular, realist evaluations result in a series of context-mechanism-outcome statements (Westhorp, 2014). 
Contribution analysis and realist evaluation can coexist as layered approaches within one program evaluation, 
with the former providing broad strategic learning about implementation and the latter focusing on smaller and 
more promising contexts required in the embedded program theory (Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007; Koleros & 
Mayne, 2019).

These two approaches are linked in that they both rely on an underlying theory of change model (Leeuw, 
2012). A theory of change is an explanatory model that identifies how a social intervention or program is expected 
to contribute to a logical chain of intended outcomes (Funnell & Rogers, 2011). These outcomes can be short- 
or long-term objectives and may affect a person, group of people, or the community at large (Janzen et al., 2017). 
A theory of change is context specific to an organization, or to a particular program within an organization, and 
is meant to reflect the initial aspirations of the organization rather than the realized outcomes (Valters, 2014).

For a contribution analysis, Mayne (2012) argues that a reasonable claim about a contribution can be made if 
the following three criteria are met:

1.	 The original theory of change is logical and plausible, supported by research or existing evidence.
2.	 The activities set out in the theory of change were implemented as described, and the chain of expected 

results occurred.
3.	 Additional influencing factors were either minimally significant or their role has been recognized.

In our research, contribution analysis explored the implementation and outcomes of the program, and the realist 
evaluation explored the contexts necessary for the program theory to hold true. Contribution analysis allows us 
to establish “what is expected to happen” (the initial theory of change) and “what appears to have happened” 
(the contribution narrative and claim). The initial theory of change can then be adjusted or confirmed using 
empirical evidence and arguments:

•	 Does the original logic hold true based on the data collected?
•	 What needs to be adjusted within the theory of change to better represent the contribution pathways 

required to achieve desired program impacts?
•	 What is the significance of outside factors?
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Then realist evaluation approaches (what works? for whom? when?) were developed to consider the contexts and 
mechanisms that influence various contribution pathways. These are presented as a series of context-mechanism-
outcome statements and give depth and specificity to strengthen the logic of the contribution analysis.

To conduct our evaluation, the sequence of our research activities was as follows: first, a theory-of-change 
workshop was conducted with the U-Links Management Committee in February of 2018; next, interviews were 
conducted from June of 2018 to August of 2018; participant observation took place throughout the research 
process. The research approach was approved by the Trent University Research Ethics Board and by the U-Links 
staff and Management Committee.

3.1 Data Collection and Analysis

Primary research was conducted through a preliminary theory of change workshop in February 2018; semi-
structured interviews with U-Links Management Committee members, past program administrators, and proj-
ect hosts; and completion of a research impact template as part of each interview with project hosts.

3.1.1 Theory of  change workshop. A theory of change workshop with the U-Links Management Com-
mittee was conducted to identify U-Links’ activities, outcomes, and indicators of success. The workshop used 
a modified “tree of means-and-ends” from Chevalier and Buckles (2013) to map the theory of change. A tree of 
means and ends is a participatory tool of mapping out ideal outcomes (i.e., the ends or vision, see Figure 1) along 
with the causes and effects (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013). The exercise helped to identify clear and manageable 
goals and a strategy for how to achieve them (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013).

Participants worked in groups of two or three to discuss the different activities U-Links engages with (repre-
sented as roots on the tree), short-term outcomes of these activities (branches), and indicators of success (fruits); 
each aspect was assigned a different color of sticky note to provide clarity.

Each group posted their sticky notes onto a poster board with a pre-drawn tree stencil (Figure 2). After 10 to 
15 minutes of discussion, when the addition of new ideas to the tree had slowed, each of the sticky notes were 
read aloud and then sorted by the group into similar categories, making sure there was general agreement about 
how the responses were grouped and organized among the roots, branches, and fruits. This process of “free-
listing” and “pile-sorting” (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013) is a consensus-based method of generating, consolidat-
ing, and clarifying ideas.

After each section had been confirmed, outcomes, indicators, and activities were rearranged into sets, forming 
a logic model that traced the pathway between an activity, the outcome of that activity, and an associated indica-
tor of success. In some situations, additional sticky notes were added to complete the logic grouping.

A few weeks after this workshop, a conceptual representation was produced to describe U-Links’ theory of 
change and sent back to the Management Committee for edits, final considerations, and additions. This final con-
sultation clarified items and expanded on previous themes that arose during the workshop. The theory of change 
allowed for the goals and reasoning of U-Links to be addressed and analyzed as a baseline for the evaluation.
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3.1.2 Interviews. Beginning in June 2018, a total of 26 interviews were conducted with past project hosts, 
municipal representatives, and U-Links staff and Management Committee members. A recruitment email was 
sent to contacts from 98 past project host organizations by the executive director of U-Links. Snowball sampling 
was an additional source of recruitment.

The interviews helped to understand how projects were used by the community organizations and their per-
ceived impacts. The interviews with project hosts were guided further by a Research Impact Assessment tool and 
Research Engagement Assessment tool developed by Research Impact Canada (D. Phipps, personal commu-
nication, March 2018). These tools provided interview questions to explore the contexts and mechanisms that 
contributed to the perceived outcomes of individual projects. Several of these project examples were followed up 
by collecting evidence of impact from other sources (e.g., the research report). Multiple sources of evidence also 
help triangulate the data and minimize subjective bias (Jonsen & Jehn, 2009).

Transcribed interviews were analyzed with NVivo 12 software to identify thematic contribution narratives 
for U-Links’ key stakeholders and establish context-mechanism-outcome configurations. A set of indicators 
were developed to assess whether the chain of events described by interview participants matched the expected 
activities and outcomes outlined in the theory of change and the degree to which causal link assumptions were 
supported by the data.

Figure 1. Photo of the visioning exercise at the theory of change workshop.
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Figure 2. Pile sorting features on the tree of means and ends at theory of change workshop.

4 Findings

4.1 Theory of Change

Figure 3 illustrates U- Links’ theory of change, revealing their logic and assumptions regarding community- based 
research and impact in Haliburton County and providing the baseline indicators necessary for the evaluation. 
U- Links’ theory of change was developed from the workshop and draws inspiration from Morton (2015) and 
Koleros and Mayne (2019).

Figure 3 shows the four impact pathways stemming from the interactions of the U- Links program for each of 
the key actors: local governments, postsecondary institutions, the public, and host community groups. Although 



110 | EMILY AMON, STEPHEN HILL, JIM BLAKE, AND MARIE GAGE

U-Links engages with both community groups and local governments in similar ways, their level of influence 
over countywide changes are distinct. Each branch of the theory of change can be thought of as its own indi-
vidual contribution pathway, with outcomes interdependent of one another and processes that may take place 
consecutively or concurrently depending on the situation. Each activity is intended to lead to outcomes that can 
be assessed by indicators.

4.2 Characteristics of Community-Based Research That 
Benefit Community Partners

Although the assumption is that the outcomes of a community-based research partnership will be, at minimum, 
sufficient to justify the time and energy invested by all parties, we know this can’t always be the case. So, what is 
it that makes a community-based research project successful?

Figure 3. U-Links theory of change for community-based research.
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Interview participants were asked how they would describe both successful and unsuccessful community-
based research projects to identify how and why project outcomes are deemed successful or unsuccessful from 
the perspective of project hosts. Traits of successful and unsuccessful projects as described by interview partic-
ipants have been summarized in Table 1, broken down by research partnership, research quality, and resources 
available. Most interview participants spoke about unsuccessful projects in terms of the experiences with stu-
dents rather than the products of the research, perhaps recognizing that building relationships was also a desired 
outcome.

Interview participants identified four partnership characteristics that can affect a community-based research 
project: community engagement, relationships within the project team, student passion, and student growth 
and learning. Community engagement refers to the level at which key stakeholders were included and interested 
in the research process. Projects where outside community members were minimally involved or consulted were 
defined as less successful than those that actively engaged the public. Relationships within the project team 
(which includes the community host, student researcher[s], supervising faculty, and a project coordinator) were 

Table 1 
Traits of Successful and Unsuccessful Community-Based Research

Theme Positive outcome Negative outcome

Partnership
Community engagement Community/key stakeholders were excited about 

and active within the research process 
Community members felt excluded from or 
disinterested in the research process, student didn’t 
come up to the rural Canadian community

Relationships within 
project team

Students and hosts had strong, ongoing commu-
nication; “project runs itself” 

Students and hosts had a breakdown in communi-
cation/trust, internal conflicts 

Student passion Students became inspired and excited about the 
research project; “student pulls themselves into 
the project” 

Students viewed project as “just another assign-
ment,” were disinterested

Student growth  
& learning

Students gain new skills and share positive ex-
periences from the project, hosts report pride in 
mentorship

Students do not gain new skills and are unable to 
complete project effectively (or at all), host feels 
their time or investments weren’t respected 

Research quality 
Standard of rigor Student skills were appropriately matched to 

the project, initial questions were answered, 
high-quality work 

Students were unable to complete the project to 
the necessary standards to be “useful,” poor quality 
work, questions left inadequately answered

Research utility Project was relevant to the organization’s needs 
and able to be used with minimal adjustments, 
lives up to initial goals and informs organization, 
feasible recommendations 

Project lost focus and outcome was not relevant 
to the community group, does not provide new 
knowledge, irrelevant or unfeasible  
recommendations

Scope & depth Scope and depth of project was appropriate to  
the time line and skills, goals were achieved

Mismatched project goals and time line/abilities, 
final report lacked important depth

Resources 
Resource availability Students, hosts, and faculty had the time,  

skills, tools, and information necessary to  
support the project 

Students, hosts, and faculty had insufficient time, 
skills, tools, or information necessary to support  
the project
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also a key factor in defining the success of projects. A breakdown between any of these actors can trigger an 
untimely end to the partnership and overall poor-quality research outcomes. Conversely, when these relation-
ships thrive, organizational hosts describe the project “taking on a life of its own” and “running itself,” requiring 
little oversight or check-in from the project coordinator. These relationships tended to be described as reciprocal 
and respectful, with ongoing communication, bound by clear expectations from one another (as defined in the 
project agreements), and a shared vision for the project.

Student passion was identified as a vital element of the research partnership for successful projects. Their level 
of engagement with the project led to host satisfaction or frustration. Some interviewees felt that some students 
see community-based research as “just another assignment,” and these attitudes reflect poor commitment to the 
project. Finally, student growth and learning were identified as a key element in the success of these partnerships. 
Hosts shared a feeling of empowerment as mentors and guides for the students taking on their projects. When 
students came away from a project with new skills, project hosts reported satisfaction and success, whereas when 
students faltered (and hosts felt they had invested time and resources to help), hosts felt their time or efforts were 
disrespected and thus reported poor research outcomes.

A final product should be high quality in order to meet the needs of project hosts. Factors relating to research 
quality include the rigor of the research itself, the utility of the research, and the scope and depth of the project. 
Project hosts reported positive outcomes from research in which the student skills were appropriately matched 
to the initial research proposal. Poor writing or lack of experience with data analysis were common concerns 
among participants, which led to the characterization of projects as being less rigorous. Participants noted proj-
ects needed to be well defined in terms of scope and depth and strategically developed to meet organizational 
needs to provide positive outcomes. The timing of the academic year can constrain the scope of projects, or 
student skills may not be sufficiently developed to tackle politically and socially sensitive topics or higher caliber 
research. The scope, depth, skills, and subject matter of a project should be aligned with the student’s capabilities 
and constraints in order for the project to be successful.

The level of resources available can make or break a project. Resources required for community-based research 
projects include time, funding (to support students), access to materials (such as past research or equipment), 
and access to individuals (knowledge holders or key stakeholders). U-Links was often cited as being instrumen-
tal in the “creative” acquisition of resources, whether through their networks or collaboration with the host or 
faculty involved.

4.3 Developing and Supporting Projects with  
Community Benefit

Not all projects are designed to have direct impact. U-Links projects broadly fit into two categories: “one-and-
done” projects, which address an organization’s specific decision or course of action, and “strategic” projects, 
which encompass longer term considerations across the region. While all projects have their own specific cir-
cumstances and goals, one-and-done projects have been a way of scaling up the number of U-Links projects with 
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limited staffing. In these projects, student(s) typically complete a literature review, ask their community group 
or target audience a few questions, and then provide some recommendations within a final report. The host 
then either moves forward or changes course based on recommendations in the final report. These projects are 
expedient for both the student and the host and can be completed in a single academic term.

In contrast, more strategic projects involve dividing a larger topic into a collection of smaller projects hosted 
by one or more community organizations. These projects can either be sequenced (one project informs the next) 
or conducted concurrently to provide a more complete set of information on a complex topic. The host(s) use 
these projects to network outwardly, speaking to and sharing this information with other organizations, or pur-
suing action at the municipal level. These distinctions tend to speak to the host’s capacity in terms of strategically 
employing the projects or the time and resources to consider implications broader than their own organization.

One-and-done projects are not necessarily perceived as any less beneficial to project hosts if they are completed 
competently, but in terms of leveraging the work that’s been accomplished, longer term strategic projects tend to 
have a greater impact on Haliburton County in that they nurture institutional and organizational partnerships 
within the community. These partnerships appear to drive future research projects and continued community 
engagement long after the initial research project has concluded. These spin-offs and social network changes cre-
ate cyclical ripple effects flowing out from community-based research projects. The premise of the ripple effect 
concept is that community-based research activities are a series of “events in the history of a system, leading to the 
evolution of new structures of interaction and new shared meanings” (Hawe, Shiell, & Riley, 2009, p. 267). The 
ripple effect is a model to help understand how partnership activities build between stages, with the outcomes 
of one stage of the partnership informing or transforming the context of subsequent stages (Jagosh et al., 2015).

Past project hosts were asked to describe the factors they felt were most important to developing success-
ful research projects. These factors are summarized in Table 2, categorized into three areas: partnership design, 

Table 2 
Factors Important for Developing Successful Projects

Partnership design features 
•	 Equal and committed relationship between students and hosts 
•	 Mutual learning, mutual benefit, reciprocity, respect
•	 Openness, flexibility, trust
•	 Clearly defined roles and objectives (project agreement)
•	 Meetings/communication between U-Links, student(s), and host (face-to-face interactions)

Research design 
•	 Project motivated by larger strategy/immediate need/window within community/organization
•	 Realistic scale/scope of projects (awareness of timelines and capabilities of undergrad students, 

involvement of graduate students where necessary, sequential and higher-level research projects)
•	 Concrete measurements of success and project deliverables/timelines (project agreement)
•	 Community engagement embedded within project deliverables/design 

Resources 
•	 Host ability to network and share results of projects
•	 Partnership funding/resources to support project
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research design, and resources. The factors provide some essential contexts and mechanisms that enable U-Links 
projects to be successful, though they do not guarantee it.

5 Discussion

This evaluation set out to answer whether U-Links projects and processes have contributed to social change 
within Haliburton County and, if so, how and why?

U-Links projects have made far-reaching contributions to Haliburton County including municipal and 
countywide policy changes in regard to waste management, emergency preparedness, and active transportation; 
new programming and management plans for environmental education and monitoring; a ridesharing program 
in Haliburton county; hospice and palliative care services; and an integrative program focused on transitional 
support for youth with intellectual disabilities. The data suggest that relationships formed between organiza-
tions through community-based projects have had some of the greatest impacts on the Haliburton community 
regardless of immediate project outcomes.

Five factors that act as contexts, mechanisms, and outcomes of community-based research for U-Links are 
relevance, rigor, reach, relationships, and resources. These features can enable community-based research to 
contribute to community-wide social change, noting that generalizations beyond the U-Links case may not be 
possible. Although they are directly related to our case study of U-Links, future research will need to determine 
situations where these factors are relevant and generalizable.

Three of these factors—relevance, rigor, and reach—have been recognized as key factors influencing 
community-based research by Balazs and Morello-Frosch (2013). Our research suggests relationships and 
resources as additional factors, as they were important in creating a favorable context for projects to take place 
and to support the uptake of project results. We further suggest these five factors are both contextual and mecha-
nistic factors that support community-based research processes, create benefits, and nurture social mobilization.

U-Links’ independence as a broker is important in creating relevant community impact and being respon-
sive to community needs. U-Links has been able to overcome some of the traditional challenges of mobiliz-
ing community-based research in part because it is not a university entity. U-Links is a small community-based 
nonprofit with two or three employees and a volunteer Management Committee, of which 10 are community 
members and two represent university or faculty interests. This minimally bureaucratic organizational structure 
keeps U-Links grounded and accessible. U-Links exists first and foremost to satisfy the needs of the community 
rather than the university. The fact that projects are developed by organizations in this small, rural community 
through collaborative community-centered discussions and activities and then matched with Trent University 
is not only significant but also rather unique within community-campus partnerships (Walshe, 2017). This bot-
tom-up approach keeps the projects rooted in Haliburton and ensures projects are matched to locally relevant 
needs.

The strength or rigor of the research itself is also important. Poorly completed projects simply do not pro-
duce results that can be directly implemented. Competent projects can be shared widely and can really make 



MICHIGAN JOURNAL OF  COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING, VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, PG. 101–120 | 115

an impact. Students need to have the appropriate skills and faculty supports (which also fall under resources), 
and hosts need to take a role in mentorship to ensure this is achieved consistently. Furthermore, the scope of the 
project must be matched to the available time constraints and skills of students. Larger projects can be strategi-
cally broken down into smaller chunks for students and sequenced or marketed to graduate student research-
ers with appropriate capacity to address the project needs. Where projects fail, it is typically a combination of 
mismatched scoping, resources, and student skills and relationships within the research team that are the cause. 
U-Links must balance an inherent tension between wanting to match developed projects for the community and 
properly vetting student capabilities to ensure an effective match is made. The rigor of a project is a key mecha-
nism for the research to be mobilized by project hosts and the broader community.

Reach—the publicity the research receives and who in the community (especially in terms of decision-makers) 
are engaged and aware of the work as it’s completed—is also important. Reach is a factor for establishing broader 
relationships and a mechanism for achieving sufficiently rigorous research outcomes. Reach is also a way to mobi-
lize the research within the broader community. Projects gain traction by capitalizing on local concerns (relevance) 
and bringing people together through the collaborative process (relationships). When widely shared, community-
based research projects have the capacity to inspire activism and further research on topics of concern.

The next factor is relationships. Preexisting relationships are the basis for much of the research U-Links devel-
ops. Relationships may also form between U-Links and faculty during the development of research and between 
multiple organizations to help support the research and co-host the students. In every case, the relationships that 
are formed between the host of a project, faculty members, students, and the broader community throughout 
the data collection process are key to ensuring a robust research outcome. The strength of these relationships, 
guided by values such as mutual respect and reciprocity, a shared passion and outlook, and clearly defined roles 
and responsibilities, enable the U-Links’ research to leave a social impact in the form of newfound coalitions 
and partnerships. Tensions and conflicts may arise within these partnerships, but U-Links’ role as a mediator to 
ensure equal voice to participants helps to manage these conflicts in a positive way, thus strengthening the bond 
and building trust. These relationships are a context for the development of future spin-off projects and a mech-
anism for strengthening capacity in the community for all future endeavors.

The resources made available through both academia and the community are both a limiting and enabling 
factor. Resources include access to funding, equipment, transportation, knowledge sources, social networks, 
and human resources. Typically, the university, host organization, and U-Links collaborate on creatively finding 
the resources required to develop, complete, or mobilize a project, with U-Links coordinating these efforts. Aca-
demic institutions have resources that organizations in Haliburton do not. Like many small nonprofits, U-Links 
often struggles to accommodate limited financial resources and internal capacity. While its independence helps 
U-Links’ work be relevant, it also limits their internal capacity and resources. U-Links does, however, have a wide 
social network within Haliburton and is able to lend social capital to projects when required. The availability of 
these resources (technical, social, and financial) are of utmost importance to the success of the project and must 
be considered in the design stage. By developing projects that respond to funding opportunities and ensuring 
resources are adequate before the project begins and throughout the research partnership, U-Links can create 
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an environment in which students and hosts have what they need to be successful. Furthermore, applying for 
or earmarking funds for the implementation of research leads to a much greater chance of projects results being 
put into action. This factor is not always achieved directly through U-Links, but rather host organizations and 
the postsecondary institutions collaborate on budgets and resources to address these needs. Adequate resources 
are the context in which a project can be developed, a mechanism by which the project can be competently com-
pleted, and a key requirement for the project to be mobilized.

We illustrate the contexts, mechanisms, and outcomes for each stage of the community-based research project 
cycle in Figure 4. The project cycle shows how and when each factor transforms from a context, mechanism, 
or outcome, providing a list for other research brokering organizations to improve research outcomes for the 
community.

Figure 4. Community-Based Research Project Cycle with Factors for Success.



MICHIGAN JOURNAL OF  COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING, VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, PG. 101–120 | 117

6 Conclusion

The projects and partnerships enabled by U-Links Centre for Community-Based Research have led to capacity 
building and social change in Haliburton County by collaborating on relevant research, creating strong part-
nerships, supporting projects with adequate resources, and engaging the public in the dissemination of research 
findings. Regardless of the strength of individual community-based research projects, our evaluation suggests 
that the very act of bringing people together and engaging in community-based research can transform the social 
landscape, creating positive ripple effects for future community endeavors.
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