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Can Community Partnerships in Academic Environmental 
Research Projects Strengthen Equity and Inclusion In 
Environmental Decision Making 
Recommendations for building  strong community-based participatory research



Tools to analyze the spectrum of public engagement in 
the research process  



Tools to analyze the spectrum of public engagement in 
the research process  

Community-based Participatory 
Environmental Research (CPER) 
should aim to partner, 
collaborate and empower the 
community through the research 
process 



Interview of university faculty members and Community 
partners that have successful research grant partnerships 

▪ How do the academic partner and the community partners define community-based 
environmental research? Minority Serving Institutions were the focus of the study 

▪ How are CBER implemented with regard to research design, levels of community 
involvement and impact on the location of study?

▪ What evidence demonstrate that CBER projects result in intended outcomes?

▪ What types of research grants foster long-term university-community partnerships?

▪ How is the knowledge created in the research project used by the academicians and 
community members?



Defining CPER

Funding

Research Design

Outcomes

Project Context

Knowledge Creation 

Main Interview Topics 



Defining CPER

Essential attributes that address CPER within larger topics

Choice of partnering 
community
High Impact / Low 
Influence communities 

Source: DesireeWilliams-Rajee, Kapwa Consulting

“these communities have been on 
the other side of the return of the 
dollar, when it comes to the 
urbanization of nature around them 
and the economic progress of the 
city” – Academic Research Partner



Defining CPER
Environmental Significance

Environmental Justice

What does the community 
want to know?

“To address EJ for us community 
engagement is of high priority. 
To first engage and know the 
environmental issues from the 
community” – Academic 
Research Partner

“my lab is based on 
Environmental justice 
framework” – Academic 
Research Partner

“ours is a historic community 
(freedman town) but we also 
became aware of our 
environmental history” – 
Community Partner

Essential attributes that address CPER within larger topics



Research Design

Co-learning

Essential attributes that address CPER within larger topics

Sharing decision-making 
power

Mutual ownership

“I would say the university owned it because 
they orchestrated the whole thing, but we 
also have it to take it to the world and take 
responsibility of what we are asking. It was a 
template created by them that we filled 
and changed”
 - Community Partner 



Funding

Grant scope fostering 
partnerships with community

Grant scope addressing 
participation of underserved 
communities  

Role of community 
in grant review

“all grants always want you to address 
underserved community but having an 
environmental justice framework and policy 
within the organization you work that 
focuses on reducing environmental health 
disparities ensures that you address 
participation even if the grant doesn’t ask 
for it and then it is not tokenism”
 - Academic Research Partner 

Essential attributes that address CPER within larger topics



Outcomes

Essential attributes that address CPER within larger topics

Community partnership 
influencing environmental 
conservation goals 

Creation of jobs and further 
funding sources 

Building community 
environmental stewardships 

“the project helped regain 
access to 20 acers of vacant 
sites within their community to 
transform from being dumping 
grounds to reconnecting them 
to the river ” – Academic 
Research Partner

“They started a Community 
environmental board. That's 
where people come together. I 
invite state and federal agencies 
to address the environmental 
issues that they are facing, 
develop a timeline for 
remediation.” – Academic 
Research Partner



Recommendations



Recommendations
Findings 

Identifying high impacted but low influence communities

Addressing EJ principles within academic institutions 

Cultural and historic relationship of the community to the study 
area should be documented in detail to understand the 
pattern of environmental change 

In most cases grants are interested to address underserved 
communities but the partnerships should not be for tokenism

Neighborhood Association leaders and community 
champions are partners that also have strong biases

Research outcomes should help address everyday practices 
of the community and provide voice for systemic changes

Create long term relationships within the academic Institution 
to provide subject experts on multiple topics 

Community advisory boards, create a network of consortium 
of communities locally to help address each others concerns 
and share expertise. 



Thank You and keep the partnerships going!

If you would like to recommend any academic-community partnership based 
environmental projects or would receive the full report with recommendations - please 
contact me! 
Amruta.Sakalker@mavs.uta.edu


