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Abstract

Community-university partnerships are increasingly being used to 
address complex, systemic problems, such as food insecurity. However, 
this form of research is highly labour intensive and requires substantial 
time and energy. Several community-university partnerships have 
begun to appoint individuals who act to ‘bridge’ such partnerships to 
navigate complex social and political environments, and stimulate action. 
However, few examples exist that highlight the specific nature of these 
positions. To address this gap, the current paper describes the multiple 
and complicated roles played by a bridge person in supporting a project 
developed in response to food insecurity among migrant families. We 
outline three major roles that required varying forms of labour: 1) Solving 
Problems (Adaptive Labour), 2) Navigating Scarcity (Political Labour), and 
3) Responding to Urgency (Emotional Labour). We intend to highlight the 
ambivalent spaces bridge people operate within and the implications 
for these individuals and the community-university partnerships they 
intend to support.
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R
esearchers and community stake-
holders have increasingly turned 
to community–university part-
nerships and community-based 
participatory research (CBPR) to 

address complex, systemic problems (Abma 
et al., 2019; Israel, Schulz, et al., 2018). To 
this end, CBPR is highly labor intensive and 
requires substantial time and energy (Abma 
et al., 2019). Many partnerships may find it 
difficult to build and maintain momentum 
to sustain projects over time (Israel, Krieger, 
et al., 2006). To address this problem, some 
community–university partnerships ap-
point a specific individual, referred to here 
as a “bridge person,” who is dedicated to 
building and nurturing partnerships, sup-
porting the generation and mobilization 
of locally relevant knowledge, navigating 
complex social and political environments, 
and stimulating action and change (Belone 
et al., 2016; Levkoe & Stack-Cutler, 2018).

Although the value of a bridge person in 
CBPR projects is widely recognized, few 
examples exist that highlight the specific 
nature of this position (Ward et al., 2009). 
Despite valuable insights from the litera-
ture, there remains scant documentation 
describing the role of bridge positions in 
community–university partnerships, the 
contextual and relational factors affecting 
their success, or the experiences of the indi-
viduals in these positions (Levkoe & Stack-
Cutler, 2018; Steenbergen & Warren, 2018). 
We describe the multiple and complicated 
roles adopted by a bridge person in support-
ing a project developed to respond to a food 
insecurity crisis among migrant families in 
Edmonton while seeking to find longer term 
solutions. Specifically, we describe how, 
during the first 2 years of the project, three 
major roles of a bridge person developed 
organically: solving problems, navigating 
scarcity, and responding to urgency.
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The Role of Bridging in CBPR

Across the literature, varying terms are used 
to describe the bridging role that might be 
played in a community–university partner-
ship. We introduce some of these terms to 
highlight how the varying positions are 
conceived, and we outline the attributes 
necessary in such positions to enable a level 
of responsiveness to both community and 
university needs and to facilitate the mutual 
benefit desired in a partnership (Abma et 
al., 2019). Belone et al. (2016) have referred 
to a “bridge person” in the CBPR literature 
as an individual who is generally hired by 
a university to work closely with the com-
munity to support a project and/or inter-
vention. Even though we haven’t chosen to 
use it here, the term more often used to 
describe this intermediary role in the litera-
ture is “broker.” Levkoe and Stack-Cutler 
(2018) referred to a broker as an individual 
or an organization that supports campus–
community engagement by nurturing 
relationships and sharing knowledge be-
tween community and university partners. 
Knowledge brokering appears to be the most 
common form of brokering described in the 
literature, intended to close the “know–do 
gap” by generating relevant knowledge and 
aiding the process of transferring research 
findings into practice (McCall et al., 2017).

The specific role of knowledge brokers is to 
connect knowledge producers with knowl-
edge users to facilitate knowledge transfer, 
exchange, and application to inform policy 
and practice (Lomas, 2007). Ward et al. 
(2009) further described a knowledge broker 
as an agent who acts as a go-between to 
serve the needs of multiple individuals or 
organizations with the primary purpose of 
making research and practice more acces-
sible to each other. They suggested that the 
three main roles of a broker are knowledge 
management, linkage and exchange, and 
capacity building. As linking agents, bro-
kers foster positive relationships between 
researchers and decision makers (McCall et 
al., 2017).

Most recently, Levkoe and Stack-Cutler 
(2018) reviewed a sample of brokering 
initiatives to understand how brokers con-
tribute to successful community–university 
partnerships. They distinguished brokers by 
their structural allegiance (e.g., communi-
ty-based vs. university-based), by dimen-
sion (which varies in terms of the level of 
engagement: deep vs. light), by the type of 
platform used (physical vs. virtual), by the 

scale of activities (local vs. national), and 
by the area of focus (specific vs. broad). As 
Levkoe and Stack-Cutler suggested, initia-
tives with deep engagement and a physical 
platform are the most resource intensive 
of all the forms of brokering yet have the 
potential to be the most responsive and 
accessible to community needs. Although 
they did not speak to brokering, Strand et 
al. (2003) have also defined three roles a 
researcher might adopt in a social change 
effort: initiator, consultant, or collabora-
tor. The researcher as initiator manages the 
social change project as well as the research; 
the consultant—the role most often filled 
by researchers—manages only the research 
and does so at a distance; and the collabora-
tor is a full participant in the social change 
project, but primarily as a researcher or 
educator.

To effectively navigate the role of bridg-
ing in a community–university partner-
ship while being responsive to community 
needs, a bridge person must possess a range 
of attributes. These include interpersonal 
and group development skills, leadership 
and facilitation, and the ability to manage 
projects, mediate and negotiate expecta-
tions, and translate ideas and concepts (e.g., 
Levkoe & Stack-Cutler, 2018; Steenbergen & 
Warren, 2018). Pedagogical leadership skills 
are also needed for highly intensive proj-
ects to facilitate labor distribution, without 
which a bridge person can end up assum-
ing all the social change roles themselves 
(Strand et al., 2003). In complex projects, a 
bridge person must also have a high toler-
ance for uncertainty and the ability to adapt 
since the process and outcomes of a project 
are rarely clear and depend on flexibility 
(Weerts & Sandmann, 2010).

Although the academic literature provides 
important context for the current article, 
the literature describing the role of a bridge 
person tends to remain at a conceptual level. 
Consequently, these positions are presented 
as largely uncomplicated and do not reflect 
the complexity of the projects they oper-
ate within. Similarly, this literature often 
portrays success within a bridge position 
as a matter of being in the right place at 
the right time and fails to acknowledge the 
muddled process of developing trusting re-
lationships within CBPR projects (Mayan & 
Daum, 2015). Further, although it is gener-
ally accepted that research can be a messy 
process, particularly when using CBPR ap-
proaches, there is little acknowledgment or 
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discussion about the messiness of research 
in published accounts (Cook, 2009). Rather, 
the literature presents linear processes and 
neat final “products” with few, if any, ref-
erences to divergences, conflicts, and failed 
attempts. Bradbury (2019) highlighted the 
problematic nature of presenting CBPR as 
uncomplicated, stating that it “is not a neu-
tral affair, neither ethically nor politically” 
(p. xii). In proposing research as linear and 
politically neutral, we miss crucial oppor-
tunities to learn as a broader community of 
practice (Fletcher et al., 2014).

This article attempts to respond to this gap 
by describing the role of a bridge position 
in a community–university partnership 
that sought to address food insecurity for 
migrant families in Edmonton. Specifically, 
we highlight the contextual and relational 
factors that affected this bridge position and 
the experiences of the person working in 
this role. We hope that through providing a 
clearer definition of the role, we can enable 
other partnerships intending to hire a 
bridge person to improve the quality of their 
partnerships while better supporting the 
individuals who take on the complex work 
of bridging these partnerships and forg-
ing deeper community connections. Before 
describing our community–university part-
nership and the role of the bridge person in 
this particular project, we first describe food 
insecurity as a pervasive problem that pro-
vided a complex and unique context within 
which the bridge person was required to 
work.

Food Insecurity

The unique and complex issue of food in-
security made a bridge person all the more 
essential in this project. Food insecurity 
is defined by a lack of access to culturally 
desirable and nutritious food due both to 
financial constraints and an inadequate 
food supply (Riches, 2002). The rate of 
food insecurity has steadily risen in Canada 
over past decades due to neoliberal poli-
cies that have scaled back social security 
(Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016). It is 
a significant and persistent problem that 
affects nearly one in eight Canadian house-
holds (Tarasuk, Li, et al., 2018). Families, 
particularly lone parent families headed 
by women, are more likely to experience 
food insecurity due to insufficient struc-
tural supports and assistance that result in 
less available income (Sword et al., 2006). 
Further, migrant families are far more likely 

to experience lower incomes and subsequent 
food insecurity than the national Canadian 
average (Food Banks Canada, 2015; Sword 
et al., 2006). Food deprivation has a range 
of negative social and health impacts across 
the life span, including adverse physical and 
mental health, social isolation, and stigma 
(Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2013a, 2013b; 
Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003). In light of in-
creasing rates of food insecurity and these 
associated impacts, addressing food inse-
curity has become a matter of urgency for 
community agencies and researchers.

Despite widespread agreement about the 
social and physical harms of food insecurity 
and the need to shift the current state, ad-
dressing food insecurity is far from simple 
and cannot be achieved through isolated, 
short-term charity approaches (Levkoe, 
2011). Rather, the long-term structural 
challenges associated with pervasive food 
insecurity require longer term, meaning-
ful, multifaceted approaches (Levkoe & 
Wakefield, 2011; Riches, 2002; Tarasuk, 
2001). Strong partnerships and networks, 
including community–university partner-
ships, are capable of facilitating such cross-
sectoral and multifaceted approaches and 
have been positioned as a way to generate 
collective action and mobilize actors across 
food systems (Dodd & Nelson, 2018; Levkoe, 
2011; Tarasuk, 2001).

Our Community–University 
Partnership

To foster intentional connections across 
multiple social systems to address food in-
security, we established a community–uni-
versity partnership between the University 
of Alberta ENRICH research team and the 
Multicultural Health Brokers in Edmonton, 
Alberta. With an appreciation for the value 
of research to inform their practice, the 
Multicultural Health Brokers has had a 
long-standing relationship with researchers 
at the University of Alberta spanning ap-
proximately 15 years. The partnership was 
built on years of collaboration on a variety 
of community-based research projects (e.g., 
Gokiert et al., 2012; Quintanilha, Mayan, 
Ngo, et al., 2018; Quintanilha, Thompson, et 
al., 2015; Yohani et al., 2019). One of these 
studies formed the basis for the project de-
scribed in the current article and involved 
focus groups with Northeast African women 
to understand their perceptions of what 
constitutes a healthy pregnancy and their 
own experiences during pregnancy, which 
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brought to light the high levels of food in-
security many experienced (Quintanilha, 
Mayan, Thompson, & Bell, 2016).

The overarching mission of the Multicultural 
Health Brokers is to enhance the health and 
well-being of migrant families. The orga-
nization offers programs (e.g., Parenting 
in Two Cultures), home visitations, family 
intervention, counseling, English language 
learning, and employment programs. In 
total, the Multicultural Health Brokers 
employs a staff of more than 80 commu-
nity health workers who support 23 eth-
nocultural communities and serve up to 
2,000 families a year. Community health 
workers translate, mediate, and facilitate 
understanding between migrant women 
and health or social service providers. They 
also have typically emigrated from the same 
region as their clients and thus are able 
to provide important insights for service 
providers about the barriers that migrant 
families face.

This particular project was part of a larger 
research study focused on promoting 
healthy pregnancy weight gain. In this par-
ticular segment of the project, we sought to 
determine, develop, and implement strat-
egies to support desired maternal health 
and pregnancy outcomes for pregnant and 
postpartum migrant women. As mentioned, 
we performed numerous interviews with 
women who, when asked about their nutri-
tion during pregnancy, described a range of 
stressors and barriers that prevented them 
from accessing and consuming healthy 
foods (Quintanilha, Mayan, Thompson, & 
Bell, 2016). Through this research and a 
recognition that families were struggling 
with severe food insecurity, the focus of the 
partnership shifted from behavioral strat-
egies to the structural barriers preventing 
maternal health and good pregnancy out-
comes. Our first effort was to address the 
lack of same-day food availability. Although 
charity-based programs are limited in ad-
dressing the root causes of food insecurity 
(Pettes et al., 2016; Riches, 2002), it was 
necessary to deal with the crisis of a lack 
of same-day food with the aim of finding 
longer term strategies over time (Levkoe 
& Wakefield, 2011). Recognizing the scale 
of this endeavor and the need to foster a 
strong partnership (Levkoe & Stack-Cutler, 
2018), we hired a full-time bridge person to 
develop actionable and relevant responses 
to the food insecurity faced by families, 
mobilize actors and resources across the 

local food system, and provide support to 
the university and the Multicultural Health 
Brokers.

The Bridge Position

The broad and challenging purpose of the 
bridge position on this project was both 
to develop innovative strategies to ad-
dress the same-day food needs of migrant 
families and to find longer term approaches 
for addressing food insecurity. The bridge 
person (herein referred to as the commu-
nity resource coordinator, or the CRC) would 
provide some much needed and dedicated 
capacity to the initiative. Out of the roles 
identified by Strand et al. (2003), the bridge 
position in our project most aligned with 
that of the initiator because she was hired to 
develop and manage the social change ini-
tiative, integrate knowledge where it would 
be valuable, and do so in collaboration with 
others directly involved in the partnership 
along with external stakeholders. The CRC 
role had three specific objectives: (1) find 
a short-term solution to same-day food 
needs, (2) act as a bridging agent across 
the community–university partnership and 
assist the CBPR process, and (3) nurture and 
support a food rescue microsystem to set 
the stage for a longer term solution.

The CRC was hired in May 2016 and was 
selected through a joint hiring process be-
tween the ENRICH research team and the 
Multicultural Health Brokers. The hiring 
committee was looking for someone who 
had strong relational and administrative 
skills, the ability to work across cultures, a 
general understanding of maternal health, 
some experience with CBPR, and an aware-
ness of the issue of food insecurity and 
strategies to address it. The CRC position 
was funded through an 18-month research 
grant with a modest operating budget. 
The CRC was given temporary space as 
well as administrative support at both the 
Multicultural Health Brokers office and the 
university. This meant the CRC was equally 
accountable to the community-based orga-
nization and the university research team. 
Further, having “on site” space in two lo-
cations was essential for the bridge person 
as it supported a deep level of engagement 
that enabled connections and coordina-
tion across the partnership and fostered 
collective decision-making (Belone et al., 
2016). For example, the CRC had a touch-
down workspace in a busy, open area of 
the Multicultural Health Brokers, and the 
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community health workers would often see 
her working and use the opportunity to ask 
questions, voice their concerns, and share 
feedback about the program. They also used 
these conversations as a way to directly ad-
vocate for the families they worked with. 
Being so close to the community health 
workers and families also allowed the CRC 
to develop relationships that could not have 
been fostered otherwise, and improved her 
ability to quickly identify problems and 
adapt the initiative in meaningful ways.

Having a workspace at the university also 
meant the CRC could sometimes step away 
from the program to create space for a 
deeper level of reflection. To facilitate 
this reflection, the CRC and the univer-
sity research team held weekly debriefing 
sessions to exchange ideas, discuss chal-
lenges, and brainstorm possible program 
improvements. Having shared space at the 
community organization in addition to the 
university enabled contextual learning, 
rapid knowledge exchange, and collabora-
tive problem-solving. Ultimately, it also 
improved the quality of the partnership and 
what it could achieve.

Once hired, the CRC immediately began to 
attend parenting groups, workshops, and 
monthly meetings, and had one-on-one 
conversations with many of the community 
health workers to learn what was needed 
and what might work in this particular 
context. Food insecurity strategies that had 
been explored in the past were discussed 
within the partnership, and the CRC reached 
out to key partners within the Multicultural 
Health Brokers to develop an understand-
ing about the histories, struggles, and suc-
cesses of those strategies. In particular, the 
Northeast African community health work-
ers offered significant guidance throughout 
the project and, along with the executive di-
rector and university researchers, formed a 
support team to ensure the strategy chosen 
(a) was culturally appropriate and relevant, 
(b) respected the dignity of clients as much 
as possible, and (c) had the potential to be 
sustainable.

In addition to having these conversations 
to gain local understanding, the CRC also 
researched and explored potential strate-
gies adopted in other contexts that could 
be developed to increase women’s access to 
culturally appropriate and nutritious foods. 
She additionally reached out to community 
programs, businesses, and governments 

both in Edmonton and across Canada, met 
with stakeholders, attended forums and 
workshops, toured facilities, and joined the 
Edmonton Food Council. Through these ex-
periences, she developed a better sense of 
what was happening locally, nationally, and 
internationally to address food insecurity; 
assessed the resources that would be needed 
for each proposed strategy; and ascertained 
what assets were already available. These 
actions enabled her to create an inventory 
of missing or inadequate resources, such as 
space, funding, food storage, relationships 
with industry and business, and human 
capital (mostly voluntary). Through this 
initial research, the CRC generated practi-
cally useful knowledge she would present 
to the support team and families to make 
collaborative decisions about the best pos-
sible approach. In performing this foun-
dational work, she not only facilitated col-
laboration between the community-based 
organization and university research team, 
she also acted as a bridge to connect vari-
ous individuals (e.g., community members, 
organizational staff, policymakers, volun-
teers), resources (e.g., foods and funding), 
organizations (e.g., the major “players” 
in food insecurity), and multiple knowl-
edges (e.g., practice-based, experiential, 
research-generated). The bridge position 
in this project thus reflected what Weerts 
and Sandmann (2010) have described as 
a community-based problem solver, “on 
the front lines of making transformational 
changes in communities” (p. 643).

Through the initial work by the CRC, the 
support team collectively decided a food 
rescue program—the Grocery Run—was the 
best course of action in the short term for 
immediately increasing women’s access to 
culturally appropriate and nutritious foods. 
The premise of the program was to “rescue” 
food that would otherwise be discarded and 
rapidly redistribute it to families. With the 
new contacts she had made across the city, 
the CRC found a number of local businesses 
who were willing to redirect and donate 
their surplus food to the Grocery Run. The 
CRC primarily targeted fresh produce, the 
desire and need for which had been identi-
fied through a survey distributed to families 
and through informal conversations with 
community health workers. To support the 
implementation of the program, the CRC 
also accessed a large number of volunteers 
through the university’s alumni association 
and provided operational training in the 
collection and redistribution of food.
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After a substantial amount of foundational 
work, the first Grocery Run took place in 
September 2016. Within the first year, 
the program grew rapidly from an initial 
20 families to 110 families per week. We 
documented our learning during these 
early development and implementation 
phases of the Grocery Run using a number 
of fieldwork data collection techniques, such 
as participant observation and informal in-
terviewing (Mayan, 2009). Specifically, the 
CRC maintained reflective and procedural 
notes to document her process, experienc-
es, challenges, and reactions. The support 
team—which included the CRC, university 
researchers, community health workers, 
and, where possible, the executive director 
of the Multicultural Health Brokers—would 
also engage in frequent reflective conversa-
tions to support this documentation pro-
cess and challenge our own thinking. The 
notes that were produced through these 
methods were reviewed during the writ-
ing of this article and led to four further 
individual interviews with the CRC after she 
had left the position. After reviewing the 
information generated through these reflec-
tive processes and using a broad thematic 
analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2012), 
we created three themes to describe the 
major roles that the CRC assumed organi-
cally during the first 2 years of the project: 
solving problems, navigating scarcity, and 
responding to urgency. Each of these roles 
required different forms of labor that are 
described below.

Solving Problems: Adaptive Labor Using a 
Developmental Design Approach

Due to the complexity of food insecurity, 
the partnership decided a developmental 
process would aid in the design, imple-
mentation, and adaptation of what was an 
experimental program. The CRC’s position 
was essential to support this developmen-
tal approach. Without a dedicated person 
to focus on the strategy, opportunities for 
change would have been missed and ad-
aptations would have taken far more time 
to implement. The CRC was subsequently 
tasked with iteratively solving problems as 
they presented themselves, requiring a form 
of adaptive labor. Knowledge was generated 
and integrated as and when it was neces-
sary. As mentioned, the CRC frequently 
sought input from community health work-
ers and program participants through in-
formal conversations and surveys. Because 
of the often unpredictable nature of client 

and community health worker schedules, 
keeping these conversations as casual and 
spontaneous as possible was crucial and 
more realistic given their time limita-
tions. In addition, weekly meetings were 
held between the research team and the 
Multicultural Health Brokers support team 
to troubleshoot, share learning, and keep 
everybody updated. At the end of each week, 
the CRC would provide a summary of weekly 
events to the support team via email. The 
team would then meet in person to review 
the items raised. The CRC facilitated these 
collaborative conversations, presenting 
each arising concern and guiding the sup-
port team in generating potential solutions. 
Through this process the team collectively 
discussed and agreed upon possible modi-
fications, which the CRC then implemented 
and tested in the weeks that followed.

The CRC made several adaptations to the 
program during the first year of opera-
tion, including changes in how food was 
distributed. For example, food distribution 
was initially scheduled for Thursday af-
ternoons after a parenting group to make 
pickup easier for families. However, many 
families communicated that they faced 
challenges with transportation and time, 
which made collecting food at a particular 
time every week exceptionally difficult. As 
a result, the CRC connected with volunteers, 
food donors, and community health work-
ers, first transitioning to an extra day of 
food distribution, and then to distributing 
several days a week. In addition, the CRC 
worked with community health workers 
so that they could take food with them on 
home visits, so that some families did not 
have to travel at all.

Additional challenges arose relating to food 
distribution, specifically equitable distribu-
tion. Initially, the CRC had built as much 
choice into the program as possible because 
she felt it was important for families to be 
able to choose the amount and types of 
food that made the most sense for them. 
However, offering this choice inadvertently 
set up a competitive process that created 
a sense of panic and significant levels of 
stress for families, leading them to arrive 
as early as possible to obtain the most 
in-demand items. It also almost entirely 
emptied the week’s food inventory in only 
a few hours, leaving some families without 
food. When the CRC asked families about 
this experience, one woman drew parallels 
between the Grocery Run experience and 
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being in a refugee camp where they had to 
compete for food or be left with nothing. 
Unwittingly, the Grocery Run had become 
reminiscent of a highly stressful situation 
for many families, and the CRC felt respon-
sible for recreating this environment. With 
this information, she immediately modified 
the program so that food was divided into 
predetermined hampers that were assigned 
to each family and could be picked up at 
any point during the collection “window”, 
so families were not at risk of losing out. 
Removing the element of choice was not 
ideal, but it led to the more equitable dis-
tribution of food. However, the scarcity 
underlying the need for this modification 
continued to create significant political 
tension in the program for families, com-
munity health workers, and the CRC, and 
required additional labor on the part of the 
CRC.

Navigating Scarcity: Political Labor

Due to the political nature of the program 
and the matter of food insecurity more 
broadly, the CRC was required to perform 
substantial amounts of labor both internally 
and externally to navigate these challenges 
sensitively to reduce the potential for harm 
to families and to maintain relationships.

As described previously, the CRC identified 
numerous challenges with food distribution 
early into the program through her own 
observations and through conversations 
with community health workers. These 
challenges required a level of political as-
tuteness by the CRC. In addition to the chal-
lenges already identified, the environment 
of scarcity contributed to concerns about 
the composition of the food bag donations 
and fears of inequity. Due to the variations 
in the types and quantities of food rescued 
each week, not all families received the 
same food each time, and families became 
concerned about inequity and possible fa-
voritism. In response to these concerns, the 
CRC tried to be as transparent as possible 
about how food was sorted and distributed, 
often driving across the city to purchase 
translucent bags so people could see what 
was in each hamper. However, the random 
pattern of donations received each week 
made it impossible to allocate the same 
products to all families. For example, the 
CRC might receive three donated pineapples 
one week, which was obviously not enough 
for equal distribution. Consequently, food 
hampers were never the same from week 

to week. Learning about the tension this 
inconsistency created, the CRC had conver-
sations with the executive director and the 
support team, who collectively agreed she 
would create a form to track the allocation 
of specific food items in an attempt to more 
fairly distribute sought-after items (such as 
sugar, oil, sweet breads, diapers, and baby 
formula) between families and communi-
ties.

An additional political issue related to vol-
unteers who helped to pack hampers but 
who also received food through the pro-
gram. Other families sometimes asked these 
volunteers for additional food or to change 
what was going into their bags, putting 
the volunteers in an impossible position 
and creating significant stress. As she was 
always present during distribution hours to 
coordinate the process, the CRC observed 
these requests and their effects firsthand. 
She brought the issue to the support team, 
who decided it would be better if commu-
nity health workers submitted the number 
of families who needed food to the CRC via 
text, email, or in person each week so that 
food bags could be packed in advance rather 
than during distribution hours, to avoid the 
opportunity for such requests. The CRC also 
encouraged community health workers to 
attend the Grocery Run or send volunteers 
from their community so that they could 
fully understand the process and see for 
themselves the efforts that were going into 
supporting fairer distribution. Without the 
CRC bridging the communication between 
all stakeholders involved and facilitating 
these logistical changes, these adaptations 
to the program would have been exception-
ally difficult to execute. Despite the need for 
more resources (i.e., time and volunteers) 
to support this process, health workers and 
families reported that they found the new 
system both more convenient and equitable 
and that it, for the most part, helped to de-
velop a sense of trust in the program and 
the CRC.

In addition to having to navigate these poli-
tics in an internal space, political tensions 
external to the program also required large 
amounts of labor on the part of the CRC 
relating to equitable food distribution. For 
example, the CRC became a representative 
for the partnership and, in doing so, at-
tended stakeholder consultations to inform 
various food security strategies and poli-
cies locally and nationally (e.g., the Healthy 
Eating strategy, the Food Policy for Canada, 
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a city food hub). These formal contributions 
to policy were essential for further connect-
ing the CRC with key individuals and learn-
ing about other important initiatives across 
the country in working toward longer term 
strategies. Many stakeholders were open to 
collaborating and sharing their knowledge 
and resources. Some, however, perceived 
the Grocery Run as a new start-up in an 
already crowded food charity landscape and 
thus as competition “taking away” dona-
tions from other food charity programs.

As a result, the bridge person was required 
to engage in a form of political work that 
appeared typical of navigating a complex 
environment characterized by scarcity and 
the ever-present competition for food. 
Despite an internal recognition of both 
the necessity and the limitations of the 
Grocery Run, this external criticism of the 
program made it highly contentious and 
required a great deal of care on the part of 
the CRC to consistently justify the need for 
its existence while advocating for a broader 
strategy toward food insecurity. As a result, 
the CRC was required to take on even more 
responsibilities to share insights from the 
project and increase awareness of the food 
insecurity experienced by migrant families.

Responding to Urgency: Emotional Labor

The final role of the CRC that emerged in 
this project related to the emotional invest-
ment that was required for the success of 
the Grocery Run, and how this was closely 
intertwined with the other two forms of 
labor already articulated. Because the proj-
ect required a relational approach, both as 
a basis for appropriate CBPR and because 
this particular project relied on strong net-
works of people and resources, it created 
substantial emotional labor for the CRC. The 
stress inherent to the position was height-
ened by the sense of urgency that resulted 
from an immediate need for food and the 
scale of work required to address this need. 
This sense of urgency led to the CRC feel-
ing emotionally and physically exhausted 
and weakened the long-term sustainabil-
ity of the position. Further, the need for 
food among families was so great that the 
demand far outweighed the CRC’s ability to 
meet this demand. On some days, the dona-
tion bags for families were sparse, far from 
providing enough food to last the week. This 
dearth created significant levels of stress for 
everyone involved with the program and the 
families who depended on it.

With only one CRC dedicated to the strategy, 
the ability to scale up and meet families’ 
needs was consistently limited. The re-
sulting pressure on both the CRC and the 
community health workers was substan-
tial, such that they felt unable to set per-
sonal boundaries. Aside from the emotional 
impact of this inability to meet families’ 
needs, the CRC also often felt she was work-
ing 24/7 trying to meet the basic demands 
for food, which, at the same time, never 
really felt like an achievable goal. After sev-
eral months of being constantly available to 
her own detriment, the CRC started to set 
boundaries in an attempt to mitigate some 
of this pressure. For example, she asked for 
a work phone that was separate from her 
personal phone and set specific work hours, 
outside which she would no longer be avail-
able for program-related matters. She also 
started to learn the fine line between being 
accommodating to individual requests and 
putting herself and the program at risk.

In addition to the emotional exhaustion 
experienced by the CRC in relation to the 
nature of the program, working across 
two organizations also required a degree 
of emotional labor because, lacking a clear 
mandate to follow, she felt torn in terms 
of strategic priorities and was not always 
entirely certain of her role. It was often un-
clear who the CRC was accountable to, which 
protocols were to be used as guidelines, and 
whose specific organizational goals she 
was striving to achieve. Because she was 
not fully embedded within the university or 
the Multicultural Health Brokers, the CRC 
largely worked alone and, although she was 
in constant collaboration with community 
health workers, families, volunteers, and 
researchers, she experienced a sense of iso-
lation. The CRC also found decision-making 
often became her sole responsibility rather 
than a joint responsibility because consulta-
tion was burdensome for community health 
workers and did not always lead to a clear 
path forward. As a result, she often felt un-
certain in making decisions, a feeling that 
was exacerbated because some decisions 
had significant ramifications.

The environment of scarcity that led to the 
need for the Grocery Run in the first place 
meant that the three forms of labor required 
of the bridge person—adaptive, political, 
and emotional—were inevitably interre-
lated. The same scarcity of resources that 
led to migrant families not having enough 
social security (and therefore food) also re-
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sulted in limited resources being available 
to fund staff at the Multicultural Health 
Brokers relative to the amount of work 
needed. The community health workers 
always had three or four times the amount 
of work they could possibly achieve in the 
work hours available to them. As a result, 
they were always trying to be responsive 
to families in an environment of crisis 
and unpredictability. For example, new 
families were always arriving in Edmonton 
and needed immediate settlement sup-
port. Emergencies (for example, relating 
to health, housing, or subsidies) could also 
arise at any moment. This environment re-
quired adaptability from all staff, including 
the bridge person, and resulted in a compe-
tition for resources that demanded fraught 
political navigation and was emotionally 
taxing for everyone involved. Further, the 
need to develop a process that worked for 
as many people as possible was a significant 
source of stress because the consequences 
of not doing so were substantial. This need 
for allocation of resources put additional 
pressure on the relationships between the 
bridge person and the community health 
workers, who were specifically trained to 
navigate and squeeze limited resources out 
of systems for the families they serve, while 
the bridge person conversely tried to create 
and maintain these (albeit adaptable) sys-
tems in order to distribute the limited food 
available to as many families as possible. 
All the while, she was no less aware of the 
consequences of reaffirming these systems 
on a week-by-week basis, such as when she 
had to say “no” to last-minute requests for 
food. This ever-present underlying tension 
created a level of exhaustion for families, 
staff, and the CRC.

Discussion

The literature that discusses the role of a 
bridge person in a CBPR context predomi-
nantly describes it in relation to knowledge 
exchange—that is, the ways the bridge role 
can support the transfer and application 
of knowledge to inform practice in a com-
munity–university partnership and make 
knowledge and practice more accessible 
to each other. Literature on the topic also 
recognizes that the form of bridge posi-
tions will vary depending on the nature 
of the partnership and the challenge to be 
addressed. Factors determining the form 
of the bridge position include whether the 
position is situated at the university or a 

community-based organization, the level of 
engagement by the bridge person, the scale 
of the endeavor and the platform used, and 
how broad or specific the project focus is. 
The attributes required in this position are 
also context specific, yet several skills are 
deemed fundamental to supporting a project 
well, including leadership and facilitation, 
project management, interpersonal skills, 
the ability to communicate, and a tolerance 
for uncertainty. Our experiences in this 
project were consistent with the literature 
in some ways but diverged in others, which 
created a number of learnings that can 
contribute to expanding our understand-
ing of bridge positions in CBPR. Some of 
this learning will be discussed relating to 
the function of knowledge in our project 
compared with the literature, after which 
we will describe what we learned about the 
adaptive, political, and emotional nature of 
the project more specifically.

In the academic literature about bridge 
positions, knowledge largely appears to be 
understood as theoretical and empirical, 
with the bridge person tasked with apply-
ing this knowledge in practice. However, as 
can be seen from this project, the CRC relied 
on multiple forms of knowledge that were 
generated through both formal and infor-
mal research methods and were primarily 
practical and experiential in nature. This 
focus on empirical knowledge in the litera-
ture therefore appears to play into scientific 
discourses that privilege certain kinds of 
knowledge above others in a hierarchy of 
evidence (Greenhalgh et al., 2018). With a 
recognition that a full range of knowledge 
forms were fundamental to the success of 
the initiative described in this article, we 
call for a broadening in the ways evidence 
is conceptualized and legitimized in the 
bridge literature so that a wider collection 
of knowledges is recognized as valuable.

In addition to the narrow ways knowledge 
is often discussed, the model of knowledge 
exchange described in the bridge literature 
seems mostly linear. Although the cocre-
ation of knowledge is recognized as useful, 
this conception of knowledge exchange 
resembles an integrated knowledge trans-
lation approach more closely than a CBPR 
approach, focusing primarily on the appli-
cation of knowledge rather than striving for 
social justice (Jull et al., 2017). The bridge 
person is thus generally positioned as the 
holder of knowledge that is generated in 
a university setting, tasked with support-
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ing the unidirectional application of this 
knowledge in practice. The resultant pater-
nalistic understanding of the bridge position 
is at odds with the principles of CBPR and 
fails to account for the circular and collec-
tive generation of knowledge in ways that 
continually shape the bridge person and 
expand their own understanding. If we are 
truly aiming for research that facilitates an-
tioppressive processes and outcomes and is 
attendant to power, we will need to be clear 
about the social justice aims of a project and 
blur the lines between knower and known 
so that individuals in bridge roles are posi-
tioned as colearners who facilitate the cir-
culation and generation of multiple forms 
of knowledge to support social change. The 
remainder of our learnings will next be dis-
cussed in relation to the adaptive, political, 
and emotional nature of the project, draw-
ing on specific literature to show how this 
learning converges with or adds to previous 
understanding about bridge positions.

In regard to the adaptive labor required of 
the bridge person in our project, we de-
scribed the need for a cyclical and develop-
mental approach to the project. An iterative, 
developmental process was essential with 
such a complex project so that strategies 
could be altered as they were being imple-
mented (Janzen et al., 2016; Patton, 2008). 
Such flexibility also enabled the partner-
ship to respond to a range of unexpected 
challenges, such as the need to modify 
the food distribution process. Because she 
acted on site, the bridge person was able 
to lead and coordinate adaptations that, 
although sometimes significant and bur-
densome, were crucial to the success of the 
project. Carpenter and Brock (2008) have 
referred to the need for adaptive capacity 
to ensure a system can adjust to internal 
demands and external factors and avoid 
rigidity. Operating as its own microsystem, 
this project required a high level of adap-
tive capacity to respond to pervasive and 
changing demands. As the only individual 
dedicated solely to the initiative, the bridge 
person acted almost single-handedly to 
support this adaptive capacity. A high level 
of (adaptive) labor thus was needed to fa-
cilitate this process and ensure the initia-
tive was adequately responsive. The full 
extent of the labor involved in such bridge 
positions must therefore be recognized so 
that adequate resources can be allocated to 
initiatives and the bridge person receives 
necessary support. Further, although adapt-
ability was fundamental to the success of 

the program, there was an equal need for 
structure and stability. Although a tolerance 
for uncertainty has been acknowledged as 
an essential trait of any CBPR work and for 
the bridge person specifically (Weerts & 
Sandmann, 2010), the movement between 
these two states—adaptability and stabil-
ity—must be considered because it requires 
the bridge person to know when to be flex-
ible and when some level of order and con-
sistency is helpful.

The second role, navigating scarcity, or po-
litical labor, highlighted the political nature 
of the project, which was heightened in a 
complex environment characterized by 
scarcity and competition. The competi-
tive nature of the food security movement 
in particular has been associated with the 
institutionalization of large food charity 
organizations (Levkoe, 2011; Riches, 2002), 
which reflects the larger nonprofit indus-
trial complex within a neoliberal climate 
(Smith, 2017). In this project, some agencies 
felt threatened by the Grocery Run in ways 
that undermined the CRC’s attempts to col-
laborate and bring essential partners within 
the local food system into conversation with 
one another. In attempting to navigate this 
politically fraught and competitive envi-
ronment, the CRC needed to work within 
and outside it simultaneously, maneu-
vering around and avoiding the tensions 
while creating partnerships where they felt 
possible. Further, the program itself had 
its own internal politics that were created 
and heightened by the scarcity of resources 
and an environment perpetually in a state 
of crisis. Political sensitivity and astute-
ness have been identified as particularly 
essential to practicing CBPR (Belone et al., 
2016; Israel, Eng, et al., 2013), yet this field 
is rarely described in terms of the broader 
nonprofit industrial complex in which 
bridge people (and community-based par-
ticipatory researchers in general) have in-
creasingly found themselves. Community–
university partnerships may benefit from 
research focused on the experiences within 
community-based research projects in this 
context and the ways partnerships navigate 
these complexities.

The third role, responding to urgency, or 
emotional labor, described the emotional 
investment required for the implementa-
tion and adaptation of the Grocery Run, and 
the implications for the CRC. The emotional 
risk of the CRC position in this initiative 
was evident, first, in the burden of respon-
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sibility placed primarily on one person to 
meet an often impossible demand for food 
and, second, in the sense of isolation and 
confusion that resulted from not being fully 
embedded in a particular organization. The 
emotional nature of the position reflected 
the general experience of the community 
health workers in Multicultural Health 
Brokers; however, it was also distinct in the 
ways that the CRC was required to create 
processes that were challenged every week. 
The CRC needed not only the ability to work 
highly independently, but also a level of 
emotional maturity that enabled her to set 
boundaries and navigate the difficulty of 
never being able to meet the needs of either 
families or the community health workers.

Although the bridge person possessed a 
range of attributes that contributed sub-
stantially to her ability to fulfill her re-
sponsibilities, the role still left her emo-
tionally and physically exhausted. This level 
of stress, in addition to its personal impact 
on the CRC, also served to undermine the 
likelihood the role can be filled by the same 
person over the long term, which has im-
plications for the quality of a CBPR project 
(Israel, Krieger, et al., 2006). In the litera-
ture, experiencing a sense of isolation as an 
emotional risk has been discussed briefly 
(Kislov et al., 2017). However, the emo-
tional risks of social research are scarcely 
documented and need more attention (Lee-
Treweek, 2000). This article goes some way 
toward responding to this gap by describing 
the emotional and political labor involved 
in research projects of this kind, and in 
particular the experiences of someone at-
tempting to address a complex issue as part 
of a community–university project.

To strengthen a bridging role, a communi-
ty–university partnership should therefore 
have a more explicit understanding of the 
position—its expressions and functions—
before starting such projects. As highlighted 
in this article, to more fully support indi-
viduals in these positions, greater attention 
is needed to explore the emotional conse-
quences of this work and suggest potential 
strategies for preventing burnout. We go 
further and suggest that, with a project 
as complex and labor intensive as the one 
described here, a bridge team is needed 
to avoid putting the sole responsibility on 
one individual (Kislov et al., 2017). We do, 
however, acknowledge that the high finan-
cial cost of additional personnel, combined 
with the limited resources afforded research 
projects, may prevent this possibility for 

many partnerships (Levkoe & Stack-Cutler, 
2018).

The descriptions of the required roles have 
highlighted that the bridge work involved 
in this project was far from being a neutral 
and uncomplicated process, and was in-
stead logistically, politically, and emotion-
ally messy. In addition, individuals tasked 
with filling bridge positions are at risk of 
feeling emotionally isolated if (or when) 
the process proves more challenging than 
portrayals in the literature have led them to 
expect (Lee-Treweek, 2000). The emotional 
labor, and the ways it is interconnected with 
the adaptive and political labor necessary in 
a scarcity environment, needs to be more 
fully understood if community–university 
partnerships are to fully support the indi-
viduals in these positions.

In this article, we have shared our own 
context-specific stories as a source of 
learning for other community–university 
partnerships engaging in complex CBPR 
projects (Levkoe & Stack-Cutler, 2018). 
Specifically, we documented the ambivalent 
spaces the bridge person in this project op-
erated within, in which she learned to ne-
gotiate and adapt between multiple desires 
and agendas to become an “architect” of 
community change (Weerts & Sandmann, 
2010). By providing transparent accounts 
of the intersections between practice and 
research, we can incorporate and appreci-
ate messiness and nonlinearity as part of a 
rigorous process that leads to trustworthy 
and transformational knowing (Cook, 2009; 
Kingsley & Chapman, 2013).

Conclusion

In summary, the current article described 
a CBPR project developed to respond to the 
complex issue of food insecurity and high-
lighted the multiple and unexpected roles 
played by a bridge person in supporting the 
project. Three roles reflected the adaptive, 
political, and emotional nature of the proj-
ect, which had direct implications for the 
bridge person. In a complex environment, 
the CRC was required to invest adaptive 
labor and be responsive to the community 
in a continually (and necessarily) changing 
environment. The position also demanded 
various forms of political labor that neces-
sitated a level of sensitivity and astuteness 
within a competitive and politically fraught 
environment reflective of the broader non-
profit industrial complex. Finally, numer-
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ous emotional risks associated with the 
bridge position resulted in the CRC feeling 
emotionally and physically exhausted and 
impacting the likelihood that she would be 
able to stay in the position long-term. As 
reflected by these three forms of labor, we 
must acknowledge the messiness inherent 
in community-based research projects and 
understand the many ways bridge people 

may be required to negotiate extremely 
difficult environments characterized by 
competing political interests and high 
emotional costs. Only by paying attention to 
these dynamics can we adequately support 
those who fill bridge positions and ensure 
they are best able to navigate such complex 
environments.
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