
© Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement, Volume 26, Number 3, p. 149, (2022)

Copyright © 2022 by the University of Georgia. eISSN 2164-8212 

	Theorizing Relationships in Critical Community 
Engaged Research: Justice-Oriented Collaborations 
as Resistance to Neoliberalism

Dani O'Brien, Kysa Nygreen, and Jen Sandler

Abstract

Academic writing about community-engaged research has long 
emphasized the importance of relationships and examined practices 
of relationship-building. Critical scholars have further argued that 
the neoliberalization of higher education distorts and narrows the 
quality of relationships in community-engaged research, a change that 
makes attending to relationships simultaneously more challenging 
and more important. Taking these observations as our starting point, 
in this reflective conceptual essay we draw from our experience as 
community-engaged researchers to reflect on the meaning, significance, 
and practices of relationship-building, particularly in the context of 
academic neoliberalism. We call for a reframing of relationships as an 
outcome (rather than simply a means) of community-engaged research, 
and as a network (rather than a binary) that builds collective power. 
Furthermore, we call on community-engaged scholars to reclaim and 
center relational practices. We argue that rethinking relationships in 
this light can be a form of resistance to academic neoliberalism.

Keywords: relationships, community-engaged research, community–
university partnership, neoliberalism, solidarity

U
niversity-based practitioners 
of community-engaged re-
search have long emphasized 
the importance of cultivating 
meaningful relationships with 

community partners. The nature of univer-
sity–community relationships profoundly 
influences the processes and products of 
community-engaged research. Critical 
community-engagement scholars have 
further argued that the neoliberalization 
of higher education distorts and narrows 
the quality of relationships in community-
engaged research, a trend that makes atten-
tion to relationships more urgent and more 
challenging. In this reflective conceptual 
essay, we draw from these insights and 
our combined three decades of experience 
as community-engaged scholars and com-
munity service-learning educators who 
work with youth, teachers, and communi-

ty-based organizations on issues related to 
educational justice and equity, in order to 
reflect on practices of relationship-building 
with community partners in the context of 
academic neoliberalism. We argue that re-
framing and recentering relational practices 
in community-engaged research can be a 
form of resistance to academic neoliberal-
ism. By making the micropolitical practices 
of relationality the highest priority, com-
munity–university partnerships can pivot 
around community partner realities and vi-
sions rather than the metrics and framings 
of the projects of the neoliberal academy.

Our opportunity to collectively reflect on 
these issues emerged when we collabo-
rated on a project, Constructing a Vision 
for Racial Justice at the School–Community 
Nexus (CVRJ). In this essay, we describe 
the context and vision of the project, the 
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choices we made to translate our vision into 
practice, and some lessons learned. We do 
this in order to ground our conceptual argu-
ments in a concrete example; this essay is 
not a research report on the CVRJ project 
but rather an argument that the practices 
of community-engaged research can—and 
often should—place multilateral partner-
ships, rather than research output, at the 
center. To set the stage for our discussion, 
we first situate the CVRJ project within a 
typology of community–university partner-
ship approaches. Aligning ourselves with 
the critical, or solidarity, approach (Clifford, 
2017), we explore how scholars working in 
this tradition have theorized relationships 
in community-engaged research, and how 
they have critiqued the rise of academic 
neoliberalism. We then describe the CVRJ 
project and identify lessons learned. These 
lessons fall into two categories: simple, 
concrete ingredients needed to construct 
and sustain richly collaborative commu-
nity–university partnerships, and barriers 
that serve to undermine and/or devalue the 
relational work of collaborative partner-
ships. In the discussion, we draw from our 
description of the CVRJ project to advance a 
view of relationships as an outcome of com-
munity-engaged research (not just a means 
to outcomes) and a network (rather than a 
binary) that builds the collective power of 
the groups we work with.

Conceptual Framework: Academic 
Neoliberalism and Community–

University Partnerships

Neoliberal ideologies and metrics frequently 
obfuscate the ethics of relationality that is 

at work in any collaboration or partner-
ship. Contemporary neoliberal universities 
are particularly organized around audit and 
accountability in ways that force faculty to 
focus their energy on accounting for time 
and resources with efficient outputs that are 
recognizable to the system (Canaan, 2008; 
Shear & Hyatt, 2015; Shore & Wright, 2000; 
Strathern, 2000). The explicit standardized 
metrics of research outputs employed by UK 
universities are one form of audit culture 
that shapes faculty work (Shore & Wright, 
2000). In the United States, public universi-
ties deploy neoliberal mechanisms through 
different means. One particularly powerful 
mechanism is the pressure to entrepreneur-
ialize our research endeavors by perpetually 
seeking grant funding. Indeed, grant fund-
ing is an increasingly important metric for 
measuring faculty productivity; publications 
are often seen as almost secondary. Funding 
is increasingly what signifies the legiti-
macy of faculty research endeavors. In the 
context of the neoliberal university, uni-
versity–community partnerships are often 
imagined and framed in ways that conform 
to neoliberal logic—prioritizing outcomes, 
products, or the potential for future revenue 
or funding.

To describe the influence of neoliberal logic 
on university–community partnerships, it is 
helpful to view such partnerships in terms 
of three basic paradigms: extraction, ser-
vice, and solidarity (see Table 1). Although 
these categories inevitably represent an 
oversimplification of a vast spectrum of ap-
proaches, and are not mutually exclusive, 
the schema allows us to describe and look 
frankly at the different priorities, aims, 
and understandings of distinct community 

Table 1. University–Community Partnership Paradigms

Paradigm Purpose of 
partnership

Source of 
expertise 

Role of 
community 
partner

Outcome of 
Partnership

Extraction Procure data 
from community

University Source of data, 
access to data 

Generalizable 
knowledge

Service Solve local 
problems

University Recipient of 
services & 
knowledge 

Generalizable 
& applied 
knowledge & 
practice

Solidarity Seek justice or 
social change

University and 
community 
participants in 
relationship

Coproducer of 
knowledge

Transformative 
knowledge, 
structural 
change 
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engagement approaches. This classification 
also helps us locate ourselves and name the 
impact of neoliberal ideology on university–
community partnerships. 

In the extraction paradigm, the community 
partner is positioned as a source of data 
or an entrée into a community that will 
become a source of data. Data is collected 
from the community—sometimes mediated 
by a partnering community organization—
for the aim of producing generalizable 
knowledge through research publication 
or grants. Although the results of such re-
search might benefit the community that 
supplied the data or the community partner 
that mediated the relationship, the research 
is intended for broad application and its 
primary aim is to advance scholarly knowl-
edge beyond the community site. The ex-
traction model is the most common form of 
community–university partnership, though 
it is not often understood in these terms. 
Researchers are always in partnership with 
the people and places from which we col-
lect data; in the extraction model, this is an 
unequal partnership in which the purpose 
is to extract data for scholarly knowledge 
production. The extractive research para-
digm has long been critiqued, particularly 
by Indigenous communities and scholars, 
for its settler–colonial origins and coloniz-
ing outcomes (e.g., Smith, 2012). We call 
attention to how research relationships 
with a wide range of communities have 
been shaped in recent decades by individu-
alizing, productivity-oriented discourses 
of neoliberalism. Because of the emphasis 
on outcomes and its transactional framing 
of community partnerships, the extraction 
model is the most aligned with neoliberal 
ideology of the three paradigms.

The service paradigm pushes back against 
the extractive model by insisting that com-
munity–university partnerships be recipro-
cal rather than exploitative, and prioritizing 
service to community partners alongside 
research outputs that benefit university 
partners. Instead of simply producing aca-
demic knowledge in the form of publica-
tions and grants, the service paradigm aims 
to advance the public good by applying aca-
demic knowledge to address local problems 
or meet community needs. Sometimes the 
local need being addressed is defined by a 
university-based researcher, sometimes by 
a partnering community organization, and 
sometimes through a process that brings 
researchers and community partners to-

gether. Drawing from land-grant univer-
sities’ self-proclaimed commitment to 
serve broader publics, this approach frames 
the university as a source of knowledge 
that can be mobilized to solve immediate 
social problems faced by local communities 
(Aronson & Webster, 2007). It positions the 
university as the producer of knowledge and 
provider of service, and the community as 
the recipient of both. Historically, particu-
larly in land-grant universities, the service 
model of partnership stems from the set-
tler–colonial project. The narrow university 
goal of “serving broader publics” is based 
on an ideology of education and university 
knowledge-sharing as “civilizing,” which 
went hand in hand with the displacement 
of Native people that made land-grant uni-
versity establishment possible in the first 
place (Nash, 2019). The extent to which 
service-based partnerships align or conflict 
with neoliberal framings depends on how 
local community needs are defined and ad-
dressed. Projects that prioritize technocratic 
solutions, measurement, and reporting of 
quantifiable project outcomes are easier to 
align to neoliberal benchmarks of legitimacy 
than those that prioritize movement-based 
solutions, micropolitics of relationships, 
and power in the research process.

Like the service paradigm, the solidarity 
paradigm pushes back against some ex-
ploitative aspects of the extractive model, 
and strives to serve the public good; how-
ever, the service and solidarity paradigms 
differ in three ways. First, the solidarity 
paradigm challenges the assumption that 
university–community partnerships are 
always benevolent. This paradigm ac-
knowledges how university–community 
partnerships can reproduce unequal power 
relationships in ways that further margin-
alize community partners; in this way, such 
partnerships can be harmful to communi-
ties and work against social change (e.g., 
Bortolin, 2011; Clifford, 2017; Cruz & Giles, 
2000; Danley & Christiansen, 2019). Second, 
instead of solving narrowly defined social 
problems, the solidarity approach aims to 
produce structural change to address root 
causes of social problems (e.g., Brydon-
Miller & Maguire, 2009; Clifford, 2017; Hall, 
1992; Marullo & Edwards, 2000). Third, the 
solidarity paradigm recognizes marginal-
ized communities as a source of valuable 
knowledge, not just recipients of univer-
sity-based knowledge and not just sources 
of data. It assumes knowledge is not only 
transmitted from university to community, 
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but produced through collaborative prac-
tices (Caraballo et al., 2017; Dyrness, 2008; 
Glass & Newman, 2015). This paradigm is a 
challenge to dominant epistemological as-
sumptions about who has knowledge, how 
knowledge is created, and what or whose 
knowledge counts.

Reflecting these assumptions, scholars 
working in the solidarity-oriented partner-
ship paradigm write about the importance of 
cultivating equitable relationships between 
university and community partners (e.g., 
Danley & Christiansen, 2019; Dyrness, 2008; 
Hale, 2008; Morton, 1997; Strier & Shechter, 
2016; Vakil et al., 2016). Highlighting power 
inequities between university-based and 
community-based actors, and the conse-
quent dangers of cooptation and exploi-
tation, they call on university partners to 
mitigate such inequities by working collab-
oratively with community partners to define 
problems, contribute knowledge, and share 
control of the partnership’s processes and 
products (Caraballo et al., 2017; Dyrness, 
2008; Glass & Newman, 2015; Warren, 
2018). They call for paying close attention to 
the quality of relationships with community 
partners, and the practices used to build and 
maintain them. They emphasize the impor-
tance of ongoing relationship-maintenance, 
rather than viewing relationship-building 
as an initial step to be checked off at the 
start. In this paradigm, the process and 
micropolitics of collaboration matter more 
than short-term outcomes.

Scholars in the solidarity paradigm have 
also written about the effects of neolib-
eralism in higher education, or academic 
capitalism (Hyatt et al., 2015; Slaughter & 
Rhoades, 2004), on the quality and type of 
relationships forged between university 
and community partners (e.g., Brackman, 
2015; Clifford, 2017; Nygreen, 2017; Peacock, 
2012; Westoby & Shevellar, 2019; Williams, 
2019). As these scholars (and others) have 
argued, neoliberalism, or the encroachment 
of “market logic” into higher education, 
threatens to reduce relationships to com-
modities valued solely for their transac-
tional uses, thus distorting the spirit and 
purpose of community engagement. The 
very idea of reciprocity that is central to 
community-engaged research can, in the 
context of neoliberalism, devolve into a 
commodified exchange: The university 
partner provides access to resources, the 
community partner provides access to data 
or a site for service-learning, and both pro-

vide some form of legitimacy to each other. 
With this arrangement, the challenge of 
creating and sustaining richly collaborative 
and equitable relationships with community 
partners becomes more essential and more 
difficult.

We situate our own work within the soli-
darity paradigm. We view social problems 
as inherently connected to structural injus-
tices, and we strive to draw those connec-
tions in our work. We bring the assumption 
that justice-oriented social change must put 
the lived experiences of marginalized people 
at the forefront, and that university–com-
munity collaborations for social justice must 
involve those who are most affected by a 
social problem in theorizing and strategiz-
ing about how to address it. Research topics, 
questions, and frameworks should therefore 
be developed collaboratively with com-
munity partners, and community partners 
should share power in determining research 
processes and products. We view relation-
ship-building as an ongoing practice and 
central ingredient of community-engaged 
research. Collectively and in our individual 
work, we strive to understand and attend 
to the relational practices that enable richly 
collaborative partnerships to unfold. Below, 
we describe the CVRJ project we worked on 
together, illustrating how we attempted to 
implement the above principles in practice.

The CVRJ Project

In spring 2017, our rurally located, predom-
inantly White university offered 14 small 
grants to faculty who were interested in 
exploring how the university might develop 
a Center for Racial Justice and Urban Affairs 
located in (and ostensibly in some way serv-
ing) the neighboring cities of Springfield 
and Holyoke. Both cities are home to large 
communities of color, contain areas of con-
centrated poverty, and have persistently 
low-scoring public schools. Though aware 
of possible pitfalls and power dynamics 
common to university–community part-
nerships (e.g., Bortolin, 2011; Cruz & Giles, 
2000; Clifford, 2017; LeCompte, 1995; Vakil 
et al., 2016), we viewed the grant as an op-
portunity to support community-led work 
that was already under way. Our project, 
Constructing a Vision for Racial Justice at 
the School–Community Nexus (CVRJ), was 
based on a small and short-term grant, but 
it was embedded within longer term com-
munity partnerships that each of us was 
(and remains) engaged in. It supported 
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those ongoing partnerships by allowing 
us to dedicate time, energy, and resources 
to one particular aspect of the work, and 
ultimately to make connections between 
youth/student activists in two cities and 
between our own distinct (but thematically 
connected) research projects and agendas.

Background and Purpose

The CVRJ project grew from a long-term 
partnership with a grassroots community 
organizing coalition called Pioneer Valley 
Project (PVP), which that was already 
in place. One of us (Sandler) had worked 
with PVP for 4 years prior through a 
campus program that brings University of 
Massachusetts (UMass) students to com-
munity organizations, and community or-
ganizers to UMass as part of a university 
course on grassroots community organiz-
ing. The long-term nature of this partner-
ship provided a solid foundation for collabo-
ration. Two of us (O’Brien and Nygreen), 
both education researchers and former 
public-school teachers, had collaborated 
with schools in the two cities and with PVP

In the school year prior to the CVRJ project, 
PVP created a Youth Committee to organize 
high school students around racial jus-
tice issues affecting youth. About a dozen 
teenaged members of the Youth Committee 
worked with an adult community organizer 
to identify key issues affecting their lives 
that could be the basis of an organizing 
campaign. Through this process they de-
cided to focus on racial disparities in school 
discipline and the school-to-prison pipe-
line. They conducted a survey of students’ 
experiences with school discipline and the 
criminal–legal system; they designed and 
hung posters in their schools to raise con-
sciousness about the racialized nature of the 
school-to-prison pipeline; and they staged 
a major public action (see videos here: 
https://fb.watch/e-wZTVV5Gy/)

To be clear, the Youth Committee was a 
project of PVP, who initiated and led it for a 
year with no university partner involvement. 
We knew about the Youth Committee’s work 
because of our involvement with local public 
schools and PVP. We conceived of the CVRJ 
project as a way to strengthen and support 
work the Youth Committee was already 
doing. Over a period of 2 months, our proj-
ect team arranged, hosted, and facilitated 
nine meetings with the Youth Committee. 
The purpose of the meetings was for Youth 
Committee members to share about and 

reflect on their work, engage in a visioning 
process, and strategize about next steps. 
Meetings were also meant to promote 
intentional relationship-building, both 
within the current membership of the Youth 
Committee and with other youth activists or 
potential youth activists. Six core members 
of the Youth Committee attended regularly. 
We were able to support these meetings by 
providing facilitation, food, transportation, 
and coordination by a graduate research as-
sistant. Meetings were facilitated by O’Brien 
and two undergraduate students trained in 
Sandler’s grassroots community organizing 
course.

Process and Outcomes

From the first few meetings it became 
clear that Youth Committee members were 
knowledgeable about structural injustices 
and how they fueled the school-to-prison 
pipeline, and understood that community 
organizing was a strategy for building power 
to advance justice-oriented social change. 
However, they did not have concrete ideas 
for smaller, winnable demands or interven-
tions they could push for at the level of their 
individual schools. This is where O’Brien’s 
long-term partnership with a school-based 
group, Pa’lante Restorative Justice, became 
relevant (see O’Brien, 2019, for a detailed 
description of the project and their rela-
tionship). Pa’lante is a youth-led organi-
zation in Holyoke that promotes restorative 
justice as an alternative to punitive school 
discipline and uses youth-led participatory 
action research (YPAR) to fight against the 
school-to-prison pipeline. Both PVP and 
Pa’lante were supporting youth-led orga-
nizing on racial justice issues, but in two 
different cities and with slightly different 
approaches, and they were not in relation-
ship with each other.

As a project team we decided to bring youth 
from the two organizations together. First, 
students from Pa’lante visited a Youth 
Committee meeting, where they led the 
CVRJ project team in a restorative justice 
community-building circle. This oppor-
tunity gave our team firsthand experience 
with a restorative justice circle to see how 
this practice can build community, medi-
ate conflict, and create a more humanizing 
school culture. In a follow-up meeting, 
Youth Committee members visited Pa’lante 
at their school to share how they were or-
ganizing against the school-to-prison pipe-
line. In both meetings students shared about 
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their work, asked questions, and strategized 
together. While the youth from Pa’lante 
learned about community organizing as a 
way to push for broader policy change, the 
Youth Committee members learned about 
restorative justice as a feasible alternative 
to punitive school discipline, and concrete 
steps they could take to promote it at their 
schools. As an outcome of this dialogue, 
Youth Committee members contacted 
their school superintendent to request a 
restorative justice circle with members of 
the school district administration, led by 
youth. Their goal was to demonstrate the 
power of restorative justice and cultivate 
relationships with school administrators on 
the youth’s terms. Although the circle was 
rescheduled multiple times and ultimately 
did not happen during the time frame of 
our project, Youth Committee members had 
established a relationship with their super-
intendent and had a concrete action step to 
work toward as they continued organizing.

Overall, the CVRJ project resulted in a viable 
beginning to a restorative justice project in 
Springfield Public Schools, as well as a new 
set of relationships—the beginning, we 
hope, of a network—between young racial 
justice activists in two neighboring cities, 
with concrete and ongoing links to various 
university-based resources. In fact, as we 
reflected on the project, we came to believe 
its most important outcome was the forma-
tion of new relationships in multiple direc-
tions. Relationships that were developed as 
a result of the project include those between 
youth activists in two cities; between youth 
activists and a school superintendent; be-
tween youth and adult community organiz-
ers; and between university-based scholars 
and community organizers in two cities. 
These relationships were not merely a by-
product or added bonus of this project; they 
were arguably its most crucial outcome. The 
project is over, the funding is gone, the 
Center for Racial Justice and Urban Affairs 
has yet to be realized, but the relationships 
remain and have continued to make new 
things possible. In fact, a year after the 
project ended, the PVP Youth Committee 
organized an action at a local gun manufac-
turer to protest gun violence, and students 
from Pa’lante showed up to participate and 
helped spread the word in their city. Each 
of the authors continued to collaborate with 
youth and educators in the two cities after 
the CVRJ project formally ended, and new 
research partnerships developed through 
these collaborations, providing examples 

of how relationships can endure long after 
an official project (i.e., funding) has ended.

Lessons Learned

The choices we made in structuring the 
CVRJ project reflect our intention to center 
the knowledge and voices of youth partners. 
However, as our above description shows, 
centering youth does not mean everyone 
plays the same role or has the same re-
sponsibilities. The adults on the team took 
responsibility for structuring the relation-
ship-building meetings (including schedul-
ing, transportation, etc.) and holding the 
youth to the project they initiated. This is 
not a hands-off approach. Instead, we fol-
lowed the conceptual lead and interests of 
the youth participants, and we (university 
faculty and adult community organizers) 
facilitated and removed barriers to the de-
velopment of the project they articulated. 
The lessons learned from the CVRJ project 
can be grouped into two categories: specific 
ingredients for justice-oriented collabora-
tion, and barriers to collaboration.

Ingredients for Collaboration

In our experience, and confirmed through 
this project, there are clear needs and in-
gredients to producing equitable justice-
oriented collaborations between university 
and community partners. These ingredients 
include the material conditions of collabo-
ration (space, transportation, and food), as 
well as time and facilitation. First, the ma-
terial conditions of collaboration—specifi-
cally, the physical space where collaboration 
takes place, food, and transportation—are 
highly influential in shaping the quality and 
extent of collaboration. Universities should 
provide space, both on campus and within 
the community/communities they are in 
partnership with, where people can work 
individually and collectively, host meetings, 
and socialize. These spaces should be ac-
cessible to youth, people of different abili-
ties, and those who will arrive not dressed 
in a “professional” way. But having space 
works only if people have an easy and free 
way to get to that space. Universities can 
and should provide funding to transport 
partners to campus and to visit other col-
laborators, as well as make vans and cars 
accessible to faculty, students, and staff 
engaging in partnerships. If meetings are 
scheduled during mealtimes or evenings, 
providing food can make the difference 
between participation and no participation 
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for parents and youth. A relatively small 
amount of cash goes a long way in making 
a meeting or event more accessible in this 
way.

Relationships that are authentic and sus-
taining require time together where partners 
are able to express personal connections to 
the issues and work through identifying 
problems, planning actions, and reflecting 
on outcomes. Establishing relationships is 
a slow process requiring significant invest-
ments of time; it cannot be achieved in a 
single meeting or through asynchronous 
forms of communication. The informal 
time before and after an official meeting 
agenda is often the most fruitful time for 
relationship-building. This is why provid-
ing food, and ideally gathering in person 
rather than virtually, are so important. In 
our experience, there is no shortcut to this 
process. This need for informal time should 
be anticipated, and time should be made 
available and compensated. However, we 
know people will stop participating if they 
feel their time is not well spent, reward-
ing, or moving a project forward. People are 
busy, with many demands on their time; 
this is as true for community partners as it 
is for university-based participants. For this 
reason, skilled facilitation is also a critical 
ingredient.

Well-facilitated meetings, in our experi-
ence, literally make the difference between 
a successful and unsuccessful collaboration. 
Simply bringing people together into a room 
does not ensure that all voices are heard and 
perspectives recognized. Nor does having 
people in a room ensure that actual collabo-
ration is taking place, or that meaningful 
relationships are built. Facilitating groups 
across salient lines of difference—espe-
cially race, age, and structural power—is 
extraordinarily challenging. We should not 
assume that faculty members, simply due 
to teaching experience or expertise in their 
field, are skilled at facilitating effective 
meetings with community partners. Indeed, 
we have seen time and time again that they 
often lack precisely the facilitation skills 
necessary for effective partnership. For 
this reason, we dedicated almost our entire 
grant to supporting meeting facilitation. 
The facilitators had been trained in grass-
roots community organizing and brought 
skills for running an effective community 
meeting that builds authentic relationships 
and moves participants toward a common 

goal. Grassroots community organizers have 
developed these skills over generations of 
community meetings. Although there 
are multiple ways to ensure meetings are 
well-facilitated, we argue that community-
engaged researchers must be thoughtful 
and intentional about facilitation. We need 
to think about how collaborative spaces are 
facilitated, and how we will ensure all voices 
are heard, throughout the course of a proj-
ect. Drawing on the expertise of community 
organizers or professional meeting facili-
tators is one approach. Building in regular 
feedback from participants, about whether 
they feel heard and their time is well spent, 
is also important.

Barriers to Collaboration

The above ingredients may appear basic, 
even obvious, but they are often overlooked 
when university-based researchers initiate 
projects with community partners. If our 
goal is to cultivate rich, equitable collabo-
rations with community partners, then the 
consequences of overlooking these ingredi-
ents are significant. It creates what Linda 
Stout (1996) described as “invisible walls” 
that people of color and low-income people 
face when organizing across lines of race 
and class. Although Stout was writing about 
community organizing, her insights about 
the invisible walls, specifically the invis-
ible “wall of simple logistics” (p. 129) and 
the invisible “wall of meeting format and 
organizational structure” (p. 135), resonate 
with our experience that time, facilitation, 
and material conditions are in fact crucial 
elements that help better ensure that those 
most marginalized have the opportunity to 
participate. Even though these ingredients 
will not guarantee a successful collabora-
tion, they are simple things that make a 
difference; we need to claim, prioritize, and 
sufficiently fund them.

If these ingredients are so important to rich 
community–university collaboration, why 
are they so often missing or overlooked? 
One reason, we believe, is the pressure of 
academic neoliberalism. The publish or 
perish, funding or famine culture common 
to the neoliberal university is set up to 
reward output, namely publications and 
grant dollars. The slow intentional work 
of meaningful collaborative partnerships 
stands in tension with this incentive struc-
ture. As Antonia Darder (2012) pointed out, 
the focus of
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professors in major public research 
universities today is not directed 
toward teaching nor public engage-
ment (despite the rhetoric), but 
rather toward becoming published 
within refereed journals; getting 
publicly noticed as stars in the 
academic conference circuit; and 
developing effective grant writing 
skills—all the while, competitively 
shaping their research agendas in 
ways that will procure them greater 
access to private and public funds, 
along with the institutional benefits 
and privileges that these resources 
afford them. (p. 415)

As a further disincentive, many universi-
ties’ guidelines for evaluating community-
engaged research do not take into consid-
eration the significant investment of time it 
requires and how its aims may differ from 
those of other types of research (i.e., pro-
ducing materials that may be useful to a 
community partner rather than traditional 
academic publications; Morrison, 2020; 
O’Meara, 2018; Saltmarsh & Wooding, 2016).

We have also come to believe these ingre-
dients are overlooked because they consti-
tute “soft” aspects of collaboration akin to 
a form of “women’s work.” To take just 
one example, providing food at a meeting 
often involves anticipating participants’ 
needs, making choices about what and how 
much to provide, going shopping, arriving 
early to display food and staying late to 
clean up—packing leftovers, wiping down 
counters, taking out trash, sweeping up 
crumbs. These tasks may appear tangen-
tial to a project, yet they matter, as argued 
previously. Feminist scholars have long 
argued that tasks like feeding, housekeep-
ing, and caregiving are necessary to sus-
tain life and community but are generally 
uncompensated, undervalued, or rendered 
invisible (e.g., Bakker, 2007; Bakker & Gill, 
2003; Guy & Newman, 2004; Guy, Newman, 
& Mastracci, 2008; Hart, 2013). In capital-
ist societies, these life-sustaining tasks are 
typically assigned to women and coded as 
“women’s work” in contrast to productive 
labor (Hart, 2013; Mies, 1982; Rioux, 2015). 
In a similar vein, ensuring our basic ingre-
dients are provided is essential yet under-
valued. Like women’s work, it requires not 
just time but also cognitive, emotional, and 
physical labor. It is work, but not consid-
ered “productive.” Rather than take this 
work for granted, however, we argue that 

community-engaged researchers should 
claim and center it as essential work within 
community-engaged scholarship.

Discussion: Theorizing Relationships 
in Community-Engaged Research

As noted earlier, scholars working in the 
solidarity paradigm of community-engaged 
research have written extensively about the 
role, meaning, and significance of relation-
ships in this work, and many have critiqued 
the rise of academic neoliberalism. Their 
ideas have inspired and deeply informed our 
approach to community-engaged scholar-
ship. Like them, we believe relationships 
are essential and researchers should center 
practices of relationship-building when 
we think about, perform, and represent 
community-engaged research in writing. 
Building from these assumptions, from the 
lessons learned in the CVRJ project, and 
from our collective experience with other 
community partnerships, we propose three 
contributions to move the field of critical 
community-engaged research forward.

First, many have examined the relation-
ship between university and community 
partners, and rightly so, because it is a 
major axis of power inequality in which 
university-based scholars are directly im-
plicated. However, the singular emphasis 
on one axis of power/difference may con-
tribute to a binary notion of relationship 
between “university” and “community.” 
This perspective constructs the univer-
sity–community relationship as the most 
central and important one, thereby (perhaps 
unwittingly) (re)centering the university-
based participants in this work, and pre-
senting “community” and “university” as 
monoliths. In the CVRJ project, however, 
one of the most promising outcomes was 
a set of new relationships between youth 
organizations in two different cities, youth 
and a school district leader, and university-
affiliated partners who had not previously 
collaborated. Throughout the project, we 
intentionally centered and took steps to 
develop relationships across, among, and 
between community partners. Therefore, 
following Danley and Christiansen (2019), 
we argue that community-engaged schol-
ars should conceptualize relationships as a 
network rather than a binary, and this con-
ceptualization should shape how we think 
about, write about, and practice community 
engagement.
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Second, relationships are often framed as a 
means to community-engaged scholarship. 
This is why critical community-engaged 
scholars have given so much attention to 
the quality of relationships, often empha-
sizing the time, care, and labor required 
to develop and nurture meaningful, eq-
uitable relationships with community 
partners. However, as we reflected on the 
CVRJ project, we concluded that new rela-
tionships (and the strengthening of prior 
relationships) were not merely a means 
to accomplish new things; they were also 
an important and enduring outcome of 
the project. The community-organizing 
approach to social change seeks first and 
foremost to build power by cultivating re-
lationships (Garza, 2020; Schutz & Sandy, 
2011; Whitman, 2018). Although this prac-
tice of relationship-building ideally leads to 
desired outcomes (e.g., a policy is changed, 
a program created, a candidate elected), it 
is valuable even if a particular campaign is 
unsuccessful. Over the long term, strong 
relationships build power, or the ability 
to influence structures and practices. As 
community-engaged scholars committed to 
justice-oriented social change, we view re-
lationship-building as an ongoing practice 
that is intricately connected to the work, 
and a legitimate outcome. To advance the 
scholarly conversation about community-
engaged research, we want to reclaim and 
reframe relationships as not just a means to 
community-engaged research, but one of its 
most significant results.

Third, critical community-engaged schol-
ars have critiqued the rise of academic 
capitalism (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004), or 
educational neoliberalism, for imposing a 
market-based logic on community partner-
ships. Our experience resonates with their 
critiques, and we have struggled to find the 
balance between sustaining meaningful re-
lationships with community partners and 
surviving within the neoliberal university’s 
metrics of productivity and success. As we 
reflected on this tension, we observed how 
neoliberalization obscures and distorts the 
relational work of community engagement 
by casting relationships in transactional 
terms. As universities are governed by 
market logic, our value as faculty members 
is derived from our ability to produce; in 
turn, we may value community partner-
ships based on what they enable us to 
produce. Even those of us who understand 
and critique the impact of neoliberalism 
may find ourselves being shaped by it. We 

are forced to think in terms of grants, pos-
sible publications, and access; therefore, 
however unintentionally, we end up po-
sitioning relationships as a commodity or 
currency. Doing so has the effect of casting 
our relationships with community partners 
as transactional. If they do not clearly and 
quickly lead to a measurable, tangible out-
come that we can claim credit for in our 
scholarship, they may not be worth our time 
and energy. In light of the effects of edu-
cational neoliberalism, it is essential to re-
claim the relational practices that lie at the 
center of community-engaged scholarship. 
This means claiming time, space, and fund-
ing for relationship-building; ensuring the 
ingredients for justice-oriented collabora-
tion are present; naming, recognizing, and 
compensating the labor needed to ensure 
the ingredients are present; centering and 
theorizing what relationship-building prac-
tices look like; refusing to define relation-
ships in transactional terms or reduce com-
munity engagement to bounded projects 
with discrete outcomes; and recognizing 
the value of long-term sustained commu-
nity relationships instead of just-in-time, 
grant-driven collaborations. Approaching 
relationships this way, we argue, is a form 
of resistance to academic neoliberalism.

Conclusion: A Call for Justice-
Oriented Collaborations

Over 4 years have passed since our univer-
sity allocated funds to 14 research teams 
with the goal of exploring how the univer-
sity could develop a Center for Racial Justice 
and Urban Affairs. When the work first 
began, the university publicized the work in 
press releases and on university blogs and 
websites. One post boasted that “nearly 100 
community partners are directly engaged in 
or will be touched by the work of the fac-
ulty teams” (News & Media Relations, 2017) 
Despite all this promise, after each research 
team turned in their final report describing 
their work, possible next steps, and funding 
potential, nothing happened. Not only was 
the center not realized, but the opportunity 
for cross-project collaboration and learning 
was dropped. The reports were not shared 
or made public. The various research teams 
never convened as a group to share our 
learning; likewise, there were no opportu-
nities to bring together or answer to the 100 
community partners who were involved in 
this work. Although some research teams, 
like ours, undoubtedly stayed connected to 
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their community partners and continued 
to collaborate, doing so was not supported 
at the institutional level. We find that this 
approach taken by universities—a hurried 
timeline (5 months), public relations posts 
that overpromise, and a lack of reciprocity 
or accountability to community partners—
is emblematic of academic neoliberalism 
and the churn of administrator-designed 
projects that so often characterizes it. This 
tendency to overpromise and underdeliver is 
not merely unfortunate; it can break down 
and prevent future authentic relationships 
between university people and community 
people.

Many universities claim to support commu-
nity partnerships and community engage-
ment, and many academics pursue research 
that strives to make a positive impact by 
involving community participation. No one 
disputes that good relationships are essen-
tial to a productive collaboration, or that 
cultivating relationships in community-
engaged research merits care and atten-
tion. However, it is one thing to argue that 
equitable relationships matter and should 

be centered; it is quite another to articulate 
what that means and how to achieve it on 
a practical level. In this reflective essay, we 
drew lessons from our collective experience 
with community–university partnerships 
to advance three modest contributions to 
scholarly discussions about relationships 
and relationship-building in critical com-
munity-engaged research. Grounding our 
arguments in one example, the CVRJ project 
on which we collaborated, we advanced a 
view of relationships as a network rather 
than a binary, and as an outcome rather 
than (solely) a means to community-en-
gaged research. Further, we argued that 
reframing relationships in this way is both 
especially challenging and especially nec-
essary in the context of academic neolib-
eralism. Centering relational practices and 
claiming them as a legitimate outcome of 
community-engaged scholarship might 
not only support more richly collaborative 
justice-oriented community partnerships, 
but also help push back against the effects 
of academic capitalism.
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