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Abstract

Higher education institutions have heeded the call to be engaged with 
their communities, and many have responded by partnering with 
community entities to address the various social and economic challenges 
in their locale. Among these are public, Research 1 (R1) higher education 
anchor institutions that are inextricably linked to their communities, 
focused on bringing human and intellectual capital to help address local 
challenges. This article looks deeper into community engagement and 
explores how public R1 institutions can partner with the community 
to conduct cutting-edge research that positively impacts their shared 
home. A four-quadrant research and engagement model of modern 
higher education institutions is presented. The model focuses on the 
value and impact of this new breed of research-intensive, place-based 
institutions.
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Many universities are anchors 
in their communities, holding 
significant purchasing power, 
making major investments, and 

serving as major employers (Initiative for 
a Competitive Inner City & CEOs for Cities, 
2003), although the degree and manner 
of engagement in that community varies 
from institution to institution, depending 
on research and geographic focus. In this 
article, we present a four-quadrant research 
and engagement model of modern higher 
education institutions, with special focus on 
the value and impact of a new breed of re-
search-intensive, place-based institutions. 

We argue that these institutions are inex-
tricably linked to their home communities 
(Harkavy & Zuckerman, 1999), giving them 
a unique stake in these communities’ out-
comes—the health, success, and growth of 
their community benefits the institution, 
its employees, and students (Cunningham 
et al., 2015). What’s more, these institutions 
have the capacity to engage in local revital-
ization (Haarman & Green, 2023; Harkavy 

& Hartley, 2012; Harkavy & Hodges, 2012; 
Yamamura & Koth, 2018). These institutions 
have resources, including human and intel-
lectual capital, both employing and produc-
ing a workforce that is skilled, educated, and 
able to partner for improvement, growth, 
and development (Harkavy & Zuckerman, 
1999; Perry & Menendez, 2011). The skills 
and expertise this workforce brings can be 
used to engage in new discoveries and help 
to address many of the societal issues in 
direct partnership with community mem-
bers and local organizations (Harkavy & 
Hodges, 2012; Whitmer et al., 2010). Many 
practitioners and scholars have argued for 
this kind of engagement, including Ernest 
Boyer (1996), who called for institutions of 
higher learning to become a more vigorous 
partner in finding the answers to the most 
pressing societal problems. The Kellogg 
Commission (1999) further emphasized the 
need for academia to be more involved in 
finding the answers to pressing community 
issues by challenging universities to return 
to their roots and go beyond service and 
outreach to engage with the community in 
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	a meaningful way. The Commission defined 
“engagement” as the redefinition of teach-
ing, research, and service to become more 
involved with the community in a produc-
tive manner with a commitment to “sharing 
and reciprocity” (p. 9).

The  Carneg ie  Foundat ion  for  the 
Advancement of Teaching defined com-
munity engagement as the “collaboration 
between institutions of higher education and 
their larger communities . . . for the mutu-
ally beneficial exchange of knowledge and 
resources in a context of partnership and 
reciprocity” (ACE, n.d., “What Is Community 
Engagement?”). The purpose of community 
engagement is to utilize the knowledge and 
resources of higher education institutions 
in collaboration with community partners, 
both private and public, to address critical 
community issues through teaching and 
research. Although the Carnegie Foundation 
recognized community as local, national, 
and international, institutions of focus in 
this article engage with their immediate 
surroundings—partnering with their neigh-
bors to solve problems and make discoveries 
in their own backyard. This focus on local 
engagement reinforces universities’ role and 
the value of being an anchor and enhances 
the town–gown relationship.

Similarly, the nature of research has been 
evolving. In the United States, the largest 
funders of research largely represent the 
fields of life sciences, health care, basic 
science, and engineering. Specific funders 
include the National Institutes of Health, 
the National Science Foundation, and the 
Department of Defense. These agencies have 
made their research agendas a balancing act: 
on one side, basic research, which may have 
a very long timeline (if any) for practical 
application; on the other, translational or 
industry-supporting research. Less funding 
is available from the federal government in 
the humanities or professional schools to 
support research and scholarship. Public 
and private philanthropy have a more 
prominent role in these areas. Interestingly, 
philanthropic support is often provided by 
a mix of national foundations that sup-
port scholarship that builds and advances 
scholarly fields of study as well as local or 
regional activities. Regardless of the funder, 
increasing value has been placed on ensur-
ing that research activities are not “extrac-
tive” but rather participatory (Emanuel & 
Bird, 2022; Gill, 2013; Vera et al., 2019). For 
research addressing societal challenges in 

the medical, environmental, and social sci-
ences, there has been increasing emphasis 
on cocreation of research activities that seek 
to build agency in community and likely im-
prove the success of the project (Christopher 
et al., 2008; Wilson et al., 2014). The nature 
of research is changing so that in many 
cases, funding sources expect research with 
societal relevance to be performed in and 
with society (Odedina et al., 2024; Sanchez-
Youngman et al., 2021).

Here, we consider the intersection of these 
two important functions of a higher edu-
cation institution and how the evolution of 
these functions may create a new breed of 
institution that excels in research because 
it excels at community-engaged scholar-
ship. Here, we will consider in more detail 
the forces at play in each area and offer a 
framework to bring them together.

What Is a Community-Engaged 
Institution?

The engaged institution is one that is com-
mitted to working closely with community 
partners in a reciprocal relationship in a 
spirit of sharing and collaboration. For in-
stitutions to be truly engaged, they must see 
their relationship with community partners 
as a two-way street where there is mutual 
respect for each other and what they bring 
to the table (Cunningham, 2020). The nature 
of such collaboration includes defining 
problems together, identifying common 
goals and agendas to pursue, and determin-
ing what success will look like for both the 
university and community partner (Kellogg 
Commission, 1999). This concept is sup-
ported by others, including Overton (2017), 
who indicated that communities are more 
likely to find research helpful when they are 
involved, most likely because the research 
will be relevant to their needs. The Kellogg 
Commission (1999, p. 12; see also Inman, 
2004) laid out seven guiding characteristics 
for the engaged institution:

•	 Responsiveness—listening and  
responding to community needs

•	 Respect for partners—respecting 
the knowledge and resources of 
partners

•	 Academic neutrality—maintaining 
neutrality when dealing with con-
tentious issues

•	 Accessibility—enabling partners 
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to navigate and access university 
resources

•	 Integration—integrating scholar-
ship with service and teaching mis-
sions of the university

•	 Coordination—ensuring all are 
well-informed about the partner-
ship to enhance efficiency

•	 Resource partnership—identifying 
and allocating resources to fund the 
work

The Association of Public and Land-Grant 
Universities (APLU) in its 2019 report advo-
cated for similar initiatives in what it termed 
“public impact research” (p. 3). The report 
outlined six guiding principles for universi-
ties to truly engage in research that impacts 
the community, which has some overlap 
with the Kellogg Commission’s seven guid-
ing characteristics. In addition, the report 
provided five action steps institutions must 
take to engage in this work.

Role and Function of a Public Community-
Engaged Institution

Universities are well-positioned to engage 
with their local community to address the 
ever increasing need for academic research. 
Bringing as they do the intellectual capac-
ity of skilled and knowledgeable faculty 
and students from diverse fields of study, 
no other entity is as equipped as universi-
ties to confront the complex issues in our 
communities (Whitmer et al., 2010); these 
institutions therefore have a responsibility 
to society to utilize their intellectual capital 
to address community issues (Overton, 
2017). Boyer (1996) shared these thoughts 
when he stated that universities and colleges 
remain “one of the greatest hopes for intel-
lectual and civic progress,” further stating 
that colleges and universities must partner 
to address “pressing social, civic, economic, 
and moral problems” (p. 11).

The role of public community-engaged in-
stitutions is to participate in research for the 
public good, as stated by the National Forum 
on Higher Education for the Public Good 
(Overton, 2017). Research for the public 
good, or public impact research (APLU, 
2019), is research that positively impacts the 
community. These researchers argued there 
is a need to engage in research focused on 
social issues and to find solutions to social 
problems. Community-engaged institutions 
should participate in engaged research to 

address current issues and give back to the 
community (Overton, 2017).

APLU in an undated report stated that the 
core aspect of public universities’ mission 
is to serve their communities to enhance 
the lives of citizens through cutting-edge 
research in just about every field and dis-
cipline. According to the report, public uni-
versities annually conducted over $61 billion 
of research, making up 66% of all university 
research. They further argued that public 
universities have a responsibility to ensure 
their community is vibrant and prosper-
ous and that these universities should be 
engaged with community stakeholders in 
all aspects of community issues, including 
health care, K-12 education, and urban 
neighborhoods. This responsibility encom-
passes engaging multiple stakeholders, 
including communities and organizations 
(American Academy of Arts & Sciences, 2016; 
APLU, 2019; Gelmon et al., 2013; Overton, 
2017). All initiatives should be aligned with 
the needs and strengths of the community. 
This concept was supported by Harkavy 
and Hartley (2012), who in their research 
discussed how Penn State University effec-
tively served its community by focusing on 
teaching and research on addressing public 
issues, including work with area schools, in 
health care, and on economic development.

Carnegie Classification for Community 
Engagement Standards and Criteria

The  Carneg ie  Foundat ion  for  the 
Advancement of Teaching developed the 
Elective Classification for Community 
Engagement for institutions of higher 
education to demonstrate their level of en-
gagement with the community (ACE, n.d.). 
Like the Carnegie designations for research 
institutions, the community engagement 
classification requires that institutions 
qualify by conducting a lengthy self-study, 
which is then reviewed by a panel of experts 
who determine whether the institution has 
demonstrated that it has the infrastructure 
in place and is engaged with the community 
in meaningful and reciprocal partnerships. 
The classification encourages institu-
tions to ensure continuous improvement 
in community engagement. Institutions 
demonstrate infrastructure through ad-
equate staffing, policies, practices, and 
systems to promote and support mutually 
beneficial partnerships through engaged 
teaching, research, and outreach initia-
tives. Engagement is demonstrated through 
indicators such as campus and community 
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context, foundational indicators, leadership 
support, outreach and partnership, faculty 
and staff scholarship, and inclusion in cur-
ricular development.

Carnegie Classification in Research 
Standards and Criteria

In addition to the Elective Classification 
for Community Engagement, Carnegie also 
provides criteria for its classifications sur-
rounding degrees offered and research ac-
tivity. This includes the Research 1, or R1, 
designation for U.S. colleges and universities 
that award doctoral degrees and meet the 
definition of “very high research spending 
and doctorate production.” Long considered 
the gold standard for research institutions, 
the R1 designation indicates that a school 
has met or exceeded the following criteria: 
conferred 70 or more research/scholarship 
doctoral degrees and had at least $50 million 
in research spending within the measured 
fiscal year. As of the 2025 listing, 187 U.S. 
institutions meet these criteria, with other 
universities designated as the lower activity 
Research 2 or the new designation, Research 
Colleges and Universities (Palmer, 2025).

Role and Function of an R1 Institution

Knowledge Creation. R1 research uni-
versities have a focus on knowledge cre-
ation, constantly pushing the boundaries 
of human understanding in various disci-
plines. Through groundbreaking research 
projects, these institutions generate new 
knowledge, devise innovative solutions, and 
create intellectual property that can lead to 
economic growth. R1 institutions must also 
award research- and scholarship-focused 
doctoral degrees; they are also responsible 
for training the next generation to continue 
this pursuit.

Economic Engines. R1 research univer-
sities serve as critical economic drivers for 
the communities in which they are embed-
ded. They attract funding from government 
grants, industry partnerships, and private 
philanthropy, resulting in significant in-
vestments in research and development. 
This influx of resources stimulates local 
economies by creating jobs, supporting 
businesses, and fostering entrepreneurship. 
The university–industry collaborations fa-
cilitated by R1 institutions often lead to the 
development of new technologies, startups, 
and industries, further enhancing economic 
growth and prosperity.

Educational Excellence. R1 research 

universities provide exceptional educational 
opportunities for students. These institu-
tions offer a vast array of undergraduate, 
graduate, and professional programs, en-
abling students to engage with world-class 
faculty and cutting-edge research. The 
presence of R1 institutions in a community 
elevates the overall quality of education by 
fostering a culture of academic rigor, critical 
thinking, and interdisciplinary collabora-
tion. Graduates from these universities 
contribute to the local workforce, bringing 
their expertise, skills, and fresh perspec-
tives to address community needs and drive 
innovation.

Community-Engaged Services. R1 re-
search universities actively engage with 
their surrounding communities, recogniz-
ing their responsibility to serve as catalysts 
for positive change. Through community 
outreach programs, partnerships with local 
organizations, and knowledge transfer ini-
tiatives, these institutions address societal 
challenges, promote social justice, and im-
prove quality of life. R1 universities also fa-
cilitate public lectures, workshops, and cul-
tural events, fostering a vibrant intellectual 
and cultural atmosphere that enriches the 
community and promotes lifelong learning.

Health Care and Public Service. Many 
R1 research universities have renowned 
medical schools and health care facilities, 
providing advanced medical care, research, 
and training. These institutions contribute 
to improving health care outcomes, devel-
oping innovative treatments, and addressing 
public health concerns. Additionally, R1 
universities often have faculty members 
and experts who contribute their expertise 
to inform public policy decisions, providing 
evidence-based recommendations on issues 
affecting the community, thereby enhancing 
the well-being of the region.

Managing Conflicting Interests

Academic researchers are often under 
pressure to pursue funding to support 
their scholarship, especially in the health 
and biomedical realms. In an ideal world, 
the funding opportunities available to 
researchers would be perfectly aligned 
with community-identified interests; in 
practice, however, available funding re-
quirements can create unaligned interests. 
For example, a competitive grant to study a 
specific chemical that may be present in a 
community could be awarded without the 
requirement that the community considers 
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this specific issue a priority. This context—a 
project that has been defined and has started 
absent community input—can disrespect 
community partners and the important role 
their lived experience can play in formative 
research design and erode trust. As a result, 
researchers may struggle to establish lines 
of communication with community mem-
bers and university community engagement 
offices. A possible best practice for avoid-
ing this type of conflict is development of 
institutional policies and mechanisms for 
screening for community endorsement in 
the preaward phase of grant development. 
In cases where the community is engaged 
later than they should be, it is important 
to acknowledge the oversight and consider 
restorative strategies such as community 
benefits agreements or other explicit ac-
knowledgments that value the community.

Proposed Framework for R1 
Community-Engaged Institutions

Although frameworks exist for each of these 
classifications individually, there does not 
currently appear to be any standardized 
framework describing the intersection of 

these two factors—research activity and 
community engagement—across institu-
tions. We propose a four-quadrant model 
mapping the alignments of various in-
stitutions along these measures, and the 
unique value of high research activity, high 
community engagement institutions. This 
framework yields four alignments that cap-
ture the majority of U.S. institutions.

1.	 Low research, low engagement: These 
institutions focus on graduation, with 
little connection to or involvement with 
the community. Trade and online-only 
schools may fall into this category. 

2.	Low research, high engagement: These 
institutions have a connection to the 
community through such activities as 
service, arts, and culture, but have little 
focus on original research. This quadrant 
may include community colleges and 
some private liberal arts schools. 

3.	High research, low engagement: These 
institutions have a strong focus on re-
search, but have little connection to their 
community.

Figure 1. Framework for Local Community-Engaged Research
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4.	High research, high engagement: These 
institutions have a heavy focus on both 
research and community connection, 
often working collaboratively with com-
munity members to solve problems that 
affect their shared home. This quadrant 
may include large, public metropolitan 
research institutions.

Each of these institutional alignments cre-
ates value, though their focus may be on 
different measures. Low-research, low-en-
gagement institutions, for example, can be 
major contributors to the local skilled talent 
pipeline; high-research, high-engagement 
institutions may pair their research exper-
tise with community agencies to contribute 
to larger scale solutions for public health, 
transportation, and economic develop-
ment. This framework assumes that local 
community engagement is bilateral. Both 
low-research and high-research institu-
tions need to have high fidelity information 
about the situation on the ground in these 
places in order to act on community-derived 
data or discover new knowledge perhaps 
about root causes or offer interventions 
to address community-identified needs. A 
low-research, high-engagement institution 
might develop community-specific voca-
tional programs that are evaluated using 
criteria established by the community. A 
high-research, high-engagement institu-
tion may be asked to find the cause of a 
cluster of cancer cases in a neighborhood 
or inform a debate about alcohol advertise-
ments placed on city buses. It is a necessary 
precondition that such awareness of com-
munity needs and priorities can come only 
from long-term relationships that reinforce 
partnership by meeting community needs 
over time. As of Carnegie’s finalized update 
of both lists in 2025, about 102 institutions 
hold both designations—roughly 2% of all 
institutions classified by Carnegie. These are 
the nation’s foremost community-engaged 
research universities—those that not only 
conduct a very high level of research and 
train the next generation of terminally 
trained researchers, but focus their ener-
gies on ensuring that research is in part-
nership with and offers benefits to their 
community. They bring the backing of the 
institution with the full force of its infra-
structure—faculty expertise, equipment, 
technology, and grant funding, as well as 
internal budgetary allocation. Engaging in 
community-engaged research is no dif-
ferent from what is happening in other 
types of scientific research on campuses 

except that it is conducted in partnership 
with community stakeholders to address 
community-identified issues that directly 
benefit the community. The Association of 
Public and Land-Grant Universities (2019) 
encouraged its member institutions to 
engage in this type of research, which it 
calls “public impact” research.

For reference, one need only look at the uni-
versity of Louisville, an R1 community-en-
gaged metropolitan institution in Louisville, 
Kentucky. The institution has put a heavy 
focus on community-engaged research, 
resulting in direct impacts to the city that 
researchers share with their community 
collaborators. For just a few examples, re-
searchers at UofL have partnered with the 
community to

1.	 Lead the planting of thousands of trees 
and shrubs across South Louisville as 
part of a first-of-its-kind interventional 
study on how greenness affects health. 
As the first large-scale interventional 
clinical trial of this kind, this study will 
have significant value as cities around 
the world seek to mitigate the health 
risks from a changing climate though 
green infrastructure. The results could 
also reveal new public health approaches 
to improving heart, psychological, and 
other health outcomes.

2.	Study the evolving “future of work” in 
different settings and industries, each 
with its own unique workforce needs. 
This research led to targeted industry-
specific training and apprenticeships, 
developed in partnership with employ-
ers, that connect what students learn in 
class with their eventual careers. The 
apprenticeships also give students field 
experience with disruptive, cutting-edge 
technologies.

3.	Understand the barriers first-genera-
tion immigrants face in navigating the 
complex health care system. The result 
was a health care “storefront,” staffed 
by community volunteers who can help 
immigrants to secure insurance, find a 
provider, and more. 

Other high-research, high-engagement 
universities include the University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte (UNC Charlotte), 
Northeastern University, and Arizona State 
University. UNC Charlotte received a $20 
million grant from the U.S. Department 
of Education, one of the largest in the 
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university’s history, and used it to develop 
a program whereby the university partnered 
with state and local education agencies, vo-
cational rehabilitation agencies, and service 
providers to study and enhance efforts to 
improve employment options, education, 
and integration into the community for 
young people dealing with disabilities (UNC 
Charlotte, 2020).

Northeastern University, through its Climate 
Justice and Sustainability Hub, awards 
grants to its faculty aimed at reducing envi-
ronmental impacts and promoting equitable 
research. This initiative resulted in several 
projects being carried out in the commu-
nity to address environmental concerns 
(Northeastern University, 2025). Faculty at 
the University of Arizona formed a research 
team comprised of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous scientists in a tribal–university 
partnership with the Pyramid Lake Paiute 
Tribe Council. The research team looked at 
how climate change and upstream pressures 
threaten the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe 
Council ecosystems, lands, and resources 
(Chew & Chief, 2023).

The Ohio State University, focusing on its 
status as a high-research, high-engagement 
institution to address issues relevant to 
communities, funded a study to learn 
about community leaders’ perspective on 
university researchers conducting research 
in the community, particularly including 
participants in research. The study aimed 
to provide community members with a 
voice in the nature of university research 
conducted in their community. The study 
had four aims: (1) identify ways community 
members want Ohio State University to build 
and maintain relationships with them, (2) 
describe community members’ experiences 
with the university research and engage-
ment, (3) document the language commu-
nity members use when discussing com-
munity–university research relationships, 
and (4) understand community members’ 
perceptions of the institution and its role in 
the community (Clark et al., n.d.).

The benefits of partnering with the com-
munity on research are numerous, but 
include (1) better research questions and 
lines of inquiry, because they are formed 
in collaboration with people experiencing 
the problem or phenomenon being studied, 
and (2) assurance that the research being 
conducted can have a direct, positive impact 
on the world.

Best Practices for Connecting  
High-Research and Community-Engaged 
Research

Institutions of higher learning to can adhere 
to a number of best practices when engag-
ing in high-research, high-engagement 
practices. Community partners need to be 
involved in the research process throughout, 
from beginning to end, such that they have 
a voice in all matters pertaining to the re-
search and they feel valued and empowered 
to contribute. Clear communications be-
tween institutions and community partners 
are essential to enabling research findings 
to be clearly communicated, including re-
search methodology and ownership of data. 
It is also important that trust is developed 
with community partners. Development of 
trust occurs over time and therefore requires 
a long-term commitment to the partnership 
from institutions. Given that many projects 
are grant funded, it is important to maintain 
contact at the completion of the project or 
when funding ends to sustain a relation-
ship with community partners. During this 
time, reports and publications that include 
community partners as coauthors may be 
drafted, with these partners authoring the 
sections about their community, their lived 
experiences, and other areas that can tap 
into their expertise. This is also a time to 
explore other projects for collaboration. The 
end of funding or the completion of a project 
should not mark the end of the partnership 
but rather a time to explore other opportu-
nities on which stakeholders may embark.

For high-research high-engagement to take 
place, institutions must have strong part-
nerships with their communities. Scholars 
have established several models for suc-
cessful university–community partner-
ships. Bryan and Henry (2012) developed 
a seven-stage model for building school–
family–community partnerships. One of its 
stages is creating a shared vision and plan 
between the university and community, 
emphasizing the need for collaboration and 
ensuring community partners have a voice 
in the process. Another model that provided 
best practices for university–community 
partnerships comes from Hudson and Hardy 
(2002). They presented six principles for 
successful partnerships between universi-
ties and communities: (a) acknowledgment 
of the need for partnership; (b) clarity and 
realism of purpose; (c) commitment; (d) de-
velopment and maintenance of trust; (e) es-
tablishment of clear and robust partnership 
arrangements; and (f) monitoring, review, 
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and organizational learning. Strong univer-
sity–community partnerships are important 
for high-research, high-engagement insti-
tutions. For these institutions to be engaged 
with their communities in conducting re-
search, these models serve as a blueprint to 
ensure successful collaborations.

Conclusions

R1 research universities are vital assets 
to the communities in which they exist. 
Their commitment to knowledge creation, 
economic growth, educational excellence, 
community engagement, and health care 
advancements make them indispensable 
partners for societal progress. As centers of 
intellectual and innovative excellence, R1 in-

stitutions bring together the brightest minds 
to collaborate, explore, and create, leading 
to positive transformations that extend 
far beyond the boundaries of the campus 
and into the lives of individuals and com-
munities they serve. The presence of such 
institutions within a community fosters an 
environment of intellectual curiosity, at-
tracting exceptional minds and contributing 
to the overall knowledge base of society. Our 
proposed framework can help to categorize 
that contribution and understand the unique 
role high-research, high-engagement in-
stitutions play in the growth and success of 
their communities.
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