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tions and sectors, including community development corpora-
tions, social service organizations, municipal governments,
business associations, trade unions and financial institutions,
among others.

More specifically, which citizens should participate? Men or
women? The poor, the middle class, or the wealthy? Edu-
cated or undereducated? The elderly, the middle aged, or the
young? Dominant or minority racial, ethnic, and cultural
groups? To put it another way, which combinations of these
organizations and citizens should be mobilized on the
community side?

On the university side, the choices are equally numerous.
Which disciplines should be drawn upon: business manage-
ment, public administration, economics, engineering, the
natural sciences? Which faculty members? Which students?
And, again, which combinations of these players should be
engaged?

3. CHOOSING A PARTNERSHIP VEHICLE

The partnership vehicle selected should be appropriate to the goals
to be achieved. Many different vehicles exist for connecting
universities with communities (see sidebar next page). On one end
of the continuum there is community funding of university awards
and programs; further along there is joint governance by commu-
nity and university of common research and policy institutions; and
at the other end we find examples of community participation in
the university governance through substantial representation on
the university�s board of governors. Negotiations on the choice of
vehicle can reveal much about the intentions and capacities of the
partners.

by Ted Jackson

Knowledge

hat�s your image of a university? Middle-aged white
men in dusty offices word-processing arcane

articles that nobody reads? Okay. Fair enough.
But adjust your lens for a moment, and try

another image: enthusiastic, diverse students working at kitchen
tables on business plans with women microentrepreneurs. Or
another: engaged faculty members presenting survey-research
findings in the boardroom of a community centre to a local
development group.

Partnerships between communities and universities can leverage
knowledge big time. Universities are knowledge creators, knowledge
enhancers, and knowledge stewards. Their professors, students,
libraries, websites, and databases all can mobilize and add value to
information that communities can, in turn, deploy to create jobs and
advance social sustainability.

Some Canadian universities are already active partners in efforts in
community economic development: units at Cape Breton, St. Francis
Xavier, Mount Allison, Concordia, Carleton, Guelph, Brandon, Simon
Fraser, and U.B.C. provide professional development training, credit
courses, technical assistance, and action-oriented research in
different combinations and in co-operation with local constituencies.
And more than 30 universities across the country operate entrepre-
neurship centres that assist local or regional small businesses.

But structuring effective community-university partnerships is not
simple. There are some important strategic issues that must be
addressed. Here are five:

1. PARTNERSHIP FOR WHAT?

The first, most obvious strategic issue to address is the purpose
of the partnership. What is it the parties involved agree to do
together? How will success be measured? In other words, what is
the goal of the partnership and what are its expected results?
Stating clear outcomes, and encoding them in a transparent
partnership agreement, are fundamental tasks.

2. WHICH PARTNERS?

Another key strategic issue is the selection of the stakeholders to
participate in the partnership. CED can involve many organiza-
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Strategic Issues in
Community-University Partnerships

 �Understanding the strategic issues associated
with community-university partnerships in

community economic development is essential to the
success of these relationships. And the best way to

learn more about partnership is to do more of it.�
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VEHICLES FOR CONNECTING
UNIVERSITIES & COMMUNITIES

¾ Community funding of university awards, chairs, centres,
and programs.

¾ Popularization of university research findings to encour-
age public debate and action.

¾ Provision of university-based advisory, consulting, and re-
search services to community organizations.

¾ Student placements with community organizations for
course work, research projects.

¾ Activities (workshops, conferences, instructional televi-
sion) sponsored jointly by universities and organizations
in the community.

¾ University representation on sector-and issue-oriented
committees and task forces addressing public-policy is-
sues.

¾ Activities (research projects, seminars, short courses, net-
works, curriculum development) that are jointly governed
and managed by universities and community organizations.

¾ Advisory committees of representatives of the commu-
nity to provide advice and guidance to faculties, academic
units, and research centres and programs in the univer-
sity.

¾ Joint governance by universities and community interests
of public-private research institutions.

¾ Community representatives on the boards of governors
of universities.

4. RECOGNIZING DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDER PRIORITIES

Economic development organizations care about business growth,
hard economic data, and rapid analysis of complex trends. Social
agencies care about human well-being, community sustainability,
and social cohesion. Citizens, for their part, care about economic
security, institutional relevance, and public policy transparency.
Faculty members want to make a professional contribution to
their community, engage in externally-funded research, and
publish their research findings. Students seek to acquire new
knowledge and skills, enhance their career prospects, and gain
course credit or funding. Those managing the partnership must
recognize these different stakeholder priorities, and continuously
seek points of convergence and complementarity among them.

5. ADAPTING THE UNIVERSITY

Universities need to change themselves in order to be able to
interact effectively with communities. The experience of the J.W.
McConnell Family Foundation in funding university projects
suggests the following:
¾ Universities should use an asset-based approach to assessing

and assisting communities, rather than a problem-based
approach.

¾ Universities should try to think and operate horizontally, as
communities do, rather than hierarchically.

¾ Universities should re-synchronize �both their watches and
their heartbeats,� as McConnell�s Bob Vokey has put it, to that
of the community.

¾ Universities should �set the default� to the community,
promoting demand-driven rather than supply-driven capacity
development.
It also should be recognized that communities have different

cultures and ways of working, and so do universities. Each
partnership must, therefore, be approached on a case-by-case
basis.

Furthermore, universities must find ways and means of
developing incentive systems that reward faculty engagement with
communities. Currently, most professors are rewarded much
more for contributing to narrowly-focussed articles for scholarly
journals than for contributing research and teaching to solve
concrete community problems.

There may be a way forward here. The Carnegie Foundation in
the U.S. has identified four basic types of scholarship: discovery,
integration, application, and teaching. CED partnerships primarily
involve the scholarship of application. The Foundation argues that
all types of scholarship should be judged in terms of six standards:
clear goals, adequate preparation, appropriate methods, signifi-
cant results, effective presentation, and reflective critique. On this
basis, systems can be created in the university to legitimize and
judge - and thereby reward - faculty members� engagement in
community partnerships.
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Moreover, there is the crucial issue of academic freedom.
Scholars participating in partnerships must be completely free to
be critical of policies and institutions. This criticism could be
directed at politicians, government managers, corporate execu-
tives, and other powerful players. It could be directed at local
stakeholders. Somehow, the stakeholders being criticized must
create the space, and sustain the will, to keep the partnership
going even as the criticism continues. This is not easy.

In the final analysis, partnerships are all about building relation-
ships. Understanding the strategic issues associated with commu-
nity-university partnerships in community economic development
is essential to the success of these relationships. And the best
way to learn more about partnership is to is to do more of it.c


