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Community-based research helps answer the needs of a community. Ideally, it is driven by a sense of social responsibility, of giving to the community, rather than the researcher’s intellectual curiosity or the development of scholarly ideas. 
With community-based research you should listen to people and try to find out what they want to know. Sometimes community organizations know exactly what their research needs are, and they’ll tell you directly. But often they don’t, so it’s important to listen carefully to identify the research need. 
What we are looking for is knowledge gaps: things organizations don’t know. Often an organization will refer to these knowledge gaps indirectly because they have accepted them as a normal way of operating. They haven’t considered that they are capable of being filled through research, so they haven’t expressed them as research ideas. 
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In these two examples, try to identify the research need for each organization. 
Example 1: Phoenix House 
Bob is a volunteer with Phoenix House, a neighbourhood-run community centre in the north end of town. Over the years, people have said that it would be great if you could get lunch there, and not have to choose between leaving the area to eat or going to one of the fast-food places nearby. Bob isn’t against the idea, but he’s confident there aren’t enough people in the building on most days to justify it. It would be a lot of work and a lot of money to set up a cafeteria—what if no one used it? “People keep asking for it,” he says, “but I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t work, and it would lose money.” But not everyone agrees: other volunteers think it would provide some much-needed revenue, and might even become a draw, increasing the number of people who visit the centre. The debate has been going on for years, and even discussing it takes up a lot of the organization’s time. It’s getting annoying, and people are getting frustrated with each other. 
1. What are some things Bob wants to know? What is the missing information? 
2. What are the key research questions? 
3. What are some ways to answer these? 
Example 2: Sunflower Festival 
The Sunflower Festival is a community event that happens every August. It promotes environmental sustainability through art, music and dance. It’s held in a city park downtown, where there is a permanent stage set up. The stage is getting old, and needs to be refreshed. Plus, Wendy, the festival’s director, wants to upgrade it so that the electricity comes from solar photovoltaic panels. But the city says the stage is only used once a year during the Sunflower Festival, so it’s not on their list of priorities for upgrades. The city will allow and assist with logistics to upgrade the stage, but the festival will have to fundraise to pay for it. The challenge is that the festival barely breaks even each year and ill-prepared to mount a fundraising campaign. Wendy says she thinks the stage is about 75 years old, and she’s heard that a lot of famous people played on it over the years. “If people knew the history,” she says, “they would see the value in investing in the repairs and upgrading it.” 
1. What are some things Wendy wants to know? What is the missing information? 
2. What are the key research questions? 
3. What are some ways to answer these? 
For more information:
Trent Community Research Centre (705) 748-1093
TCRC@trentu.ca
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