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Abstract Community Geography offers research-

ers, community groups, and students opportunities to

engage in action oriented applied geographical

research. Creating and sustaining these research

programs can be challenging, programs can involve

many partners from both academic and the commu-

nity, have different goals and purposes, and utilize a

variety of methods to perform research. In this paper

we offer a framework of three primary overarching

principles for implementing CG projects; (1) Who, (2)

Why, and (3) How. (1) ‘‘Who’’ describes who is

involved in CG, including researchers, community

partners, academic institutions, (2) ‘‘Why’’ describes

the justifications and benefits of taking this approach.

(3) ‘‘How’’ explains how CG borrows methodologies

from many disciplines within geography and beyond.

Our examples are not exhaustive; rather, they serve as

starting points to inspire researchers interested in CG.
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Introduction

Community geography can enable mutually beneficial

research and action that empowers communities and

affects social change (Hawthorne et al., 2014, 2015;

Rees et al., 2020; Robinson, 2010; Robinson &

Hawthorne, 2018; Robinson et al., 2017; Shannon

et al., 2020). Doing community geography (CG) can

be a complicated process; it generally involves a driver

group of stakeholders and uses a mix of qualitative and

quantitative methods and various participatory

research approaches (Shannon et al., 2020). In this

paper, we detangle the complexity of doing a CG

project and provide a fundamental guide for imple-

menting such a project from an academic researcher’s

perspective.1 This paper is a part of a larger writing

project, including separate pieces focused on the

theoretical background and development of a frame-

work around Community Geography (CG) (Shannon

et al., 2020) and the pedagogy around teaching CG in

the classroom (Rees et al., 2020).

This writing project grew out of recent efforts to

define CG as a form of research praxis and situate it

within the larger field of geography. CG draws from

pragmatist traditions (i.e., democratic knowledge

production coupled with action) in engaged research

that is grounded in community engagement and public

relevance (Dewey, 2016; Harney et al., 2016; Wills &

Lake, 2020) and from the geographic theorizations of

space and place (Shannon et al., 2020). In addition, it is

informed by research in Black and feminist geogra-

phies that critically examines the positionality of

academic geographers and seeks out epistemological

stances traditionally marginalized in academic dis-

course (Eaves, 2017; Haraway, 1988; Pavlovskaya &

St. Martin, 2007). These origins reflect a focus of CG

to produce knowledge that is action-focused and

centered on public engagement.

The first paper in this writing project (Shannon

et al., 2020) provides an extensive review of the

background and origins of CG. Shannon et al. (2020)

also detangles the theoretical background for CG and

offers five characteristics of CG: (1) a focus on place

and place-based concerns; (2) diverse positionalities

(3) committed and reciprocal community partner-

ships; (4) flexible epistemologies and methods; and (5)

the use of open research practices and public schol-

arship. At the same time, Shannon et al. (2020) note

limitations to public research traditions that inform

CG. Most notably, this includes the problematic

elements of the land-grant mission, such as its

concentration at historically white universities (Gold-

stein et al., 2019), as well as the tension between forms

of engagement that enhance universities’ reputations

and emphasize their expertise and those that amplify

traditionally excluded voices outside of academia.

The impetus for this paper, in particular, comes

from the quick emergence of CG as a space where

academics look to increase public engagement in their

work. Funding agencies, such as the National Science

Foundation (NSF), increasingly expect funded project

teams to engage the public and local communities in

their research.2 CG offers a methodological and

theoretical framework for projects led by researchers

who may not have community engagement experience

or community connections. CG also may help cross-

disciplinary research teams clarify the contributions a

geographical perspective may make on the research

and the community. This paper aims to provide

researchers interested in CG with an overview of the

various stakeholders, outcomes, and methods involved

in doing CG.

The five characteristics presented in Shannon et al.

(2020) served as the framework for this practical

guide. Our guide offers some common aspects of CG

projects and centers on three key principles for

implementing CG: (1) Who, (2) Why, and (3) How.

(1) ‘‘Who’’ describes who is involved in CG, including

researchers, academic institutions, and community

and non-academic partnerships. (2) ‘‘Why’’ describes

the justifications and benefits of taking this approach

for these critical stakeholders. (3) ‘‘How’’ delves into

implementing a CG project from project design and

methods to sharing outcomes and project evaluation.

Our examples are not exhaustive nor prescriptive;

instead, they serve as starting points to guide

researchers interested in doing CG.

1 We focus on the academic researcher based on our experi-

ences as academic researchers. We acknowledge the need to

produce a guide for community partners and non-academics as

well.

2 The NSF requires grant proposals to address a projects

broader impacts, which may include engaging the public in the

project or improved well-being of the public (NSF, 2007).
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Who

As mentioned above, a focus on the place, community

partners, and diverse positionalities present in a

community are part of the five characteristics of CG

projects identified by Shannon et al. (2020). Partner-

ships can take many forms but are characterized by

shared power between the partners. For instance,

projects may grow out of a community’s research

priorities or a merging of the researcher’s and the

community’s research priorities (Robinson &

Hawthorne, 2017; Shannon et al., 2020). There is also

shared control of the research process and collective

ownership over the data and products (Robinson et al.,

2017).

As CG is rooted in longer traditions of public

outreach in American higher education (Shannon

et al., 2020), many current case studies of CG are

between an educational institution (i.e., a university)

and one or more community groups or non-profits.

While in this paper, many of our examples are from

university/community partnerships, CG is not con-

fined to this type of relationship. Projects may also

involve government agencies, multiple academic

institutions, religious institutions, and even for-profits

(Robinson et al., 2017). CG researchers call for

increased attention to matters of diversity for the

approach, both in terms of participants and setting (see

Reflections and Future Directions of Shannon et al.,

2020). As such, as CG develops and expands, other

configurations of partnerships may become more

common. However, the following section speaks to

the present moment of CG by discussing the individ-

uals and groups most commonly involved: research-

ers/research institutions and community

members/community groups. This section outlines

the typical roles and experiences of each side of these

partnerships and describes three main stakeholders

and their relationships in CG projects; these include

academic researchers, academic institutions, and

community and non-academic partners.

Academic researchers and academic institutions

In most cases, CG includes researchers at institutions

of higher education. These are typically faculty

members, research staff, or graduate students inter-

ested in incorporating CG into their courses and/or

their research (for more on pedagogy and CG, see Rees

et al., (2020)). Academic researchers engaging in CG

often do so because they prioritize pragmatic work,

and their research interests are tied to local community

interests and are enhanced by community partnerships

(Robinson et al., 2017). Research areas such as, but not

limited to, food insecurity, public health, social

justice, environmental justice, housing, transportation,

and urban planning are common topics for CG work

(Robinson et al., 2017). Academic researchers may

engage in CG individually, through a course or student

research project (such as a Research Experience for

Undergraduates (REU) project funded by the NSF), or

through a formal CG program at their institution

(Hawthorne & Jarrett, 2018).

Academic researchers involved in CG often face

the challenge of proving to their institution that their

work ‘‘counts’’ for promotion and tenure, especially in

research institutions that value peer-reviewed publi-

cation and research funding (Center for Urban and

Environmental Solutions 2007 cited in Robinson &

Hawthorne, 2018). Many CG projects result in com-

munity-facing ‘‘deliverables’’ that are not peer-re-

viewed academic publications. Even the time that

researchers invest in CG to develop relationships can

be considered a quantifiable outcome. Some institu-

tions hire faculty with explicit expectations for

community-engaged research, such as Syracuse

University and the University of Georgia (UGA)

(Robinson & Hawthorne, 2018). At Syracuse Univer-

sity, community members play a role in advising and

evaluating the work done by the researcher. At UGA,

the CG position includes a service component missing

in other faculty appointments.

CG researchers often rely on institutional support

from their academic institutions. This may include

monetary support for community-engaged research by

sponsoring formal CG programs and centers, faculty

positions (like those mentioned above), student

research assistantships, or administrative assistance

with organizing connections to community organiza-

tions. These supports may also parallel the university’s

mission and, in turn, leverages the university’s assets

with a broader community and provide technological

and resources that the community may not otherwise

be privy to (Robinson et al., 2017).

Formal CG programs at universities are generally in

the United States (thus, we will focus our discussion

on these institutions) and reflect the public engage-

ment focus of the land grant university model (see the
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Public Serving University in Shannon et al., 2020).

Many land grant institutions have cooperative exten-

sion offices that initially connected local farmers to

agricultural research at these universities and

expanded to connect the local community to various

applied research initiatives at universities (Goldstein

et al., 2019). There are many critiques of the land grant

model; critics cite land-grant and extension offices as

unidirectional, inequitable, and colonialist (10.7 mil-

lion acres of Indigenous land into college endowments

for land grant institutions (High Country News,

2020)). Despite these critiques, this early model of

public engagement at universities has influenced how

CG programs at universities are formed and operated

(Shannon et al., 2020).

CG programs exist at various institutions in the US,

from urban and rural based universities and private

universities and large public schools. At Chicago State

University (CSU), a federally recognized Predomi-

nately Black Institution (PBI), for example, the

Neighborhood Assistance Center (NAC) (www.csu.

edu/nac) works with organizations on Chicago’s South

Side to develop projects that are community-driven

but utilize the expertise of CSU’s Geography program

and other social sciences. At other academic institu-

tions, researchers have created virtual and physical

spaces that serve a similar purpose: Syracuse Com-

munity Geography (communitygeography.org), Citi-

zen Science GIS at the University of Central Florida

(UCF) (citizensciencegis.org), the Columbus Com-

munity Geography Center (https://history.

columbusstate.edu/columbuscommunitygeography.

php) at Columbus State University (Georgia), and the

Community Mapping Lab at the University of Georgia

(UGA) (communitymappinglab.org). However, it

should be noted that CSU is also an example of one of

the perils of working within university settings. In

financial crises or even while administrations change,

programs like CG centers can be targets of budget

cuts. While the NAC continues to exist, it has gone

from having a university-funded director and admin-

istrator to being currently unfunded.

Community and other non-academic partners

Many of the non-academic partners in CS programs

are non-profit and grassroots community groups.

Projects may also involve government agencies,

religious institutions, and even for-profits

organizations (Robinson et al., 2017). Generally, these

partners are providing some kind of service to

underserved communities (Robinson et al., 2017).

The authors of this paper have personally worked with

non-profit community groups such as food banks,

social justice organizations, environmental organiza-

tions, and public housing and utility assistance

programs. Our discussion of non-academic partners

in this paper focuses on non-profit community groups

because these organizations are the most commonly

cited partners for CG projects. We also focus on the

groups as a whole rather than specific individuals in

the community because, generally, academic

researchers are working with community members

through a partnership with a community group.

The needs of these community groups and their

reasons for partnering with an academic institution

vary. These various needs of the community groups

will dictate the nature of the relationship with an

academic institution and the group’s role in the

partnership. Some groups are looking for simple map

products of their local area they serve and do not have

the resources to create such maps (Robinson et al.,

2017). Other groups seek more collaborative partner-

ships with universities working toward researching a

particular issue or developing an ongoing coalition to

address systemic problems in the community.

The resources available to these groups also vary

widely. Community organizations may lack the

resources or capacity to provide robust support to a

CG project. Others, however, may be able to offer

have physical space, local expertise, and trusting

relationships that can all significantly contribute to a

project’s success. Community groups could also

support a CG project financially through providing

support for a formal CG program of center or

supporting a student worker or intern to work on a

CG project. For example, the Knowledge Exchange

for Resilience initiative at Arizona State University is

funded mainly by its primary community partner, the

Virginia G. Piper Charitable Trust.

Relationships between non-academic partners

and academic researchers

The various needs of the community partners also

dictate the role that the academic researcher and

institution will have in the partnership. It is essential to

clarify the nature of the relationships and expectations
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from all stakeholders. Researchers and community

partners most identify shared interests and co-develop

plans to study and address these interests, regardless of

how small or simple a project may seem. In other

cases, community organizations may lack the

resources or capacity to provide such robust support.

Yet partnering groups may have physical space, local

expertise, and trusting relationships that can all

significantly contribute to a project’s success.

The initiative called Stabilizing Lives provides an

example of the varied roles that partners play in a CG

partnership. This initiative involves a partnership with

the Atlanta Community Food Bank and researchers at

the University of Georgia. Staff at the food bank were

aware of persistent levels of food insecurity nationally

and within their service area. The food bank staff

identified five local food pantries with both capacity

and interest in piloting new programming models and

an interest in working with clients to collaboratively

identify important issues. The food bank had an

existing relationship with one of the UGA researchers

from a previous research project. Through multiple

conversations, UGA faculty and food bank staff

developed a mixed-methods, participatory research

project that would bring staff, volunteers, and clients

together to discuss critical issues shaping the ‘‘food

worlds’’ of pantry clients. This partnership was

codified in a research plan that articulated the respon-

sibilities and expectations of each partner. The project

has resulted in two academic publications (Kurtz et al.,

2019; Shannon et al., 2019), and the food bank has also

created leadership training for clients due to the results

of this research. The food bank provided significant

support for this project, including staff time, financial

resources, and physical space.

Both university and non-academic groups want to

be diligent to avoid establishing partnerships that

promote performative or superficial modes of engage-

ment. Since collaborative and participatory methods

have become more popular during the past three

decades, these methods have sometimes been taken up

in exploitative ways (McTaggart, 1991). This

exploitation functions in multiple registrars: crowd-

harvesting (Breen et al., 2015) and mainstreaming

(Elwood, 2006) are two examples. Crowd-harvesting

frames participants as sources of data production or

extraction, not collaborators or co-producers. There-

fore, it is more easily identifiable as a form of

engagement that is not intended to address the

participants’ needs.

Meanwhile, mainstreaming is more challenging to

identify as it often takes place in settings that, at first

glance, appear to be serving community needs.

However, a closer examination reveals that rather

than challenging ingrained power structures, main-

streamed metrics of participation reify such power

structures. The foundation of CG requires that all those

who come to the work do so through reflexive and

intersectional approaches that, ultimately, challenge

traditional conceptualizations of knowledge produc-

tion and center traditionally excluded perspectives

(Shannon et al., 2020). As such, CG provides a

framework to critically examine the intentions of the

‘‘who’’ before or throughout the duration of the

partnership, providing grounds to resist establishing

partnerships or discontinuing established partnerships

that do not meet the commitments of community

geography.

Why

Mutual understanding is a beneficial outcome for all

stakeholders of a CG program. Since much of this

work is done in local communities, it takes faculty,

staff, and students out of the walls of the ‘‘ivory

tower.’’ It places them in neighborhood centers, public

parks, places of worship, etc., as they work to

understand and build relationships with their commu-

nity partners (Hacker, 2013; Robinson et al., 2017).

For community members and local agencies, these

partnerships provide an opportunity to learn research

methods and relevant research done outside their local

context. The following section provides an overview

of the benefits of CG for the critical stakeholders

described in the ‘‘Who’’ section above.

Benefits for academic researchers

CG allows researchers and faculty to engage in

teaching and research that inherently considers

notions of productive outcomes and reciprocity.

Additionally, they can incorporate local knowledge

and spatial reasoning in their teaching and research.

Wrapped up in these more systemic answers to the

question of ‘‘why’’ engage in CG, the approach pushes

geographers to consider a wide range of approaches

123

GeoJournal



for creative problem-solving, capacity building, and

accessible data sharing/communication (aacu.org,

2014). Practically, a researcher involved in CG can

easily demonstrate intellectual merit and broader

impacts for their projects, which often provides

support in grant applications (Robinson & Hawthorne,

2018).

Benefits for university students

As discussed in Rees et al. (2020) and Hawthorne et al.

(2014), CG in the classroom is typically framed as a

service-learning course where students play an inte-

gral role in formulating and carrying out research

relevant to community partners. This type of engage-

ment allows students meaningful opportunities to

produce work with ‘‘real-world’’ impacts (Hawthorne

et al., 2014; Jeavons, 1995; Yoder, 2016). CG also

asks students to consider how scholarship can be used

to support social change (as determined by the

community), questions of in/exclusion in the produc-

tion of research, and how knowledge production is

influenced by multiple axes of difference (race,

gender, class, culture). Additionally, the process of

collaborative research allows students to develop

professional skill sets, such as verbal and written

communication, negotiation of time frames and

expectations, and production of research materials

that uphold professional standards (Hawthorne et al.,

2014). Students in the NSF REU Site in Atlanta,

Georgia, were asked what they liked best about the

community geography REU; students mentioned:

‘‘people, the research and fieldwork, scholarly free-

dom, and satisfaction of community partners’’

(Hawthorne & Jarrett, 2018:5).

The Community GIS and Citizen Science REU at

UCF is another example of a student CG research

program. Students across multiple disciplines utilize

geospatial technology research skills while collabo-

rating with community partners in Belize using GIS,

participatory sketch mapping, fieldwork, community-

based uses of drones, and spatial storytelling with

interviews and informal conversations to understand

community concerns and future visions. US students

work with University of Belize students and commu-

nity partners in Hopkins Village and along the Belize

barrier reef in the program. These community partners

include the village council, village library, small

business owners, tour guides, and local Red Cross

representatives. The students from both UCF and the

University of Belize work with the community

partners to complete action-oriented research while

developing open data tools.

Benefits for academic institutions

CG presents benefits at the departmental, disciplinary,

and institutional levels as well to the individual

researchers and students. In 32 Ideas to Enhance

Diversity in Your Geography Department or Program

(Solis & NG, 2010), the American Association of

Geographers demonstrates the importance of increas-

ing the range and depth of perspectives within the

discipline. Two of the 32 ideas included are ‘‘offering

service-learning courses and projects’’ and ‘‘forming

strategic partnerships with community organizations’’

at the department level, which are both central tenets

of CG. More specifically, CG can support programs

and the discipline by recruiting students and faculty

from underrepresented backgrounds, establishing

avenues for student employment, and publicizing

departmental projects.

CG projects can support institutional missions; they

can contribute to a university’s educational mission by

creating opportunities for skill development and

meaningful community engagement for students and

researchers (Robinson et al., 2017). Institutions across

the nation are embracing what the American Associ-

ation of Colleges and Universities calls high impact

practices (HIPs). HIPs are reported to be incredibly

supportive of students from diverse backgrounds and

focus on active learning. CG engages with three of

those ten HIPs, including collaborative projects,

undergraduate research, and community-based learn-

ing. Additionally, an institution that supports the

scholarship, research, and teaching of community

geographers is likely to have a competitive application

to be considered for the Elective Community Engage-

ment Classification offered by the Carnegie

Foundation.

Benefits for non-academic partners

Non-academic partners may benefit from CG partner-

ships by leveraging the expertise of academic

researchers to support decision-making and strategic

planning academic resources. These partners may also

benefit by leveraging academic resources and tools to
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address community concerns and use students and

faculty to assist in research projects of community

interest that otherwise would be difficult or too

expensive to complete. CG gives local residents and

community groups ownership and power over data,

analysis, and research products (Hacker, 2013). This

redistribution of power can provide voice and collab-

orative control of project goals to underrepresented

and under-resourced communities (Arnstein, 1969).

Non-academic partners may also choose to partner

with universities to build power by forming connec-

tions to the university or gaining respect from

government bodies and other organizations with pre-

existing alliances with the university. Another bene-

ficial outcome may include increased community

cohesion (Ramasubramanian, 2010). Ultimately, a

community or non-academic partners’ beneficial out-

comes from a CG project should be determined by the

community groups themselves and explicitly dis-

cussed at the project’s initiation with the academic

research and other partners.

Focusing on one of the more tangible benefits for a

community, we want to highlight how these partners

may leverage the expertise of researchers, specifically

in terms of data collection, analysis, and interpretation

(Strand et al., 2003). Many organizations lack

resources for formal evaluation (Hawthorne et al.,

2014). Research collaborations can provide data

demonstrating program effectiveness for funders or

local residents and suggest areas where new programs

may be needed for local agencies and non-profits.

A prime example of leveraging the expertise of

researchers is the University of Central Florida (UCF)

Citizen Science GIS program and its NSF-funded

REU project in Hopkins, Belize. Results of the work

are shared in a variety of formats, including printed

paper maps, web maps through the newly created

Hopkins Village Open Data Mapping Site, story maps,

social media posts, and drone imagery flown by

Hopkins Uncut (a large village tourism and cultural,

social media site). As another example, in the UGA

food bank study, The Stabilizing Lives Initiative,

researchers from the University of Georgia and

Georgia State University supported the Atlanta Com-

munity Food Bank by helping to design and evaluate

the Food First Model.

How

Implementing a project relies on identifying who will

be involved and why they want to be involved. These

two principles of CG influence how the project will be

conducted; including the project design, methods and

research approach, and sharing of outcomes and

project evaluation. In this section, we describe three

essential elements of implementing a CG project, (1)

project design: is the project initiated by the commu-

nity partners or the academics, who is leading, and

how are the partnerships being managed? (2) methods

and research approach: how will the work be per-

formed? (3) sharing outcomes: open research and

project evaluation.

Project design

Who is involved in a CG project and why they are

involved directly influences the project design and

how it is initiated. There are many examples of project

design, including two key ends of the spectrum, along

with variations in between these spectrums: (a) more

grassroots (the community partner initiates a project

and approaches the researcher or the research team for

assistance) or (b) more top-down where the researcher

or research team asks the community for assistance to

address specific research questions. Various frame-

works exist to describe this spectrum of projects

(including Shirk, 2012 and Hakaly, 2012). As an

example, we will highlight the framework presented in

Shirk et al. (2012). This framework offers a model of

modes of engagement, including (1) contractual

projects, where communities ask professional

researchers to conduct specific research and report

on the results; (2) contributory projects, which are

generally designed by researchers and for which

members of the public primarily contribute data; (3)

collaborative projects, which are typically designed by

researchers and for which members of the community

contribute data, but also help to refine project design,

analyze data, and/or disseminate findings; (4) co-

created projects, which are designed by researchers

and members of the public working together and for

which at least some of the community participants are

actively involved in most or all aspects of the research

process; and (5) collegial contributions, where non-

credentialed individuals conduct research indepen-

dently with varying degrees of expected recognition
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by institutionalized science and professionals. CG

builds upon Shirk et al.’s model by adding one

additional mode of engagement where a community

initiates the project and approaches a researcher with

their own goals, outputs, and outcomes in mind.

Practicalities of project design and initiation: external

funding

Another element of initiating a project is funding.

Fortunately, as agencies like NSF increasingly expect

‘‘broader impacts’’ of research to connect with and

benefit broader society, there have been more funding

opportunities for community-engaged research. The

NSF, for example, has funded two REU Sites explic-

itly focused on CG. Funded in 2011, an REU Site led

by Timothy Hawthorne and Katherine Hankins at

Georgia State University (GSU) focused on CG

approaches to exploring urban greenspace, neighbor-

hood gentrification, environmental contaminants, and

food justice issues in Atlanta, GA neighborhoods. In

2016, the Belize REU site mentioned above, led by

Timothy Hawthorne at UCF and Christy Visaggi at

GSU, was funded and has been renewed in 2020 for

three more years with Hawthorne and Hannah Torres

at George Mason University, along with an additional

Research Experiences for Teachers (RET) component

to acknowledge K-12 interests in community geogra-

phy. Recently, NSF also funded a conference grant led

by Jerry Shannon at UGA and additional CG collab-

orators to support the nation’s first workshop of

community geographers (January 2019) in Atlanta at

GSU. In some cases, community partners may also

play a key role in securing funding. At UGA, a project

on affordable housing in rural Georgia relies on

support from the state Department of Community

Affairs as communities analyze data on local housing

conditions and assess the match with available state

and federal programs.

Practicalities project design and initiation: formal

partnership agreements

Agreements between CG partners may include a

formal memorandum of understanding (MOU), Insti-

tutional Review Board (IRB) approval, and/or an

ethics statement (IRB approval is discussed in more

detail in Sect. 4.2.5). The type of agreement is

determined by the expected duration and complexity

of the partnership. As an example, CG centers handle

short-term partnerships in a variety of ways. At

Chicago State, a small project such as a single map

might be completed without a formal agreement or

request. On the other hand, Syracuse Community

Geography has an online form to request assistance

and a board that helps decide which projects are

adopted and employs a more formal process of

developing agreements with community partners. An

ethics statement may be a required piece of a formal

agreement between partners. These statements should

consider the whole life of a project even after the

research is conducted. Ethics statements with diverse

partners can promote trust, accountability, mutual

respect, and fairness; these values are essential in

collaborative work.

Research approaches and methods

CG includes a diversity of methods and research

approaches used for research and the implementation

of programs. Shannon et al. (2020) point to this

diversity in methodology and research approach as a

key characteristic of CG. Robinson et al. (2017) and

Hawthorne et al. (2014) also point to the variety of CG

methods and the flexibility of these methods to fit the

research questions and goals of a project. This section

provides an overview of common research method-

ologies and approaches commonly used in CG

programs and references to papers and other resources

that can provide more in-depth details and back-

grounds on these methods.

PPGIS/PGIS

Public participation in geographic information sys-

tems (PPGIS) and participatory GIS (PGIS) first

emerged as research methodologies in the late 1990s

(Pickles, 1995; Schuurman, 2000; Sieber, 2006;

Weiner et al., 2002). Elwood and Ghose (2001) define

it generally as ‘‘grassroots community involvement in

knowledge production through GIS analysis and in the

application of knowledge produced’’ (p. 19). PPGIS

and PGIS are broadly similar and sometimes com-

bined, but some have noted that PPGIS is more policy-

focused and common in the global north. At the same

time, PGIS is often used in the global south and

focused on representing indigenous knowledges

(Brown & Kyttä, 2014).
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In practice, research in PPGIS has focused on both

the research process and on developing methods for

public participation. Ghose’s (2007) study of the use

of GIS by neighborhood groups in Milwaukee, for

example, finds that some groups made use of GIS to

gain political traction but also that, while flexible, the

new networks created by these groups remained

uneven and hierarchical. Empirically, PPGIS has

relied on multiple tools to solicit community partic-

ipation and input, including sketch mapping (Bosch-

mann & Cubbon, 2014; Cinderby, 2010; Pearsall et al.,

2015) tools for digital data collection (Brovelli et al.,

2016; Verplanke et al., 2016) and online visualization

tools (Hall et al., 2010; Shannon & Walker, 2018).

PPGIS is a common methodology within CG

(Robinson et al., 2017) due to its methodological

focus on cooperative research and community empow-

erment. For many non-academic communities, PPGIS

provides tangible results with immediate relevance:

new data or maps used for advocacy, publicity, or

funding applications (Boll-Bosse & Hankins, 2018;

Case & Hawthorne, 2013). For most authors of this

article, mapping is one of the primary tasks commu-

nity partners are interested in when discussing poten-

tial collaborations. It can provide a pathway into other

mixed-methods research.

VGI/citizen science

Data and STEM-centric participatory research include

Volunteered Geographic Information (VGI) and citi-

zen science programs. VGI is an umbrella term that

captures a spectrum of data produced by the public.

This can range from passive to active production of

geographic data by the public (Haklay, 2013). For

instance, geo-tagged tweets and the concept of

citizens-as-sensors is passive VGI collection. On the

other end of the spectrum, a citizen science project

involving volunteers in data collection is active

participation. The term VGI was coined in 2007 by

Michael Goodchild, who describes VGI as the

engagement of private citizens to create geographical

information (Goodchild, 2007).

Citizen science is the act of public volunteers

participating in a scientific research project, usually

through data collection, but in some cases, project

development or data analysis, etc. (Haklay, 2013).

These projects exist across disciplines, including

ecology, environmental sciences, earth science,

health, astronomy, and geography (Bonney et al.,

2014; Silvertown, 2009). When these programs are

collecting or analyzing spatial data, these data can be

considered VGI. Citizen science programs often

include volunteers and scientific outcomes; volunteer

outcomes include some benefits to the volunteers or

local community in the study area; this may be a

positive learning experience. Scientific outcomes may

consist of data, data analysis, or something that

contributes to the research being conducted in the

project (Wiggins et al., 2018). The Citizen Science

GIS group at the University of Central Florida, led by

Timothy Hawthorne, positions itself in the realm of

citizen science because they collect life and physical

science data along with social science data in Belize,

Florida, and the US Pacific Coast with community

partners and agencies.

PAR/CBPR

Participatory Action Research (PAR) and Commu-

nity-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) are partic-

ipatory research approaches that influence many CG

research projects and collaborations. Both developed

as responses to the traditional research model that

seeks to separate researchers from research subjects

and often results in research focusing on the extraction

of information rather than assisting communities in

need. PAR is an action-based framework that origi-

nated primarily within the social sciences and was

initially promoted by Freire (2000). In Brazil in the

1960s and 1970s, Freire used PAR type approaches to

help oppressed people participate in knowledge pro-

duction and social transformation. He encouraged

poor and deprived communities to examine and

analyze the structural reasons for their oppression

(Baum et al., 2006: Freire, 2000; Kindon et al., 2007).

PAR involves a deep engagement between community

activists and researchers towards a goal of co-produc-

ing research findings that are relevant and actionable

to both parties (Kindon & Elwood, 2009). Ideally,

PAR leads to a series of actions and reflections where

researchers and community activists establish rela-

tionships, set project roles, research questions, com-

plete the research analysis, and carry out actions

resulting from the projects. It has been utilized in

geography projects involving subjects from street

youth in Colombia (Ritterbusch, 2012) to an environ-

mental study of British watersheds (Whitman et al.,
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2015). It can also be used as a framework for service-

learning projects in a classroom setting (Pain et al.,

2013).

In practice, PAR is challenging to fulfill, as

researchers may often set the original research focus,

or community partners may not have time to partic-

ipate in each step. However, even approaching these

goals can significantly enhance the usefulness of the

outcomes to the community (Klocker, 2012). Mason

(2015) and Ritterbusch (2012) suggest that an ‘‘ethics

of care’’ be used in PAR collaborations, focusing on

the development of caring connections and friendships

between researchers, community activists, and

research subjects, rather than the ‘‘ethics of justice’’

that is a basis of most human subject protection

systems.

Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR)

stem from the Health Sciences and has been led by

Barbara Israel and colleagues at the Detroit Urban

Research Center, a community-based research center

affiliated with the University of Michigan, and (along

with similar centers in New York and Seattle)

supported by the Centers for Disease Control (Israel

et al., 2006). Like PAR, CBPR is not a defined

methodology but a set of steps meant to ensure

community participation in research. These steps

include community participation in developing

research questions, completing research and analysis,

and writing papers, reports, and grant proposals.

Geographers working in medical geography have

utilized CPBR methods, often within the context of

community-based GIS work on medical or public

health projects (Block & Kouba, 2006). Koster et al.

(2012) and Castleden et al. (2012) both utilize CBPR

methods for non-medical geography projects involv-

ing indigenous peoples in Canada.

Mixing methods and approaches

The focus on flexible epistemologies in CG research

results in projects that often take a mixed-methods

(qualitative and quantitative methods) approach; this

can include multi-stage projects, where interviews

with community members suggest frameworks for

GIS-based analysis, or explicitly mixed-methods

techniques such as sketch mapping (Boschmann &

Cubbon, 2014) and Q sorts (Hawthorne et al., 2008;

Sneegas, 2019). Knigge and Cope (2006) present’

grounded visualization’, a particularly significant

mixed-methods framework for combining traditional

GIS-based spatial data and multimedia formats of

qualitative data such as interviews, images, sketches,

and audio and video files and analyze these various

forms of data through an iterative and reflective

qualitative analysis based on the grounded theory.

Grounded visualization integrates geographic visual-

ization with ethnographic research to draw out inter-

pretative meanings and theorize socio-spatial

processes and politics in the community.

At UGA, one community-based project with a local

biking organization used sketch mapping to discuss

the safest and most dangerous routes in the city.

Working from a blank sheet of paper, individuals drew

their daily routes and used highlighters to mark their

perceived levels of safety. The resulting maps were

later digitized, but the transcribed conversation about

these maps was just as valuable in highlighting key

issues affecting bike safety. Similarly, in collaboration

with the Atlanta food bank, researchers used pho-

tographs as a focal point for both individual interviews

and concept mapping. The former were coded using

qualitative analysis software to identify key obstacles

faced by food pantry clients, while the latter used

clustering analysis to group photos with common

themes (Kurtz et al., 2019).

Practicalities of methodologies and research

approaches: institutional review board considerations

If human subjects research is included in the project,

the research protocol would need to be reviewed and

approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at

the lead researcher’s institution or a third-party review

board. As has been pointed out by Tamariz et al.

(2015) and others, community-based projects often

have difficulty with the IRB approval process. IRB

boards are often unfamiliar with community-based

research. IRB policies also view research as being

completed or led by an academic or medical

researcher and the community as the subject. IRB’s

tend to have difficulty with cases in which the

community organizations are actually part of the

research team, helping create measures and collect and

analyze data.

An alternative to a university-based IRB is a

Community IRB or Community Research Review

Board (Carroll-Scott, 2020). In the US, these have

been set up as non-profit entities in many US cities and
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are community-controlled IRB boards that specifically

focus on community-based research. Some replace

traditional IRB’s while others provide an alternate

research ethics determination or work to protect the

community, in addition to individual rights in con-

junction with university IRB’s.

Sharing outcomes: open research and project

evaluation

Open research and its benefits

Open research is a key characteristic of CG and often a

key research outcome for both the academics and the

community. CG often borrows from ongoing work

toward open science practices and open data initiatives

favoring open source technologies (Shannon &

Walker, 2018; Sieber & Johnson, 2015). Many

governmental agencies have created online data

portals using platforms such as Socrata or Esri’s

ArcGIS Hub (Johnson & Sieber, 2013; Sieber &

Johnson, 2015). These portals intend to promote

public transparency and enable ‘‘civic hacking’’ by

residents and community organizations (Perng &

Kitchin, 2018). In addition to these resources, pro-

gressive social change using open data resources relies

on intentional and intensive engagement with key

actors (Brandusescu et al., 2016). For community

geographers, the task is not merely to make data public

or create technically sophisticated dashboards for

exploratory analysis. Instead, the goal is to assist

socially marginalized groups as they make use of, add

to, or critique open data, recognizing this as one aspect

of broader community organizing efforts. Simultane-

ously, recognizing that open data are not inherently

accessible, CG advocates for using online communi-

cation or arts-based approaches to communicating

research methods and results with community partners

(Derickson & Routledge, 2015).

Research in CG often focuses on locally specific

issues. Still, the methodological approaches and

research tools used in this work can have broader

applicability. Given the ready availability of website

building tools for hosting research materials, the

underlying principles of open science are also appli-

cable to mixed-methods community-based research

(Singleton et al., 2016). By providing publicly avail-

able resources detailing their methodology, commu-

nity geographers can support the reuse and adaptation

of their research. Online repositories such as SocAr-

Xiv (https://socopen.org) and Github provide plat-

forms for public sharing of research materials and,

when possible, research data. When possible, using

free and/or open-source tools also makes replication of

research more possible in communities without the

financial resources for proprietary software licenses.

Project evaluation

Given the many interlocking groups and priorities

within a CG project, project evaluation is a critical tool

for achieving successful outcomes and sharing and

reflecting on these outcomes. Evaluations help deter-

mine if the project as a whole and the partners included

are producing desired outcomes and support the

project partners in considering how to improve a

project (Davidson, 2005). Evaluation can be com-

pleted through an internal team and short surveys or

contracting with an outside evaluator to perform

formative, summative, or developmental evaluation

(Block et al., 2018; Hawthorne & Jarrett, 2018). There

are many resources available on project evaluation,

such as Michael Quinn Patton’s Developmental Eval-

uation (2010), Russ-Eft and Preskill Evaluation in

Organizations (2009), and the many other resources

available online through the American Evaluation

Association, as well as the Citizen Science Associa-

tion’s Research and Evaluation Working Group.

Additional considerations when doing community

geography

Researchers and academic institutions who decide to

participate in a CG project must keep in mind that the

community partners they work with are, in fact, true

partners in the project. There are shared outcomes for

all the individuals and groups involved in the program;

research and academic focused outcomes are only one

of many benefits from a CG project. Forming these

relationships takes time, and unfortunately, some

projects do not continue or work out, funding gets

cut, or researchers change positions or institutions.

CG projects can be useful to both the community

members and organizations and the academic students

and researchers involved despite these issues. In this

paper, we presented three overarching principles of

doing CG (1) who, (2) why, and (3) how; all these are
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essential concepts to consider when developing,

implementing, and sustaining a CG project. The

examples given here are not exhaustive as community

geography continues to grow as a subfield. Yet, they

serve as guiding examples for those pursuing com-

munity-focused, participatory research.

This paper was written as a basic guide to

introducing academic researchers to CG. We hope

that more researchers engage in CG and more

synergies with other research approaches occur

through this paper. We also hope this paper and the

others in this writing project contribute to CG being

more legitimately developed and recognized as a

fruitful educational and research program at academic

institutions. Additionally, for the benefit of commu-

nity groups and non-academic partners engaging in

CG with academics and academic institutions, we

anticipate that this paper will lead to additional papers

and resources to be developed with other CG stake-

holders in mind, such as a similar practical guide to

community groups engaging in community

geography.
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