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ABSTRACT

Background: Collaborations between community groups and academics within a university-managed
research model (UMRM) can sometimes negatively impact a community, whereas community-owned and -
managed research (COMR) can ensure collaborations remain committed to addressing issues of envi-
ronmental injustice.

Methods: Project Confluence leveraged the benefits of UMRM (i.e., access to research grants, interdis-
ciplinary networking) to support the design of COMR projects. We take Project Confluence as a case study
to explore the experiences of participants within this hybrid research model project. In this article, we
detail iterative steps taken in Project Confluence to facilitate collaborative processes needed to address
environmental justice challenges. We then reflect on participants’ feedback on this hybrid research model
through qualitative data analysis of 12 semistructured interviews.

Results: Participants’ feedback can be grouped into three main themes: flexibility versus structure, face-to-
face versus virtual interaction, and interteam connections. Participants argued that flexibility presented its
own challenges and hoped for more structure to guide the activities. They also agreed that while virtual
meetings were necessary during the pandemic, the collaboration would be more successful if they were in
person. Finally, they enjoyed being within an UMRM umbrella, but wanted to ‘‘see how collaborations
could collaborate.”

Conclusion: For future deployment of hybrid research models, we suggest that the UMRM umbrellas
provide more structure around the mechanics of collaboration, but be adaptive to the needs of the
community groups that lead the COMRs. In addition, although COMRs can organize online, we suggest
UMRM meetings take place in person to facilitate better interteam collaboration and support.
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ollaborations between communities and aca-

demics for addressing environmental justice exhibit
a demonstrated potential for enhancing community ben-
efit from engagement and increased rigor, relevance, and
reach of academic research. Communities bolster the
reach of studies by providing context that is vital to un-
derstanding disproportionate impact and can distribute
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findings through key nontraditional venues that are un-
derutilized or unreachable by academics.! Financially
sustaining collaborative efforts past pilot projects is
crucial for generating community relief from environ-
mental injustices through these alliances.

This can be referred to as providing ‘“‘soil money” for
ongoing partnerships, whereas ‘‘seed money’ is con-
ceptualized as the initial project funding. This additional
support serves to preserve relationships and allows
community members to be elevated to the status of re-
search partners rather than just study participants. In
addition, ‘“‘soil money’’ encourages long-term relation-
ship building that allows community members to be el-
evated to the status of research partners rather than just
study participants.

This acknowledged status allows for colearning and
can prevent academics from making prescriptive causal
claims about communities and the challenges they face.?
Likewise, initiatives executed by these partnerships are
often the only approaches that see lasting changes since
this method of collaboration allows communities to de-
velop a sense of ownership over the intervention and
independently carry out its implementation in the long
term.?

Previous research has argued that university-managed
research models (UMRMSs) in some instances can nega-
tively impact a community because the community does
not have control over their projects, which means they
may not be able to prioritize resolving a local environ-
mental justice issue over other objectives.* Today,
community-owned and -managed research (COMR)
provides the foundation needed to move participatory
approaches into innovative collaborative domains that
solve issues of environmental injustice.’

However, the question we unpack in this article is worth
considering: What are participants’ reflections on a hybrid
university- and community-managed research approach
that aims to address issues of environmental justice? To
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that end we describe the hybrid approach used in the
Project Confluence® case study and analyze the experiences
of community group managers, academics, and students
who participated in these collaborations.

PROJECT CONFLUENCE AND MOTIVATION

Project Confluence leveraged the benefits of UMRM
(i.e., access to federal research grants and interdisci-
plinary networking) by nesting the design of COMR
projects within a larger project umbrella. We wanted to
explore how a hybrid approach could engage with long-
term strategizing for obtaining ‘‘soil money’’ as well as
in-the-moment hyperlocal solutions to environmental
justice challenges. The activities within the four teams of
community groups and academics are ‘‘partnerships’ for
addressing issues of environmental justice.”® The inter-
actions between team members in Project Confluence
also reflect a coproduced and emergent understanding of
participatory research.’

The four community groups at the heart of Project
Confluence are motivated by the challenge of solving
environmental, climate, and energy injustice. Such chal-
lenges are often tied to poverty, race, and a lack of tech-
nical resources,'® which are concerns for each of the four
teams who participated in this project. In the following
section, we describe these four teams as a collective case
study and how we studied their experiences with collab-
oration. We then thematically analyze the feedback we
received from participants about their experience within a
hybrid COMR and UMRM organized collaboration. In the
conclusion, we suggest some potential ways forward for
community groups and academics who wish to emulate
the structure we developed in Project Confluence.

ITERATIVE METHODS
The core task of Project Confluence created four col-

laborative teams between community groups and aca-
demics as they created a Collaborative Challenge

!Carolina L. Balazs and Rachel Morello-Frosch. “The Three
Rs: How Community-Based Participatory Research Strengthens
the Rigor, Relevance, and Reach of Science.”” Environmental
Justice 6 (2013): 9-16.

K. Schwarz, M.L. Cadenasso, J.K. London, and B.B. Cutts.
“Fertile Ground for Collaboration: Investing in Community—
University Partnerships with Soil Money.” Bulletin of the
Ecological Society of America 100 (2019): 1-3.

3Phong Tran, Rajib Shaw, Guillaume Chantry, and John
Norton. “GIS and Local Knowledge in Disaster Management: A
Case Study of Flood Risk Mapping in Viet Nam.”” Disasters 33
(2009): 152-169.

“Christopher D. Heaney, Sacoby M. Wilson, and Omega R.
Wilson. “The West End Revitalization Association’s Community -
Owned and -Managed Research Model: Development, Im-
plementation, and Action.” Progress in Community Health Part-
nerships: Research, Education, and Action 1 (2007): 339-349.

50Omega R. Wilson, Natasha G. Bumpass, Omari M. Wilson,
and Marilyn H. Snipes. ““The West End Revitalization Asso-
ciation (WERA)’s Right to Basic Amenities Movement: Voice
and Language of Ownership and Management of Public Health
Solutions in Mebane, North Carolina.”” Progress in Community
Health Partnerships: Research, Education, and Action 2 (2008):
237-243.

Assessment (see Collaborative Challenge Assessment).
We used iterative stages that strived for a balance be-
tween facilitating the work of these teams while taking an
ethnographic approach and studying the way in which the
collaboration unfolded. In the following sections, we
provide a description of each of these steps.

°For the additional background on Project Confluence see the
Project Confluence Welcome Packet. <https://www.reengineered.
org/ files/ugd/f426c8 7cc507bc35a34cb2al 64e334a8f7a087.pdf>.
(Last accessed on November 1, 2022).

“Sherry R. Arnstein. “A Ladder of Citizen Participation.”
Journal of the American Institute of Planners 35 (1969): 216-224.

8Frances M. Lynn. “Community-Scientist Collaboration in
Environmental Research.” American Behavioral Scientist 44
(2000): 649—663.

°Jason Chilvers and Matthew Kearnes. Remaking Participation:
Science, Environment and Emergent Publics. (Routledge, 2015).

19p. Mohai, D. Pellow, and J.T. Roberts. Environmental
Justice. Annual Review Environment and Resources 34 (2009):
405-430.


https://www.reengineered.org/_files/ugd/f426c8_7cc507bc35a34cb2a164e334a8f7a087.pdf
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Table 1. List of Community Groups Participating in Project Confluence

Community

group Community group mission

Challenge identified

Arizona Faith
Network (AFN)

Inviting people into meaningful relationships,
shared prayer and dialogue rooted in our faith
traditions, and actions that influence public

Design a coalition to coordinate
faith-based cooling centers in
response to the extreme heat

awareness, engagement, and policy events

Trees Matter

Phoenix has an immediate need for an increased
tree canopy; Trees Matter works to alleviate this
need by educating the public on tree knowledge,

Create a digital platform through
which the general public can
interact with their local canopy

and distributing desert-adapted shade trees to

residents across the region

Orchard Community
Learning Center
(OCLC)

cultures

Indigenous Vision'?

Creating a flourishing local food system by
supporting Phoenix growers. Part of the Spaces
of Opportunity partnership, to enable all Phoenix
families to have affordable access to healthy
food, active living, and connection to their

Indigenous vision works to revitalize Indigenous
communities—culture, people, and land—by
providing educational resources through quality
programs that promote well-being

Develop an efficient irrigation
system design for improved water
resources management at the
Spaces of Opportunity
community farm and incubator

Building a map and database of
pollution/land degradation on
Indigenous land in North
America

Search for community groups: August—November
2020

The science behind assembling teams for addressing
social challenges is still relatively new, but we focused
primarily on allowing individuals to participate in Project
Confluence by self-assembling teams with limited guid-
ance from the authors.!' To begin, we established a set of
community groups focused on resolving environmental,
climate, and energy injustice issues in the region through
our existing networks and Google searches. In total, we
contacted 28 community groups relevant to the study.

Community group interview and selection:
November—December 2020

Through unstructured interviews over Zoom, we asked
the community groups what their scientific and engi-
neering challenges are for resolving environmental, cli-
mate, or energy justice issues in the region. In the end we
selected four community groups and their challenge
morphed over time to become the focus of the teams
discussed hereunder (see Table 1).

Search for academic partners: January—March
2021

Based on the challenge put forth by the four commu-
nity groups, we utilized our networks at Arizona State
University (ASU) and searches on the ASU directory to
find academics who exhibited the expertise relevant for

solving that challenge. In total, 51 academics were con-
tacted with a basic introduction of a community group
and a description of their challenge. They were invited to
an informational Zoom meeting with a community group
to learn about each other’s backgrounds. Seventeen ac-
ademics participated in the Zoom call and 11 academics
agreed to join the projects with 3 of the 11 academics
participating with more than one team.

Collaborative team formation: March—May 2021

Teams were led by one to two individuals from the
community group. Later in the project, two undergradu-
ate students and one graduate student were added. The
teams began the collaboration primarily through e-mail
and Zoom meetings. On May 19th, we held the first
Project Confluence all-hands meeting, where we intro-
duced the project goals of developing the two deliver-
ables (discussed in Memorandum of collaboration and
Collaborative challenge assessment) and the budget
available to each team. Teams were provided with a
budget of $10,000 total: $5,000 to loosely cover the
salary expenses of the community groups and $5,000 to
loosely cover equipment or other costs accrued by the
academics.

The 50/50 split of the budget intended to ensure that
all participants felt equally valued. How the budget was
spent was determined through consensus. Monthly all-
hands meetings began on May 19th to facilitate interteam
connections that we discuss hereunder. All but one was
conducted through Zoom. In addition, monthly team
meetings were scheduled with each of the teams to

"1Sami Koivunen, Ekaterina Olshannikova, and Thomas
Olsson. “Understanding Matchmakers’ Experiences, Principles
and Practices of Assembling Innovation Teams.” Computer
Supported Cooperative Work 30 (2021): 589-616.

12Withdrew from Project Confluence due to lack of available
time. They participated up to step 6.


https://www.arizonafaithnetwork.org/
https://treesmatter.org/
https://www.orchardlearningcenter.org/
https://www.indigenousvision.org
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facilitate the completion of the deliverables, all of which
were conducted on Zoom. Virtual meetings have become
crucial modes of engagement within collaboration since
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic,'® and is an
important factor in our analysis hereunder.

Initial interviews: March—October 2021

Semistructured interviews were conducted with all
participants. We included questions that were di-
rectly related to the participant’s personal back-
ground and how that might relate to their interest in
collaboration and addressing issues of environmental
injustice. The protocol included three parts: (1) work
background and experience with collaboration, (2)
personal background, (3) reflection on Project
Confluence and motivation for participating. Inter-
views were conducted through Zoom and recorded to
allow automated transcripts, but this material is not
discussed in this article.

Memorandum of collaboration: May—August 2021

The starting point for Project Confluence is that par-
ticipants come with diverse perspectives, access to re-
sources and networks, education, motivations, and goals.
Building upon earlier conventions,'* the first deliverable
for the teams was writing a memorandum of collabora-
tion (MoC) that acknowledges this diversity and creates a
framework for engagement. This would be critical to the
team’s success in completing their second deliverable
(see Collaborative challenge assessment). Although there
was no firm structure required for the MoC, participants
were provided with examples.!” In addition, teams were
asked to create a timeline and budget justification. These
were meant to help the teams plan how they would use
the money and the time needed to complete their second
deliverable.

Collaborative challenge assessment:
September—December 2021

The collaborative challenge assessment (CCA) was a
collaboratively created product that assesses and plans a

roadmap to address the community group’s challenge.

While inspired by ““technology needs assessments,””'¢ we
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intentionally steered away from the word ‘“‘needs’ be-
cause of its ““deficit” connotation and encouraged par-
ticipants to draw upon an asset-based approach.!’
Participants were provided access to documents similar
to a CCA,'® but were encouraged to create a document
that was useful to addressing the challenges faced by the
community group. We suggested that the CCA should
answer the following:

What needs doing to address the challenge identified
by the community group?

Why?

How might things get done? Using what re-
sources?'’

There were no formatting or page limit requirements
imposed on the creation of the CCA, and all of the teams
submitted a draft by January 18th, 2022. The completion
of the CCA serves as a valuable roadmap for the com-
munity group to lead the team members over the coming
years. At this point in our iterative steps, Figure 1 visu-
ally captures the relationships between different actors
and activities within Project Confluence when COMRs
are nested within the umbrella of an UMRM.

Follow-up interviews: January—February 2022

After a close analysis of the precollaboration inter-
views as well as the ongoing discussions in the all-hands
and monthly team meetings, we designed a follow-up
interview protocol that aimed to answer remaining gaps
of information that would support our preliminary anal-
ysis. This included questions about the importance of
societally impactful research, the meaning and value of
collaboration, and changes in participants’ views on
collaboration. We also asked evaluative questions about
creating the MoC and CCA, as well as what they thought
about Project Confluence as a whole.

Interviews with 12 participants ranged from 35 to 60
minutes. Interviews were recorded through Zoom and
automated transcripts were edited for consistency and
clarity. We used a qualitative data analytical approach to
explore the major themes that emerged from the inter-
views.?® In the following section, we explore the feed-
back that participants shared with us regarding the way a
hybrid research approach unfolded.

"“Fiona McDonald and Hanna Paul. ““Collaboration in Virtual
Environments: Honouring the Métis Method of Visiting.”” An-
thropologica 63 (2021): 1-16.

14Stephen B. Fawcett, Vincent T. Francisco, Adrienne Paine-
Andrews, and Jerry A. Schultz. “A Model Memorandum of
?oila})ogration: A Proposal.”” Public Health Reports 115 (2000):

74-179.

'>Memorandum of Collaboration, Clean Air Coalition of
Western New York, Academic Research Policy, May 20, 2010.
Details on the suggested structure of the MoC can be found in
the Project Confluence Welcome Packet.

'®James Rasa Narkevitiute Haselip, Jorge Rogat, and Sara
Traerup. TNA Step by Step: A Guidebook for Countries Con-
ducting a Technology Needs Assessement and Action Plan.
(UNEP DTU Partnership, 2019).

"7Alison Mathie and Gord Cunningham. “From Clients to
Citizens: Asset-Based Community Development as a Strategy
for Community-Driven Development.”” Development in Prac-
tice 13 (2003): 474-486.

'8L¢a Jehl Le Manceau, Stefan Dierks, Lindy C. Charlery,
Sara Trerup, and Vladimir Hecl. Regional Technology Brief:
%Sg(r)l) American & The Caribbean. (UNEP DTU Partnership,

“For the additional suggestions about the CCA provided to
participants see the Project Confluence Welcome Packet. <https://
www.reengineered.org/ files/ugd/f426c8 7cc507bc35a34cb2al64
€334a8f7a087.pdf>. (Last accessed on November 1, 2022).

2M.B. Miles, A.M. Huberman, and J. Saldana. Qualitative
Data Analysis: A Methods Sourcebook. 3rd Edition. (SAGE
Publications, 2014).
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Arizona Faith
Network (AFN)

Trees Matter Orchard Community Indigenous

Learning Center (OCLC) Vision

FIG. 1. Collabora-
tive relationships when
COMRs are nested
withinan UMRM. CCA,
collaborative challenge
assessment; COMRs,
community-owned and
-managed researches;
MoC, memorandum of
collaboration;, UMRM,
university-managed re-
search model.
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EXPERIENCES OF THE PARTICIPANTS

Participants’ experiences can be grouped into three
main themes, flexibility versus structure, face-to-face
versus virtual meetings, and interteam connections.

Flexibility versus structure

Participants described to us a tension and need for bal-
ance between flexibility and structure. They describe flex-
ibility as the openness to approach their challenge in any
way and structure as the mechanics that should guide col-
laboration so that it fits the overall objectives of the UMRM.
As already described, Project Confluence remained open
ended and placed a lot of decision-making power within the
COMR. This trickled down into how teams managed their
activities and contributions. Jose Becerra, an undergraduate
engineer at ASU helping the Orchard Community Learning
Center (OCLC) team, expressed his surprise and pleasure at
the leniency allotted to his participation:

You’re not ordered to work a certain hours per day, it’s
like a mutual agreement. During the summer it was hot,
so days would be cut short. So, it’s just a little lenient
working with people you know.

However, the large majority of participants explained to
us that the degree of flexibility they faced was a challenge to
getting projects moving. For instance, Samuel Markolf, who
is assistant professor of civil and environmental engineering
at University of California Merced and collaborated with the
Arizona Faith Network (AFN) team, helped us understand
the complexity of providing so much agency to the teams.

I think the biggest challenge was really getting started and
wrapping our heads around.what to do with all that
freedom. I don’t think that’s necessarily a bad thing, and in
many ways it’s a good thing. I just think that was a
hurdle that needed to be sorted out in the earlier stages of
the process.

Faculty and Staff

A common refrain was that we needed to make it more
explicit that this stage of collaboration was meant to be
exploratory, which is why the flexibility was necessary.
As Aimee Esposito, executive director of Trees Matter,
explained, grasping the fact that early stages of collab-
oration could benefit from a more conceptual planning
stage was not intuitive for her or her organization.

I think the hardest thing was prioritizing Project
Confluence in our schedule because it was so flexible, but
also there were specific things that needed structure. And I
don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing, but I wasn’t
used to that way of doing it. I don’t know if I would do
that again without having that structure.

Continuing with that idea, we also had participants
who explicitly highlighted the structure we did put in
place for guiding Project Confluence as a good aspect.
Professor of sustainable engineering and the built en-
vironment at ASU, Rebecca Muenich, felt the structure
we used worked across the different kinds of collabora-
tions within Project Confluence and not just for the
OCLC team.

It is structured and not structured, which I think is good.
Having the requirements of the MoC and the CCA, pro-
vided some structure, so that it wasn’t just collaborate and
good luck, which could have been the approach.

Overall, participants felt that flexibility presented its
own set of challenges and often desired more structure in
how the collaboration should unfold. We encourage fu-
ture hybrid models to draw upon the structure used by
community groups to organize their daily work in
COMRs, which could offset the vagueness found in ac-
ademic discussions of engagement or participatory re-
search. Adapting to the way community groups operate
also places more decision-making power in the hands of
the community group so that they are not exploited by the
potential harm that can come from an UMRM model.
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Face-to-face versus virtual interaction

The COVID-19 pandemic ensured that Project
Confluence had to develop collaborations through virtual
interactions on Zoom. Most participants only met in person
twice and two participants never attended any in-person
events. Participants said they now recognize that it is pos-
sible to collaborate virtually, but also agreed that the results
would have been better in person. In interviews they de-
scribed different costs and benefits associated with face-to-
face and virtual interactions. When we asked professor of
practice at ASU’s School for the Future of Innovation in
Society, Darlene Cavalier, about the aspects that were
difficult about collaboration within the Trees Matter team,
she mentioned that

.it’s made more challenging by the fact that we were
never able to meet face-to-face, mostly because of
COVID.it would have accelerated the pace of the pro-
ject if there were in-person meetings. So, there’s nothing
we could have done about that.

Still, Darlene also explained that the virtual nature of
this collaboration made it possible for her to participate at
all since she is based on the east coast of the United
States due to other responsibilities. This was the same
situation for Sam who was able to participate with the
AFN team from Merced. Yet, Sam too felt an in-person
element was missing from his experience with the col-
laboration:

I would love to go to a cooling center and see it in ac-
tion.just see on the ground what are the issues that come
up, what challenges emerge, and how are they addressed.

Participants also provided examples of how they be-
came dependent upon scheduling Zoom meetings to
complete tasks. Dan Stanton, who is head librarian of the
humanities division at ASU library, told us that the Trees
Matter team ‘“.didn’t do a whole lot offline. We sent
e-mails, things like that. Mostly, I think we would get
together and just hash things out over Zoom.”” The de-
pendence on Zoom perhaps explains why some partici-
pants, like Becca, were concerned about ‘‘Zoom
fatigue™’:

I’m zoomed to a T at this point. Two years of zoom. So,

the in-person meeting at ASU was a lot better. Probably

because it was just easier for me personally to engage
with people in-person.

A number of participants described how much they
appreciated the in-person all-hands meeting we orga-
nized at an outdoor restaurant on ASU campus. When
asked about what did not work well within Project
Confluence, John Wann, executive director of OCLC,
also compared the meeting at ASU with the Zoom
meetings:

I really enjoyed that in-person experience. But the zoom
meetings with the whole group have been less substantive
or less meaningful or less relationship developing.[At the
same time] I’'m glad to know about those other projects.

Although Zoom may have made collaboration duller
and was not amenable to relationship building, John rec-
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ognized that it allowed for interteam connections. As we
came to find, scheduling in-person meetings for all par-
ticipants within the UMRM was tricky. It often required us
to plan 2 months in advance. In addition, Zoom became
the easiest way to organize a meeting within the COMR
even with little notice. We recommend, when it is safe to
do so, that hybrid research places a greater emphasis on
the COMR model that prioritizes face-to-face meetings
and visits to the community affected by our research.

This will also ensure that academic participants are not
just waiting in the ““ivory tower’’ for the data to arrive, a
common occurrence within UMRM models, but are also
personally engaged with the environmental justice chal-
lenge that the community is facing. In addition, to make
Zoom a tool to facilitate relationship building, it could be
beneficial to request team members to schedule brief
(15-30 minutes) 1-on-1 meetings that can be for getting
to know each other at a more personal level. By evalu-
ating this dynamic using the Tuckman model, 1-on-1
meetings could promote the necessary process for
members to reach the ‘“‘norming” phase of team devel-
opment, which would allow for more transparent and
meaningful engagement.?’

Interteam connections

Regardless, John helped us recognize that when
COMRs are nested within a larger UMRM, it could be
beneficial to allow for more cross-pollination between
teams to

.see how collaborations could collaborate. So that what
one team is doing is supporting another team. Because if
you have three or four teams around the table, then you
might pick up something from another one but you’re not
really working with them.so it’s information but it’s not
as much operational.

The interteam connections that did emerge were an
unanticipated benefit of Project Confluence. The teams
were all organized around resolving environmental jus-
tice in the region in different ways, but it became clearer
to us over time that they could reinforce each other’s
work. When asked what could be improved about Project
Confluence, Paulina Vu, program manager at Trees
Matter, explained that

.it was nice to see a lot of like-minded individuals from
all walks of life even if we’re not working on the same
project at all. If we take it a step further, it would be super
interesting to see if there was some way our projects
could affect each other too.

Many participants appreciated the nesting of COMR
projects within a larger UMRM umbrella and wondered
how more connections could be made across the
COMRs. For instance, when we asked Elise Smith, who
joined the AFN team while wrapping up her MA degree

21Jjudith Stein. “Using the Stages of Team Development”
MIT Human Resources (Website). <https://hr.mit.edu/learning-
topics/teams/articles/stages-development>. (Last accessed on
August 16, 2022).


https://hr.mit.edu/learning-topics/teams/articles/stages-development
https://hr.mit.edu/learning-topics/teams/articles/stages-development
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in public administration at ASU, about the unique aspects
of Project Confluence she said

Oh, I liked having the interactions with the other groups
that were involved. I do feel when you have one main
entity that is supporting many projects, often there is
limited crossover between them. But it is exciting to hear
what they’re doing and I think that’s definitely something
that can easily come about with this format.

At a more abstract level, Elise’s fellow AFN team
member, Melissa Guardaro, Assistant Research Professor
at the Global Institute of Sustainability and Innovation at
ASU, explained that she enjoyed how Project Confluence

.tried to do four projects, because I think that this science-
technology interface with community is so different de-
pending upon what the context is. I thought that was really
cool to try to have different projects that you can explore
and evaluate as things unfold.

Elise and Melissa bring up important points of con-
sideration for organizing COMRs within an UMRM.
With the right amount of guidance, it is possible to ‘‘see
how collaborations could collaborate’ thereby allowing
the individual projects to benefit from being part of the
larger UMRM. Therefore, we recommend hybrid models
draw upon the UMRM approach that has its strength in
facilitating interdisciplinary connections. This will help
the community groups scale up from the hyperlocal focus
that is typically found within COMRs, thereby making
the results of their project relevant to other communities
that face similar challenges.

CONCLUSION

The need for a hybrid approach to be adaptive is one of
the key takeaways from analyzing the experiences of
participants in the Project Confluence case study. In fu-
ture hybrid research models, we suggest that the UMRM
umbrella draw upon the organization structure used by
community groups to support the mechanics of collabo-
ration and be adaptive to the needs of the individual
COMRs. This would allow flexibility to be applied where
it is needed, rather than integrated as foundational prin-
ciple, since flexibility creates its own set of challenges
that need to be mitigated. In addition, we recommend
that future collaborative research models consider the
costs and benefits of becoming dependent on virtual
meetings.

Our findings suggest that it is possible that individual
COMRs can handle day-to-day operations virtually, but
that regular in-person meetings should be encouraged
when it is safe to do so. When possible, all-hands
meetings under the UMRM umbrella can be in person to
facilitate better interteam collaboration and support. As a
conclusion, the evaluative lens we brought to the um-
brella has benefits for the COMRs, but we envision
community groups properly supported with ‘soil
money’’ fulfilling the role played by a university.

Future research should compare the costs and benefits
of having a hybrid research approach managed by gov-
ernment agencies, community groups, or private funders.
Overall, we believe that the hybrid research model of
Project Confluence offers many advantages for collabo-
ration between community groups and academics that are
addressing issues of environmental justice and hope that
future projects can learn from our experience.
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