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Launching a new journal on participatory research methods provides a 
wonderful opportunity to both acknowledge and deepen contributions to 
the vibrant fields of community-based participatory research (CBPR) and 
community-engaged research (CEnR) in the health fields. Many other 
disciplines, such as education, sociology, community and regional planning, 
communication, etc., share overlapping terms with similar commitments to 
shared power in research, including participatory action research, action 
research, participatory research, youth participatory action research, public 
involvement, practitioner research, collaborative research, citizen science, street 
science, and, a newer term in health, participatory health research, from the 
International Collaborative of Participatory Health Research. Within health, 
CBPR has been the most well-recognized form of community-engaged 
research for over thirty years (Wallerstein et al., 2018). Since 1998, it has 
operated with principles well-defined by Israel et al. (2013), and a widely-
distributed definition launched in 2001 by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. The 
principles and definition ground research practitioners in long-term 
commitments to co-develop research with community partners, and to build 
from community strengths and priorities for the purposes of translating 
research results into policy, practice, or system-change actions towards 
improving health and health equity. Minkler et al. (2012) added the principles 
of cultural humility and importance of addressing racism, sexism, 
homophobia, and other inequities of power hierarchies within academic-
community partnerships and in society. While CBPR has often been seen as 
calling for involvement of grassroots people from communities, neighborhood 
associations, or social movements, community partners in CBPR can extend to 
other stakeholders, such as staff from community-based organizations, public 
agencies or private-sector settings, and policy makers. 

Each of the terms and fields named above have different histories, yet they 
are often divided into two separate traditions (Wallerstein et al., 2018). In the 
1950s, Kurt Lewin defined “action research,” often referred to as the Northern 
tradition, as a process of action/reflection/ action to engage teams of multiple 
stakeholders in research, predominantly for improving organizational settings 
(Lewin and Gold 1999). “Participatory research,” often called the Southern 
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tradition, emerged from activist scholars in the 1970s, drawing from the 
emancipatory philosophy of Paulo Freire (1970) to join forces with social 
movements in Latin America, Africa, and Asia to challenge societal inequities. 
An integrated term, participatory-action research (PAR), has often reflected 
this more political, Southern agenda within education. 

While many of the terms from different fields increasingly overlap in their 
intent, it remains important to examine each partnership’s or project’s 
practices to determine their values and goals. As Trickett (2011) so eloquently 
described, goals can vary from a utilitarian perspective, such as the need of 
academics to recruit minorities into their institution’s clinical trials, versus 
a larger worldview of promoting social justice. Along with other traditions 
such as tribal-participatory research based on tribal sovereignty (Fisher & Ball, 
2003), decolonizing methodologies from indigenous (Smith, 2013) and critical 
theory approaches (Lykes et al., 2018), and calls for knowledge democracy and 
cognitive justice from the Global South (de Sousa Santos, 2013; Hall et al., 
2015), CBPR practice leans toward social justice principles and demands that 
academics honor community wisdom, autonomy, and leadership. 

With this background, in the start-up of this new journal I would like to 
respectfully raise several questions for authors, editors, and all of us who are 
participatory practitioners to consider: first, what do we mean by the terms that 
each of us uses, and how might these terms reflect similarities and differences 
in diverse international and national contexts; second, what is the difference 
between a participatory research approach versus participatory research 
methods; and third, what collaborative or partnership practices are promising 
for their impact on outcomes? 

For the first question, an example in health from the United States will 
be illustrative. Since 2006, the use of the term community-engaged research 
(CEnR) has grown with National Institutes of Health (NIH) funding for 
Clinical Translational Science Awards to academic health centers; early CTSA 
funding cycles required community engagement cores and this practice, while 
sometimes not required, has largely remained. The challenge, however, has 
been that community engagement – and therefore CEnR – has been presented 
as a continuum, with one end of the spectrum being “outreach” (or academics 
providing unidirectional educational outreach to communities), and the other 
end being “shared leadership” (McCloskey et al., 2011). 

With the back-drop of historic research abuse and mistrust of research by 
communities, CBPR has embraced shared leadership and power, and adds a 
further dimension of “community-driven” research, both of which fit within 
the Southern tradition of challenging power inequities. CBPR, as well as 
participatory-action research (PAR) within the field of education, has 
increasingly called for self-reflection by practitioners on their own 
positionalities of power and privilege in order to challenge traditional 
hierarchies of academics and community/ practitioner stakeholders (Fine, 
2018; Wallerstein, Muhammad, et al., 2019; Wallerstein et al., 2020). The 
creation of the ICPHR in 2009 enabled steering committee members to 
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identify the term “participatory health research” that could be used across 
nations, with one of the first products, a position paper of shared definition, 
principles and values (International Collaboration for Participatory Health 
Research (ICPHR, 2013). With the diversity of terms in health and across 
fields, however, it becomes critically important for community-engaged and 
participatory-research practitioners to articulate their principles, values, and 
processes of participation, such as style of decision-making or formal 
agreements for such issues as use and publication of data. As Arnstein (1969) 
articulated, participation can range from citizen control to manipulation, and 
the degree of participation remains important today as we strive to ensure goals 
of shared power and community leadership in the research process (Gaventa & 
Cornwall, 2015). 

For the second question, many have asserted that CBPR, CEnR, PAR, or 
participatory health research is not a set of research methods, but an overall 
approach that changes the relationship between researcher and researched 
(Abma et al., 2019; Israel et al., 2013; Wallerstein et al., 2018). The challenge 
is that any research method, whether qualitative or quantitative, can be 
implemented in a participatory or non-participatory way. Focus groups, for 
example, which often are seen as highly participatory, can effectively engage 
community stakeholders in identifying research questions or reviewing 
curriculum materials. Still, a focus group itself does not transform academic-
community relationships if academics are making all the research decisions. 
A fully participatory approach requires a structured mechanism, such as 
community advisory boards, community research teams, or community 
scientific research committees, so that academic researchers can work in 
ongoing partnerships with other stakeholders. One of the best indicators of 
partnership is the commitment to involve diverse stakeholders, whether they 
are non-profit staff, community leaders, government actors, educators, or 
clinical or social service practitioners, as equal participants in all stages of the 
research process. This would include each stage, from identifying research 
questions and co-developing the design, to collecting data, co-interpreting, and 
translating results into action. While community members might not have 
skills to use statistical analytic packages, they can co-create survey questions 
and be part of decision-making on analysis questions, interpretation, and, 
ultimately, dissemination and use of data for change. 

Despite this difference between an overall participatory approach and 
specific methods, the commitment to practice participatory methods is critically 
important to ensure genuine engagement. In fact, participatory methods can 
support collaborations to evolve over time towards greater power-sharing and 
partnership, as participatory methods often create opportunities for collective 
reflection on these very issues and lay the groundwork for transformation of 
partners as they work together towards common goals. 

For the third question on promising practices, the field has reached sufficient 
maturity where we can claim that partnering practices are associated with 
outcomes. Since the 2004 seminal Agency for Health Care Research and 
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Quality CBPR publication, which identified 12 articles with outcomes, there 
has been a tremendous growth in studies that document outcomes associated 
with collaborative processes (see Anderson et al., 2015; O’Mara-Eves et al., 
2015). More astonishingly, a just-completed scoping review has identified 100 
reviews of community-engaged research from 2005-2018 (using multiple 
search terms across fields and across systematic, narrative, and meta-reviews, 
among others). This review found 55 reviews reporting evidence of different 
outcomes (Ortiz et al., 2020). The importance of conceptual models has also 
grown in terms of identifying theories of change and pathways of practices 
contributing to outcomes (Eder et al., 2013; Greenhalgh et al., 2016; Jagosh et 
al., 2012; Oetzel et al., 2018; Ward et al., 2018). 

Since 2006, a National Institutes of Health-funded collaboration across the 
U.S. has been seeking to strengthen the science of CEnR/CBPR, with current 
partners: Center for Participatory Research, University of New Mexico; 
Indigenous Wellness Research Institute, University of Washington; 
Community-Campus Partnerships for Health; National Indian Child Welfare 
Association; RAND corporation; the University of Waikato, New Zealand; 
and a national Think Tank of community and academic practitioners. Our 
first funded phase (2006-2009) was to derive a CBPR conceptual model based 
on the literature with four domains: contexts, partnering processes, impact 
on research and interventions, and intermediate and long-term outcomes. We 
then identified measures and metrics for each of these domains. The second 
phase (2009-2014) was to conduct the first-ever mixed-methods study of 
diverse partnerships across the nation, with internet surveys of practices and 
outcomes of 200 federally-funded academic-community research projects and 
7 in-depth case studies (Lucero et al., 2018). Out of this phase, we have 
psychometrically validated the instruments (Oetzel et al., 2015) and produced 
analyses of promising practices associated with outcomes, including 
involvement of community members in different stages of research and 
culture-centeredness (Duran et al., 2019; Wallerstein, Oetzel, et al., 2019). A 
structural equation model identified two pathways of partnering processes: 
relational practices such as trust, dialogue, or participatory decision-making; 
and structural practices, such as formal agreements and sharing of resources 
(Oetzel et al., 2018). In the current phase, Engage for Equity (2015-2021), 
we have refined measures and surveyed another 179 federally-funded CEnR/
CBPR partnerships, and 36 new partnerships; codified our own theoretical 
emancipatory approach; and provided workshops and web access 
(http://engageforequity.org)1 to qualitative and quantitative collective 
reflection tools to strengthen partnerships in reaching their goals (Parker et 
al., 2020; Wallerstein et al., 2020). We have seen the use and adaptation of 

See Engage for Equity (E2) website for resources:1) for full CBPR Model with text boxes under each domain, see https://engageforequity.org/
cbpr-model/full-model/; 2) for workshop agendas and examples, see https://engageforequity.org/tool_kit/using_tools_resources/; and 3) for 
Visioning Guide, see https://engageforequity.org/tool_kit/visioning_cbpr_model/. See also UNM Center for Participatory Research for 
further history of E2: https://cpr.unm.edu/research-projects/cbpr-project/index.html 

1 
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the CBPR conceptual model being disseminated internationally, with a recent 
chapter showing examples from Australia, Sweden, Nicaragua, and the United 
States (Wallerstein et al., 2021). Analyses are showing validation and extension 
of metrics and measures, as well as continuing identification of practices that 
contribute to outcomes (Lucero et al., 2020). Other studies by other research 
groups, nationally and internationally, are in process to add to our collective 
knowledge of participatory models, measures, metrics, and promising practices 
which contribute to impacts and outcomes. 

It is exciting to see a new journal emerge with an opportunity to contribute 
to the cutting edge of not only the participatory health research field, but 
also the larger context of participatory research more broadly. A few 
recommendations might be helpful as the Journal of Participatory Research 
Methods moves forward and as our collective goals to strengthen all of our 
practices continue to evolve. 

In conclusion, the opportunities to learn from others’ work and to continue 
to add new methods and practices to the field which are most likely to 
contribute to health and social justice outcomes are vast. We also know that 
impacts do not just occur at the end of a project, but are important to identify 
throughout the research process. Impacts which transform power relations 
during the process become especially critical in today’s world as we together 
seek greater social and health justice in our local conditions and larger societal 
context of structural racial and other intersectional inequities. 

1. Support authors to include a description of their values and principles 
as part of their discussion of the terms and participatory methods 
used in each study. 

2. Support partnering structural practices that demonstrate value of 
community knowledge and contributions. These could include co-
authorship with community and stakeholders other than academics; 
and/or supplementary materials that, for example, illustrate data 
sharing and ownership agreements. 

3. Support discussion of lessons learned in each project or collaborative 
process, including our challenges and difficulties, as well as our 
successes, such as how transformation can occur from more minimal 
community engagement to greater community partnership. 

4. Support reporting on evaluation of partnering practices within the 
descriptions of participatory research methods and the potential 
contribution of these practices to impacts, with potential for 
supplementary materials that showcase evaluation tools. 

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 

International License (CCBY-4.0). View this license’s legal deed at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/

by/4.0 and legal code at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode for more information. 
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