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For almost a decade I have been practicing, at least from my perspective, engaged communication scholarship.  Other common names for the type of work I do include: applied research, community-based participatory research, needs assessment, program development, assessment or evaluation research, depending on the issue of interest and the perspectives and objectives of collaborators. Engaged scholarship to me, is scholarship whose aim is to engage collaborators and populations in the “real world” who are attempting to address opportunities, issues or problems that they face. This type of scholarship occurs on a continuum with a positive, strengths-based approach utilizing strategies such as appreciative inquiry on one end and a problem-solving approach on the other. 


Scholarly engaged activities may involve needs assessment activities with consumers, employees, target special interest groups; it may involve facilitating strategic planning or decision-making processes; it may involve program implementation, evaluation or assessment activities; it may involve data collection using a variety of qualitative and quantitative research methods. The critical component, from my perspective, is sharing the academic knowledge we possess to assist government agencies, businesses, and non-profit agencies and others while gathering practice-based evidence from them to build or refine theory, inform scholarship, refine educational techniques and modify programming. At base, engaged research is an iterative process through which collaborators and educators mutually inform one another so that real “best practices” can be identified in particular situations. Below I will briefly discuss projects in which I have been involved and the lessons for engaged scholarship I have learned from each.
Project #1:


For four years, I worked in collaboration with the Nevada State Health Division in their public health preparedness efforts. The task of the communication research team was to identify the communication needs and preferences of diverse target populations for both educational and emergency information. This information was used to assist the state health division in decision making around their risk communication plan, communication modalities for information dissemination (e.g. website development, 24 hr. staffed telephone hotline, newsletters), strategies for targeting information to specific population segments, materials development. More importantly, this research built connections among the university, the Nevada State Health Division, and targeted population groups which had not existed prior to this project. The most significant benefit of these connections was the enhanced capacity of the health division to develop programming and materials with the active participation of representatives of the populations they hoped to serve.
Engagement lesson learned: If we ask people for their perspectives, we must both take their ideas into account as we plan programming and give something of value back. 
Nothing is more frustrating to members of the general public, and in particular, members of “hard-to-reach” segments of the population than perceiving that nothing ever comes of the input they offer. Engaged scholarship requires allowing ourselves to be informed by our participants and make decisions influenced by what they tell us in addition to giving participants something of value for their participation.
Project #2: 

For a year and a half I worked with the state utility provider in Nevada to address concerns they had about their aging workforce and increasingly negative health indicators and, in an auxiliary project, to help them identify strategies that would make them more responsive to and popular with consumers. From the employee health angle, we conducted various types of assessments, from analyzing their employee support programs, to assessing work/time issues, to examining the nutrition value of cafeteria offerings. From the consumer angle, we talked with consumers about perceptions of the public utility, evaluated the ease of accessing and usability of customer support processes and asked for recommendations for better service.

Engagement lesson learned: Creating a context that supports desired change is critical to facilitating change. 
Nevada Power implemented health food options in their cafeterias, built a walking track on the second floor of their Las Vegas site, moved the employee smoking area 200 feet from all building entrances, refined customer support materials and procedures and developed two major programs for community engagement, a Senior Power project through which employees worked with RSVP and meals on wheels to identify potential energy efficiency improvements in customers’ homes and then sent workers with supplies and expertise to make the improvements free of charge. Positive press led them to be able to increase consumer confidence and decrease their advertising budget. To be more visible and accessible to consumers, NP further made it a point to have a table at local community events so they would be seen as more engaged in the community and available to consumers. 

Project #3:


For two years I have been working on a grounded, community-based project in three rural/frontier counties in Kansas to assess what older adults desire to help them stay healthy in the context of diminishing county resources and infrastructure capacity. Our research team has traveled extensively and conducted key informant interviews, focus groups, and discussion sessions with older adult service providers and older adults themselves. We have learned that many well intentioned projects fail because those who design programs or plan their implementation fail to take into account local contextual dynamics that may influence program success. More critically, agencies and scholars alike try to “shop” a program to a target population and fail because those programs are designed to influence are simply not interested or don’t feel ownership of the project. 

Engagement lesson learned: Bottom-up programming is often more effective than top-down programming. We often get so tied up in what we as researchers/scholars, government agencies, businesses, non-profits believe we should be doing or believe will work with particular populations that we don’t check with those we hope to serve to see if we are correct, or if they are even interested in what we have to provide. 
Project #4:


For two years I have been a member of a transdisciplinary research team whose goal is to create a falls prevention toolkit for older adults and service providers in rural and frontier areas of Kansas. We are developing the pilot toolkit in one rural county and taking a ground up, community-based approach. While the research is very clear on what can be done to prevent older adults from falling, falls prevention programs are historically not very effective. We are learning that one critical issue is building community ownership of the project. If people feel invested in a project, if they believe their input is valued and that they have influence on the project, they are more likely to engage in the project and thus, the project is more likely to be sustainable. We have further learned that no matter how good the idea, if people at the local level are not engaged, the initiative will be difficult to sustain. 
Engagement lesson learned: No matter how good an idea is, if it is not embedded within the target group, it will be difficult to implement and sustain. 
Sustainable change comes through local ownership and involvement. 

Project #5:


The governing board for a monthly newspaper, Active Aging, serving three counties in South Central Kansas wanted to know how to best meet the needs of readers and potential readers. We conducted focus groups with readers and potential readers, analyzed four months of the publication and provided a summary report of our results. We then facilitated a ½ day strategic planning workshop for the board to identify future directions.
Engagement lesson learned: Engaged research including students can be a low cost way to assist as well as an excellent learning experience for students. Non-profit entities whose mission is community service often don’t have the resources or expertise to facilitate decisions. 

So what does engaged research require?
1. Collaboration among scholars and partners

2. A willingness to recognize that all partners have valuable perspectives/insights to offer that will influence the success of collaborative endeavors 

3. A willingness to revise and modify everything from theory to approach to methodology to meet the demands of collaborators and the situation is critical to successful engaged research
4. Awareness of the diverse skills we have to offer that may be of value to partners in supporting them to reach their goals helps illuminate opportunities for engaged research 
5. A willingness to collaborate with partners at all stages of a project, conceptualization, design, development, implementation, evaluation, modification is critical to engaged research 
