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Partnerships between communities and institu-
tional researchers offer a powerful approach for
conducting research by strengthening the un-
derstanding of real world concerns, identifying
solutions to problems communities face, and
generating new forms of knowledge to address
health inequities. Community engagement in re-
search provides an opportunity to have demon-
strable and meaningful effects in communities.

Community-engaged research is commonly
described as a continuum of community en-
gagement in research activities'™ and a frame-
work for how institutional researchers can
partner with communities to strengthen the
reach, rigor, and relevance of science.® Engag-
ing the community in the research process is
not a uniform or “one-size-fits-all” approach,
and roles and responsibilities can fall along
a spectrum that ranges from very limited in-
volvement to a research process directly owned
and managed by the community (Figure 1).”~°

Where a particular study falls along this
continuum depends on numerous factors that
include the values, interests, and capacities of the
researchers and community partners as well as
the study focus and specific aims. Funding
agencies play an important role in shaping
community engagement by prescribing parame-
ters for funding that can either facilitate or hinder
whether and how community is engaged.

The US Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) has begun to prioritize community en-
gagement strategies to achieve its mission of
protecting human health and the environment
and addressing environmental injustices that
disproportionately affect low-income commu-
nities and communities of color."! Community
engagement has been highlighted as a key facet
of the agency’s research efforts to support
environmental justice objectives by improving
the quality of information, the interpretation of
data, and the ability of research to highlight
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Objectives. We systematically reviewed the Environmental Protection Agency,
National Center for Environmental Research’s (NCER's) requests for applications
(RFAs) and identified strategies that NCER and other funders can take to bolster
community engagement.

Methods. We queried NCER's publically available online archive of funding
opportunities from fiscal years 1997 to 2013. From an initial list of 211 RFAs that
met our inclusion criteria, 33 discussed or incorporated elements of community
engagement. We examined these RFAs along 6 dimensions and the degree of
alignments between them.

Results. We found changes over time in the number of RFAs that included
community engagement, variations in how community engagement is defined and
expected, inconsistencies between application requirements and peer review criteria,
and the inclusion of mechanisms supporting community engagement in research.

Conclusions. The results inform a systematic approach to developing RFAs
that support community engagement in research. (Am J Public Health. Pub-
lished online ahead of print October 15, 2015: e1-e9. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2015.

302811)

strategies to reduce the burden of impact on
vulnerable populations.'*™3

The inclusion of community-engaged research
in the EPA’s extramural research portfolio is also
responsive to the National Environmental Justice
Advisory Council’s recommendations to integrate
environmental justice into the agency’s scientific
foundation."* The National Center for Environ-
mental Research (NCER), the extramural research
program of the EPA, is exploring opportunities to
further support and expand community partici-
pation in its Science to Achieve Results (STAR)
research programs. The STAR program is a com-
petitive, peer-reviewed, extramural research
grants program created to support research fields
relevant to the EPA’s mission. In fiscal year (FY)
2013, the STAR program awarded $29.4 million
to 91 research recipients’

We investigated how NCER has incorporated
and communicated community engagement in
its extramural research program through a re-
view of its requests for applications (RFAs).
RFAs are an essential mechanism by which
funders articulate to prospective applicants the

aims and expected outcomes of the research
they support. RFAs play a critical role in
clarifying the purpose and components of com-
munity engagement in the research context. We
have highlighted strategies that NCER and other
funders can take to bolster community engage-
ment in their research programs.

METHODS

We queried NCER'’s publicly available online
archive of funding opportunities from FY1997 to
FY2013° From an initial list of 317 RFAs
identified, we excluded 106 RFAs that did not
pertain to the STAR research program, were
cancelled, or lacked available text that could be
reviewed. We examined the texts of the remain-
ing 211 RFAs to determine whether community
engagement concepts were included using a key-
word search as a general guide: community
engagement, community involvement, commu-
nity participation, and community-based partici-
patory research (CBPR). Of the 211 RFAs, 33
RFAs (16%) discussed or incorporated elements
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of community engagement, and we included
them in the review.

We examined the text of the 33 RFAs along
6 dimensions:

1. level of community engagement de-
scribed: outreach, community participa-
tion, and CBPR;

2. the degree to which the RFA required
community engagement: optional or
mandatory;

3. definition of community and community
engagement;

4. description of expected outputs and out-
comes;

5. application and submission requirements;
and

6. peer review criteria.

We also enumerated and calculated the
percentage of RFAs that included community
engagement and examined trends over time.

We defined community outreach as the
communication and explanation of data, risks,
or the use of tools to community stakeholders
by the applicant research team. We defined
community participation as the inclusion of
community members in some aspect of the
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FIGURE 1—Continuum of community engagement in research: 1997-2013.

research process, with their roles and respon-
sibilities ranging from minimal to highly in-
volved. We defined CBPR as a

collaborative approach to research that equitably
involves all partners in the research process and
recognizes the unique strengths that each brings.
CBPR begins with a research topic of importance
to the community and has the aim of combining
knowledge with action and achieving social
change to improve health outcomes and elimi-
nate health disparities.”??

We further assessed RFAs that explicitly
discussed CBPR, and used the term CBPR to
describe a research approach, for how they
defined and described CBPR, their inclusion of
resources to support CBPR (e.g., the use of
external advisory committees, data-sharing
plans), and their assessment of investigator and
institutional capacity to engage in CBPR. We
considered community engagement to be op-
tional if the RFA described or suggested it and
mandatory if it was required for funding.

RESULTS

A summary of our findings from examining
the 33 RFAs is presented in Table 1. (Supple-
mental materials are available as a supplement

to the online version of this article at http://
www.ajph.org,) Figure 2 depicts temporal
changes regarding the inclusion of community
engagement in STAR RFAs. Fiscal years 2012
(71%) and 2013 (100%) had the highest
percentages of RFAs that included community
engagement. Beginning in FY2012, all RFAs
were required to include EPA template lan-
guage regarding human participant research
and possible researcher—community interac-
tions, which explains the higher rates seen

in FY2012 and FY2013. For 4 of the 6
FY2013 RFAs we analyzed, the mandatory
human participant research template lan-
guage was their only reference to community
engagement.

Level of Community Engagement and
Degree of Requirement

Community participation was the most fre-
quently discussed level of community engage-
ment (64%). The majority of RFAs (79%)
made community engagement a mandatory
component of the application. Seven RFAs
(219%) incorporated multiple degrees of re-
quirement for the levels of community en-
gagement described. For example, the FY2013

American Journal of Public Health | Published online ahead of print October 15, 2015


http://www.ajph.org
http://www.ajph.org

| RESEARCH AND PRACTICE |

Healthy Schools: Environmental Factors, Chil-
dren’s Health and Performance, and Sustain-
able Building Practices RFA mandated a
community-engaged research plan and en-
couraged applicants to apply CBPR principles
but considered a range of levels of community
involvement, asking the applicant to justify the
level of community engagement proposed.'®

Table 2 depicts the level of engagement
cross-tabulated by the degree of requirement
across the 33 RFAs.

Definition of Community and Community
Engagement

Only 4 RFAs (12%) included definitions of
community. The definitions were varied and
included both individuals who are members of
a community and organizations and profes-
sions that may represent a community’s in-
terests. Example definitions of community in
the RFAs include the following:

» Communities are groups of people with
diverse characteristics who are linked by
social ties, share common perspectives, and
engage in joint action in similar geographical
locations.
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TABLE 1—Summary of Findings From the Examination of 33 RFAs Discussing Community
Engagement: Environmental Protection Agency, Science to Achieve Results; United States;
1997-2013
Dimensions RFAs, No. (%)

Level of community engagement®

Community outreach 15 (45)

Community participation® 21 (64)

CBPR 11 (33)
Degree of requirement for level of community engagement®

Mandatory 26 (78)

Optional® 14 (42)

Multiple degrees of requirement 7(21)

Single degree of requirement 26 (79)
Definition of community and community engagement

Included definition of community 4(12)

Described or defined community engagement 11 (33)
Expected outputs and outcomes of research described community engagement as outcome 10 (30)
Application and submission requirements discussed submission of additional information” 30 (91)
Included peer review criteria 23 (70)
Note. CBPR = community-based participatory research; RFA = requests for applications.
Multiple levels and degrees of requirement for community engagement are feasible; these do not tally to 100%.
PEnvironmental Protection Agency human subjects research template language is reflected.

» Communities can also develop around a par-
ticular interest, issue, identity, or subject
matter and may include professional com-
munities, such as lawn care, transportation,
and land use planning.

Eleven RFAs (33%) described a definition,
model, or framework for community engage-
ment. For example, the RFA Environmental
Justice: Partnerships for Communication de-
scribed community engagement as “commu-
nity actively participates with researchers
and health care providers in developing re-
sponses and setting priorities for intervention

strategies.”

Expected Outputs and Outcomes of
Research

Ten RFAs (30%) discussed community en-
gagement as an outcome of research. For
example, the FY2002 Lifestyle and Cultural
Practices of Tribal Populations and Risks From
Toxic Substances in the Environment RFA
included community engagement as both
a requirement for the project and an ex-
pected outcome with the development of new
partnerships.2°

The 2 Sustainable Chesapeake research
RFAs sought increased community engage-
ment and innovative community-based gover-
nance concerning storm water management as
an expected part of the research and as an

anticipated outcome.?%?

Application and Submission
Requirements

Thirty RFAs (91%) discussed the submis-
sion of additional information describing the
proposed community engagement strategy.
For example, the FY2013 Science for Sus-
tainable and Healthy Tribes RFA requested
a tribal CBPR plan detailing community in-
volvement, such as how the research is of
significance to the tribe, the role of tribal
community members in the research plan,
the ability of the research to enhance tribal
community capacity, and how research find-
ings are disseminated to the tribal commu-
nity. As another example, the new EPA
Human Subjects Research Statement re-
quirement asked applicants to respond to the
following:

If the research will take place in a community

setting, describe the procedures in place for

defining the community, obtaining its involve-

ment in the research, and establishing and

maintaining trust.®

Three RFAs (9%) discussed community
engagement in the description or background
sections of the RFA yet did not outline any
application and submission parameters to be
submitted in applicants’ proposals. A list of
application and submission information re-
garding community engagement is shown in
Box 1.

Peer Review Criteria

Peer review criteria of community engage-
ment varied widely. Twenty-three RFAs
(70%) included peer review criteria of pro-
posed community engagement activities. In
the RFAs that included peer review criteria,
there was wide variation in the detail and
criteria involved. Some RFAs, mostly related
to CBPR, described more in-depth peer review
criteria.

Other RFAs simply asked reviewers to de-
termine whether the activities described promote
learning and outreach or broaden participation of
socioeconomically disadvantaged groups.
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Community-Based Participatory
Research Analysis

Eleven RFAs (33%) discussed CBPR. Of
those, more than half (55%) were solicitations
for the Centers for Children’s Environmental
Health and Disease Prevention Research,
which are research centers established to better
understand the effects of exposures to envi-
ronmental contaminants on children.?® These
centers have a long history of including
CBPR.?* Fifty-five percent of the CBPR RFAs
made the inclusion of CBPR mandatory.

Definitions and description of CBPR varied
across the RFAs; 1 RFA did not provide
a definition. “Equitable and substantial com-
munity involvement throughout the research
process”*>2% was a common phrase used to
define CBPR. Some RFAs also described CBPR
as a “collaborative process of research,”*!
a “partnership approach,”*® and “a collabora-
tive research method that involves the
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FIGURE 2—Number and percentage of Environmental Protection Agency Science to Achieve Results requests for applications that include

commitment to balance the power dynamic by
equally engaging all partners throughout the
research process.”*' CBPR was also defined as
consulting with key stakeholders to consider
their views in research design or translation.

Additional measures were specified in these
RFAs to help applicants implement CBPR.
These included the following:

» Community outreach and translation cores and
community liaisons: Many of the Children’s
Environmental Health Center RFAs describe
the implementation of community outreach
and translation cores to coordinate commu-
nity engagement efforts and translate the
scientific findings for use by the public and
policymakers.

External advisory committees and community
advisory boards: The use of an external

advisory committee or community advisory
board was discussed in several of the RFAs,

often to be made up of at least 1 representa-
tive from a community-based organization
involved in community-based research.
Funding mechanisms: Subgrants or suba-
wards of financial assistance were described
to support partnerships. In 1 RFA, 20% to
35% of the budget could have been devoted
to a single CBPR project.®

Data-sharing plans: Two RFAs describe

data-sharing plans that would make all data
results available in formats that can be used

by community paI'tners.26’27

Three RFAs described provisions to evalu-
ate the investigators’ capacity to engage with
communities, such as whether the collabora-
tors and other researchers are well suited to the
project and whether the investigators have
complementary and integrated expertise. In
some cases, an organization’s mission and
practices concerning community partnership
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TABLE 2—Level of Engagement by
Degree of Requirement: Environmental
Protection Agency, Science to Achieve
Results; United States; 1997-2013

RFAs by Level of Engagement, No.

Degree of Community
Requirement  Outreach Participation ~ CBPR
Optional 1 8 5
Required 14 13 6
Totals 15 21 11

Note. CBPR = community-based participatory re-
search; RFA = requests for applications.

may also be evaluated. In the Children’s Envi-
ronmental Health Centers, whether community
outreach and translation core members can
help fulfill the mission may be evaluated.
Nearly all the CBPR-related RFAs (90%)
outlined more substantive peer review criteria to
evaluate community engagement or CBPR
plans, such as whether the activities were ap-
propriate to the needs of the community in-
volved; mechanisms for regular communication
and coordination; and how stakeholders are
involved in aspects of the center’s activities.

RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

DISCUSSION

The findings of our RFA analysis point to
several observations we believe are worthy of
further discussion.

Changes in Requests for Applications
With Community Engagement

During the first 16 years of NCER’s opera-
tions (FY1997-FY2012), 13% of all RFAs
included community engagement (with a range
of 0%-719% per year). Beginning in FY2013,
100% of STAR RFAs included language about
community engagement; however, this was
mostly because of the new required EPA
human participant research template language.
Over the 17-year study period (FY1997—
FY2013), we identified 33 RFAs that included
community engagement language. These 33
RFAs are a combined total of approximately
$327 million in research funding out of $1.25
billion (26.2%) of EPA’s extramural research
investment in the STAR research program.

In the past few years, the number and
percentage of RFAs that include community
engagement began to climb. This may be
attributed in part to deliberate decisions about
EPA’s strategic directions and changes in EPA

policy, including an increased focus on
advancing environmental justice, en-
hanced protections for human participants,
and greater recognition among the re-
search community of the value of community

engagement.g'28

Variation in How Community Engagement
Is Defined and Expected

We found variation in how STAR RFAs
defined community engagement. Defining it
broadly and considering it optional provides
applicants with the maximum flexibility in de-
termining why, whether, and how to incorpo-
rate community engagement into the research
they propose. Providing definitions of these
important terms, however, can convey a fun-
der’s intentions and minimize applicants’ in-
terpretations that fall outside what was
intended.*

The inclusion of different stakeholders that
represent various and possibly conflicting in-
terests can have significant implications for the
design and implementation of the research
project, data analysis, interpretation of results,
and dissemination of findings. More impor-
tantly, it can also have implications for equity
and environmental justice by shaping who has

Examples of Community Engagement-Related Information Requested in Environmental Protection Agency
Science to Achieve Results Requests for Applications: United States, 1997-2013

Effective Engagement

Additional Resources to Support Partnership

Applicants’ Qualifications and Readiness

Demonstrate how research will focus on issues of significance
to communities.

Discuss how communities can effectively participate in the
design and performance of the research project.

Describe the results expected to be achieved through
community involvement and the potential benefits to the
communities and other stakeholders.

Identify the role of community members.

Show how the research will enhance the capacity of the
community.

Describe the procedures in place for defining the community,
obtaining its involvement in the research, and establishing
and maintaining trust.?

Potentially include the use of subgrants awarded to pay for

community-based organizations or community members’
participation.
Describe data-sharing plan with community.

Articulate plan for the dissemination of research findings.

Include resources for partnership development, such as
a Community Outreach and Translation Core.

Provide evidence of community support.

Describe personnel expertise and experience or
past interactions with other organizations.

Demonstrate the ability to engage community
of concern in implementing culturally relevant
strategies (e.g., tribal knowledge).

“Reflects Environmental Protection Agency human subjects research template language.
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Questions to Guide Funding Agency Decisions About Community Engagement in Research Request for Applications

Decision Nodes

Questions for Consideration

Include community engagement

Determine the vision for community engagement

Define community and community engagement

Specify level of involvement and degree of requirement

Time frame and funding mechanism

Measures to support community engagement

Application and submission information

Peer review considerations

Expected outputs and outcomes

access to and influence on the research process
and outcomes.

Application Requirements vs Peer
Review Criteria

Peer review criteria communicate to both
applicants and reviewers the qualities and
characteristics of the proposed research that
are most important and how they will be
evaluated. We found that a large percentage
(33%) of RFAs did not carry their application
requirements for community engagement
through to their peer review criteria. For
example, the FY2007 Issues in Tribal Envi-
ronmental Research and Health Promotion:
Novel Approaches for Assessing and Managing

e6 | Research and Practice | Peer Reviewed | Yuen et al.

Are there community concerns that may be relevant to the development or execution of the research program?

Are there likely to be impacts, either direct or indirect, on communities or sensitive subpopulations (e.g., children, senior citizens, and

low-income, minority, or tribal populations)?

Could community knowledge or tribal ecological knowledge or experiences contribute positively to the research?
Are there opportunities to engage with communities directly in any phase of the research process or in the dissemination of findings?

In what ways might involving the community benefit the research?

What is the ultimate goal of involving the community in the research program?

What are some motivating factors for community members’ and tribes’ participation?

What would they expect to gain from participating?

In what aspects may community members and tribes be involved in the research?
What are the definitions of community, community engagement, and related terms to be used in the request for applications?

Who or what groups, populations, or categories of people are and are not intended to be engaged?

Will community engagement be required or optional?

Will the level of community engagement be predetermined in the request for application or determined and justified by the applicant?

Should template language related to community engagement be included in all request for applications?
Will the funding cycle be single grants or multiphase grants (e.g., planning, implementation)?

Is the duration of grant funding reasonably aligned with the expected level and degree of community engagement?

What measures (e.g., community organization as the grantee, subawards for community partners, minimum percentage of the budget

to the community partner, community engagement infrastructure, community advisory bodies, community with decision-making

authority, community ownership of data) will be included in the request for application that support community engagement?
Will these measures be presented as optional ideas for consideration, expected, or required?

What community engagement information will be sought from applicants (e.g., community engagement plan, data-sharing plan,

demonstration of qualifications and past partnerships, letters of support from community partners)?

Will this information be presented as optional for consideration, expected, or required?

What peer review criteria will be used to assess community engagement?

Is there alignment of the level and degree of community engagement expected in applications with the peer review criteria?
What outputs and outcomes of community engagement will be sought in applications (e.g., incorporation of community or tribal

knowledge, reporting on lessons learned through community engagement, demonstration of community benefit, building community

capacity, economic benefit for the community, community ownership of data)?

Will these be presented as optional for consideration, expected, or required?

Cumulative Risks and Impacts of Global Cli-
mate Change RFA mandated community par-
ticipation; however, language in the review
criteria did not reflect this requirement.
Additionally, the required EPA Human Sub-
jects Research Statement is considered only by the
EPA human participant research review official
and not by the peer review panel. This inconsis-
tency is problematic because it makes the impor-
tance of community engagement unclear. It also
fails to ensure that peer reviewers will assess it.

Explicitly Supporting Community
Engagement in Research

Our analysis of the RFAs that incorporated
CBPR demonstrated a variety of means for

facilitating community engagement in research,
including dedicated positions, governing and
advisory bodies, and specific mechanisms for
compensating community partners for their
time and expertise.

Although we analyzed and discussed these
in relation to CBPR only, they could be more
broadly applicable."’

Study Limitations

There are several limitations to our study.
First, because we did not analyze the content
areas and goals of all 211 RFAs retrieved, we
are unable to comment on the NCER RFA
research topics and categories that more com-
monly include community engagement. We
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did not examine secular trends in the demand
and benefit of community engagement.

Second, because we limited our analysis to
the language contained in RFAs that discussed
community engagement, we are unable to
comment on processes outside developing
RFAs, most notably the peer review and award
selection processes. The challenges of con-
structing peer review panels that have the
expertise required to assess community en-
gagement in research have been previously
described.?%3!

Finally, we are unable to relate the commu-
nity engagement language in RFAs to the
results of the peer review of applications,
the decisions that were made about which
to fund, and how any community engage-
ment proposed in a selected application was
actually implemented in practice. All these
limitations point to fruitful areas of further
investigation.

Study Implications

Our findings can inform a systematic ap-
proach to RFA development for other funders
that seek to support community engagement
in research as a strategy for advancing health
equity and environmental justice.>? Strategies
and considerations for funders that support
community engagement in research are pre-
sented as a set of questions in Box 2.

Community engagement may not be appli-
cable to all research contexts, and an assess-
ment could be conducted to determine
whether it is needed to a lesser degree. The
questions in Box 2 may help elucidate whether
community engagement would be beneficial to
include in a particular RFA, and, if so, they may
help guide decisions about the definitions and
components to include.

Acknowledging that there is no single defi-
nition of community and that communities are
not homogenous, a particular RFA should de-
fine the term in the context of community
engagement in research. Providing these defi-
nitions will help facilitate applications better
suited to meeting the objectives of the research
program’s inclusion of community engagement.
For example, a particular RFA might define the
community as individuals most directly af-
fected by the problem or issue under study and
exclude academic institutions as community
partners.
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Specifying the level of engagement and the
degree to which it is required in a RFA is an
important consideration because it determines
the parameters of what applicants propose and
how it is reviewed. Predetermining the level of
engagement and requiring it allows the funder
to maintain significant control over what is
proposed and reviewed. Embedding a question
with related peer review criteria in template
RFA language is a strategy to ensure that
community engagement is considered. Allow-
ing the applicant to define the level of
community engagement may permit a more
reasoned explanation of how it would benefit
the proposed research and how it will be
incorporated.

The funding mechanism and timeframe
should align with the goals of the RFA and its
level of engagement.>>3* A typical grant cycle
often does not allow the time needed to de-
velop and maintain relationships, meaningfully
engage communities, conduct the research,
disseminate the findings, and act on them. A
possible strategy to address this concern is
a sequential series of funding opportunities. An
example is the CBPR Initiative in Reducing and
Eliminating Health Disparities created by the
National Institute on Minority Health and
Health Disparities.>® The initiative has 3
funding phases: a 3-year planning grant,

a 5-year intervention grant and intervention
study, and a 3-year dissemination grant.

Planning grant mechanisms can focus on
creating the relationships and infrastructure
necessary for developing and maintaining
partnerships and better prepare applicants for
other phases of the research execution.>® Al-
ternatively, an elongated grant cycle, beyond
the usual 3-year timeframe, could provide the
time needed to organize, plan, and conduct the
research.'® This option would require that
funders be prepared to support projects that do
not fully specify up front all aspects of the
project, because some of the research planning
would occur in the initial part of the timeline.>*

Funding announcements can require or
encourage mechanisms for supporting com-
munity engagement. Requiring the community
partner to be the grantee, requiring a certain
percentage of the budget for the community
partner, flexible budget guidance, and suba-
wards can ensure funds to compensate com-
munity partners for their roles.'® Community

advisory bodies can provide community re-
view of the study’s progress, assist in ensuring
adherence to research ethics protocols, and
provide a structured venue to guide the
study.*®*” Community engagement adminis-
trative cores with dedicated staff can provide
the infrastructure needed to support sustained
engagement. Because community engagement
can raise unique ethical considerations, the
RFA might require applicants to address those
concerns in the application."*

Additional applicant and submission infor-
mation can assist in evaluating an application’s
community engagement activities and an ap-
plicant’s capacity to carry them out. Commu-
nity engagement plans can provide a detailed
overview of engagement strategies and delin-
eate the roles of the community partner and
institution in the research and the outreach and
dissemination plans. Data-sharing plans can
specify equal access to data or ownership of the
data by the community partner, such as for
community-owned and managed research or in
tribal research. Information on the applicants’
partnership history and community engage-
ment competencies can demonstrate commit-
ment. Letters of support from community
partners can demonstrate willingness to engage
in the proposed research as described.

The use of criteria for appraising community
engagement in research helps to structure the
review process to be transparent.>*® High-
quality research design and high-quality com-
munity engagement are not mutually exclusive
objectives and can be intertwined and mutually
reinforcing *® Consistency between application
and submission requirement and peer review
criteria is an important consideration for ensur-
ing adequate review of the community engage-
ment strategies proposed. For instance, having
community engagement template RFA language
would be sufficient if it is additionally consid-
ered in the peer review. Additionally, peer
review committees evaluating community en-
gagement proposals ought to include reviewers
with expertise in community-engaged research.

Outputs and outcomes as specified in the
RFA related to community engagement could
be reported to the funder in periodic prog-
ress reports. Probable outputs and outcomes
of community-engaged research could be
models or methods to incorporate community
knowledge; lessons learned from engagement
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efforts; ways the research produced commu-
nity benefits, including economic benefit; new
problem-solving mechanisms to improve the
translation of research; evaluation for how well
community engagement efforts adhered to the
community engagement plan; and impacts of
the research process and findings.

Conclusions

Funders play a critical role in shaping re-
search, including the nature and extent of
community engagement. In this first assess-
ment of language contained in EPA’s NCER
announcements, we identified ways funders
can shape and support community engagement
in research through the application and sub-
mission process and peer review criteria.

Recommendations for funders who seek to
support community engagement in research
include providing a clear definition of com-
munity and community engagement, speci-
fying the level of community engagement
expected and degree of requirement with
accompanying peer review criteria to assess,
ensuring a grant structure and timeframe
suitable for community engagement, and
specifying specific outputs or outcomes of
community engagement in research. The use
of template language is a strategy for re-
quiring community engagement in all RFAs
and should be evaluated in the peer review
criteria. Funders may enhance the relevance
and rigor of research by considering these
recommendations for including and requir-
ing community engagement in research. Pre-
scribing parameters for community engage-
ment may ensure that all research is relevant
and has an impact. B
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