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RESEARCH, PARTNERSHIP, AND
ACTION

Most frequently used to examine public health
and environmental issues, community-based
action research is becoming an increasingly
popular methodology intended to develop
relationships with communities through the
facilitation of a collaborative atmosphere in
which complex issues of public interest are

addressed (Israel et al., 2003; Minkler and
Wiallerstein, 2003; Viswanathan et al., 2004).
Although numerous terms are used through-
out the literature (i.e., participatory research,
action research, participatory action research,
constituency-oriented research, emancipa-
tory research, empowerment research, and
discovery research), a recent evidence report/
technology assessment commissioned by the
U.S. Department of Health and Human Serv-
ices drew on several experts and published
writings to define community-based participa-
tory research as an approach that “combines
research methods and community capacity-
building strategies to bridge the gap between
knowledge produced through research and
translation of this research into interventions
and policies” (Viswanathan et al., 2004, p. 2).

In action-oriented research, the researcher
not only provides data analysis expertise but
also acts as an agent of social change (Balca-
zar et al., 2004). Moreover, by supporting
community efforts to identify problems and
their associated violence reduction strate-
gies, the researcher is able to provide the
necessary knowledge to effect lasting, effi-
cacious changes to programs and policies,
and, in doing so, improves the functioning
of public institutions. Authors underscore
that participatory action research is an
evolving process that involves collaboration
between researchers and stakeholders in the
design and conduct of each research phase
(Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995; Israel et al.,
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2001; Turnbull et al., 1998). Mutual, active
engagement in the research process includes
activities such as formulation of research
questions, data collection, interpretation of
findings, and dissemination of products and
research findings (Small, 1995, 1996). Par-
ticipatory action research features egalitarian
partnerships between community members
and researchers. As a result, the reflexivity of
the researcher—stakeholder relationship sets
a foundation for knowledge acquisition and
mutual education.

ACTION RESEARCH TO SUPPORT
COMMUNITY SAFETY

In May 2001, President G. W. Bush intro-
duced Project Safe Neighborhoods (PSN),
a comprehensive and strategic approach to
gun violence reduction. The PSN gun vio-
lence reduction plan comprised five essential
elements: (1) partnerships, (2) strategic plan-
ning, (3) training, (4) community outreach
and public awareness, and (5) accountabil-
ity. PSN called upon each U.S. Attorney “to
implement this national initiative, working in
partnership with communities and state and
local law enforcement agencies” (Bureau of
Justice Assistance, 2002, pp. 2-5). Building
on the foundation of multi-level partnerships,
PSN featured an explicit focus on strategic
problem solving around communities’ gun
violence issues. In fact, federal support was
included (up to $150,000 over three years)
as part of the PSN initiative for “research
partners/crime analysts” to assist with both
the strategic planning and accountability
elements of the initiative. By design, the
research partners were meant to be included
as an integral member of the violence reduc-
tion partnership, focusing on increasing:

the capacity of PSN Task Forces to design
data-driven  strategies that produce
measurable decreases in firearm-related
violent crime and to improve the long-
term ability of federal, state, and local

partners to work together to understand,

prosecute, and prevent firearm-related
violent crime within their jurisdictions.

(Bureau of Justice Assistance,

2002)

ACTION RESEARCH IN THE
MIDDLE DISTRICT OF NORTH
CAROLINA

When the research partner grants became
available and PSN was in the launching phase
across the Middle District of North Carolina,
the Center for Youth, Family, and Com-
munity Partnerships (CYFCP; formerly the
Center for the Study of Social Issues) at the
University of North Carolina at Greensboro
submitted an application. The application
was a natural fit on two important levels.
First, the opportunity to engage in research
that moved beyond outreach and service
and into the realm of university—community
engagement (Boyer, 1990; Kellogg Commis-
sion, 1999; Lerner and Simon, 1998) was
in line with the philosophical orientation
of CYFCP (MacKinnon-Lewis and Frabutt,
2001). Importantly, there ‘was a direct syn-
ergy between the purpose and goals of the
PSN research solicitation (i.e., featuring a
partnership approach to applied inquiry) and
the mission and vision of CYFCP!' Second,
the PSN research partner solicitation offered
a formal mechanism to solidify and deepen
an already existing track record of research
and partnership with local criminal justice
partners (Frabutt et al., 2001; Quijas et al.,
2001).

CYFCP began to serve as the PSN research
partner for the Middle District of North
Carolina on October 1, 2002. The interdis-
ciplinary research partner team consisted
of a principal investigator (Frabutt), two
co-investigators (Harvey and Cureton) and a
graduate research assistant. CYFCP partnered
with and drew on the expertise of the Center
for Community Safety (CCS) at Winston-
Salem State University, a community-based






