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Abstract
Momentum of the creation of partnerships between higher education institutions (HEIs)
and communities is strong. As their significance intensifies, the question of how to judge
their value is garnering increasing attention. In this perspective article, we develop a
framework for comprehensively appraising HEI-community partnerships. Constituent
parts of the framework are unpacked, and application of the framework is then discussed.
The appraisal framework provides a mechanism to document evidence of worth, and most
importantly contributes to the continuous improvement and learning imperative of HEIcommunity partnerships.
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Introduction
The relationship between higher education institutions (HEIs) and their community is being
reimagined amidst pressing global challenges, the changing nature of knowledge production,
and dialogue regarding the functions of higher education in contemporary society ( Jongbloed
et al. 2008; Nelson 2021). Sentiment is widespread that HEIs should meaningfully contribute
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to society (e.g. Compagnucci & Spigarelli 2020; Hart & Northmore 2010). This outlook has captured the
attention of governments, funders and non-governmental organisations (de Boer et al. 2015; Plummer et al.
2021a; Secundo et al. 2017). Over the past two decades, the emphasis on strengthening relationships with
communities has increased (e.g. Bawa & Munck 2012; Tremblay 2017) and community engagement itself
is being recognised as central to the mandate of HEIs (Nelson 2021; Plummer et al. 2021a; Secundo et al.
2017).

HEI-community relationships take many forms and encompass the triumvirate of research, teaching
and service. It is heuristic to conceive of these forms along a spectrum of participation, with consultation
being the least interactive and collaboration being the most (IAP2 2014). We focus on partnerships between
HEIs and community because they specifically help HEIs meet engagement mandates, as well as enable
alignment of HEI functions with community needs (Groulx et al. 2021). Similarly to many terms that
have gained prominence in popular lexicon, the term partnership in this context is imprecisely employed
and variously understood (Drahota et al. 2016; Luger et al. 2020). We discuss this challenge in the section
that follows, concentrating on formal partnerships because they are a prominent means for HEIs and the
community to actively engage with diverse societal challenges and to realise opportunities; offer explicit
and agreed upon parameters regarding goal(s), functioning and aspirations; afford context specificity as
determined in the initiation phase by the partners themselves (Estrella & Gaventa 1998), and have been
recognised as an appropriate unit of analysis, which is an intervening variable as well as an ‘… outcome of
“impact” in itself ’ (Cruz & Giles 2000, p. 31).
The myriad of potential benefits from HEI-community partnerships is increasingly being recognised
(Buys & Bursnall 2007; Groulx et al. 2021; Holton et al. 2015; Meza et al. 2016; Williamson et al. 2016).
Such collaborations leverage access to knowledge and expertise, thereby facilitating diagnosis of community
challenges as well as formulation of potential solutions (Buys & Bursnall 2007; Hart & Northmore
2010; Meza et al. 2016; Williamson et al. 2016). Engaging community partners through these types of
partnerships aspires to eliminate tokenism and connect content experts (professionals, staff within each
organisation, service providers, etc.) with context experts (those with lived experience (Attygalle 2017).
Additionally, capacity-building opportunities for community partners increase (Holliday et al. 2015; Holton
et al. 2015; Muse 2018; Williamson et al. 2016), leading to more resilient communities. At the same time,
such collaboration broadens the range of perspectives considered and diversity of knowledge employed
(Meza et al. 2016). It also ideally enables learning that is reciprocal (Holliday et al. 2015). Ultimately,
partnerships serve to advance the exchange of knowledge and education, enhance community practice and
inform decision-making (Buys & Bursnall 2007; Holton et al. 2015; Muse 2018; Wlliamson et al. 2016).

As the importance of HEI-community relationships increases and excitement about potential benefits
from partnerships grows, the need to gauge success is intensifying. This concerted concern for measuring
success stems from the accountability agenda in higher education (Holton et al. 2015; Shephard 2018;
Wiek et al. 2012). Despite these intensifying needs, ‘there is a lack of consensus in the field regarding what
defines partnership success …’ (Brush et al. 2019, p. 1). As HEI-community partnerships continue to rise in
prominence and importance, there is a clear need to devise corresponding mechanisms to identify, gauge and
track the success of these unique arrangements (Holton et al. 2015; Nelson 2021; Plummer et al. 2021a).
In this article, we examine how to gauge the success of formal HEI-community partnerships. As
a perspective article, it is essential at the outset to detail the authors’ positionality. The authors are
all affiliated with the Environmental Sustainability Research Centre (ESRC) at Brock University in
Canada. Sustainability science is an overarching imperative for the Centre, which aims ‘… to strengthen
the exchange and integration of different disciplinary and non-academic knowledge, enabling mutual
learning between scientists and practitioners’ (Brandt et al. 2013, pp. 1–2). Innovative partnerships were
initiated by the ESRC in the spirit of bridging the science–societal divide and as such encompass our
research, education and service endeavours. Partnerships are established with both government and non2
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governmental organisations, with Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) setting out the aims, associated
responsibilities and budgetary contributions of all parties.

The importance of communities was elevated at Brock University in the present strategic plan for the
institution (Brock University 2018) and advanced in the associated Community Engagement Strategic Plan
(Brock University 2020, p. 1): the ‘… connection to community is fundamental to the University’s strategic
mission. Community engagement will support each of Brock’s strategic objectives’. In seeking to draw upon
current experience, the President encouraged the authors to catalyse community connections across the
institution as well as determine how to gauge the success of formal community partnerships. The authors
thus embarked on a multi-year program of inquiry into the performance of higher education institution–
community partnerships (Plummer et al. 2021a), including measuring the performance of sustainability
science initiatives (Plummer et al. 2022) and evaluating transdisciplinary partnerships for sustainability
(Plummer et al. 2021b). While sustainability science informed some of the empirical investigations, the
program of inquiry transcended disciplinary, geographic and institutional contexts.

With the experience and perspective of the authors acknowledged, we start by scrutinising challenges
that make this a particularly vexing dilemma – terminological and conceptual differences, multiple
perspectives and ways of knowing, inconsistency about what constitutes success, and measurement
messiness. We then provide a conceptual framework for measuring the success of a partnership, from both
HEI and community partner perspectives, that is clear, cohesive and comprehensive. The manner by which
the framework can be operationalised within HEI-community partnerships is then detailed. The proposed
framework bolsters the capacity of HEI-community partnerships to navigate key challenges and gauge their
success.

Measuring the Success of HEI-community Partnerships: A Quagmire
Individuals interested in measuring the success of HEI-community partnerships are immediately
confronted with a paradox. On the one hand, there are numerous accounts appraising HEI-community
partnerships in great detail (e.g. Brinkerhoff 2002; Butterworth & Palermo 2008; Holton et al. 2015;
McNall et al. 2009; Plummer et al. 2021b; Tyndall et al. 2020; Wiek et al. 2012; Williamson et al. 2016).
On the other hand, consensus does not exist between scholars as to what constitutes HEI-community
partnership success (Brush et al. 2019). Often, studies focused on appraisal (e.g. Buys & Bursnall 2007;
Holton et al. 2015; Wiek et al. 2012) address success from a HEI perspective and the view of the
community partner(s) is absent (Hart & Northmore 2010). Additionally, many existing accounts and
frameworks focus only on a single component of HEI-community partnerships. For example, Blackstock et
al. (2007) provide a framework for undertaking a summative evaluation of participatory research. Similarly,
Van Tulder (2016) provides an analytical framework for partnership impact assessments.

While these frameworks offer a snapshot of the evaluation component, which takes place near the
end of the partnership, they do not adequately capture every component throughout the duration of the
partnership process, including how they are interconnected and shape HEI-community partnerships
throughout their lifecycle. Contrastingly, Jagosh et al. (2015) undertook a realist evaluation of 11 concluded
research-based partnerships in order to understand the contextual factors (e.g. trust, power sharing, resource
sharing, etc.) that impacted the overall outcomes of the partnership. In this example, the appraisal is more
invested in the partnership process and what circumstances led to various outcomes. Ultimately, these
accounts and proposed frameworks do not present a holistic view of partnerships or encompass all essential
components and considerations of HEI-community partnerships.
Scholars are explicit regarding the requirement to better understand and appraise HEI-community
partnerships (Drahota et al. 2016; Holton et al. 2015; Luger et al. 2020; Nelson 2021). These calls are
complemented by arguments regarding the need for mechanisms to identify, gauge and track success
3
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(Holton et al. 2015; Plummer et al. 2021a; Van Tulder et al. 2016). In the following section we address key
challenges which contribute to this contradiction and create an entangled dilemma in measuring the success
of HEI-community partnerships.
TERMINOLOGICAL AND CONCEPTUAL DIFFERENCES
Terminological and conceptual differences pose a substantive challenge. The term partnership itself
is imprecisely used and variously understood (Drahota et al. 2015; Luger et al. 2020; Nelson 2021;
Plummer et al. 2021a). Drahota et al.’s (2015) systematic review on this matter found that terms used
to describe partnerships ranged broadly, from community-academic partnerships and community-based
participatory research (CBPR) partnerships to university-community partnerships, community-university
partnerships and academic-community partnerships. This may be explicable in the light of varying degrees
of formalisation (Brinkerhoff 2002) and/or discipline-specific terminology (Horton et al. 2009). In this
article, we follow the comprehensive definition by Brinkerhoff (2002, p. 21), who describes a partnership
as a ‘… dynamic relationship among diverse actors, based on mutually agreed objectives, pursued through a
shared understanding of the most rational division of labour based on the respective comparative advantages
of each partner. Partnership encompasses mutual influence, with a careful balance between synergy and
respective autonomy, which incorporates mutual respect, equal participation in decision-making, mutual
accountability and transparency.’
As Plummer et al. (2021a, p. 2) observe, ‘one immediate challenge within this area of literature is the
imprecise and interchangeable uses of terms such as “relationship”, “engagement”, and “partnership”’.
These terms are often colloquially used to describe partnerships when they actually describe very different
circumstances. This is further complicated by the tendency for disciplines and communities of practice
to also define partnership in different ways, leading to misunderstandings and inconsistencies across
disciplinary boundaries and fields of practice (Horton et al. 2009).

There are also more fundamental conceptual differences in HEI-community partnerships. Drahota et al.
(2015) highlight the extent of these disparities in their systematic review. For example, CBPR partnerships
are understood there as arrangements among structurally unequal groups that come together to address
problems such as poverty, crime and housing (Drahota et al. 2015). However, Benoit et al. (2005, p. 265)
describe partnership arrangements as ‘a process of ongoing negotiation through which academic and
community partners establish their respective expectations and responsibilities in the partnership, always
taking into account changes in personnel, agendas, and budget allocations, among other things’. The
conceptualisation of ‘community-academic partnership’ (CAP) is used by Drahota et al. (2015) to reconcile
understanding across different disciplines and the need for equitable control.
MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES AND DIFFERENT WAYS OF KNOWING
A considerable challenge of HEI-community partnerships is ‘respecting, balancing, bridging, reconciling
and/or sometimes integrating differing knowledge systems, values and processes among disciplines and with
partner communities, which translate into potentially differing assumptions about what constitutes effective
interaction and credible knowledge generation’ (Steelman et al. 2021, p. 633). HEI-community partnerships
are evident across the gamut of scholarly areas and, depending on the discipline, they can take different
forms and encompass varying activities (Ansari et al. 2001; Plummer et al. 2021a). The involvement of
individuals from different professions, disciplines and scholarly areas brings unique challenges with regard
to integrating their different perspectives (Blecher & Hughes 2020). The magnitude of this challenge is
amplified by the emphasis on transdisciplinarity (Brandt et al. 2013; Lang et al. 2012), combined with an
emphasis on community partnerships.

4
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Scholarship on measuring partnerships has largely emphasised the view of HEIs (e.g. Buys & Bursnall
2007; Sargent & Waters 2004; Wiek et al. 2012) and often excludes the community perspective (Sandy
& Holland 2006). Hart and Northmore (2010, p. 6) observe that ‘the rigorous and comprehensive
incorporation of community perspectives in audit and benchmarking is almost entirely absent across the
higher education sector ...’. However, the importance of the perspective of community partners is critical
(Srinivas et al. 2015) as it provides a more complete picture of how the partnership is operating and/
or the overall success of the partnership (Plummer et al. 2021a). This situation is complicated as HEI
and community partners may enter into a partnership for different reasons, have divergent expectations
and uniquely perceive benefits, all of which affect gauging success (Klein 2008; Plummer et al. 2021a;
Sandy & Holland 2006). Moreover, cogent areas, professions and communities may have implicitly and/
or explicitly established methods and associated criteria for evaluating partnership success (Belcher et al.
2016). For example, research evaluation approaches may emphasise measures of academic outputs, such as
publication of books or prestige journals, whereas community organisations may emphasise the number
of people attending a public partnership event or the number of responses to a community-based survey.
Also, evaluation criteria from more than one discipline or community of practice may be contradictory or
conflicting (Gaziulusoy et al. 2016; Klein 2006). HEI-community partnerships pose a particular challenge
in this regard as they are often context-specific (Hansson & Polk 2018). Ultimately, ‘the failure to grapple
with understanding the community perspective may have potentially dire consequences because there is
considerable room for misunderstandings between higher education and community partners …’ (Sandy &
Holland 2006, p. 31).
It is imperative to be cognisant of the multiple perspectives that may be underpinned by unique ways
of knowing and manifest knowledge systems (Plummer et al. 2022; Steelman et al. 2021) and that actors
must accommodate, reconcile and/or integrate different knowledges (Norström et al. 2020). This poses
challenges as each can be viewed as legitimate, valid and credible. For example, Indigenous methods of
evaluation may be very different from those of Western academics. Western approaches tend to focus on
objectivity and the systematic collection and analysis of data, whereas an Indigenous method of evaluation
may be a decolonising and spiritual process of deep reflection (Evans et al. 2020). Further, it is important
to acknowledge that certain ways of knowing have become entrenched, so HEIs may be reluctant to create
space for different ways of knowing for fear that they may be perceived as less credible or legitimate.
WHAT CONSTITUTES ‘SUCCESS’?
Measuring the success of HEI-community partnerships requires shared understanding, while defining
success is difficult as there are multiple perspectives. Linquist-Grantz and Vaughn (2016) focus on
the relationship between process and outcomes, whereby individual contexts within the processes of a
partnership are critically examined to rank the success of the community-academic partnership. Ensuring
not only multiple perspectives are included within the process, but also individual contexts are considered
within the partnership evaluation framework is considered critical. As with the scholarship on measuring
partnerships, often studies (e.g. Buys & Bursnall 2007; Holton et al. 2015; Wiek et al. 2012) lack inclusion
of the perspectives of the community partner(s) (Hart & Northmore 2010).

Much of the literature exploring what constitutes partnership success resides in the field of communitybased participatory research (e.g. Brush et al. 2019; Israel et al. 2020; Luger et al. 2020). Brush et al. (2019,
p. 565) identified 28 indicators of success and concluded that the multi-dimensional construct goes beyond
outcomes and includes ‘some combination of characteristics of partners, relationships among/between
partners, partnership characteristics, processes, resources and capacity, along with partnership outcomes’. Not
only are indicators of success numerous, but much like indicators for evaluation, they tend to be discipline
specific, with many disciplines having well-established criteria and processes for evaluation.

5
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Beyond the nature of the data itself, HEIs are ill-equipped to collect the required data to track
community partnership work and, more specifically, measure the success of such partnerships as most
existing enterprise systems focus on the institution’s instruction and academic aspects (Holton et al. 2015).
A MEASUREMENT MESS
A final challenge is the actual measurement of success. Measurement nomenclature is often used
interchangeably and employed imprecisely (see Plummer et al. 2021b). Each has a specific meaning and
purpose, which we describe in the next section. There are also broad monikers for subject areas or fields, and
developments within these further exacerbate confusion (Ansari et al. 2001). For example, evaluation is a
field of study with numerous specific types therein (e.g. formative evaluation, program evaluation, impact
evaluation, process evaluation, etc.), which causes blurring of boundaries and the potential to collect or focus
on imprecise and/or irrelevant information in relation to the HEI-community partnership.

Issues in nomenclature are compounded by operational and conceptual measurement considerations.
Many measurement tools and case studies exist, but these come from diverse disciplines/fields (e.g. Benoit
et al. 2005 in public health/medicine, and Weik et al. 2021 in sustainability science; see Drahota et al.
2016 and Luger et al. 2020 for others). However, they tend to be singularly focused and measure different
aspects of HEI-community partnerships. For example, Buys and Bursnall (2007) focus on indicators for
understanding the partnership process, without making connections to outcomes or impacts. Contrastingly,
Azaroff et al. (2011) primarily concentrate on evaluating the impacts of a public health campaign on the
choices of community members. Despite the existence of numerous measurement tools, ‘… empirical
evaluation of [HEI-community partnerships] are inadequate’ (Drahota et al. 2016, p. 195). The foregoing
leads Luger et al. (2020, p. 509) to observe that while ‘many practical lessons learned, and conceptual models
can be found in the literature ... models and concepts of engaged research still remain muddy’.

A Proposed Framework for Capturing HEI-community Partnership
Success
While the aforementioned challenges are substantial and difficult, we argue that appraising success is
imperative to strengthen HEI-community partnerships as well as address matters of accountability,
transparency and value. We endeavour to overcome these challenges and advance this subject by (1)
providing clear definitions and parameters of assessment, monitoring and evaluation; and (2) conceptually
establishing a comprehensive framework for the consistent measurement of HEI-community partnership
inputs, processes, outcomes and impacts.

Our framework (Figure 1) builds upon foundational work on assessing the performance of HEIcommunity partnerships by Plummer et al. (2020). It sets out and illustrates the relationship among three
salient components for appraising HEI-community partnerships: assessment, monitoring and evaluation.
Each component is briefly summarised and then the overall workings of the framework are addressed. At
the outset, it is imperative to recognise that the three components are dynamic and not mutually exclusive;
they connect in complementary ways throughout the appraisal process to measure the success of a given
HEI-community partnership.

Component 1: Assessment
Assessment involves identifying the present status of a given partnership in reference to desired conditions
and determining how to close gaps in performance. This includes ‘comparing the current condition to the
desired condition, defining the problem or problems, understanding the behaviours and mechanisms that
contribute to the current conditions, determining if and how specific behaviors and mechanisms can be
6
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Figure 1.	A conceptual framework to appraise success of HEI-community partnerships (adapted
from Plummer et al. 2020)

changed to produce the desired condition, developing solution strategies, and building support for action’
(Gupta et al. 2007, pp. 14–15). It occurs through the systematic, continuous collection of data on specified
indicators to provide insight into the current performance of the partnership itself (Caplan et al. 2007;
Estrella & Gaventa 1998; Onyango 2018; Stem et al. 2005). Assessment takes place after the initiation/
formalisation of a partnership through a memorandum of understanding (MOU), and can occur iteratively
throughout the lifecycle of the partnership, as illustrated in Figure 1.
Qualities associated with the performance of partnerships are abundant. In drawing upon the recent
synthesis of this scholarship in relation to HEI-community partnerships (Plummer et al. 2020), we
highlight the qualities that comprise a good partnership: the circumstances surrounding their formation
(inputs), how they function (processes), and what they may accomplish (outcomes). These three categories
have recently been established and their associated qualities have been validated as appropriate indicators
and measures for assessing partnership performance (Plummer et al. 2021a). We provide a synopsis of each
below (see also Plummer et al. 2021a for the full suite of associated qualities and indicators).
INPUTS
Inputs are the contributions bestowed to the enterprise by the entities at the initiation of the partnership
(Figure 1). Effective communication during initiation is imperative as each entity articulates their
motivation for seeking entry into formal partnership and thereby a commitment to the jointly shared aims.
Clarity at the outset on what each entity will contribute to the partnership is also important. These supports
should align with the aims of the partnership as they will shape the process as well as the capacity for what
can be accomplished. The availability of financial resources, for example, is often identified as a key influence
on many other aspects of a partnership (e.g. scope, duration, activities, etc. (Buys & Bursnall 2007; Holton
et al. 2015; Sargent & Waters 2004). Resources can also dictate the roles of particular collaborators (Sargent
7
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& Waters 2004). Human resources (citizens, experts, faculty, students, staff ) clearly play an important role
in success, so developing networks is highlighted as cultivating connections among actors may enhance
opportunities for different types and sources of support (Bringle & Hatcher 2002; Holton et al. 2015;
Sargent & Waters 2004; Schulz et al. 2003).
PROCESS
The second category in the assessment portion of the framework (Figure 1) is process (Plummer et al. 2020).
Process refers to how the partnership functions (McNall et al. 2009). A process which promotes respectful
and constructive interactions between/among actors is imperative for success as the partnership transitions
from initiation to implementation (Sargent & Waters 2004).
It is important that the process fosters mutual understanding of perspectives, a collective understanding
of the problem, and a basis for joint decision-making (Amey & Brown 2005; McNall et al. 2009; Schulz
et al. 2003). Effective communication, established in the initiation phase, continues to be imperative for
smooth operation of a given partnership (Amey & Brown 2005; Bringle & Hatcher 2002; Holton et al.
2015; Schulz et al. 2003). The process also engenders the essential quality of trust, so that individuals come
to expect no harm from the others involved, and ideally develop confidence that others will complete actions
if their control is relinquished (Mayer et al. 1995). Reciprocity and mutual respect, which often develops
as trust is built, are further qualities of successful partnerships. It is especially important to recognise in the
context of HEI-community partnerships that individuals bring unique perspectives, skills and contributions
to the process, and it is this diversity that strengthens the partnership process (Schulz et al. 2003).
OUTCOMES
The final category of outcomes in the assessment portion of the framework (Figure 1) encompasses what
is produced as well as the effects on those directly involved in the partnership (Plummer et al. 2020). The
realisation of outcomes is broadly influenced by the employment of available resources and the effectiveness
of the process in goal attainment (Schulz et al. 2003). Outcomes are not temporally constrained and can
occur throughout the life of the partnership (Koontz & Thomas 2012).

The three-fold typology of outcomes for partnerships (Plummer et al. 2020; Sargent & Waters 2004)
highlights objective outcomes, subjective outcomes and learning outcomes. Objective outcomes are
tangible products (e.g. publications, reports, etc.) that are easily quantifiable and often used as measures of
productivity in reporting. Subjective outcomes (e.g. satisfaction, trust, etc.) have value for, and are interpreted
by, those involved in the partnership. Finally, learning outcomes include knowledge creation and acquisition,
integration of diverse perspectives to address multi-party challenges, and skill development and attainment
(Amey & Brown 2005; Sargent & Waters 2004).

Component 2: Monitoring
Monitoring involves the practice of conducting systematic observations to gain information about progress
(Estrella & Gaventa 1998; Onyango 2018). Data is collected using indicators that provide insight into
aspects of the partnership as well as activities (Stem et al. 2005). Monitoring should take place regularly over
the life cycle of the HEI-community partnership, as illustrated in Figure 1. It provides routine feedback, and
thereby a basis for continuous improvement (Estrella & Gaventa 1998) and learning.
Although the importance of monitoring partnerships is recognised within the literature (Calderon
& Mathies 2013; Kagan & Duggan 2009), HEIs acknowledge that the ability to track and measure
partnerships is a key challenge in practice (Plummer et al. 2021a). Secundo et al. (2017, p. 232) observe
that ‘the nature of relevant data required to track third mission activities is considered as invisible, tacit,

8
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unquantifiable, informal, and in most cases, it is not collected by administrators’ (see also Shephard 2018;
2020). Reflective of, and contributing to, the challenges experienced in practice, there is currently no
consensus within the literature regarding monitoring procedures/documentation or indicators of success
(Kagan & Duggan 2009), or exactly how to institutionalise tracking across disciplines/types of partnerships.
Monitoring of HEI-community partnerships is two-fold. First, it involves tracking performance over
time and determining progress (Buys & Bursnall 2007; Pellegrino et al. 2014), while assessment considers
a single point in time. Second, monitoring focuses on activities that take place throughout the partnership
(Bäckstrand 2006) and, specifically, on the achievement of activities as milestones, signalling advancement
toward their aims, goals and/or objectives.

Monitoring is typically accomplished through tracking variables, or key performance indicators (KPIs).
KPIs are measurable indicators used to signal progress or achievements against pre-defined standards or
objectives. Traditionally, and especially in an academic context, KPIs are often quantitative and used in order
to obtain ‘objective’ data for evaluation purposes (Garlick & Langworthy 2008). However, as partnerships
require both objective and subjective outcomes, it is important that KPIs for appraisal represent a wide
range of qualitative (e.g. perceptions) and quantitative (e.g. number of academic publications) information,
which may be tracked for different purposes (Garlick & Langworthy 2008; Plummer et al. 2022). In line
with the two-fold purpose of monitoring above, KPIs for HEI-community partnerships come from existing
scholarship as well as the specific context of a given partnership. Monitoring HEI-community partnership
performance over time, for example, can benefit greatly from adopting and systematically applying indicator
measures which are established and validated in relation to HEI-community partnership performance
for each category described above (Plummer et al. 2021a), and are also transferable to different types of
partnerships (disciplines, stages, etc.). Conversely, KPIs regarding actions or activities that signal progress
towards their aim, goals and/or objectives are unique, and therefore need to be established and agreed upon
by the partners.

Component 3: Evaluation
Evaluation is a field of inquiry in its own right and comprises diverse conceptualisations (Ansari et al.
2001; Shephard 2020). Generally, evaluation entails determining the extent to which objectives have been
achieved and intended impacts realised (Onyango 2018). It is prudent for evaluation to occur near the
end of the partnership (see Figure 1) for three reasons. First, the duration of a partnership is typically
identified in a formal agreement and should align with expectations that the objectives can be realistically
accomplished over this time. Second, information gathered through monitoring should enable ongoing
adjustments to keep the partnership on track and inform evaluation. Third, evaluation near the conclusion
of a partnership serves as a mechanism to consider what has been achieved and how to move forward. The
partners may wish to continue their collaboration, revise their formal agreement and the accompanying
aims, or cease working together.

As evaluation of HEI-community partnerships is essential, a ‘culture of evidence’ has emerged whereby
HEIs and institutions more broadly must increasingly document their performance, achievements and
impacts (Calderon & Mathies 2013). This culture has largely been driven by the issue of accountability – the
‘obligation to report to others, to explain, to justify, to answer questions about how resources have been used
and to what effect’ (Trow 1996, p. 310). Emergence of the accountability agenda is widespread (de Boer et
al. 2015; Jongebloed 2018), being embraced and influential in shaping public administration in a businesslike way (Huisman & Currie 2004; Plummer et al. 2021a).
Although clearly an essential process, evaluation of HEI-community partnerships is, surprisingly, an
uncommon practice. For example, a recent study of Canadian HEIs found that most HEIs ‘occasionally’ use
some form of monitoring and evaluation, and 25 percent of institutions reported that they do not employ
9
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any form of monitoring or evaluation (Plummer et al. 2021a). Evaluative studies of HEI-community
partnerships are also rare. In one notable example, Bowen and Martens (2006) tested a collaborative
‘utilisation focused’ approach to evaluation, whereby community partners were meaningfully incorporated
into planning, developing and evaluating all aspects of the partnership/project. More recently, Shephard
(2018) investigated how HEI-community partnerships were valued at the University of Otago and showed
that partnerships used different types of evaluation, including explicit and formalised evaluations, informal
evaluations and implicit evaluations. Efforts in both practice and scholarship are hampered by the lack of
guidelines and consensus on how to effectively evaluate HEI partnerships and their impacts. This often
leads to the imposition of ineffective, inadequate and varied approaches to describe, understand and evaluate
both their activities and impacts (Shephard 2020). This problem is exacerbated by the contextual specificity
of both evaluation and partnerships.
In an effort to address the above matters, evaluation of the proposed framework specifically focuses
on effectiveness and impact. Effectiveness evaluation measures whether the objectives of the partnership
have been achieved (Bowen & Martens 2006; Deniston et al. 1968). As illustrated in Figure 1, the agreed
upon objectives are typically codified in a document (e.g. an MOU) and are an expression of the desired
outcomes of the partnership. They imply one or more necessary conditions which must be met to result
in accomplishment (Deniston et al. 1968). As such, the effectiveness indicators are context specific and
determined in the initiation phase by the partners themselves (Estrella & Gaventa 1998).

Relatedly, impact evaluation is concerned with the causal effects from an intervention (such as a
partnership). It encompasses ‘positive and negative, primary and secondary long-term effects, directly or
indirectly, intended or unintended’ (OECD-DAC 2010, p. 24). It is important to give consideration to the
temporal dimension of impact assessment in this context. While some of the intended impacts from the
partnership are set out during the initiation phase, it is important that the partners are open to unforeseen
impacts and document these throughout the partnership life cycle. Additionally, impacts may develop after
the partnership has officially ended (as determined in the MOU). It then becomes more difficult to isolate
long-term effects or impacts, both logistically and resource wise (Van Tulder et al. 2016).

Impacts are distinguished from outcome assessment and effectiveness evaluation in two ways. First,
impacts refer to the extent to which the intervention (partnership) has made a societal difference (Van
Tulder et al. 2016; Worton et al. 2017). Societal audiences, as illustrated in Figure 1, may include students,
governments, non-government organisations, industry, academics, citizens, and so on. Second, impacts need
to be measured from the perspective of these different audiences (Srinivas et al. 2015). A guide to assessing
performance and evaluating the impacts of transdisciplinary partnerships for sustainability by Plummer
et al. (2022) outlines key steps in the evaluation process and provides a navigational pathway forward
through the process. While the techniques to carry out effectiveness and impact evaluation will be unique
to each HEI-community partnership, the suggested framework can assist with overcoming challenges, offer
mechanisms to document evidence of achievements and ultimately provide a foundation for transformative
change.

Practical Application of the Framework
While undoubtedly some HEI-community partnerships implicitly incorporate one or more of the
components set out above, to the best of our knowledge there is currently no appraisal framework which
brings together assessment, monitoring and evaluation. The scholarly basis for such an appraisal framework
is provided above. However, the appraisal framework has little heuristic value if it cannot be applied in
practice.
Here we consider application of the appraisal framework in relation to frequently observed life-cycle
stages of HEI-community partnerships (cf Bringle & Hatcher 2002; Lewinson 2014). Although the
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timeframe in which HEI-community partnerships go through these stages varies, we illustrate them
unfolding over a five-year formal partnership. Our intent is to provide a general appraisal guide applicable
to HEI-community partnerships, while also acknowledging the specific parts that are context dependent
and ultimately require the sound judgement of the entities involved in the appraisal.

An appropriate entry point is creation of a HEI-community partnership. The reason(s) for collaboration
is paramount at this initiation stage. Instrumental rationale for partnering includes gaining particular
knowledge, leveraging complementary skills, gaining access to unique opportunities, and so on. Potential
enjoyment from collaboration and cultivating enduring relationships is a common intrinsic motivation.
These motivations often precipitate formal codification through a MOU, which sets out the aims, duration,
scope, funding contributions, legal considerations, and so on. Ideally, the partners consider when/how often
assessment, monitoring and evaluation will occur as well as what each will entail.

The performance assessment component of the appraisal framework coincides with the implementation
phase of the partnership lifecycle. In this phase, entities are concerned with enacting collaboration.
Assessment gauges performance at a particular point in time. There is no prescribed timeline for conducting
performance assessment; however, it is important that assessment is continuous so as to provide ongoing
feedback for the duration of the partnership (Figure 1). From our experience with HEI-community
partnerships, we suggest that performance assessment is undertaken annually as this allows sufficient time
for tangible consideration while also permitting ideal response time for feedback.
The HEI-Community Partnership Performance Index (HCPPI; Plummer et al. 2021a) is a recent
validated rapid assessment tool that can easily be completed by HEI and community participants to
assess the performance of their collaboration. It involves a 47-item questionnaire designed to provide
a comprehensive understanding of a given HEI-community partnership’s strengths and areas for
improvement across the three broad categories of assessment (inputs, process, and outcomes). As
partnerships make incremental adjustments based on this evidence, they employ an adaptive approach
for continuous improvement (Folke et al. 2005; Lee 1994). This adaptive approach aligns well with the
dynamism and complexity of HEI-community partnerships (Plummer et al. 2020).

Monitoring coincides with the implementation phase of the partnership lifecycle and is considered
iteratively throughout (Figure 1). It captures progress of an HEI-community partnership in terms of
performance and progress towards its aims, goals and objectives. In regard to the former, monitoring
provides information on how the partnership is performing over time. In applying the appraisal framework,
this part of monitoring is a logical extension of performance assessment and is achieved by tracking the
results of the HCPPI over time. More specifically, the results obtained within the first year provide a
baseline or benchmark for subsequent performance. Monitoring performance thus affords a barometer by
which the partners can gauge their maintenance, improvement and/or deterioration in particular aspects.
Including all entities in the partnership is critical to accurately gauge performance as well as learn from
feedback and make continuous improvements.

Monitoring also concentrates on determining progress. These milestones should be established at the
outset of the partnership and revisited as necessary. Determining KPIs that capture the essence of the
overall goals or milestones should occur at the outset of the partnership. These KPIs manifest as indicators
to measure progress towards goals. KPIs can be qualitative and/or quantitative, and may adapt or change
over time as the partnership evolves. A given milestone or goal may have multiple relevant KPIs. The most
important consideration regarding KPIs is that they reflect the overall goals and are agreed upon by all
entities. Monitoring progress may occur at different times in different partnerships, depending on the length
of the partnership and the intended milestones. Often, multi-year partnerships identify yearly milestones
and deliverables.
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Evaluation of the framework offers guides to practically tackle critical questions about HEI-community
partnership success, including effectiveness and impact. The intentions of the partnership are typically
articulated at the outset in some type of document (Figure 1) or are developed in the formative stages of
the partnership lifecycle. When setting out intentions, partnerships will benefit greatly from articulating
what they aspire to accomplish as well as whom they seek to affect. In so doing, the stated aims offer a
clear understanding of the desired effects and impacts. Specificity in these intentional statements (or substatements) is strongly encouraged to facilitate the operationalisation of evaluation. While intentions are
mainly established at the outset, partners need to be aware of, and open to, emergent opportunities in terms
of accomplishments as well as audiences.

Evaluation typically occurs at the completion stage of the partnership life cycle (Sargent & Waters
2004) and entails two main considerations. Evaluating effectiveness is anchored to the goals and objectives
established at the outset of the partnership, and is made operational by agreed upon indicators or milestones.
Whereas monitoring documents’ progress to evaluate effectiveness uses KPIs and other credible evidence to
cumulatively judge achievements. Critically, all entities in the partnership should participate in evaluating
effectiveness, thereby coming to a shared understanding of accomplishments.
Impacts are a related consideration of evaluation when applying the framework. Aspirational societal
impacts as a consequence of the partnership are commonly discussed during the initiation phase and
evolve over the lifespan of the project. Identifying specific target audiences associated with the intended
societal impacts, cultivating relationships with those audiences, and devising ways to assess if they have
experienced changes due to the partnership are all essential. Engaging multiple, and often diverse, audiences
in evaluation can be logistically difficult, expensive and time-consuming. There are, however, numerous
quantitative and qualitative tools that are well suited to conducting impact evaluation. Questionnaires,
interviews and/or workshops are powerful examples of means to gain insight into partnership impacts from
the perspective of multiple and diverse audiences.

Conclusion
HEI-community partnerships are on a steady upward trajectory. Appraising their success is of increasing
importance; however, a myriad of challenges immediately confronts those interested in this enterprise. These
include terminological and conceptual differences, multiple perspectives and ways of knowing, inconsistency
about what constitutes success, and measurement messiness. In addition to confronting this quagmire, a
rigorous and dynamic framework for appraising HEI-community partnerships does not yet exist (Holton et
al. 2015; Plummer et al. 2021a; Srinivas et al. 2015).
In this perspective article, we set out a conceptual basis for a comprehensive appraisal framework which
encompasses the complementary components of assessment, monitoring and evaluation. The framework
provides a general guide to transferability across HEI-community partnerships. Assessment considers the
present state in relation to aspects and qualities. Monitoring provides important information regarding how
the partnership is performing, as well as the impacts created through the partnership. Evaluation provides
evidence of goal attainment and demonstrates the societal benefits of a partnership.
In discussing how to apply the framework in practice, we have taken an initial step in reconciling
conceptual and applied considerations when appraising HEI-community partnerships. Employing the
appraisal framework in a variety of HEI-community partnerships is needed next. Flexibility and adaptation
are encouraged as consideration of context as well as the perspectives of the participants is paramount. As
experience using the framework accumulates, opportunities will emerge for lesson learning, transferability
and further refinement.
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