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Abstract
The Carnegie Foundation’s Elective Classification for Community Engagement was first 
awarded in 2006. As of the 2024 cycle, 368 institutions held the classification. At the time 
of this research, the American Council on Education (ACE) hosted the Carnegie Elective 
Classifications. We used latent class analysis to create a typology of four definitions 
with varying levels of emphasis placed on values like collaboration, mutual benefit and 
connections to scholarship. The resultant typology offers a framework for understanding 
how institutions communicate their values related to community engagement. Our 
findings provide opportunities for practical guidance and reflective opportunities for 
leaders seeking to institutionalise community engagement.
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A Latent Class Analysis of Institutional Definitions of Community 
Engagement
In the community engagement field, a single agreed-upon definition of community engagement has been 
difficult to formalise, and even the need for a singular definition has been a recurring feature of critical 
debate. As an inherently transdisciplinary field that can trace its origins to many different traditions, 
including experiential learning (Dewey 1938) or community organising (Avila 2018), many terms have been 
used to describe the work of community engagement. Giles (2008) illustrates this point by emphasising that 
the research agenda on engaged scholarship relies on overarching terms that may include similar activities, 
yet vary in scope, priority and motivation. Even with this attempt to establish clarity by organizing the 
field’s overlapping terminology, a conceptual fragmentation or ‘definitional anarchy’ (Sandmann 2008, p. 91) 
dominated.

Attempts to define community engagement persist today. Many factors have been shown to contribute 
to the institutionalisation of community engagement in higher education (Furco et al. 2009; Holland 
1997), including establishing a formal, campus-wide definition of community engagement (Furco et al. 
2009; Janke, Jenkins, et al. 2023). Because of this, attempts to define community engagement persist today, 
necessitating clarity, especially as an increasing number of colleges and universities continue to embark on 
the complex and adaptive challenge of embedding engagement work as central to their missions (Farner 
2019; Fitzgerald et al. 2012; Reed & Swanson 2022; Welch 2016). Given the complexity of the higher 
education sector, it could be expected that campus-wide definitions of community engagement may vary by 
institutional type, control, location, size, among other factors.

Our research began in 2023 as a part of the Carnegie Elective Classifications Research Lab (Pearl, Jones-
Friedrichs, et al. 2025). Our group, the Community-Higher Education Engagement Research (CHEER) 
Lab, is interested in how colleges and universities define, operationalise and institutionalise community 
engagement. For this study, we sought to provide some clarity around the persistent ‘definitional anarchy’. 
To do so, we examined institutional definitions of community engagement, exploring what is shared, 
what variations exist and what is missing. Using the definition of community engagement provided by 
the Carnegie Foundation as a baseline, we analysed data using LCA, a statistical method that identifies 
subgroups within a population, to provide insight into the heterogeneity in institutional definitions of 
community engagement.

CARNEGIE’S ELECTIVE COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT CLASSIFICATION

Since it was first awarded in 2006, the Carnegie Foundation’s Elective Classification for Community 
Engagement (CE Classification henceforth) has served as a way for colleges and universities to affirm their 
commitments to community engagement (Driscoll 2009). The goal of the elective classification was not 
to be fully prescriptive in what constituted high-quality community engagement considering the variation 
in institutional contexts and approaches to community engagement (Driscoll 2008). Nonetheless, earning 
the CE Classification can serve as an indicator of an overall commitment to the public purposes of higher 
education (Saltmarsh & Johnson 2018).

DEFINING COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT THROUGH CARNEGIE

While there is currently not a single consensus definition of community engagement in the field of higher 
education, the CE Classification provides a definition of community engagement in higher education 
that includes these characteristics: ‘collaboration between institutions of higher education and their larger 
communities (local, regional/state, national, global) for the mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge 
and resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity’ (American Council on Education, n.d.-b). The 
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purpose of community engagement is further articulated as a way to enrich scholarship, research and 
creative activity; enhance educational practices and learning experiences; cultivate engaged citizens; promote 
democratic values and civic responsibility; respond to critical societal issues; and contribute to the public 
good (American Council on Education, n.d.-b).

The 2026 cycle’s application framework included the following sections (Pearl, Jones-Friedrichs, et al. 
2025):

	 —Campus, Community and Community Engagement Context
	 —Institutional Identity and Culture
	 —Quality of Community Engagement Relationships and Academic Partnerships
	 —Faculty and Staff
	 —Curricular Engagement
	 —Co-Curricular Engagement
	 —Civic Learning and Life
	 —Community Engagement and Other Institutional Initiatives

In the Campus, Community and Community Engagement Context section, the application framework 
for the CE Classification specifically asks institutions to provide their campus-wide definition of 
community engagement. As a result, colleges and universities that have applied for and received the CE 
Classification establish contextually rich and diverse definitions of community engagement to communicate 
institutional commitment to a variety of internal and external constituencies. Despite this diversity, several 
core elements and indicators of high-quality community engagement in the application framework have 
become normative expectations for institutions that have applied for and received the CE Classification. 
These include collaborative approaches, mutually beneficial outcomes and a connection to the institution’s 
scholarly mission.

Theoretical Grounding
Much of the theoretical grounding for this study is guided by the analysis of Morphew and Hartley (2006) 
on higher education institutional mission statements. They assert, ‘they [mission statements] exist because 
they are expected to exist’ (p. 458), which sends a message of legitimacy to interested parties both within 
and outside of the institution. The authors point to the use of institutional theory to explain organisational 
behaviours (Meyer & Rowan 1977), including the normative function that mission statements play. There 
are some studies that suggest that this normativity may not be worthwhile (Newsom & Hayes 1991) or 
is simply symbolic (Chait 1979), with an isomorphic tendency to include common elements (DiMaggio 
& Powell 1983). Despite their ubiquity, however, Morphew and Hartley (2006) note that institutions 
strategically use their mission statements to communicate to multiple and diverse audiences. So, while 
institutions have mission statements because they are expected to have mission statements, they are also 
used intentionally to communicate to audiences that have expectations about the purpose of the institution. 
Similarly, institutional definitions of community engagement can be used to guide an institution’s 
commitment and strategic work related to community engagement. Parallel to a mission statement, 
formalised community engagement definitions can be used to articulate institutional values and priorities.

This study examines institutional definitions of community engagement over the last ten years to better 
understand what, if any, shared values, norms, emphases may be emerging. To achieve this, we have created 
a definitional typology of community engagement by conducting a latent class analysis using data from 
successful institutional applications for the CE Classification. By creating this typology, we can learn 
more about the variations in and commonalities among how colleges and universities define community 
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engagement, synthesising field-based developments for defining community engagement, which can provide 
clarity for institutional leaders and community engagement professionals seeking to further institutionalise 
community engagement at their institutions.

Methods

DATA

In this study, we examined a single item from the application framework for the CE Classification. There 
is slight variation in how the question was phrased in different cycles, but each version essentially asks for 
evidence of a campus definition of community engagement and relevant contextual information. As an 
example, the first-time framework during the 2024 cycle asked: 

If your campus has an institutionally sanctioned definition of community engagement and related terms, 
provide them here. Describe the context for the creation of the definition, how it was approved, how it is 
used, and any evidence of its effectiveness in guiding community engagement on campus. If your campus 
does not have an institutional definition of community engagement but you are on a campus that has 
multiple definitions reflecting how different units and disciplines interpret community engagement, 
provide some description and examples here. If your institution does not have such a definition, please 
describe any work under way to adopt one. (American Council on Education, n.d.-a)

Our target sample included the institutions who successfully received the CE Classification during 
the 2015 (re-classification), 2020 (re-classification) and 2024 (first-time and re-classification) cycles. The 
application framework has continued to evolve and change over each cycle of the CE Classification, and 
there was no item related to a campus-wide definition of community engagement for first-time applicants 
during the 2015 and 2020 cycles. We examined the most recent data available for institutions that had 
submitted applications in both 2015 and 2024. When submitting an application for the CE Classification, 
institutions had the option of not being included in the research dataset and were therefore not included in 
our analysis. Our final sample included 221 institutions. 

DATA COLLECTION TOOL 

The first step in our analysis was to create a data collection tool. Because our goal was to better understand 
institutional definitions of community engagement, we decided to use Carnegie’s formal definition as a 
baseline (see above). As a research team, we identified the following components of this definition to guide 
the development of our data collection tool: 

	 —Characterising Community 
	 —Scholarly Connections 
	 —Collaboration 
	 —Mutual Benefit 

We created an initial data collection tool from these components and pilot-tested the tool with randomly 
selected definitions from our sample. Four members of the research team used the tool to independently 
code the same institutions. We then discussed any discrepancies in the coding and identified opportunities 
to improve or refine the data collection tool. We repeated this procedure until we reached agreement on the 
final version of the tool. In addition to the four components above, our iterative process of refining the tool 
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also revealed that several definitions in our sample intentionally referenced critical approaches to community 
engagement, highlighting systemic inequalities or power hierarchies. Because of this, our research team 
agreed that including a related question in our data collection tool was valuable. Our final data collection 
tool included the following questions: 

	 1.	�Does the institution specifically identify a community (geographic and/or populations) in their 
community engagement definition? [YES or NO] 

	 2.	�Does the definition include a connection between community engagement and the institution’s 
scholarly mission? [YES or NO] If the answer to this question was yes, we also asked if there were 
specific mentions of: 

		  2a. Teaching and learning [YES or NO] 
		  2b. Research and creative work [YES or NO] 
		  2c. Service [YES or NO] 
	 3.	Is a collaborative process mentioned in the definition? [YES or NO] 
	 4.	Are mutually beneficial outcomes mentioned in the definition? [YES or NO] 
	 5.	�Does the institutional definition of community engagement mention or reference a critical approach 

to community engagement that addresses systemic inequalities, power hierarchies, etc.? [YES or NO] 

Using this final version of the tool, one researcher coded the full dataset. As a validity check, four 
other members of the research team were each randomly assigned institutions to code and compare. Any 
discrepancies were discussed and resolved. These codes were then used to create a typology using latent class 
analysis. 

LATENT CLASS ANALYSIS 

We then used the institutional assessments to conduct a latent class analysis (LCA). Latent class analysis is 
a statistical method that identifies subgroups within a population of empirical data (Collins & Lanza 2010). 
The latent variables are not measured directly. Instead, each latent variable is indirectly measured through at 
least two observed variables, also referred to as the ‘manifest’ variables (Linzer & Lewis 2011). LCA models 
categorical responses as latent classes, with the research team assigning names to the latent classes (Collins 
& Lanza 2010). The interpretation of the resultant classes is based on the probability that an individual 
responds in a particular way to a certain item. Based on these item-response probabilities, latent classes 
emerge among which there are qualitative differences. The researcher then determines names for the latent 
classes based on the item-response probabilities and informed by theory and the purpose of the research.

Our analysis is not based on a prior hypothesis guiding the labels for the latent classes. While several 
models were generated, we relied on goodness of fit measures to help determine model fit (Sinha, Calfee & 
Delucchi 2021), explored in more detail below. Latent class analysis was performed in R Statistical Software 
(R Core Team 2024) using the poLCA package (Linzer & Lewis 2011). To ensure the identification of the 
global maximum likelihood, the models were estimated using 100 random sets of starting values (nrep = 
100) using the poLCA package.

Findings
Based on our research team’s coding using the tool that we developed, the descriptive statistics for our 
sample are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1.	 Descriptive statistics 

1. Defined Community 

n %

Yes  63  0.285 

No  158  0.715 

2. Scholarly Mention 

n %

Yes  179*  0.81 

Teaching and Learning 161 0.73

Research and Creative Work 99 0.45

Service  81 0.37

No  42  0.19 

3. Collaboration 

n %

Yes  172  0.778

No  49 0.222 

4. Mutual Benefit

n %

Yes 164  0.742 

No 57  0.258 

5. Critical Approach

n %

Yes  30  0.136 

No  191  0.864 

*Note. The institutional definitions that included a scholarly connection could also indicate a connection to more than one 

specific approach to scholarship (teaching and learning, research and creative work and/or service). Therefore, the total 

number of “yes” responses are more than 179.

DETERMINING THE MODEL FIT 

A number of goodness of fit statistics can be used to determine the appropriate number of classes from 
an LCA. Linzer and Lewis (2011) recommend that the Akaike information criterion (AIC) and/or the 
Bayesian information criterion (BIC) be used as guidance for selecting the appropriate number of classes; 
specifically, the point at which those criteria are minimised. As shown in Table 2, the AIC was minimised in 
the five-class model, and the BIC was minimised in the three-class model.

Because of this discrepancy in the number of classes, we relied on the advice of Sinha, Calfee and 
Delucchi (2021) that the “best fit does not always mean good fit” (p. 8). In other words, the goodness of fit 
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measures are valuable, but the number of classes also needs conceptual alignment and logical interpretability. 
Our research team closely examined the output for the three, four and five class models and agreed that 
the four-class model had strong conceptual alignment. Further, the four-class model’s entropy measure was 
0.962, suggesting a very high separation between the four classes. A table of the complete item-response 
probabilities is available in the Appendix. Based on those response probabilities, the research team discussed 
and assigned the following descriptive class names: Scholarly Partnerships, Pedagogical Partnerships, 
Engagement as Pedagogy and Operational Engagement. 

SCHOLARLY PARTNERSHIPS 

The Scholarly Partnerships class of institutional community engagement definitions indicate general 
commitments to both collaborative partnerships and mutually beneficial outcomes, as well as a holistic 
connection to scholarship, inclusive of teaching and learning, research and creative work and service. These 
institutions were not likely to identify a specific community in their definition, and do not indicate a critical 
approach to their community engagement work. The full item response probabilities are shown in Table 3.

PEDAGOGICAL PARTNERSHIPS 

Similar to the Scholarly Partnerships class, the Pedagogical Partnerships class of definitions refers to 
collaborative approaches, mutually beneficial outcomes and connections to scholarship; however, those 
scholarly connections are limited to teaching and learning, not research and creative work nor service. In 
addition, these institutions were not likely to identify a specific community in their definition, and do not 
indicate a critical approach to their community engagement work. The full item response probabilities are 
shown in Table 4.

ENGAGEMENT AS PEDAGOGY 

The Engagement as Pedagogy class of definitions is similar to the Pedagogical Partnership class of 
definitions in their connections to the teaching and learning aspect of scholarship, but not a connection 
to research and creative work or service. Further, the Engagement as Pedagogy class does not mention 
collaborative processes or mutually beneficial outcomes or critical approaches. These institutions were also 
not likely to identify a specific community in their definition. The full item response probabilities are shown 
in Table 5.

Table 2.	 LCA model selection 

Number of classes  AIC  BIC 

2  1780.893 1872.643

3  1699.337 1838.662

4  1679.827 1866.726

5  1669.55 1904.023

6  1680.522 1962.569

7  1691.423 2021.045
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OPERATIONAL ENGAGEMENT

Unlike the other three classes, the Operational Engagement class does not make a connection between 
community engagement and scholarship. This class is slightly more likely than not to mention collaborative 
approaches (61.9%) and mutually beneficial outcomes (57.1%). Like the other classes, these institutions 
were also not likely to identify a specific community in their definition, and do not indicate a critical 
approach to their community engagement work. The full item response probabilities are shown in Table 6.

In Table 7, we show the breakdown of the predicted class memberships in our sample by percentage. The 
largest class in our sample was Pedagogical Partnerships (36.20%), and the smallest class in our sample was 
Engagement as Pedagogy (11.76%). Table 7 also includes the predicted class memberships for the public 
institutions, private institutions, land-grant institutions and 2-year institutions in our sample.

Table 3.	 Scholarly partnerships response probabilities

1. Defined Community 

Yes  No 

0.2311 0.7689

2. Scholarly Mention 

Yes  No 

1 0

2a. Teaching and Learning 

Yes  No 

0.9742 0.0258

2b. Research and Creative Work 

Yes  No 

0.9437 0.0563

2c. Service 

Yes  No 

1 0

3. Collaboration 

Yes  No 

0.9603 0.0397

4. Mutual Benefit 

Yes  No 

1 0

5. Critical Approach 

Yes  No 

0.1045 0.8955
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Discussion
Through our analysis, we identified four distinct types of institutional definitions of community 
engagement, showing that institutions include varying areas of emphasis in their campus-wide definitions 
of community engagement. In the following sections, we discuss several elements from the community 
engagement definition and purpose of community engagement that were particularly salient in our findings.

DEFINING COMMUNITY

In the formal community engagement definition, Carnegie advocates for a broad conceptualisation that 
considers local, regional/state, national and global communities. This expresses that community is primarily 

Table 4.	 Pedagogical partnerships response probabilities

1. Defined Community 

Yes  No 

0.2623 0.7377

2. Scholarly Mention 

Yes  No 

1 0

2a. Teaching and Learning 

Yes  No 

0.831 0.169

2b. Research and Creative Work 

Yes  No 

0.3071 0.6929

2c. Service 

Yes  No 

0.083 0.917

3. Collaboration 

Yes  No 

0.94 0.06

4. Mutual Benefit 

Yes  No 

0.837 0.163

5. Critical Approach 

Yes  No 

0.1531 0.8469
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defined in a geographic context; however, other definitions of community also account for relational 
dimensions, including shared interests or identities. For example, Doberneck, Glass and Schweitzer (2010) 
discuss that communities often exist beyond physical boundaries in the context of community engagement, 
such as communities characterised by identity, profession, affiliation or area of interest, faith, or kin. In 
our analysis, none of the classes were more likely than not to specifically define the communities with 
which they partner. Many of the definitions in our sample talked about broad strategies or approaches to 
engagement, for example, using terms like ‘external audiences’, using engagement to ‘service society’, or 
generally referring to ‘the community’.

There are multiple interpretations of this approach to defining community engagement. One perspective 
is that specifically identifying communities may have been somewhat limiting. For instance, many colleges 

Table 5.	 Engagement as pedagogy response probabilities

1. Defined Community 

Yes  No 

0.3499 0.6501

2. Scholarly Mention 

Yes  No 

1 0

2a. Teaching and Learning 

Yes  No 

0.925 0.075

2b. Research and Creative Work 

Yes  No 

0.3106 0.6894

2c. Service 

Yes  No 

0.1958 0.8042

3. Collaboration 

Yes  No 

0 1

4. Mutual Benefit 

Yes  No 

0 1

5. Critical Approach 

Yes  No 

0.1514 0.8486
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and universities engage with partners that span a large number of communities, and to specifically identify 
one, or even a small group, might inadvertently send a message of prioritising some partners over others. 
Alternatively, this approach could give institutions flexibility in determining the communities with 
which they collaborate, perhaps allowing them to be less accountable to any one community in particular. 
Elsewhere in the CE Classification application, institutions are expected to provide detailed examples of 
impactful community partnerships. Because all of the institutions in our sample were successfully classified, 
it is reasonable to assume that their applications identify specific community partnerships that demonstrate 
a commitment to those communities. Guidance from Trebil-Smith (2019) advises that community-
university partners are built on relationships between people. Perhaps in a loosely-coupled system (Weick 
1976), the role of the institution is to provide values-based guidance on how community engagement 

Table 6.	 Operational engagement response probabilities

1. Defined Community 

Yes  No 

0.381 0.619

2. Scholarly Mention 

Yes  No 

0 1

2a. Teaching and Learning 

Yes  No 

0 1

2b. Research and Creative Work 

Yes  No 

0 1

2c. Service 

Yes  No 

0 1

3. Collaboration 

Yes  No 

0.619 0.381

4. Mutual Benefit 

Yes  No 

0.5714 0.4286

5. Critical Approach 

Yes  No 

0.1429 0.8571
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work is done (for example, collaboration, mutual benefit and a scholarly grounding) rather than specifically 
with whom that work is done. Additional research and data collection can provide further insight into the 
reasoning behind these decisions.

DEFINING SCHOLARLY CONNECTIONS TO COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

According to Carnegie, the purpose of community engagement includes explicit connections to the 
institution’s scholarly mission through community-engaged approaches to teaching, research and service. 

Table 7.	 Predicted class memberships 

Class  Percentage 

All institutions (n=221)

Scholarly Partnerships  33.03%

Pedagogical Partnerships  36.20%

Engagement as Pedagogy  11.76%

Operational Engagement 19.00%

Public institutions (n=131)

Scholarly Partnerships  41.98%

Pedagogical Partnerships  34.35%

Engagement as Pedagogy  8.40%

Operational Engagement 15.27%

Private institutions (n=90)

Scholarly Partnerships  20.00%

Pedagogical Partnerships  38.89%

Engagement as Pedagogy  16.67%

Operational Engagement 24.44%

Land-grant institutions (n=24)

Scholarly Partnerships  54.17%

Pedagogical Partnerships  25.00%

Engagement as Pedagogy  8.33%

Operational Engagement 12.50%

2-year institutions (n=11)

Scholarly Partnerships  18.18%

Pedagogical Partnerships  54.55%

Engagement as Pedagogy  9.09%

Operational Engagement 18.18%

Pearl et al.

Gateways: International Journal of Community Research and Engagement,  Vol. 19, No. 2  October 202612



This connection has its origins in Boyer’s (1990) model of scholarship that later culminated in his discussion 
of the scholarship of engagement (Boyer 1996) as an imperative for higher education. A connection 
between community engagement and the institution’s scholarly mission was consistently present for 
three of the four institutional types in our analysis: Scholarly Partnerships, Pedagogical Partnerships and 
Engagement as Pedagogy.

Numerous scholars have emphasised the necessity of integrating community engagement into the 
academic mission areas of the university to build towards institutionalisation (Cunningham & Smith 2020; 
Fitzgerald et al. 2012; Holland 1997; Ward et al. 2023; Wendling 2023), and not viewing it as an alternative 
or additional focus area. Without this explicit connection in the definition, new and emerging generations 
of scholars, who are motivated by the potential public impact of their work (Post et al. 2016) may fear they 
will not find the associated necessary motivations and career supports ( Janke, Quan, et al. 2023; O’Meara 
2011). The connections between community engagement and approaches to scholarly work are varied based 
on institutional context and priorities (Pearl, Ward, et al. 2025), but generally represent an approach to 
doing scholarly work that prioritises community-engaged scholarship (Sandmann 2019).

We believe it is also valuable to consider the Operational Engagement class of institutions, the only 
one of the four that does not connect community engagement to the scholarly mission of the institution. 
Based on the Carnegie definition, the purpose of community engagement is to connect to and enhance the 
teaching, research and service missions of the institution, and Sandmann (2008) specifically identifies this 
connection as a way to distinguish community engagement from more traditional public service or outreach 
work in higher education. The Operational Engagement class is also more likely than not to include 
references to mutual benefit and collaboration; however, it is to a much lesser degree than the Pedagogical 
Partnerships and Scholarly Partnerships classes. Although more research is needed, one possibility is that 
the Operational Engagement definitions are more perfunctory in nature and do not demonstrate the best 
practices of community engagement. It could very well be that the evidence throughout the rest of these 
institutions’ applications is clearly tied to scholarly endeavours, but that connection is missing from the 
definition of community engagement provided.

DEFINING COLLABORATION AND MUTUAL BENEFIT

According to Bringle, Clayton and Price (2009), one of the defining characteristics of civic and community 
engagement is mutually beneficial collaboration. Collaborative processes and mutually beneficial outcomes 
in our context are connected; therefore, it is unsurprising that collaboration and mutual benefit were tied 
together in our results, with both consistently mentioned in the definitions of the Pedagogical Partnerships 
and Scholarly Partnerships definitional types. Albeit to a lesser degree, as discussed above, the Operational 
Engagement definitions were also more likely than not to include these elements.

Collaboration in community–university engagement occurs when all partners are able to contribute 
knowledge, skills, and experience to identify issues and priorities, pose research questions, discuss possible 
approaches to resolving issues and defining and assessing success ( Bringle, Clayton & Price 2009; Davis, 
Kliewer & Nicolaides 2017; Stanton 2012; Trebil-Smith 2019). Collaboration implies a fundamental shift 
from traditional models of academic expertise conducting outreach and service to co-creative and co-
productive development of knowledge and solutions (Anderson et al. 2025; Davis, Kliewer & Nicolaides 
2017). A collaborative approach to scholarship has been recognised by community-engaged scholars as 
a normative expectation for community engagement, with the recognition that the epistemic perspective 
is participatory by its nature ( Janke, Jenkins, et al. 2023). Collaborative partnerships are not stagnant and 
exist on a continuum, depending on the depth and nature of the engagement (Clayton et al. 2022; Enos & 
Morton 2003; Key et al. 2019; Kniffin et al. 2020).
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There is significant research showing why collaboration and mutual benefit warrant explicit focus in 
definitions. Collaboration has been shown to address power imbalances and enable co-creation. For example, 
some of the elements that play a part in successful and effective community-university collaboration include 
intentionally sharing power and addressing imbalances (Anderson et al. 2025; Key et al. 2019; Wallerstein 
et al. 2019), focusing on co-creation (Trebil-Smith 2019), emphasising communication (Davis, Kliewer 
& Nicolaides 2017; Trebil-Smith 2019) and prioritising co-defined impact (Anderson et al. 2025; Trebil-
Smith 2019). Further, the concept of full participation (Sturm et al. 2011) encourages us to consider how 
to create spaces ‘that enable people, whatever their identity, background, or institutional position, to thrive, 
realize their capabilities, engage meaningfully in institutional life and contribute to the flourishing of others’ 
(p. 3).

Similarly, for the concept of mutual benefit, research clearly shows its importance for diverse partners. 
Gelmon, Holland and Spring (2018) provide a valuable resource as we intentionally consider the assessment 
of benefits for different partners. For example, student benefits may include academic learning, career 
development, commitment to service or communication skills. Faculty outcomes include professional 
satisfaction, career advancement or new avenues for teaching and research. These types of outcomes are 
especially useful to consider in a context where the next generation of scholars are increasingly motivated 
by the impact they can have through community-engaged work (Post et al. 2016). Gelmon, Holland and 
Spring (2018) also discuss potential community outcomes, including the capacity to fulfil and expand 
services, a range of economic and social benefits or satisfaction with the partnership.

In the context of collaboration and mutual benefit, campus leaders of community engagement need to 
consider whether or not a definition of community engagement is complete if it does not intentionally 
include references to these particular elements. As evidenced by their successful classifications, the 
Engagement as Pedagogy institutions may have demonstrated evidence of collaborative processes and 
mutually beneficial outcomes in their full applications; however, this is not represented in their campus-
wide definitions of community engagement. This finding further illustrates the complex nature of colleges 
and universities, and how they seek to institutionalise community engagement. Some values may surface 
in practice but are not expressly stated in a definition that is meant to characterise a complex system made 
up of multiple (and perhaps, contradictory) units, histories and priorities. If a definition of community 
engagement can serve to communicate a set of values to both internal and external audiences, what is the 
message being sent if fundamental values like collaboration and mutual benefit are not present in some 
definitional types? Our intent is not to suggest that simply inserting ‘collaboration’ and ‘mutual benefit’ into 
a definition represents a fundamental shift in an institution’s approach to community engagement. Rather, 
we encourage continued purposeful reflection on the ways that those values show up in the work being done 
in partnership with communities.

VARIATIONS IN INSTITUTIONAL TYPE

Some of the variation in definitional focus might be attributed to institutional type. As we show in Table 7, 
the proportion of institutions who fall into the different classes varies depending on their focus. Some of 
these variations are not surprising. For example, when we look at 2-year institutions, which tend to have 
more of a focus on teaching, 63.64 per cent of the institutions have definitions that align with the classes 
that emphasise the connection between community engagement and teaching (Pedagogical Partnerships 
and Engagement as Pedagogy), which is far greater than those in the full sample (47.96%) that emphasise 
this connection. Similarly, it is unsurprising that more than half (54.17%) of the land-grant institutions 
in our sample fall into the Scholarly Partnerships class of definitions. Land-grant institutions have a long 
history of connecting higher education to the public good that dates back to their founding, so it would 
follow that the definitions of community engagement at these institutions would cut across teaching, 
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research and service, and would emphasise the importance of mutually beneficial outcomes and collaborative 
partnerships.

On the other hand, some of the variations in definitions across institutional types are less apparent. For 
example, it is notable that nearly 42 per cent of the public institutions in our sample are in the Scholarly 
Partnerships class, while only 20 per cent of the private institutions fall into that class. In addition, 
the private institutions in our sample also had the greatest percentage of institutions (24.44%) in the 
Operational Engagement class. Without immediately apparent explanations for these types of variations, 
additional research is necessary.

COMMUNICATING TO DIFFERENT AUDIENCES

Based on our analyses, the Pedagogical Partnerships and Engagement as Pedagogy definitional types 
included a specific focus on student learning through community engagement. Many students, particularly 
those from historically marginalised backgrounds, are interested in and motivated to engage in service-
learning experiences (Pearl & Christensen 2017a, 2017b). Emphasising this component of community 
engagement can serve as a valuable signal to students who are motivated to actively engage with their 
communities, suggesting that the institution values and emphasises these types of experiences.

Like the Pedagogical Partnerships and Engagement as Pedagogy types, the Scholarly Partnerships 
type also included a focus on connections between community engagement and the teaching and learning 
mission of the institution. However, this focus on scholarly connections to community engagement was 
broader and also included an explicit connection between community engagement and the institution’s 
mission areas of research and service. These different definitional types can be important for faculty 
members and prospective faculty members, who are seeking to find alignment between their personal values 
and the institutions at which they work (Ward et al. 2024). These signals are also valuable messages for 
community engagement professionals (Dostilio 2017).

Based on our analyses, the Scholarly Partnerships, Pedagogical Partnerships and Operational 
Engagement definitional types are likely to include a specific focus on both collaborative processes and 
mutually beneficial outcomes, some of them with specific approaches identified. These definitions reinforce 
the notion of colleges and universities doing work in partnership with communities, rather than doing 
work for communities, which would be more aligned with traditional approaches to institutional service 
and outreach. This sends a signal about what the institution values in its approach to external community 
partners (individuals and organisations), donors, policymakers and legislators. For example, Weerts’ 
(2014) research on public universities noted that an engaged approach may lead to greater than expected 
state financial allocations, and initiatives like the Broader Impacts Toolkit, developed by the Center for 
Advancing Research Impacts in Society (ARIS), highlight the external funding potential of purposefully 
integrating a community-engaged ethos into academic work done in concert with the public (Hotaling et al. 
2024).

FUTURE RESEARCH

As the application encompasses a vast array of details, it is crucial to explore the definitions from a 
multitude of angles. For instance, finding alignment between the definitions of community engagement 
and the evidence provided in other areas of the application can be helpful in understanding examples the 
institutions choose to highlight. Similarly, future studies can further delve into how ongoing community-
engaged programs and projects at the institution reflect the community engagement values signaled in 
institutional definitions of community engagement. Our findings show both variation and homogeneity in 
CE definitions, which presents an avenue for future research that maps how institutions integrate CE best 
practices into their applications, as well as their practices on campus.
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Finally, it is important to note that the question related to critical approaches to community engagement 
did not show up consistently in any of the groups of definitions and was only present in 13.6 per cent 
of definitions. Therefore, while our discussion in this paper does not focus on this question, this element 
is an important thread to follow, and our research team has conducted a concurrent qualitative thematic 
analysis that is explicitly focused on the ways that critical approaches to community engagement show up in 
institutional definitions (Quito et al. 2026).

LIMITATIONS

We recognise that the data was based on cross-sectional data from previous years of CE classification, which 
constrains the ability to fully understand the typology of definitions with varying levels of emphasis placed 
on core principles associated with CE classification. Further, our sample size was relatively small for a latent 
class analysis, which may have affected the results. We also recognise that while our decisions regarding the 
number of classes were guided by different goodness of fit measures, our subjectivities may have played a 
role in that decision-making process. Additionally, with the data being from different years, we acknowledge 
that this may have been influenced by real-world events shaping the application. Finally, the classes 
observed are based on analysis rather than giving an in-depth insight into the signalling the institutions may 
be projecting or the process of generating their CE classification definitions and applications.

Conclusion
While there is only one ‘official’ definition of community engagement from the Carnegie Foundation, 
institutional variation exists. This study provides insights about the heterogeneity in institutional definitions 
of community engagement. Particularly when speaking about community engagement, which is in many 
ways antithetical to homogeneity, it is valuable to reflect on whether it is a worthwhile goal to determine 
a singular definition of community engagement for an institution. Conversely, if CE is defined too 
broadly, do its core values and principles then become diluted? Carnegie’s universal classification system 
was initially intended to be a system of categorisation, yet ended up becoming a de facto rankings system 
(Altbach 2002). In the pursuit of prestigious designations like the Elective Classification for Community 
Engagement, there may be tendencies towards institutions looking similar (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) 
by tailoring institutional policies and responses to the application framework. We encourage community 
engagement professionals and administrators to resist this temptation and reflect on approaches to 
describing and defining community engagement in a way that is authentic and appropriate to the specific 
institutional context, while maintaining its essential values. The four latent subgroups in our analysis place 
varying levels of focus on emphasis placed on collaboration, mutual benefit and connections to scholarship, 
which suggests varying potential avenues for institutions to signal values to specific groups. In delving 
into the complexities of institutions’ definitions of community engagement, we present varying profiles of 
definitions that institutions can tailor to their preexisting and future engagement with communities and 
how they want to define that blueprint.
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Appendix

RESPONSE PROBABILITIES BY CLASS 

Defined Community Yes No

Pedagogical Partnerships 0.2623 0.7377

Scholarly Partnerships 0.2311 0.7689

Engagement as Pedagogy 0.3499 0.6501

Operational Engagement 0.381 0.619

Scholarly Mention Yes No

Pedagogical Partnerships 1 0

Scholarly Partnerships 1 0

Engagement as Pedagogy 1 0

Operational Engagement 0 1

Teaching and Learning Yes No

Pedagogical Partnerships 0.831 0.169

Scholarly Partnerships 0.9742 0.0258

Engagement as Pedagogy 0.925 0.075

Operational Engagement 0 1

Research and Creative Work Yes No

Pedagogical Partnerships 0.3071 0.6929

Scholarly Partnerships 0.9437 0.0563

Engagement as Pedagogy 0.3106 0.6894

Operational Engagement 0 1

Service Yes No

Pedagogical Partnerships 0.083 0.917

Scholarly Partnerships 1 0

Engagement as Pedagogy 0.1958 0.8042

Operational Engagement 0 1

Collaboration Yes No

Pedagogical Partnerships 0.94 0.06

Scholarly Partnerships 0.9603 0.0397

Engagement as Pedagogy 0 1

Operational Engagement 0.619 0.381
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Mutual Benefit  Yes No

Pedagogical Partnerships 0.837 0.163

Scholarly Partnerships 1 0

Engagement as Pedagogy 0 1

Operational Engagement 0.5714 0.4286

Critical Approach Yes No

Pedagogical Partnerships 0.1531 0.8469

Scholarly Partnerships 0.1045 0.8955

Engagement as Pedagogy 0.1514 0.8486

Operational Engagement 0.1429 0.8571

Pearl et al.
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