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Colleges and universities are being increasingly recognized as key contributors to 

the well-being of the places in which they are located. However, in spite of the promise 

and potential of place-based engagement, there is little agreement about what place and 

place-building means or how these concepts can be operationalized in within the context 

of institutional community engagement (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015). 

The central purpose of this study was to explore these topics inside the institution with 

the aim of better understanding how place is being considered and built through 

institutional community engagement activities and partnerships.  

To accomplish this purpose, the study employed a unique explanatory mixed 

methods descriptive case study design that examined place and place-building at a single, 

highly-engaged, institution of higher learning located in northwestern Pennsylvania. The 

design used Organizational Place-Building Theory (OPBT) which is designed to explain 

the degree to which institutions value and invest in their social and geographic locations 

(Kimball & Thomas, 2012). In other words, how they create place from space (Tuan, 

1977). Using OPBT as a theoretical lens, the following three research questions guided 

the study: 1) how has the institution conceptualized place and place-building within the 

context of community engagement? 2) according to OPBT, what are the institution’s 

place-building profiles? and 3) how, and to what degree, are the institution’s place-
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building profiles reflected in its community engagement activities and partnerships? To 

answer these questions the study focused on the collection and analysis of three types of 

qualitative and quantitative data: institutional documents, survey results, and focus group 

interview transcripts. The purposeful sample for this research consisted of institutional 

administrators and faculty members who were directly involved in community 

engagement programing at the college. 

Findings from the study indicated that the institution is a highly-engaged place 

builder. The College conceptualizes place as being local and sees itself as mutually 

responsible for the well-being of the place in which it exists. The concentration of the 

institution’s community engagement programming is in the local community and focused 

on the social, natural, and man-made aspects of place. The institution has adopted a 

relationship building role in the larger community that is focused on creating 

relationships that reflect reciprocity, structure, sustained commitment, and inclusion. The 

review of institutional documents, survey results, and focus group interview transcripts 

were analyzed The College was found to exhibit a highly contributive place-building 

profile through which the institution cultivates and promotes its role as a key player and 

contributor in the well-being of place. These findings provided a better understanding of 

how place and place-building are being considered and operationalized by one institution. 

This limitation presents opportunities for further study that employs the OPBT 

framework and the methods used here at other institutions interested in better 

understanding the place-based orientation of their community engagement activities and 

partnerships.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Colleges and universities, physically tied to the locations in which they exist, are 

being increasingly recognized as key contributors to the social and economic well-being 

of communities (Bruns, Sonka, Furco, Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 2016). This growing 

recognition is reframing the relationship between institutions of higher learning and their 

larger communities. Within this frame, institutions represent dynamic concentrations of 

human, economic, and intellectual resources, with enormous knowledge producing and 

problem solving abilities that can be applied in a variety of forms to improve the quality 

of life for people in these places (Axelroth & Dubb, 2010; Anchor Institutions Task 

Force, 2009). Conversely, the communities offer great learning laboratories “that enhance 

classroom-based instruction, research, and creative activity” (Elmendorf, Reindl, & 

Williams, 2002, p. 11). Brought together, university-community collaborations represent 

powerful frameworks of positive social change that can be applied at local, regional, 

national, and global scales.  

Interactions between institutions and their larger communities are principally 

articulated within the frame of “community engagement.” There are many definitions of 

engagement across the literature but the most well-known, developed by the Carnegie 

Foundation, describes community engagement as the “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” (CFAT, 2015; Driscoll, 2008, p. 39). Engagement by this 

definition can take many forms, including: volunteer community service projects, service 
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learning activities, facilities sharing, internship programs, engaged research, joint 

planning efforts and community development initiatives (Netshandama, 2010; Stout, 

2008; Weerts & Sandmann, 2008).  

Regardless its form, community engagement has become one of the biggest trends 

in higher education in the last twenty years (Axelroth & Dubb, 2010). This movement 

can be traced back to the passage of the Morrill Acts at the end of the 1800s which 

prioritized connections between higher education and society at large with the aim of 

building a stronger democratic ideals (Bonnen, 1998). Later, in the years after World War 

II, higher education slowly drifted from the public mission established by the Morrill 

Acts (Harkavy, 1998). During this period, commonly referred to as the “Ivory Tower 

Era” institutions became inwardly focused, viewing their larger communities as more of 

an obligation and not as key partners in social betterment (Bruns, Sonka, Furco, 

Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 2016).  

By the 1980s, amid growing calls for colleges and universities to do more, 

community engagement again became a priority. Leading the charge were scholars such 

as Derik Bok (1982), Ernest Boyer (1996), Nancy Cantor (2009), Ernest Lynton and 

Sandra Elman (1988), and John Gardner (1998) who argued that not only should 

institutions “be developing civic-minded students, but institutional leaders should also 

more intentionally serve the common good by mobilizing the fiscal, human, and 

knowledge resources of the institution to address social issues” (Moore, 2014, p. 3). 

During this time, new definitions of community engagement emerged that included 

notions of reciprocity, mutual benefit, and community well-being (Benson, Harkavy, & 

Puckett, 2007).  
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In the 1990s the community engagement movement, as we know it today, had 

taken shape (Harkavy & Axelroth Hodges, 2012). The federal government developed 

several university-community partnership initiatives and programs and a network of 

higher education focused foundations, associations, and professional organizations were 

established to support the advancement community engagement (Weerts & Sandmann, 

2008). Today, millions of faculty, staff, students, and community partners, across 

thousands of college and university campuses, are actively engaged in the affairs of the 

communities around them. Students are learning, communities are being revitalized, and 

institutions are reconnecting with their public mission. 

As the community engagement movement has gained momentum over the last 

several decades, a notable “place-based” discussion has emerged. Place-based 

community engagement is rooted in an understanding of place as a social construct 

(Nilsen, 2005). In other words, place is not simply an inert geographic location: it is, 

instead, a dynamic representation of the meanings and values “negotiated” through the 

interaction of people in those settings (Moore, 2014, p. 12). In this way, place is agentic, 

something that can be created, nurtured, or reshaped through individual or collective 

effort (Gieryn, 2000; MacLellan, 2006). Working within this understanding of place, 

place-based approaches “inform an institutional paradigm or orientation in which 

community engagement efforts are informed by a sense of place; they honor that 

engagements are emplaced and as a result reflect the context, setting, meaning made of 

that setting by those who live, work, and seek to influence that location” (Dostilio, 2017, 

p. 30). 
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The growing recognition of place as an important consideration in 

conceptualizing community engagement is evident in four identifiable strands of the 

literature. The first was the 2002 publication of a report titled Stepping Forward as 

Stewards of Place by the American Association of State Colleges and Universities 

(AASCU). This publication challenged higher education to assume some “responsibility 

for place” within the framework of their community engagement efforts (Elmendorf, 

Reindl, & Williams, 2002; Saltmarsh et al., 2015). Building on some of the place-related 

concepts presented in the 2002 AASCU document, and its supplemental reports, the term 

“anchor institution” was introduced to describe the embedded setting of many colleges 

and universities (Moore, 2014, p. 18). Anchor institutions, connected to particular places 

by mission and investment, were reframed in the anchor institution literature as powerful 

prime-movers “in the social and economic well-being” of local communities (Axelroth & 

Dubb, 2010; Fulbright-Anderson, Auspos, and Anderson, 2001; Moore, 2014, p. 18). 

Since then, “place” could be found as a reoccurring theme in the literature contributing to 

the underpinnings of the “metropolitan university” movement organized by Coalition of 

Urban and Metropolitan Universities (Allen, Prange, Smith-Howell, Woods, & Reed, 

2016; CUMU, 2004; Kramer & Kania, 2011) and the Carnegie Foundation’s Community 

Engagement Classification framework (Brukardt, Holland, Percy, & Zimpher, 2004; 

Driscoll, 2009; Noel & Earwicker, 2015; Weerts & Hudson, 2009). 

The expanding literature around institutional place-building is actively redefining 

how some institutions are approaching their community engagement activities and 

partnerships. Traditional engagement models, defining institutions as “occupant and part-

time contributor” are being replaced by models that position institutions as “partners in 
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the co-construction of place” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 19). Old views of 

engagement are now being recognized as “remarkably “a-place” or “place-neutral”—

uninformed by the particulars of the place and people, the land and history” (Siemers, 

Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015, p. 101). This significant shift in thinking is captured 

in a recent publication regarding to role of anchor institutions in community development 

authored by Birch, Perry, and Taylor (2013) who state: “the concept of higher education 

has certainly morphed from the old and rather “unengaged” ivory tower notion to a new, 

highly-engaged, place-based or community-based concept” (p. 13). 

Statement of the Problem 

It’s evident that community engagement is alive and well in higher education. It is 

also clear that within the community engagement movement there is increasing interest, 

among scholars and practitioners alike, in place-based approaches (Allen, Prange, Smith-

Howell, Woods, & Reed, 2016; Axelroth & Dubb, 2010; CUMU, 2017; Driscoll, 2009; 

Elmendorf, Reindl, & Williams, 2002; Fulbright-Anderson, Auspos, and Anderson, 2001; 

Noel & Earwicker, 2015). Place-based community engagement differs from other 

engagement strategies in its focus on activities designed to create “shared meanings” for 

particular place qualities that can be used to “help focus and coordinate the activities of 

different stakeholders on initiatives of social betterment” (Nilsen, 2005, p. 27).  

However, as the interest and application of place-based approaches has grown, 

there is little agreement about what place means, or how it should be articulated through 

community engagement programing, activities, and partnerships (Siemers, Harrison, 

Clayton, & Stanley, 2015). As a result, place-building through institutional community 

engagement is poorly understood, fragmented, and compartmentalized across higher 
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education which has crippled the place-building potential of colleges and universities 

(Kimball & Thomas, 2012; Moore, 2014). 

Given the increased interest in place-based community engagement, it is 

important better understand how the “highly-engaged” institutions of higher learning 

have conceptualized place and place-building, and how these conceptualizations are 

being operationalized within the frame of their community engagement activities and 

partnerships. These understandings will both inform this growing movement and afford 

opportunities for scholars and practitioners alike, to assess, clarify, and debate the place-

building role of colleges and universities.  

Purpose Statement 

The central purpose of this study was to explore place and place-building within 

the context of community engagement in higher education. The more specific purposes of 

this investigation were threefold: 1) to explore, and attempt to explain, how place and 

place-building have been conceptualized by “highly-engaged” institutions, 2) to 

determine to what extent these concepts have been reflected in the institution’s 

community engagement activities and partnerships, and 3) to introduce an objective 

analysis framework that can be employed by institutions interested in assessing the place-

based orientation of their ongoing community engagement programing.  

Research Questions  

The following three research questions were used to guide this investigation:  

1. How has the institution conceptualized place and place-building within 

the context of community engagement?  
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2. According to Organizational Place-Building, what are the institution’s 

place-building profiles?  

3. How, and to what degree, are the institution’s place-building profiles 

reflected in its community engagement activities and partnerships? 

Research Paradigm 

The researcher’s philosophical worldview, sometimes referred to as a research 

paradigm (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011), plays an important role in how information 

is studied and interpreted (Le, 2013). Simply put, a worldview is a general, or broad set 

of beliefs that shape the assumptions researchers have regarding knowledge and how it 

can be obtained (Creswell, 2008). There are four dominant research paradigms widely 

discussed in the literature.  These include postpositivism, constructivism, transformative 

and pragmatism. According to Creswell (2014) these assumptions are formed by 

discipline orientations, academic mentors, and past research experiences but often go 

unnoticed or unexamined. These views, when introduced intentionally or unintentionally, 

not only influence the selection of methods, literature, and research design within a given 

research project, but also “…sets down the intent, motivation and expectations for 

research.” (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006, p.194). With this in mind, it is the obligation and 

requirement of good research to acknowledge these often unintended individual biases as 

part of the introductory phases of a project (Pansiri, 2009). 

This study will work from a pragmatic research paradigm. Pragmatic researchers 

focus on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of the research problem and emphasize the use of all 

approaches available to understand the problem presented (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006; 

Creswell, 2014). Pragmatism is particularly well suited to mixed methods studies through 
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its focus on using multiple approaches to discover the true nature of the problem 

(Creswell, 2008; Le, 2013). Because pragmatists are not bound or committed to any one 

system of philosophy or reality, researchers are free to “…draw liberally from both 

quantitative and qualitative assumptions when they engage in their research” (Creswell, 

2014, p.39). Mixed methods underpinned by pragmatism is appealing, according to 

Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998), because it empowers researchers to “study what interests 

and is of value to you, study it in the different ways that you deem appropriate, and use 

the results in ways that can bring about positive consequences within your value system.” 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998, p.30) 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework in this study was Organizational Place-Building 

Theory (OPBT). According to the theory’s authors, David Thomas and Jennifer Cross 

(2007), OPBT explains the degree to which organizations value and invest in their social 

and geographic locations. In other words, how they create place from space (Tuan, 1977). 

In their publication outlining the theory, titled Organizations as Place Builders, Thomas 

and Cross advanced a typology designed to quantify how organizations contribute to the 

social construction of place. The typology represents “a prescriptive approach that frames 

and investigates place-building relationships between organizations and their associated 

communities and environments” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). This important new 

perspective, built around the social aspects of place and place-building, has been 

overlooked in the management, organizational behavior, and community engagement 

literature.  
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For this research, OPBT offers an objective framework that can be used to assess 

the level or extent, of an institution’s social responsibility, intentions, and more 

importantly its contributions to the places within which they do business (Thomas & 

Cross, 2007). Originally, OPBT was developed to advance place-based corporate social 

responsibility. However, the as the community engagement movement in higher 

education has gained momentum it has become clear that most institutions value and 

invest in the places in which they are located but beyond economic measures, there has 

been no way to systematically identify, assess, and report these commitments. Despite its 

roots in the world of business, OPBT offers an appropriate, transferable analytic 

framework that can be used to investigate place-building in higher education. This point 

has been argued by the theory’s authors who, in the Future Research section of a recent 

publication titled Place-Building Theory: A Framework for Assessing and Advancing 

Community Engagement in Higher Education (2012), state “participating in place-

building research offers the potential for any placekeeper to gain insight into their role in 

institutional, organizational, and individual place-building, which reflects on the 

institution’s perceived level of community engagement” (Thomas & Kimball, 2012, p. 

25). 

Based on this direction, OPBT was adapted and applied to explore, and attempt to 

explain, how an institution recognizes, values, and integrates the meanings individuals 

and groups give to a place in terms of its geographic and social contexts. Using the 

theory, determinations will be made regarding 1) how the institution values place along 

the five dimensions (ethical, social, natural, built environment, and economic), 2) how 

the institution conceptualizes itself in relation to place (independent or interdependent), 
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and 3) how these the institution’s place-based conceptions translate into particular OPBT 

place-building identities (transformative, contributive, contingent, and exploitive).  

It is important to note that sixth dimension, geography, was added to the existing 

OPBT framework. Based on the purposes of this investigation, the geography dimension 

was developed and included here with the aim of better understanding how the institution 

was conceptualizing place, as evidenced through the geography of the institution’s 

community engagement activities and partnerships. This geography was determined 

through the careful analysis of institutional engagement data with the goal of attaching a 

specific geography to each activity and partnership. This geographic information, coupled 

with the rich detail provided by institutional community engagement actors evidenced, 

for the first time, the “geography of engagement” for a particular institution. The addition 

of this dimension to OPBT represents a significant contribution to the existing body of 

knowledge and a usable analytic framework that can be used to assess the place-based 

orientation of any college or university.  

Significance of Study  

The emerging place-based discussion among community engagement 

practitioners and scholars has highlighted a unique gap in the literature. Although place 

and place-building are not a new concepts, it continues to be uniformly misunderstood, 

treated in reductionist ways, or simply ignored within the frame of community 

engagement (Thomas & Cross, 2007). This collective lack of attention has reinforced 

perceptions of colleges and universities as being detached from the lived experiences of 

surrounding communities (Gupton, Sullivan, & Johnston-Goodstar, 2014). With this in 

mind, reconnecting institutions of higher learning to their communities can be viewed as 
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critically important to the future of higher education in the United States. Forging these 

connections has become even more timely in the face of dwindling state and federal 

funding, increased demands for public accountability, declining enrollment, and 

mounting calls for increased accountability (Bridger & Alter, 2006; Chatterton, 2000; 

Moore, 2014).  

The recent publication of OPBT (Thomas & Cross, 2007) presents an exciting 

opportunity to explore how place is being conceptualized and enacted within the 

academy. The origins of OPBT are from the field of organizational behavior and 

management (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). However, a review of recent trends in 

higher education reveals that many institutions are increasingly adopting business models 

of operation (Lapovsky, 2013). This trend being driven by the combination of increasing 

costs and declining sources of revenue available to institutions of higher learning (Dew, 

2012; Jongbloed, Enders, & Salerno, 2008; Lapovsky, 2013). As a result, a growing 

number of institutions have begun to experiment with business models of management 

and operations all designed streamline operations, decrease costs, attract and retain 

students, faculty and staff (Lapovsky, 2013). OPBT offers a particularly relevant and 

applicable framework to explore how organizations, including institutions of higher 

learning, balance success with community well-being.  

Finding the ingredients within this balance represents a new application of OPBT. 

Findings here will add to the emerging body of knowledge regarding how institutions 

contribute to, or detract from, the social construction of place within the context of 

community engagement.  
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Better understanding place and the university’s role within it, is valuable to practitioners 

and scholars inside the academy and community leaders outside its boundaries. The 

importance of place and the university is argued strongly by Nancy Cantor, prolific post-

secondary leader and community engagement champion. In her keynote address at the 

2012 University of Wisconsin-Madison Teaching & Learning Symposium, Advancing the 

Year of the Wisconsin Idea she said, “I would argue that we as universities have a special 

role to play in the places we inhabit…our nation is living in a ‘crucible moment,’ and we 

are called to educate all citizens in meaningful ways, and to imagine our world differently 

by making those tangible connections to community” (p. 3).  

Research Design  

To accomplish the purposes of this research, an explanatory mixed methods 

approach was employed within the framework of descriptive case study. The site of the 

study was a private, liberal arts college located in northwestern Pennsylvania. To ensure 

confidentiality, the institution was provided the pseudonym, “The College,” which is 

used here and throughout this document to refer to the study site. The College was 

deemed an ideal site for the study based on its status as a “highly-engaged” institution 

and its proximity to the researcher’s location. The purposeful selection of a highly-

engaged institution was important to this study’s interest in exploring the place-based 

orientation of community engagement activities and partnerships among institutions that 

have demonstrated a high level of commitment to community engagement. Highly-

engaged institutions were identified based on the institution’s receipt of the Carnegie 

Foundation’s Community Engagement Classification. The College received Community 

Engagement Classification in both 2008 and 2015.  
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The research design organized the investigation around two distinct phases. The 

first phase (Phase I) included both qualitative and quantitative components. The 

qualitative component of Phase I consisted of the analysis of three types of institutional 

documents at The College: 1) institutional framing documents (i.e. mission and vision 

statements), 2) community engagement framing documents (i.e. strategic plan), and 3) 

2015 Community Engagement Classification (CEC) application materials. This archival 

institutional data were analyzed using the framework method of qualitative content 

analysis to identify themes and draw descriptive conclusions regarding how the 

institution had conceptualized place within the context of community engagement (Gale, 

Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 2013).  

The quantitative component of Phase I involved the distribution and analysis of a 

survey instrument titled the Organizational Place-Building Inventory (OPBI). The survey, 

developed by OPBT researchers, was designed to assess an organization’s values and 

strategies along five dimensions or latent constructs of place-building (Thomas & Cross, 

2007). At the site level, the survey was distributed to two groups of institutional 

administrators and faculty members who were directly involved in the institution’s 

community engagement activities and partnerships. The purposeful selection of 

individuals within these two groups of these community engagement actors was 

important to exploring the perceptions of individuals, within the institution, who were 

involved in the strategic (administrators) and operational (faculty) aspects of the 

institution’s community engagement efforts. The analysis of data gathered in Phase I was 

brought into the qualitative component of the second phase (Phase II) of the design.  
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Phase II consisted of a series of focus groups conducted with the same two groups 

of institutional administrators and faculty members that had completed the survey in 

Phase I of the study. The aim of these focus group sessions was to create a safe, 

comfortable environment in which the researcher could work with participants to 

“unpack” how the institution had conceptualized place and place-building through the 

eyes of the participants. Similar to the analysis method used in the qualitative component 

of the previous phase, the analysis of focus groups transcripts followed the framework 

method of qualitative content analysis. Further details regarding the research design used 

in this study are explained in chapter three.  

Limitations   

Limitations, according to Creswell (2012), are the “potential weaknesses or problems 

with the study identified by the researcher” (p. 199). The primary limitations of this study 

were fourfold.  

1. First, this research only included one, small, private highly-engaged institution 

embedded in a small town. Other types of institutions (i.e. large public research 

institutions), located in urban environments may conceptualize place in 

significantly different ways. As a result, the findings presented here are not 

indicative of other institutions of higher learning or even the diverse population of 

highly-engaged institutions.  

2. Second, the data collected and used were only was only representative of six years 

of community engagement programing. Other years may have included a different 

mix of community engagement activities that may or may not have been place-

based.  
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3. Third, there is no established language for community engagement and place-

building. Often the terms used to describe university-community interactions and 

the nature of the institutions place-based relationships are clearly defined and 

often institutionally specific. While some measures were used during the study to 

create a shared understanding of key concepts, there were still significant gaps 

related to the language of engagement and place-building evident during the data 

collection process.  

4. Finally, the study did not include the perspectives of external community 

engagement stakeholders (i.e. community partners). This limitation was due to 

focus of this study on the institutional conceptions of place and place-building. 

However, the exclusion of outside viewpoints constrained a more thorough 

understanding of institutional place-building. 

Definition of Terms  

The following definitions were used for the purpose of this study: 

Anchor Institution: The anchor institution is an engagement framework, advanced 

by the Anchors Task Force convened by U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (Anchor Institutions Task Force, 2009), that is primarily focused on 

research universities and involves a “complementary orientation toward place-related 

engagement” which is “sometimes expressed as an anchor institution mission” (Dostilio, 

2017, p. 29). The anchor institution mission “describes engagements through place-based 

partnerships and economic development” typically focused in urban environments 

(Axelroth & Dubb, 2010; Dostilio, 2017, p. 29). This framework differs from the broad 

frame of community engagement which includes service and problem-solving activities 
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targeted at multiple spatial scales (i.e. local, regional, national, and global) (Dostilio, 

2017).  

Community Engagement: The “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” (CFAT, 2015; Driscoll, 2008, p. 39). 

Community Engagement Actor: Individuals directly involved in the strategic and 

operational aspects of an institution’s community engagement efforts. 

Community Engagement Classification: The community engagement 

classification is a voluntary, elective classification for public and private two and four-

year colleges and universities established in 2006 (CFAT, 2015). The classification is 

organized and advanced by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 

for the purpose of recognizing highly-engaged institutions of higher learning that could 

demonstrate collaborations “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” (Driscoll, 2008, 

p. 39). 

Highly-Engaged Institution of Higher Learning: Colleges and universities that 

have demonstrated a high levels of commitment to community engagement based on their 

receipt of the prestigious Carnegie Foundation’s Community Engagement Classification. 

Metropolitan University: The metropolitan university is an engagement 

framework, advanced by the Coalition of Urban and Metropolitan Universities, that 
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presents an applied way of engaging locally but is primarily focused on addressing the 

diverse needs of large, dispersed urban areas (Brownell, 1993; Dostilio, 2017).  

Place-Building: “The process by which all human beings transform the places in 

which we find ourselves into the places in which we live” (Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995, 

p. 1). Place-building is both an art and practice, and is not solely about “strengthening 

relationships of people to their places”, but also about “fostering relationships among the 

people in places” (Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995, p. 1). In this way, place-building is 

essentially a social endeavor, built around the mobilization of people, organizations, and 

institutions to address issues of community well-being (MacLellan, 2006). 

Place:  Place is defined as “both geographic and social, and is organized around 

the meanings individuals and groups give to a place in its setting” (Thomas & Cross, 

2007, p. 37). Places take on meaning through the events that occur within that construct 

and their and its description is fused with human goals, values, and intentions (Kimball & 

Thomas, 2012, p. 20). 

Place-Building Profile: The place-building profiles, developed as part of 

Organizational Place-Building Theory (Thomas & Cross, 2007), are designed to represent 

the different strategies organizations/institutions use to, and ways they invest in, place 

along the five place-building dimensions (Social Relations, Economic Relations, Nature, 

Built Environment, and Ethics). Together, these profiles make up a place-building 

continuum on which an organization/institutions can be located (Thomas & Cross, 2007). 

Social Capital: Social capital can be found “in the trust and networks that exist in 

communities” (Houghton, Foth, & Miller, 2015, p. 5). Social networks are, who people 

know and the inclinations to do things for each other (Saguaro Seminar, 2010). Thought 
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of together, social capital is the process of the community’s “coming together” for shared 

benefits (Farr, 2004). 

Stewards of Place: Stewards of place is an engagement framework, advanced by 

the American Association of State Colleges and Universities, that prioritizes the place-

building role of accredited, public, state colleges, universities and systems in local 

communities. The framework describes engagement as 1) place-related—“inextricably 

linked with communities and regions,” 2) interactive—the intertwining of the institution 

and community, 3) mutually beneficial—building community capacity and teaching and 

learning opportunities, and 4) integrated—integrated into the policies, incentives and 

priorities of the institution (Elmendorf, Reindl, & Williams, 2002, p. 9) 

Summary  

Over the last several decades, community engagement has become a significant 

and notable movement in higher education (Moore, 2014). The dramatic growth of 

engagement within the academy is identifiable in the increasing number of organizations 

where engagement is a core organizing principle. In just 25 years, organizations like 

Campus Compact, a national coalition of colleges and universities committed to the 

public purposes of higher education, have grown from a membership of four colleges to 

nearly 1,200. This membership represents more than a quarter of all institutions of higher 

learning in the nation (Reardon, 2006). Similarly, the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching has seen applications for the newly created Community 

Engagement Classification grow from 86 in 2006 to 311 in 2010 (NERCHE, 2016). The 

widespread growth of these organizations, and others like them, hearalds an emerging 
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community engagement movement inside the academy (Gupton, Sullivan, & Johnston-

Goodstar, 2014). 

Within the community engagement movement, there is a growing interest in 

place-based approaches (Moore, 2014). Place-based community engagement is still being 

defined in the literature generally speaking “labeling an interaction as place-based is 

another way of saying the history, culture, and socio-economics of a physical location, as 

well as the interactions of people in that place, should be noted as very important details 

when examining interactions between university actors and the communities they serve” 

(Moore, 2014, p. 12). Over the last decade, as the place-based discussion has gained 

traction in the community engagement literature, the notion of place and place-building 

has given shape to a number of emerging community engagement frameworks including: 

Stewards of Place (Elmendorf, Reindl, & Williams, 2002), Anchor Institutions 

(Fulbright-Anderson, Auspos, and Anderson, 2001), Metropolitan Universities (Allen, 

Prange, Smith-Howell, Woods, & Reed, 2016), and the Carnegie Foundation’s 

Community Engagement Classification (Brukardt, Holland, Percy, & Zimpher, 2004; 

Driscoll, 2009).  

In spite of this growing body of literature, there is little agreement about what 

place means or how it should be articulated through community engagement programing, 

activities, and partnerships (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015). However, 

given the promise and potential of this type of engagement in reinvigorating student 

learning, reconnecting institutions to their public mission, and revitalizing struggling 

local communities it is important to find these agreements. This study explored and 

attempted to explain how one, purposely selected, highly-engaged institution has 
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conceptualized place and place-building and operationalized these conceptions within the 

context of its community engagement activities and partnerships. Using the framework of 

an explanatory mixed methods descriptive case study, this research will explore these 

topics using the lens of Organizational Place-Building Theory (Thomas & Cross, 2007). 

The findings presented will add to the existing knowledge, better inform institutions 

interested in adopting place-based approaches, and introduce objective analysis 

framework that can be employed by institutions interested in assessing the place-based 

orientation of their ongoing community engagement programing.  
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CHAPTER 2 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

This chapter provides a review of the literature framing community engagement 

in higher education, the related concepts of place and place-building, and the emerging 

place-based focus of institutional community engagement. The main purpose of this 

review of the literature is to situate this research within the context of current 

understanding. To accomplish this purpose, the review has been organized around three 

main subject areas: community engagement in higher education, place and place-

building, and place-based community engagement.  

The first section, Community Engagement in Higher Education, provides an 

overview of the community engagement movement in higher education, the evolution of 

its definition, and how it has been organized within the academy. The second section, An 

Emerging Place-Based Discussion, introduces of the concepts of place and place-

building. The third section, Place-Based Community Engagement, details the emerging 

place-based discussion among community engagement practitioners and scholars. The 

fourth section, Organizational Place-Building Theory, presents an explanation of 

Organizational Place-Building Theory (OPBT) as a theoretical lens through which the 

community engagement activities and partnerships undertaken by institutions of higher 

learning can be analyzed. Finally, the fifth section provides a summary of key concepts 

presented in the literature and how these ideas will ground this study’s investigation. 

Together, the literature presented in these sections will establish the theoretical 

framework necessary to anchor this investigation. 
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It should be noted that community engagement in higher education is a relatively 

new and developing body of knowledge. This review reveals that the focus of most of the 

available literature has been the social, political, organizational, and educational aspects 

of institutional community engagement. The “deeper dive” presented here highlights the 

stark absence of research connecting the concept of place-building to institutional 

engagement activities. The large amount of research on the topic of institutional 

engagement, so far, has been primarily from educational and organizational theoretic 

positions. This study, through the research presented here, represents an exciting 

opportunity to add a new and relevant perspective to this growing discourse.   

Community Engagement in Higher Education 

In higher education, community engagement has become a movement, one of the 

biggest in the last several decades (Moore, 2014). This movement is easily recognizable 

in the dramatic growth of organizations where engagement is a core organizing principle. 

The unifying purpose of these organizations is to recognize and support colleges and 

universities that have integrated community engagement on their campuses. In just 25 

years, these organizations have grown exponentially, indicating the widespread 

acceptance of engagement as a core function and priority of higher education. For 

example, organizations such as Campus Compact has grown from a membership of only 

four colleges in 1985 to more than 1,100 in today (Campus Compact, 2015). Together, 

member schools represent more than a quarter of all institutions of higher learning in the 

nation (Reardon, 2006). Similarly, the recently created, highly regarded, Community 

Engagement Classification (CEC) announced by the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching (CFAT) in 2006, saw applications for the classification grow 

from 14 the first year to 295 in 2015 (NERCHE, 2016; Noel & Earwicker, 2015). 
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Currently, a total of 361 campuses have been awarded this highly-distinctive 

classification by the CFAT. There are roughly 28 other national organizations like these 

each reporting similar increases in participation and membership. The widespread growth 

of these organizations, and others like them, heralds an emerging community engagement 

movement within the academy (Gupton, Sullivan, & Johnston-Goodstar, 2014). 

But, why has community engagement become a movement in higher education? 

The literature cites a number of factors behind this institutional shift toward engagement 

(Axelroth & Dubb, 2010; Moore, 2014). In some cases, urban crime and public safety 

issues in and around university campuses have spurred engagement efforts (Mattessich, 

Murray-Close, & Monsey, 2008).  

For example, at the University of Pennsylvania community, development 

initiatives were triggered by the murder of a graduate student just outside the Penn 

campus. Other, broader factors include a growing intellectual movement among 

educators that recognizes “engaged scholarship” as essential to the institutions core 

educational and research missions (Axelroth & Dubb, 2010, p. 2). Coupled with this 

growing intellectual movement and institutional concerns about crime and public safety 

is the implied social responsibility that institutions bear in helping students develop as 

active citizens, community leaders, and mature, self-aware human beings (Hollander & 

Saltmarsh, 2000). In addition to these factors, another more tangible factor cited in the 

literature is a collective understanding among practitioners and scholars that vibrant host 

communities are essential in attracting and retaining students, faculty, and staff. This 

understanding has encouraged community development partnerships and initiatives as 

more and more college communities have been forced to do more with less, due in part to 
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declining community development revenue bases at the state and local levels (Axelroth & 

Dubb, 2010; Moore, 2014). In these environments, engagement is often seen as essential 

because the success of one, is inescapably tied to the success of the other.  

Other research has highlighted the acceleration of interest of engagement to 

growing calls for higher education to return to its “public mission.” This disconnection 

between institutions and the “public good” have called into question institutional 

commitments to the original civic purpose of higher education and have led many 

institutions to reevaluate their contribution to democratic society (Brukardt, Holland, 

Percy, & Zimpher, 2004). And finally, other studies have argued that the growth of 

engagement is directly tied to university advancement in the form of increased alumni 

contributions and state appropriations (Weerts & Ronca, 2006). Simply put, institutional 

community engagement offers a means through which institutions can reconnect with 

their historical civic missions, increase learning and research relevancy, in ways that 

cultivate diverse revenue streams from private and public sources interested in 

“…opportunities that will make an impact on society” (Blanton, 2007; Weerts & Hudson, 

2009, p. 66). 

Regardless of the reason or motivating factor, it is clear that higher education has 

prioritized community engagement. But what exactly is “community engagement” and 

how did the community engagement movement take shape within the academy? The 

following sections will present the definition of engagement used by this research and 

provide some historical context for the evolution of the community engagement 

movement in higher education. The purpose of this review is to provide a summary of 

how community engagement has become a significant part of higher education. 
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Establishing a Definition 

Before discussing the evolution of community engagement in higher education, it 

is necessary to establish a definition. However, establishing a definition is difficult 

because community engagement scholars and practitioners think, deliver, and 

communicate community engagement in a myriad of different ways (Moore, 2014). 

Institutional researcher Barbara Jacoby (2009) summarizes this confusion in her book 

Civic Engagement in Higher Education “There are probably as many definitions of civic 

engagement as there are scholars and practitioners who are concerned with it” (p. 5). 

A review of the community engagement literature reveals that, generally 

speaking, community engagement is the mobilization of fiscal, human, and knowledge 

resources of the institution to address social issues (Bok, 1982; Boyer, 1996; Cantor, 

2009). However, this general definitional construct has been recrafted many times, 

especially over the last several decades (Jacoby, 2009). Older definitions focused on one-

way university-community relationships in which the institution was the purveyor of 

knowledge and expertise and the “community” was simply the recipient of this 

information or something to be acted upon (Bruns, Sonka, Furco, Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 

2016). More recent understandings have redefined engagement as a two-way relationship 

that prioritizes the contributions of both the institutions and the communities with whom 

they are engaged. This two-way understanding of engagement has been articulated in 

newer definitional constructs through terms like mutuality and reciprocity (Moore, 2014). 

Building on this evolving understanding of engagement, this research defines 

community engagement as “the 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 
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reciprocity” (Driscoll, 2008, p. 39). This definition, developed and advanced by the 

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching in 2005, has become the widely-

recognized national standard among scholars and practitioners alike (Driscoll, 2008). The 

rationale for its selection in this research was based on the frequency of its use within the 

literature and the universal recognition of the Foundation as a respected authority in 

higher education. 

Engagement Past and Present 

Community engagement, as a discernible movement in higher education, can be 

traced back to the late 1800s (see Figure 1). During this time, the role of higher education 

in addressing societal needs was articulated in three acts of congress: the Morrill Act of 

1862, the Hatch Act of 1887, and the Smith-Lever Act of 1914. The Morrill Act was 

grounded in the notion that an educated public was essential for sustaining a viable 

democracy (Bonnen, 1998). The Act challenged higher education to address the growing 

agricultural and manufacturing needs of an expanding nation (Bruns, Sonka, Furco, 

Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 2016). The Hatch Act expanded the role of institutions in society 

by emphasizing the importance of research in meeting the needs of a growing population. 

Building on this expanding public role of higher education, the Smith-Lever Act 

prioritized the sharing knowledge-sharing between universities and the public. Together 

these acts established a clear connection between universities and citizens designed to 

“build a stronger democratic society” (Bruns, Sonka, Furco, Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 

2016, p. 225). 

By the 1950s, higher education was in the middle of a significant growth period. 

Much of this growth was directly connected to the large numbers of returning war 

veterans who were leveraging the GI Bill to pay for college (Fisher, Fabricant, & 
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Simmons, 2004). However, in spite of growing enrollments, higher education slowly 

drifted from the public mission established by the Morrill, Hatch, and Smith-Lever Acts 

(Harkavy, 1998). This era, commonly referred to as the “Ivory Tower Period,” saw 

institutions become more inwardly focused, viewing their larger communities as more of 

an obligation and not as key partners in social betterment (Bruns, Sonka, Furco, 

Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 2016). The character of most university-community interactions 

was not mutually beneficial, rather they were client focused built around fulfilling 

contractual responsibilities connected to federal educational dollars (Bruning, Mcgrew, & 

Cooper, 2006). Even in the years following World War II, many colleges and universities 

viewed the “larger community” as an obligation and not as key partners in social 

betterment (Bruns, Sonka, Furco, Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 2016). 

 

Figure 1. The community engagement movement in higher education. (Benson, Harkavy, 

& Puckett, 2007; Bonnen, 1998; Bruns, Sonka, Furco, Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 2016; 

Weerts & Sandmann, 2008) 

Another important development during the ivory tower period included the 

emergence of university-military partnerships. These partnerships were products of Cold 

War, launch of the Sputnik, and other developments related to aftereffects of the atomic 
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bombs of World War II (Roper & Hirth, 2005). Bruns, Sonka, Furco, Swanson, & 

Fitzgerald (2016) describe these connections between universities and the postwar 

military-industrial complex by stating “Following World War II, the relationship among 

universities, their science faculties, and the federal government changed, partly in 

response to the establishment of the National Science Foundation, the expansion of the 

National Institutes of Health, and the need for new technologies to support an emergent 

world power” (p. 226). 

By the 1960s, higher education began to reconsider engagement. Some of this 

renewed movement was due to growing sense within the academy that it had drifted too 

far from its public mission. In response, some activist academics began to insert 

community work into university curriculums (Boyer, 1996). These early curriculum-

based forays into community affairs were precursors to modern day service-learning 

(Deeley, 2010). The term service-learning, coined in 1967, was first used to describe the 

work of university faculty and students on a Tennessee Valley Authority project in East 

Tennessee (Checkoway, 1997). Since then, service-learning has steadily grown as an 

institutional community engagement method (Deeley, 2010).   

Institutional community engagement also developed federal support during this 

time period. In 1969, President Richard Nixon established the National Student Volunteer 

Program (Boyer, 1996). Through this program, federal funds helped fuel community 

engagement work in service-learning type projects. Building on this momentum, service 

learning gained increasing favor among academics and community leaders.  Later, in 

1979, President Nixon established the National Center for Service-Learning to coordinate 

and support engagement efforts. As enthusiasm for activism decreased in the 1980s, the 
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lack of public program dollars led to federal disinvestment in service-learning initiatives 

(Axelroth & Dubb, 2010).  However, after this setback, service-learning rebounded as 

advocates shifted the focus to academic benefits for college students and not activism. 

This shift in focus led to a renewed support for service-learning in the form of federal 

funding authorized by presidents George Bush and Bill Clinton (Hollander & Saltmarsh, 

2000).   

By the 1980s, amid growing calls for colleges and universities to do more, 

community engagement again became a priority inside and outside the academy. Leading 

the charge were scholars such as Derik Bok (1982), Ernest Boyer (1996), Nancy Cantor 

(2009), Ernest Lynton and Sandra Elman (1988), and John Gardner (1998) who argued 

that not only should institutions “be developing civic-minded students, but institutional 

leaders should also more intentionally serve the common good by mobilizing the fiscal, 

human, and knowledge resources of the institution to address social issues” (Moore, 

2014, p. 3). Their work moved away from traditional definitions of engagement by 

highlighting the importance of reciprocity, mutual benefit, and community well-being 

within the of community engagement (Benson, Harkavy, & Puckett, 2007).  

Along with this departure from traditional understandings of engagement was the 

introduction of complex university-private sector partnerships designed to help address 

declining economic conditions across the U.S. (Slaughter & Leslie, 1999). The passage of 

the Dayh-Dole Act in 1980 enabled colleges and universities to develop research and 

development partnerships with private-sector businesses to bring new products to market 

(Roper & Hirth, 2005). This emerging economic development role or “business model” 

for higher education was a notable milestone within the movement that improved the 
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fiscal health of many institutions through these university-business arrangements (Roper 

& Hirth, 2005).   

During the next decade, the 1990s, higher education continued its rethinking of 

community engagement. This “rethinking” was animated by a national wave of urban 

crime and deterioration. In response, a growing number of universities were forced to 

take on community engagement or risk driving away students, faculty, and staff. In these 

areas, college and universities began to apply resources in the community through 

creative partnerships to address public safety issues and general neighborhood 

deterioration (Gruenewald, 2003). “In the aftermath of the cold war, accelerating external 

and internal pressures forced research universities to recognize (very reluctantly) that 

they must, and could, function as moral/intellectual institutions simultaneously engaged 

in advancing universal knowledge, learning and improving the well-being of their local 

geographic communities (Benson, Harkavy, & Puckett, 2007, p. 79).” This collective 

rethinking of engagement was a signature component of this decade and those that 

followed (see Figure 1). 

University-community partnerships received another considerable boost from the 

federal government. In 1994, the Office of University Partnerships at the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development was established to spur and enable 

university engagement initiatives (O'Connor, 2006). Learn and Serve America program 

was also established funneling over 10 million dollars a year into service learning 

programs across the nation (Driscoll, 2008). Additionally, the Department of Commerce 

implemented a University Center program that helped fund university-community 

initiatives.  Meanwhile, other private organizations began to support institutions and 
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communities that were actively engaged. Among these the most widely recognized are 

the Campus Compact and Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 

(Campus Compact, 2012). The 1995 annual conference of the American Association of 

Higher Education was dedicated to the idea of the “engaged campus” signaling a 

comprehensive shift out of the ivory tower (Holland, 1997).          

The high-profile successes of community engagement strategies in urban areas 

saw a dramatic increase in engagement initiatives. By the mid-1990s, “community 

partnership” centers were being constructed on campuses across the country. These 

centers, along with their staff, were designed and directed to help coordinate engagement 

activities and marshal support for vast amounts of resources and programs being directed 

at the community (Axelroth & Dubb, 2010). Later, contemporary concern turned to civic 

engagement and higher education’s role in creating “good citizens.” This concern has 

been fueled by books like the publication of Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000) and 

scores of related journal articles.  

By the 2000s, this new kind of community engagement was beginning to take root 

in the academy. This thinking was centered around a renewed emphasis on the quality of 

the student experience, more robust understandings of experiential teaching and learning, 

and university-community partnerships based on reciprocity and mutual benefit 

(Romaley, 2000). This new model required institutions to “rethink their structure, 

epistemology, and pedagogy; integration of teaching, research, and service missions; and 

reward systems (Bruns, Sonka, Furco, Swanson, & Fitzgerald, 2016). This thinking was 

catalyzed in a series of reports issued by the Kellogg Commission (2000; 2001) that 

called on institutions to focus on the construction of collaborative, two-way partnerships 
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instead of one-way, top-down models that positioned those within the academy as all-

knowing experts.  

The institutionalization of this new kind of engagement introduced yet another 

important idea, place, into the community engagement movement. In 2002, the American 

Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) published a seminal report 

titled Stepping Forward as Stewards of Place. This report presented the challenges and 

importance of “public engagement,” and outlined a set of recommendations for public 

policy makers and institutional leaders designed to redefine the role of colleges and 

universities in their larger communities (Elmendorf, Reindl, & Williams, 2002). 

However, the most remarkable aspect of the report was the introduction of a new role for 

engaged institutions. This new role repositioned institutions of higher learning as having 

a responsibility for quality, viability, and sustainability of the places in which they are 

located (Elmendorf, Reindl, & Williams, 2002). The authors frame this place-based 

orientation in this way: “Local higher education institutions have a unique role to play as 

catalyst, convenor, and provider of information and expertise. Institutions that assume 

some ‘responsibility for place’ will fulfill these roles” (Elmendorf, Reindl, & Williams, 

2002, p. 20). Since the publication of the 2002 report, the place-based discussion has 

continued to evolve among community engagement scholars and practitioners ushering in 

a new way of thinking about engagement that revolved around place and the institution’s 

role within it. 

An Emerging Place-Based Discussion 

Within the community engagement movement, there is an emerging discussion 

regarding place and the university’s role within these places. As defined earlier, 

community engagement is representative of a broad range of partnerships and 
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collaborative interactions between institutions and their larger communities (local, 

regional/state, national, global) for the mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and 

resources. In this way, university-community engagement is inherently a kind of place-

building practice in that they happen in a particular locale and are representative of the 

institution’s place-based values and beliefs (Moore, 2014; Kimball & Thomas, 2012).  

However, what is unique to place-based engagement is that these activities and 

partnerships are not easily “transferable.” They are, instead, grounded to a particular 

place and its people. This place-based distinction is explained by Simmers, Harrison, 

Clayton, and Stanley (2015) in this way “foundational to this orientation is understanding 

place as partner – with a particular local voice, history, culture, politics, and ecology that, 

in an asset-based way, co-creates the sense of possible alternative futures toward which 

this work aims” (p. 101). For example, picking up trash on Main Street could be 

considered engagement but it is not necessarily connected to “the complexities, identities, 

and values of local lived experiences” (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015, p. 

101). Conversely, engagement activities such as the oral history project undertaken by 

Syracuse University during which residents of Syracuse’s Near West Side “orally and 

visually narrated their lives and communities to faculty, students, and staff” which, in 

turn, generated mutual feelings of trust, empathy, and common cause between and among 

the university population and Near West Side residents (Cantor, 2011; Dostilio, 2017, p. 

30).  

As the place-based discussion has gained momentum, more and more institutions 

have begun to recognize that existing engagement frameworks have become “remarkably 

‘a-place’ or ‘place-neutral' — uninformed by the particulars of the place and people, the 
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land and history” (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015, p. 101). This growing 

recognition is actively redefining how some institutions are approaching their community 

engagement activities and partnerships. The purpose of this section is to provide an 

overview of some of the key aspects of the emerging place-based discussion with the aim 

of creating a “jumping off point” for this place-based investigation of institutional 

engagement. 

What is a Place? 

In order to discuss place-based community engagement, it is necessary to start by 

defining place. Place has a variety of definitions and meanings that can shift substantially 

depending on the context in which it is used. In this way, attempting to define place is 

somewhat of a slippery slope to descend, however it is important based on the place-

based orientation of this research. Given the difficulty in establishing a definition for this 

concept, the review presented here will seek to move beyond our commonsense notion of 

place to consider the concept in a more holistic fashion.  

The study of space and place are germane to geography as are the stars to 

astronomy. However, many of the early discussions of place were, according to some 

geographers, philosophically shallow and incomplete (Buttimer, 1976; Relph, 1976, 

1981, 1993; Sack, 1988; Tuan, 1974; Zelinsky, 1973). The fundamental frustrations of 

these geographers revolved around, what they perceived as, a collective oversight of the 

dynamic, temporal connections between place and human experience. This frustration 

was argued by Edward Relph (1976) in his influential publication Place and 

Placelessness. In the book, Relph (1976) focused on the human identity of and with place 

and defined place as having three components: 1) a physical setting; 2) activities, 

situations, and events; and 3) individual and group meanings “created through people’s 
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experiences and intentions in regard to that place” (Hubbard, Kitchin, & Valentine, 2008, 

p. 46). Another geographer, Wilbur Zelinsky (1973), from the field of human geography, 

supported this threefold definition of place. In his book, The Cultural Geography of the 

United States, Zelinsky presented a systematic approach for categorizing the components 

of human culture that consisted of 1) artifacts, or man-made objects, 2) sociofacts-

interpersonal relationships, and 3) mentifacts-psychological and attitudinal notions. 

While there is limited direct discussion of place within the text, these familiar distinctions 

were analogous to the components identified by Relph (1976). Later, in 1988, geographer 

Robert Sack built on the work of Zelinsky (1973), Relph (1976) and others by advancing 

a three part theoretical model for how places are forged by society. The model identified 

three “realms” of place that included 1) the realm of nature-elemental forces, 2) the realm 

of social relations-ethnicity, kinship, etc., and 3) the realm of meaning, or the mind and 

how reality is conceived. This parallel, three-part analysis of place provided, according to 

Sack (1988), “a picture of how an important modern experience of place is constructed” 

(p. 644). 

This three-part understanding of place was supported and expanded by sociologist 

and respected place scholar Thomas Gieryn (2000) in his article, A Space for Place in 

Sociology. In the article, Gieryn (2000) argues that there are three “necessary and 

sufficient features” of place: 1) geographic location, 2) material form, and 3) investment 

with meaning and value (p. 464). The geographic notion of place is its “unique spot in the 

universe” (p. 464). Places, in other words, have a particular geography which allows 

people to discriminate between “here and there” or “appreciate near and far” (Gieryn, 

2000, p. 464). This geographic quality is representative of the most understandings of 
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place, as mirrored in the Google® definitional construct presented in the previous 

paragraph. Thought of this way, a place could be one’s living room, neighborhood, or 

even a forest glade or mountain top. These analytical boundaries are both fixed but elastic 

based on the perceptions of those describing particular places. The challenge, according 

to Gieryn (2000), is to examine “what these places of varying scale have in common and 

how they differ” (Gieryn, 2000, p. 464). Second, places consist of tangible things. In 

other words, “whether built or just come upon, artificial or natural, streets and doors, or 

rocks and trees, place is stuff” (Gieryn, 2000, p. 465). Combining the first and second 

features of place, Gieryn (2000) suggests that place is a “compilation of things or objects 

at some particular spot in the universe” (p. 465). This recognition of material form as an 

important constituent of place also lends some understanding to how these forms take the 

shape of social processes (power, inequality, collective action) that influence its 

construction (Gieryn, 2000; Habraken, 1998; Rodman, 1992). Finally, a place is only a 

place when it has been imbued with meaning. Gieryn (2000) argues the importance of 

assigned meaning by stating, “A spot in the universe, with a gathering of physical stuff 

there, becomes a place only when it ensconces history or utopia, danger or security, 

identify or memory” (p. 465).  

Another way of considering place was neatly outlined by educator and place-

based researcher David Gruenewald (2003). Gruenewald (2003), in advancing “a 

theoretical rationale for place-conscious education,” presented an analysis of place within 

five dimensions (p. 619). These five “pedagogical” dimensions of place include: 1) the 

perceptual, 2) the sociological, 3) the ideological, 4) the political, and 5) the ecological. 

The perceptual dimension of place is based on the work Abram (1996) Merleau-Ponty 
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(1962) and Bowers (1993) who argued that places are not inert, mechanical, and pre-

determined, rather they are complex living ecosystems that can be learned about through 

experience. Using the work of these researchers as a foundation, Gruenewald (2003) 

posits that institutions can stunt the awareness, connection, and appreciation of places by 

divorcing the work of the institution from the “lived experience” of place. In framing this 

dimension, Grunewald recognizes both the social nature of place and the connection 

between place and organizations. Next, Gruenewald presents the sociological dimension 

of place. Within this dimension he cites the work of Casey (1996), Basso (1996), and 

others who argue that places are not “precultural or presocial” constructions but are rather 

the products of human choices and decisions (p. 626). In this way, these authors position 

people as place makers, and places as the “primary artifact of human culture” (p. 627). 

This unique assignment of human agency in the creation of places is fundamental to the 

idea of place as a social construct.  

This assertion is supported by geographers Entrikin (1991) and Sack (1988) who, 

as cited by Thomas & Cross (2007) “sees our ability to “socially construct” places as the 

result of our freedom to create meaning (Entrikin, p. 6) (p. 37). Thomas & Cross (2007) 

tie this conclusion to those of Sack (1988) by stating  “Finding meaning in space is both 

an individual and group process where humans act towards a place based on the 

meanings they have associated with that place; place requires human agency (p.37). The 

ideological dimension presents a detailed argument around how places often are 

expressive of ideologies and power relationships (Gruenewald, 2003). Building from the 

work of a number of critical geographers, including Keith & Pile (1993); Massey (1994); 

Soja (1989, 1996); Foucault (1977) and Lefebvre (1974), he highlights place and space as 
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reflections, and reproductions, of social relationships of power and domination. 

Following the presentation of ideological dimensions of place, Gruenewald (2003) goes 

on to argue the related political dimension of place.  

In presenting this argument he cites the work of some of the same critical 

geographers to highlight the often unnoticed and unchallenged role of political influence 

in the construction of places. Finally, Gruenewald (2003) presents the ecological 

dimension of place. Here he argues that place is local, and not global (Berg, 1978; Berry, 

1987, 1992), and understanding place means being aware of “where things come from, 

how they are made, where they end up,” and the impact of production, consumption, and 

waste on local human and natural systems (Gruenewald, 2003, p. 364).  

Given these descriptions of place, it is reasonable to determine what place is not. 

First, “place is not space,” it is, on the other hand, the fusion of people, practices, objects, 

and representation (Gieryn, 2000, p. 465). Space, according to well-known geographer 

and author Yi-Fu Tuan (1977), is abstract and thought of as open, undifferentiated, and 

unbounded. “Place is security, space is freedom: we are attached to the one and long for 

the other” explains Tuan (1977, p. 3). Tuan (1977) elaborates on the difference between 

space and place by stating “space becomes place when it is endowed with meaning. And 

in so doing, a commitment to that place is made on both an emotional and physical level” 

(p. 6). This unique delineation of space and place is what shifts thinking away from 

commonly held views of place bound up in purely geographic and geometric descriptions 

such as boundaries, territories, distance, direction, size, shape, and volume (Hillier & 

Hanson, 1984; Gieryn, 2000). Second, “place is not a setting, backdrop, stage, or context 

for something else.” This intentional separation of place as a setting, and place as an 
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agent, is often unobserved across the social science literature. These studies often abstract 

socio-demographic, municipal, and behavioral data in ways that create artificial and/or 

contrived definitions of place. Gieryn (2000) supports this assertion by citing a strong 

form of his argument by summarizing the work of geographers Benno Werlen (1993). 

“Place is not merely a setting or backdrop, but an agentic player in the game—a force 

with detectable and independent effects on social life” (as cited by Gieryn, 2000, p. 466).  

The Construction of Place 

Working within the view of place as a social construct through which particular 

locations are given meaning, it follows that place can be nurtured, shaped, and reshaped 

through individual or collective effort (MacLellan, 2006). Nilsen (2005), citing the work 

of Massey (1994), Hillier (2001), and Healey (1999), supports the notion that can be 

shaped or built to create a focus for social betterment by stating: 

Viewed as process, place is something that can be nurtured and reshaped through 

 individual or collective effort. This implies that place is not finite, nor is it 

 necessarily structured. Place, at root, is an interpretation. It is this essential 

 characteristic of place that strategic placemaking seeks to exploit. The practice 

 aims to create shared meanings on place qualities - meanings that can be used to 

 help focus and coordinate the activities of different stakeholders on initiatives of 

 social betterment (p. 27). 

The degree to which individuals or organizations build place or, to say this a 

different way, how individuals or groups of individuals create place from space (Tuan, 

1971), has been the focus of a growing body of literature. This literature comes from a 

mix of disciplines including sociology, geography, urban design and planning, and 

variety of other fields of social science. Common terminology referencing the active 
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creation of place include “place shaping,” “place making,” “place management,” and 

“place-building.” Regardless of the terminology used to describe it, the construction of 

place, according to landscape architect Lynda Schneekloth and architect and planner 

Robert Shibley (1995) is “the process by which all human beings transform the places in 

which we find ourselves into the places in which we live” (p. 1). Another relevant 

definition has been presented by sociologist and author Wanda Rushing (2009) who 

defines place-building as the promotion or bolstering of specific features of place, “while 

diminishing or extinguishing other features, to promote development and the production 

of a locality” (p. 65). At the core of these, and other definitions, is the notion that the art 

and practice of place-building is not solely about “strengthening relationships of people 

to their places,” it is also about “fostering relationships among the people in places” 

(Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995, p. 1).  

In this way, place-building is essentially a social endeavor, built around the 

mobilization of people, organizations, and institutions to address issues of community 

well-being. These definitional constructs are examples of an array that can be found in 

the place-building literature. Some of these existing constructs were identified by place-

building researchers Thomas & Kimball (2012) who cite the work of Schnider, Brief, & 

Guzzo (1996), Hudson (2001), Jacobs (1984), Sagoff (1986), Schoenburger (1997), 

Wright (1994), Delheim (1986), and Hatch (1993). Other constructs were more recently 

introduced in the environmental sustainability literature including those advanced by 

Kennelly & Shaivastava (2013) and Guthey, Whiteman & Elmes (2014).  

However, based on the purposes of this research, much of the most relevant place-

building literature can be found in the planning and urban design literature. The 
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concentration of place-building and placemaking literature within these disciplines is 

based on the physical focus of these professions (i.e. architecture, urban designer). These 

professions, regardless of the geographic orientation, are frequently tasked with working 

with large, diverse groups of stakeholders to make decisions about how built 

environments are organized, shaped, and/or transformed, based on the interests of the 

people involved (Hoch, 1994). The evolution of place-based thinking, as reflected in this 

literature, demonstrates an increasing recognition of place-building as an “organizing 

concept” within the practice (Roberts, 2009, p. 441).  

The beginnings of place-based movements in planning began to take a 

recognizable form in the 1960s. Reacting to this series of programs and policies that 

leveled much of the core of American cities, urban thinkers like Jane Jacobs, Kevin 

Lynch, and William Whyte began to question how place was being balanced against a 

seemingly new efficient, sterile ideal of the modern American city (Silberberg, Lorah, 

Disbrow, & Muessig, 2013). In 1960, Kevin Lynch published The Image of the City in 

which he argued the value of human-centered design by presenting empirical research on 

how cities were perceived by people. His connection between places and their meanings 

to the people that inhabit them is captured in the following language: 

…we need an environment which is not simply well organized, but poetic and 

symbolic as well. It should speak of the individuals and their complex society, of 

their aspirations and their historical tradition, of the natural setting, and of the 

complicated functions and movements of the city world. But clarity of structure 

and vividness of identity are first steps to the development of strong symbols. By 

appearing as a remarkable and well-knit place, the city could provide a ground for 
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the clustering and organization of these meanings and associations. Such a sense 

of place in itself enhances every human activity that occurs there, and encourages 

the deposit of a memory trace (p. 119).  

Later, journalist and author Jane Jacobs (1961) in her book The Death and Life of 

Great American Cities delivered a scathing critique of what she perceived as the 

“ravaging simplifications of urban renewal” and a brilliant account of the “intricate 

ecology of good neighborhoods” (Sorkin, 2006, p. 71). Later, urbanist and organizational 

analyst William Whyte (1980), in his book and companion film titled The Social Life of 

Small Urban Spaces, took a more analytical approach using time-lapse photography to 

evidence human connections or lack of connection to the built environment. His 

contribution to the notion and value of place-building was bound up in his cataloging of 

elements and factors separating good spaces from poor or ineffective spaces (Silberberg, 

Lorah, Disbrow, & Muessig, 2013). Like Lynch and Jacobs, fundamental to his argument 

was the connection between good design and the needs and desires of people, reinforcing 

the notion of place as a social construct.  

A Working Definition 

Leaning on the literature presented in the previous paragraphs, this research 

defines place as being “both geographic and social, and is organized around the meanings 

individuals and groups give to a place in its setting” (p. 37). In other words, places gather 

meaning through the events that occur within that construct and this meaning is fused 

with human goals, values, and intentions (Kimball & Thomas, 2012, p. 20). This 

definitional construct was developed by researchers David Thomas and Jenifer Cross 

(2007), authors of Organizational Place-Building Theory (OPBT), the theoretical 

framework used in this research.  
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Thomas and Cross’s (2007) assertion that place is a “social construction” is based 

on two key underlying premises. The first premise is that individuals are free to make 

meaning of their environments in ways that will contribute to the construction of place. 

This premise is supporting by the work of geographer Robert Sack (1988) who argues the 

importance of human agency in stating that each of us “have an acute freedom and an 

acute burden to create meaning” and that finding meaning in place can be an individual 

and/or group process (p. 651). The second premise is that the meanings assigned to place 

are products of bundles of interactions among and between individuals and groups, in that 

place (Thomas & Cross, 2007; Tuan, 1977). This connection between place and social 

interaction suggests, according to Thomas and Cross (2007), that there “is more to 

consider when identifying how place creates meaning” among and between the 

individuals and groups interacting with each other in relation to that place (p. 37; Blumer, 

1969). At the core of this premise is a point well summarized in the following example:  

Place could be defined as a tourist attraction, a sacred religious site, a natural 

 wonder, or a wilderness site and each of these definitions of place suggest 

 different interactions between people and the place as well as between individuals 

 and groups within that place. The actions of individuals in a place simultaneously 

 shape place and are guided by the meanings they form through interaction with 

 individuals, groups, and organizations in that place (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 

 37). 

Place-Based Community Engagement 

Generally speaking, place-based engagement revolves around 1) changing a 

physical place, 2) strengthening the relationship people have with place, and 3) enhancing 
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interpersonal relationships around, and within, a place (Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995). 

This model, according to public policy researcher Neil Bradford (2005), involves: a) the 

tapping of local knowledge, b) mobilizing community organizations, c) engaging local 

government, and d) forging “multilevel” collaborations. While this definition and model 

are one of many across the literature, they have come to represent what many scholars 

and practitioners regard as fundamental aspects of place-based approaches to community 

engagement. 

However, for institutions of higher learning, the notion of place-based 

engagement is not bound up in a particular definition or form of activity. Rather, as 

argued by Dostilio (2017), place-based approaches to community engagement “inform an 

institutional paradigm or orientation in which community engagement efforts are 

informed by a sense of place; they honor that engagements are emplaced and as a result 

reflect the context, setting, meaning made of that setting by those who live, work, and 

seek to influence that location” (p. 3). This “holistic” approach involves, according to 

Hertz (2013), the integration of “natural, built, and sociocultural environments through 

interorganizational collaboration and citizen participation” (p. 99). Central to these 

definitions is the development of social capacity. While there is some ongoing debates 

about what social capital is and is not, the argument has established that social capital can 

be found “in the trust and networks that exist in communities” (Houghton, Foth, & 

Miller, 2015, p. 5). According to Saguaro (2010), social networks are, who people know 

each other and do things to support each other. Thought of together, social capital is the 

process of the community’s “coming together” for shared benefits (Farr, 2004).  
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Unlike other resources that are temporal, social capital is anchored in specific 

places and difficult to duplicate and can be harnessed to improve quality of life (Guthey, 

Whiteman, & Elmes, 2014). Building on place-based nature of social capital, researchers 

agree that social capital can be developed, cultivated, and grown by individuals, groups, 

and organizations through community engagement (Putnam, 2000). The goal of this work 

is the development of shared understanding and trust that allows communities to create 

integrated solutions to social problems (Putnam, 2000).  

Evidence of the development of social capital within place-based approaches to 

engagement can be found in projects like the Crossroads Charlotte initiative in Charlotte, 

North Carolina, where community organizers and leaders organized activities focused on 

building social capital to animate community development initiatives (Foreman, 2010). 

The connection between social capital and place-building, placemaking, and place 

shaping is made clear by Houghton, Foth, and Miller (2015) who cite the work of 

Middleton, Murie, and Groves (2005) and Jacobs (1961) in stating “Social capital is 

essential for the effective functioning and development of meaningful places.”  

Characteristics and Form  

Given the relative immaturity of place-based community engagement in higher 

education, it is understandable that the exact definitional construct has yet to be 

articulated in the literature. However, a review of existing scholarly work brings to light 

nine key organizing concepts around which a conceptual understanding of place-based 

community engagement can be built. With this in mind, what follows is an inventory of 

these concepts. The inventory was developed through a careful review of place-based 

literature and related place-based initiatives in higher education. However, the inventory 

is not exhaustive of the many features unique to, but common among, place-based 
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approaches. Further, what has been included in this inventory should not be thought of as 

a rigid set of requirements or criteria necessary to any place-based collaboration. Instead, 

what is offered is simply an analytical, organizing framework that can be used to help 

conceptualize the intellectually fuzzy notion of place-based engagement and help 

distinguish place-based approaches from “a-place” or “place-neutral” approaches. 

1) The notion of place. As outlined in previous sections, place-based community 

engagement recognizes “place” as a social construct. This statement means that place, by 

itself, has no singular, inherent meaning or value other than representing a specific 

geographic location (Moore, 2014). However, place as a social construct suggests that the 

meaning or value assigned to a place has been “negotiated” through the interaction of 

people in that setting. The recognition of place as a social construct reframes place as 

“agentic.” An agentic view of place, according to Gieryn (2000), is the notion that place 

is not simply a setting or backdrop, rather place has agency and is therefore an “player in 

the game” or as Gieryn states citing Warlen (1993): “a force with detectible and 

independent effects on social life” (p. 466). Operating within this frame, place-based 

approaches recognize that the institution is affected and influenced by place and reflects 

its histories and realities (Dostilio, 2017). Place, as an agentic player, is ever-changing 

and therefore place-based strategies must be dynamic, flexible, and continually re-

contextualized (Dostilio, 2017; Hynie, et al., 2016).   

2) The notion of geography. Place-based engagement is geographically focused. 

For example, an institution may identify a town, city, or neighborhood in which to focus 

its community engagement efforts. Once identified, community engagement activities are 

organized by the particulars of that specific place, its people, land, and history (Siemers, 
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Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015, p. 101). “Communities are not homogeneous 

entities; they are made up of diverse groups with different histories, social structures, 

value systems, and cultural understandings of the world” (ATSDR, 2013, p. 10). Unlike 

“a-place” or “place-neutral” approaches, these projects, programs, and partnerships are 

unique to the lived experience within particular locations and cannot be simply picked up 

and exported (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015).  

3) The notion of community. Place-based approaches acknowledge social 

interaction as the most pervasive, and persistent feature in defining community. Bridger 

and Alter (2006), citing the work of Wilkinson (1991), describe community as: 

Social interaction delineates a territory as the community locale; it provides the 

 associations that comprise the local society; it gives structure and direction to 

 processes of collective action; and it is the source of community identity . . . the 

 substance of community is social interaction (p. 167).  

This definition of community is different from conventional definitions that 

highlight community as being 1) a physical place, 2) a local society, and 3) collective 

actions (Bridger & Alter, 2006). The shortcoming of these definitions is that community 

boundaries remain unclear and the “extra-local” forces impacting communities, whatever 

its boundaries, are complex and confusing. With this in mind, place-based engagement 

does not define communities in terms of “well-defined networks of systems of social and 

economic relations” but instead views community, and engagement within these 

communities, as working “in partnership with local people to facilitate the broad range of 

community interaction that fosters individual and social well-being” (Bridger & Alter, 

2006, p. 170).  
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4) The notion of social capital. As mentioned earlier, place-based engagement is 

about the development of social capital within, and around, particular places. According 

to Putnam, (2000) social capital is the “connections among individuals – social networks 

and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (p. 19). Unlike 

other more mobile or temporal resources (i.e. financial capital), social capital is anchored 

in specific places and can be developed, cultivated, and grown among individuals, 

groups, and organizations through purposeful community engagement (Guthey, 

Whiteman, & Elmes, 2014). These capacity building interactions, according to Holland 

(2001), involve “direct interaction with external constituencies and communities through 

mutually beneficial exchange, exploration, and application of knowledge, expertise and 

information. These interactions enrich and expand the learning and discovery functions of 

the academic institution while also enhancing community capacity” (p. 10). Positive 

outcomes connected to the development of social capital have been empirically 

demonstrated in reduced crime rates (Putnam, 2000), improved health (Wilkinson, 1996), 

educational achievement (Coleman, 1988), and many other place-based initiatives.  

5) The notion of citizenship. Place-based approaches revolve around the idea of 

citizenship. Or, more specifically, the notion of “citizen of place.” According to Siemers, 

Harrison, Clayton, and Stanley (2015), being a citizen of place is about approaching place 

“as a framework, a site of civic involvement and civic innovation, and a lens through 

which we, seeing from and through a place, can critically interpret and re-imagine the 

world” (p. 103). Citizenship, in this context, is not a legal definition but one that is about 

being attentive to the common good or doing one’s part. Operating within this frame, 

institutions can become valuable co-creators of place by asking deep questions, taking the 
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long view, and helping others learn and work together to address community-defined 

issues (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, and Stanley, 2015). Universities have the intellectual 

resources and capabilities to engage in this work but to do so, the university must 

“embrace its role as citizen and expert simultaneously” (Bridger & Alter, 2006, p. 172).  

6) The notion of hyperlocal. Place-based community engagement is 

“hyperlocal.” This term (hyperlocal), has gained significant popularity in media and news 

literature over the last decade in describing “hyperlocal” news stories and investigations 

that are intensely focused on the immediate community. However, hyperlocal has 

recently made its way into the place-based community engagement discussion as an 

adjective to describe a particular type of locally focused engagement activities and 

partnerships. Generally defined, hyperlocal is a reference to a narrow geographic area, 

such as a small town or neighborhood (Thurman, Pascal, & Bradshaw, 2012). Its use 

within the context of engagement describes the prioritization or focusing of engagement 

activities in the areas in which the university has a physical presence (Dostilio, 2017). 

According to Britton and Aires (2014), this type of engagement differs from other 

regional, national, or global engagement strategies that do not leverage the university’s 

physical location. These more protracted engagement strategies make difficult the 

establishment of a shared concern for place that are common among individuals, 

organizations, and institutions that share a particular geography. In other words, for 

universities the “shared concern about a place is bound up in their physical tie to it, which 

elongates and grounds their commitments to the place” (Dostilio, 2017, p. 31).  

Hyperlocal approaches represent a specific, locally focused strategy through 

which institutions “reach out to their geographic communities, working with local 
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neighborhood organizations to find ways to meet local needs” (Barajas & Martin, 2016, 

p. 49). Place-based approaches prioritize the inclusion of hyperlocal perspectives 

regarding things like community assets, needs, and capacities. Uncovering this 

information requires a close familiarity with local circumstances, listening to people, and 

understanding their interactions with the places they live, work, and play (Bradford, 

2005). According to Dostilio (2017), this hyperlocal orientation is “a subtle 

differentiator” between place-based efforts and place-neutral approaches (p. 32).  

7) The notion of process. The value of place-based engagement is found in its 

process, and not in its outcome or product. The rationale for this process driven approach 

is built around an understanding that place is a social construct and is given meaning 

through the social interactions among, and between, the people in that setting. As such, 

place-based approaches prioritize the process of building and maintaining strong 

relationships with people, organizations, and institutions within particular places (Moore, 

2014). This process driven approach to university-community interactions is much 

different than traditional outcome or product driven engagement which revolves around 

technocratic, transactional, or linear engagement models through which success is 

measured by what is produced. Place-based approaches move away from engagement for 

the sake of being engaged and “adopt engagement as a process for interacting with other 

members of the community” (Moore, 2014, p. 37). 

8) The notion of activity. A place-based approach “is an active, willed processes, 

not a passive one” (Fettes & Judson, 2011, p. 124). Researchers have agreed that that 

there is a clear relationship between the meaning that places have, and the effort spent 

intentionally relating to it. In this way, place-based approaches to community 
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engagement are active processes that involve intentional actions that build an 

understanding of the possibilities of place, its past, and its future. This active gathering of 

information is different from passive approaches through which information is gathered 

from others in a second-hand manner through descriptions and explanations of place 

(Fettes & Judson, 2011). The active nature of place-based engagement is captured by the 

challenge issued by Rutgers University-Newark chancellor Nancy Cantor (2015) in 

which she states that colleges and universities must be “citizens of a place, not on the 

side-lines studying it” (Cantor & Englot, 2015, p. 75). 

9) The notion of being “of.” Place-based approaches recognize the institution as 

being “of” the community and not merely “in” the community (Bond & Paterson, 2005). 

While this may seem like a simple, logical assumption from which to initiate 

engagement, it is a relatively new way of thinking within the academy. Traditional 

engagement models position the institution as a detached, scholarly entity that is divorced 

from the civic, social, and political life of its larger community (Chatterton, 2000). This 

detached view of the university has been somewhat encouraged by global and national 

research agendas that prioritized work in exotic locations and avoided tackling problems 

in the collective “backyard” of the academy (Silka, Teisl, & Settele, 2015). Place-based 

approaches challenge a detached view by acknowledging the “social embeddedness” of 

institutions in their larger communities (Furco, 2010).  

This acknowledgement enables these institutions to become equal and 

participating members of the community, “working collaboratively to address communal 

and institutional issues” (Gupton, Sullivan, & Johnston-Goodstar, 2014, p. 186). Nancy 

Cantor (2013) advances this understanding of institutions as of their respective 
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communities by stating: “When we work in communities, we must also work with 

communities, acknowledging that we are indeed part of the community, and that all 

involved share in the production of problems and in their solutions” (p. 19). Paul 

Pibbenow (2015), president of Augsburg College in Minneapolis, Minnesota, builds on 

Cantor’s description of the connection between universities and the places they occupy 

by stating that colleges and universities are “indigenous communities” that are “native to 

a particular place” (p. 5).  

Organizational Place-Building Theory 

The theoretical framework underpinning this study’s investigation of place-

building within the context of institutional community engagement activities and 

partnerships was Organizational Place-Building Theory (OPBT). OPBT was first 

developed and published in 2007 by organizational behavior researcher David Thomas at 

University of Northern Colorado and sociologist Jennifer Cross at Colorado State 

University while researching the expanding social roles organizations are expected to 

play throughout the industrialized world (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Much of their 

work was theoretically based on the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). 

However, Thomas and Cross (2007) extended the concepts of CSR through their 

development of OPBT which is designed to explain the degree to which organizations 

value and invest in their social and geographic locations (Thomas & Cross, 2007). The 

relatively recent development of OPBT has provided, for the first time, an objective 

framework for organizations to reevaluate “the level or extent of its social responsibility, 

its intentions, and more importantly its contributions” to the places within which they do 

business (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 35). 
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The rationale for the use of OPBT in this research was twofold. First, despite its 

roots in the world of business, OPBT offers an appropriate conceptual framework that 

can be applied to institutions of higher learning. This point is argued by the theory’s 

authors who, in their future research section, state “participating in place-building 

research offers the potential for any placekeeper to gain insight into their role in 

institutional, organizational, and individual place-building, which reflects on the 

institution’s perceived level of community engagement” (Thomas & Kimball, 2012, p. 

25).  

OPBT is particularly relevant given the increasing number of business models 

being applied across higher education. Throughout the last decade, the combined 

challenges of declining funding and rising costs has led many institutions to abandon 

long-established, traditional management models for ones frequently used in the private-

sector (Dew, 2012; Jongbloed, Enders, & Salerno, 2008; Lapovsky, 2013). These new 

models emphasize efficiency and the quality of its product, i.e. student learning outcomes 

(Lapovsky, 2013). OPBT is particularly well suited to explore the place-based 

relationships between institutions and their communities due to its genesis within the 

field of business and organizational behavior.  

Second, the development of OPBT neatly coincides with emerging “placemaking” 

trends in fields of both community planning and college and university community 

engagement (Elmendorf, Reindl, & Williams, 2002; Axelroth & Dubb, 2010; Saltmarsh 

et al., 2014; Saltmarsh, Hartley, & Clayton, 2009; Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 

2015). This research’s application of a place-based analysis framework will not only 
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grow the empirical research base within the field, it will also expand and inform a 

growing place-based discussion among scholars and practitioners across the literature.  

Three Key Concepts 

Three key concepts underpin OPBT. These are: 1) the five dimensions of place 

and place-building, 2) organizational agent perspectives, and 3) organizational place-

building profiles. The dimensions of place and place-building are concerned with how the 

organization values and invests in place along five “latent constructs” of place identified 

in the theory. Agent perspective is about how the organization views place, the meaning 

it’s given, and how this influences their goals and contributions to place. Finally, place-

building profiles are focused on how the defining how the organization conceptualizes 

itself as a “social actor” in relation to place using a continuum of organizational place-

building types ranging from exploitive to transformational (Thomas & Kimball, 2012). 

Figure 2 presents these concepts and their relationships.  

 

Figure 2. Three key concepts of OPBT.  
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To fully operationalize OPBT in this study, it is necessary to build a shared 

understanding of each of these three concepts that underpin the theory. The following 

sections detail each if these concepts.  

The Five Dimensions of Place and Place-Building 

OPBT defines place as being both geographic and social, organized around the 

meanings people, or groups of people, give to a particular spaces (Thomas, Kimball, & 

Suhr, 2016). Thought of this way, place is not one dimensional, discrete, or simple. 

Rather, it is a “social construct” through which meaning is developed through the 

interactions of, and between, people. Working within this definitional construct, OPBT 

posits that organizations, including institutions of higher learning (Thomas & Kimball, 

2012), can play significant roles in the co-construction of place. Typically, organizations 

do this through a wide variety of organizational functions such as philanthropy, tax 

contributions, community volunteerism, cause-related marketing, and many other 

activities (Thomas & Cross, 2007).   

To explain how organizations contribute to or detract from the social construction 

of places, OPBT focuses five “realms” of place. Based on a diverse collection of past 

research, the five realms, dimensions, or latent constructs identified by OPBT include 

social, economic, nature, ethics, and built environment aspects of place. The social 

dimension includes the full spectrum of interactions between an organization’s 

population and local constituencies. According to place-building researchers, this 

construct “is concerned with how certain space is treated in such a way that reflects the 

culture, strategies, and values of the organization” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 

21). The economic dimension is focused on the economic relationship between the 

organization and fiscal well-being of places. The nature dimension, identified in OPBT, 
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“includes natural as opposed to man-made. Such as the landscape, earth, geography and 

natural resources” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 

55). The ethics dimension is the relationship between the organization “and its implicit 

and explicit contract with the community that seeks to establish itself as legitimate” 

(Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 55). Finally, the 

built environment dimension is concerned with the relationship between organizations 

and the man-made aspects of place such as architecture, landscaping, and other physical 

infrastructure (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Figure 3 illustrates the OPBT 

dimensions and their relationship to a multidimensional understanding of place.  

 

Figure 3. OPBT and the five dimensions of place. 

Organizational Agent Perspectives 

 

In examining the relationships between organizations and place, OPBT has 

identified two different organizational agent perspectives. These two distinct viewpoints 

“encompass not only how organizations conceptualize themselves in relationship to 

place, but also the meaning they give to place, which then influences their goals, 
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contributions to place and all variety of their behavior” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, 

p. 21). The two agent perspectives identified in OPBT include interdependent and 

independent. “Organizations with the interdependent perspective view themselves as 

members of a community and recognize that organizations and places are mutually 

dependent on each other” (Kimball & Thomas, 2012, p. 20; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016, p. 22). These organizations position themselves as responsible for the well-being of 

places and view their success as intimately connected to the success, viability, or “greater 

well-being of places” (Kimball & Thomas, 2012, p. 20). As a result of this philosophic 

underpinning, these organizations actively seek opportunities to invest and contribute to 

the multiple dimensions of place (see Figure 2). On the other hand, organizations that 

adopt an independent agent perspective view themselves as disconnected, unimportant 

occupants of place. These organizations focus their activities on “satisfying internal 

goals” while viewing the dimensions of place as resources to satisfy the needs of the 

organization (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 22). Thomas, Kimball, and Suhr (2016) 

describe these organizations as holding their shareholder interests above any 

responsibility to the places in which they do business and are therefore, uncommitted to 

place and will only maintain any place-based relationship as long as it benefits them in 

some way.   

Place-Building Profiles 

 

OPBT has identified four different types of organizational profiles that are based 

on how the organization values and invests in place. These place-building profiles have 

been designed to encapsulate the place-building characteristics and traits characteristic of 

particular organizations. These profiles make up a continuum on which the organization 
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can be located based on its place-building values and investments in place. This 

continuum, with the four benchmarks representing particular types of place builders, has 

been subjected to both quantitative modeling and continuous empirical testing (Kimball 

& Thomas, 2012). However, Thomas, Kimball, and Suhr (2016) emphasize that the 

OPBT profiles are not monotypes or fixed analytical constructs, but rather polythetic sets 

of organizational characteristics, values, strategies, perspectives, and so on. Seen as 

“flexible” constructs, the profiles contain a high content of information that is useful for 

many purposes, both inside and outside of the organization (Needham, 1975). While this 

flexibility could be framed as a weakness, the authors of OPBT argue that it is, in fact, 

one of the fundamental strengths of the theory that affirms its “focus on the complex, 

multidimensional place-building process within organizations (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016).  

The four profiles developed include transformational, contributive, contingent, 

and exploitive organizations. These profiles differ in terms of how they express their 

agent perspectives, the value the assigned to the dimensions of place identified in OPBT, 

their related corporate culture, and the organizational strategies and behaviors directed at 

place (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). These profiles are summarized by Thomas, 

Kimball, & Suhr (2016, p. 23) and Thomas & Banning (2014, p. 55).  

Transformational organizations conceptualize or identify themselves as change 

 agents acting to improve the lives of individuals and groups in a place. 

 Contributive organizations conceptualize themselves as investors and contributors 

 to the well-being of places in which they operate. Contingent organizations view 

 themselves simply as participants in places and exploitive organizations view 
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 themselves as independent agents with little to no obligations to the places in 

 which they operate.  

Figure 4 illustrates the relationships between place well-being and fiscal success 

specific to each profile, along with the associated organizational agent perspectives.  

 

Figure 4. Four types of place builders and their organizational agent perspectives. 

(Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 44) 

OPBT has recognized that there is a clear connection between agent perspective 

and certain place-building profiles (Thomas & Cross, 2007). For example, organizations 

that exhibit an exploitive or contingent profile view themselves as independent of place 

while organizations that exhibit a contributive or transformational profile view 

themselves as having an interdependent relationship with place. These linkages between 

specific agent perspectives and profiles are illustrated in Figure 2. Working within this 

framework, place-building research has revealed that there are only minor differences 

between the place-building profiles of organizations that share the same agent 

perspective, but significant differences between organizations that have differing place-

building profiles (Thomas, 2004; Thomas & Cross, 2007). These differences are also well 

evidenced in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Organizational Place-Building agent perspectives and profiles. (Thomas, 

Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 41) 

Summary 

Community engagement in higher education represents a significant movement 

over the last several decades. As the movement has evolved, so has the definition and 

language associated with university-community interactions. With the evolution of the 

definitions of engagement there has also been significant changes in the form, content, 
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focus, and structure of community engagement within the academy. The most current and 

notable trend within the movement is place-based community engagement. Unlike 

traditional engagement, place-based approaches are focused on particular locations and 

the meanings made of those locations by those who live, work, and seek to influence, 

change, or improve these places. As the interest in this type of engagement has increased, 

four discernable place-based frameworks have emerged in recent literature. These include 

stewards of place, anchor institutions, metropolitan universities, and the Carnegie 

Foundation’s community engagement classification. Each of the frameworks, in different 

ways, include place and place-building to varying degrees within each frame. The 

growing body of literature around place-based engagement provides numerous examples 

of place-based engagement and the characteristics common among, but unique to these 

strategies.   

 The growing interest in place-based community engagement presents an exciting 

research opportunity for two main reasons. First, place as a social construct, and potential 

driver for engagement, has received little attention in the community engagement 

literature. Second, little is known regarding how colleges and universities conceptualize 

place or place-building, or how these conceptualizations could be “tangibly” incorporated 

into its community engagement programing. Given this gap in the research, this study 

will use the recently developed Organizational Place-Building Theory (Thomas & Cross, 

2007) to investigate the place-based orientation of institutions of higher learning. The 

theory explains “the degree to which an organization values, and invests in its social and 

geographic location, its local community” (Kimball & Thomas, 2012, p. 19) and it will be 

used here as an analysis framework to measure how an institution perceives itself as a 



62 

 

place-builder and how these perceptions of agency (independent or interdependent) 

influence the place-based orientation of the organization. Findings from this study will 

provide important empirical data that can be used by community engagement 

practitioners and scholars to better understand place-based engagement.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY  

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research, the questions that will be 

addressed, and the methodological framework used to find the answers posed by the 

study. Based on these purposes, the following chapter is divided into four main sections. 

The first section, Purpose of the Research, will reintroduce the purposes and questions 

guiding the study with the goal of defining the overall focus, scope, and direction of the 

project. The second section, Research Design, provides an overview of the unique mixed 

methods and case study designs used in this research, along with some detail regarding 

the research site (The College) and the studies participants inside the institution. The third 

section, Data Collection and Analysis, provides a detailed outline of the specific research 

methods used in Phase I and Phase II of the research. Finally, the fourth section titled 

Summary, provides a re-cap of the study’s research design methodology presented in the 

previous sections.   

Purpose of the Research 

Community engagement is a large and growing movement in higher education. 

Within the movement, there is an increasing interest among scholars and practitioners 

alike in place-based approaches to engagement. Place-based approaches differ from other 

engagement strategies by focusing on activities designed to create “shared meanings” for 

particular place qualities that can be used to “help focus and coordinate the activities of 

different stakeholders on initiatives of social betterment” (Nilsen, 2005, p. 27). However, 

as the interest and application of place-based approaches has grown, there is little 

agreement about what this means or how it should be articulated through institutional 

community engagement. As a result, place-building through engagement is often poorly 
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understood, fragmented, and compartmentalized in higher education, which is crippling 

the place-building potential of colleges and universities (Moore, 2014). 

The central purpose of this explanatory mixed methods descriptive case study was 

to describe, and attempt to explain, how place and place-building have been 

conceptualized and reflected in the community engagement activities and partnerships of 

a small, private, highly-engaged institution of higher learning located in northwestern 

Pennsylvania. Data for the study was gathered through an analysis of institutional 

documents, an Organizational Place-Building Inventory, and focus group interviews with 

institutional administrators and faculty members. The findings presented will reveal, for 

the first time, how highly-engaged institutions have conceptualized place and place-

building, and how these conceptual underpinnings have been woven into the institutions 

community engagement activities and partnerships. 

This study is a significant departure from past administrative, organizational, and 

policy-based investigations of engagement. While these studies have made notable 

contributions to the existing body of knowledge, they have overlooked the important role 

colleges and universities can play in the co-construction of place (Kimball & Thomas, 

2012; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). This study expands the conversation around 

what it means to be engaged in, and with, particular places and provides a much-needed 

place-based point of departure for future research (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & 

Stanley, 2015). 
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The following three research questions were used to guide this investigation:  

1. How has the institution conceptualized place and place-building within the 

context of community engagement?  

2. According to Organizational Place-Building Theory, what are the institution’s 

place-building profiles?  

3. How, and to what degree, are the institution’s place-building profiles reflected in 

its community engagement activities and partnerships? 

Research Design 

To address these research questions, this dissertation employed a mixed methods 

descriptive case study research approach (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). According to 

Creswell (2014), research approaches are “plans and the procedures for research that span 

the steps from broad assumptions to detailed methods of data collection, analysis, and 

interpretation.” (p. 31). Approaches available to researchers are threefold: qualitative, 

quantitative, and mixed methods. Decisions regarding the selection of an approach are 

informed by three factors: 1) the philosophical assumptions the researcher brings to the 

project, 2) the procedures or design needed to address the research questions, and 3) the 

specific methods necessary to collect, analyze, and interpret the data (Creswell, 2014). 

Together, these make up the framework that guides the project, the research design that 

maps the investigation, and research methods that shape how the data are gathered and 

interpreted.   

Mixed methods approaches are a unique and growing research framework, 

frequently employed in educational research to examine new and emerging trends and 

innovations (Ponce & Pagan-Maldonado, 2015). What is unique to mixed methods 
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approaches is that they employ both quantitative and qualitative methods during the 

course of a single study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The central rationale for 

employing mixed methods in this research was that neither of the other two (quantitative 

and qualitative), by themselves, were sufficient to capture the level of detail necessary to 

reveal the nature of place-building within any institution of higher learning. Past research 

confirmed that the complex, interrelated institutional aspects of community engagement 

in higher education are often beyond the methodological choices provided by a singular 

quantitative or qualitative approaches (ATSDR, 2013). However, when combined within 

the frame of a single study, the approaches can complement each other to reveal a more 

complete picture of the research problem (Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989). The 

following sections present the rationale underpinning the selection of both the 

explanatory mixed methods case study design employed in this study.  

Mixed Methods Design 

The selection of a suitable mixed methods design is important in the integration of 

the quantitative and qualitative characteristics of these approaches. There are four mixed 

methods designs commonly referred to in the literature. These include triangulation, 

embedded, explanatory, and exploratory designs (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Each of 

these designs differ in terms of the sequence data are collected and analyzed (sequential 

or concurrent), the priority or emphasis given to quantitative and qualitative data (equal 

or unequal), when and how the data is integrated during the study (separated, 

transformed, or connected), and natural alignments with particular research paradigms or 

theoretical perspectives (Hanson, Creswell, Plano Clark, Petska, & Creswell, 2005; 

Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). After carefully considering these differences, an 
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explanatory mixed methods design was selected. However, the design was slightly 

modified based on the unique purposes of this investigation.  

Most explanatory designs (also known as explanatory sequential designs), 

according to Creswell and Plano Clark (2007), sequentially use qualitative data to 

explain, interpret, or “build upon” quantitative data and findings. These designs consist of 

two phases (see Figure 6), the initial collection and analysis of quantitative data followed 

by the collection and analysis of qualitative data. The first, quantitative phase, is 

connected to the second in that that the second qualitative data and analysis helps explain 

or define the results of the first (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Because the qualitative 

phase flows from the initial quantitative phase, priority or emphasis is typically placed 

the quantitative aspect of this framework. Priority or primacy is noted in research design 

notations by the use of upper and lowercase (Morse, 1991). In the figures used here, 

uppercase indicates priority and lowercase indicates less priority.  In the final part of an 

explanatory design, results of both phases are brought together or integrated to provide a 

rich description of the research problem. This design is the most “straightforward” of the 

mixed methods designs, according to Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003), because it is both 

intuitive, logical, and separated into clear methodological phases. This 

straightforwardness, or clarity, is one of the primary strengths of this design (Tashakkori 

& Teddlie, 2003).   

 

Figure 6. A typical explanatory design. (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p.73) 
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However, some research problems do not fit a typical explanatory design. In these 

cases, mixed methods researchers may adapt or modify the methodological timing, 

weighting, and timing of traditional designs to better fit specific research aims and 

questions (Cameron, 2009; Niglas, 2009). Modified or adapted mixed methods research 

designs are not rare. Researchers frequently modify or adapt mixed methods designs 

based on the unique purposes of specific investigations, the pragmatic nature of these 

typologies, and the inherent flexibility of mixed methods designs (Campbell, Patterson, & 

Bybee, 2011). In fact, research design modifications that complement and confirm each 

other have been supported, if not encouraged, by Creswell and his colleagues (Cameron, 

2009; Creswell & Plano Clark 2007; Onwuegbuzie, Slate, Leech, & Collins, 2007; 

Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998, 2003). This support was best articulated by Tashakkori and 

Teddlie (2003) who suggest that mixed methods researchers have “…the flexibility to 

choose and innovate within the types (designs) to fit a particular research situation” (p. 

223).  

For the purposes of this study, two notable modifications were made to the 

traditional exploratory design. The first modification involved the addition of a 

qualitative component in the first phase of the study. The addition of this component was 

important to the overall design because the separate collection and analysis of qualitative 

institutional data were necessary to determine how the institution had conceptualized 

place and place-building within the context of community engagement. This 

determination directly addressed research question one, and provided the background 

necessary to facilitate and inform the qualitative sequence in Phase II of the design. The 

timing of this additional qualitative phase was designed to be concurrent with the 
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quantitative component (questionnaire) in Phase I because it was not designed to inform 

that work.  However, the qualitative data and findings from the initial phase were used to 

inform the qualitative component (focus groups) in Phase II of the design. This 

information provided the rich conceptual backdrop necessary to facilitate focus groups 

discussions organized in that phase.  

The second design modification was related to the priority and mix of quantitative 

and qualitative data collected and analyzed during of the investigation. Traditionally, in 

explanatory designs, the quantitative phase is followed by a qualitative phase completing 

a cycle that feeds the integration of both types of data in the final phase. In this design, 

primacy is typically given to quantitative data. However, this study will combine and 

prioritize both types of data throughout the course of the project to enable both 

quantitative and qualitative methods to “reflexively” complement and confirm each phase 

of the study (Campbell, Patterson, & Bybee, 2011). Primacy modifications are supported 

by Creswell and colleagues (2003); note that both methods may be treated as equal 

components as opposed to prioritizing quantitative methods as in the original design 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). The rationale for this modification is based on the 

complexity of this study’s holistic investigation of institutional place-building through 

engagement as measured by themes established within institutional documents, the place-

building values of multiple institutional and community stakeholders, and how both were 

reflected in institutional community engagement activities and partnerships meant that all 

this information would be best understood by equally weighted quantitative and 

qualitative findings. The modified explanatory mixed methods research approach used in 

this study is displayed in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7. The modified explanatory mixed methods design used in this study. 

Case Study Design 

Generally speaking, case studies are in-depth explorations of specific “bounded” 

systems that employ extensive data collection methods to explain particular programs, 

events, activities, or processes (Creswell, 2007; 2014). There are many types of case 

study designs, but according to Yin (2009), case study research can be carried out using 

one of three case study typologies, depending on its purpose. After carefully considering 

these designs, a descriptive case study design was selected as most suitable to the 

purposes of this study.  

This decision was based on three primary rationale. First, little is known about 

how place-building happens within the community engagement function of colleges and 

universities. According to Yin (2003), descriptive case studies are frequently used when 

little is known about a particular phenomenon which can be identified, defined, and 

measured using the data selected for the study. Given the relative absence of place-based 

discussions within the field of institutional community engagement, there is a need, 

among scholars and practitioners alike, for insight, discovery, and interpretation around 

this topic. Descriptive case study designs provide an established, pragmatic framework 

around which this study can make a meaningful contribution through the development 
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and presentation of a highly detailed description of place-building that is characteristic of 

these types of studies 

Second, descriptive case studies are not constrained by strict methodological 

constructs that could limit this study’s ability to explore the complex nature of 

institutional place-building and its expression through engagement programing. 

Descriptive case study research designs, as Yin (2009) points out, frequently employ a 

mix of both quantitative and qualitative data and methods to address how and why 

research questions within particular bounded systems. The design of this study included 

multiple quantitative and qualitative data and methods, from both inside and outside the 

institution, to develop a comprehensive understanding of place-building through 

engagement. The methodological flexibility of case study designs not only made this 

possible, it also strengthened the triangulation aspects of the design or the inclusion of 

multiple types and sources of data to create what Yin (2009) refers to as a credible 

understanding of the research problem.  

Third, descriptive case studies have been recognized as particularly useful in the 

study of educational innovations, such as place-building in higher education, and are 

being frequently employed in studies like the one presented here (Merriam, 1998). In 

fact, a review of recent community engagement literature reveals that descriptive case 

study designs are the predominate method used to research the topic of community 

engagement in higher education. Three recent examples illustrate the prevalence of case 

study designs within the field: University-Community Partnerships: Universities in Civic 

Engagement (Soska & Johnson Butterfield, 2004), Making Place Matter: Tools and 

Insights for Universities Called to Regional Stewardship (AASCU, 2006), and Becoming 
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and Engaged Campus: A Practical Guide for Institutionalizing Public Engagement 

(Beere, Votruba, & Wells, 2011). In each of these texts, the authors used case study 

designs to present a detailed analysis of community engagement on different campuses 

and the complex issues bound up in the nature of these efforts.  

Figure 8 illustrates the broad explanatory mixed methods descriptive case study 

design used in this research. The design graphic includes all the important components of 

the design and the methodological connections between each of the study’s two phases 

which will be outlined in the following section. Information shown includes the approach 

used, data sources, research procedures, products, and the associated research questions.  

 

Figure 8. The explanatory mixed methods descriptive case study design used for the 

study. 
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Bounding the Case 

The defining aspect of any case study is that they are “bound” in some way 

(Merriam, 1998). The boundaries established for this study were twofold. First, to fully 

explore the nature of place-building through community engagement and to establish the 

rich detail characteristic of case study designs, the study was limited in scope to a single, 

highly-engaged institution of higher learning located in northwestern Pennsylvania. 

Second, a time boundary was introduced to narrow the focus of the study to community 

engagement activities and partnerships, undertaken by the institution, between 2011 and 

2017. The rationale for this six year timeframe was based on the dates of the activities 

and partnerships included in the CEC application along with an attempt to gather current 

community engagement activities and partnerships. Together, these boundaries defined 

how this study was “fenced in” to capture a holistic description of the nature of place-

building as it is occurring within a particular system (Creswell, 2009).  

Research Site 

The general population for study sites were accredited, four-year public or private 

colleges or universities. This population was identified using the Peterson’s Guide to 

Four Year Colleges (Oram, 2007). To further refine this group of schools, three case 

selection criteria were used. First, based on the community engagement focus of both the 

research purpose and questions, only highly-engaged institutions of higher learning were 

included. Highly-engaged institutions were defined by this study as those that received 

the Community Engagement Classification (CEC) from the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching (CFAT) in 2015. A list of campuses that had received the 

2015 CEC was secured via the New England Resource Center for Higher Education 
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(NERCHE) website (NERCHE, 2016). NERCHE serves as the Carnegie Foundation’s 

administrative partner, and is responsible for managing and administering the CEC 

process nationwide. Second, based on the researcher’s location in southwestern 

Pennsylvania, only institutions in the state were included. This information was in the 

information secured from the NERCHE website (2016). The purpose of this criteria was 

to ensure the most feasible logistics for the researcher to visit the site and collect data for 

the study. Third, based on the comprehensive approach of this investigation, it was 

necessary to work only with institutions interested in better understanding the place-

based orientation of its community engagement activities and partnerships. Figure 9 

presents the case selection process based on the three criteria presented above.  

 

Figure 9. Case selection criteria. 

The case selection process used in this research represented a purposeful sampling 

procedure. The primary rationale behind the use of purposeful sampling in this study was 

the study’s interest in the place-based nature of community engagement and the need for 

an institutional champion at the case study site. Creswell (2007) states that this type of 
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sampling is appropriate to qualitative research because it aligns and informs an 

understanding of phenomena associated with a specific population.  

After applying criteria one and two, a list of nine potential case study sites in 

Pennsylvania was developed. The application of the third criteria, interest, was 

established by contacting the community engagement offices of the nine schools starting 

with the ones closest to the researcher’s location. Contact was made with The College, 

located in northwestern Pennsylvania, and a partnership quickly emerged. Initial 

conversations with institutional representatives revealed an interest in better 

understanding the place-based orientation of their community engagement programming 

and a willingness among institutional leaders to champion the study. Based on these 

interactions, The College was selected as the research site for the study.   

The College. The site of the research was a private, co-educational liberal arts 

college located in northwestern Pennsylvania, roughly 90 miles north of the city of 

Pittsburgh. The school was founded in the early 1800s and is historically affiliated with 

the United Methodist Church. However, the institution is currently non-sectarian.  

Total undergraduate enrollment at The College in 2017 was just under 2000 

students, all of which are housed on the institution’s campus. The College offers over 50 

academic programs and tracks, and all students are required to complete a senior capstone 

project before graduation (U.S News and World Report, 2017). The College operates on a 

semester based academic calendar and has been ranked in the top 25 most academically 

rigorous colleges in the nation (The Daily Beast, 2012). The 2016-17 tuition and fees at 

The College exceed $40,000, room and board add another approximately $10,000 to 

these costs, making The College one of the more expensive private institutions in the 
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Commonwealth (Peterson's Guide to Colleges and Universities, 2017). The main campus 

area is approximately 80 acres and is made up of more than 30 major buildings, all of 

which are located within the municipality. This municipality is referred to in this study as 

“Pleasantville.” Pleasantville is recognized by the Commonwealth as a city and is home 

to county government. The City is one of the largest municipalities in the predominantly 

rural county, boasting a 2010 population of more than 13,000 residents (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2016). Permission to site the research at The College was requested and secured 

in April 2017 following IRB approval to proceed with the study (see Appendix A).  

Participants 

At the site level, two populations were identified as important to the study: 

institutional administrators and faculty members. Administrators were defined in this 

research as full-time or part-time employees that held professional, managerial, and/or 

staff positions within the institution. Faculty members were defined as institutional 

employees who held full-time or part-time teaching positions. These institutional 

populations were identified as having important perspectives regarding the place-based 

nature of the institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships. In addition, 

Creswell (2007) cites the need to sample at multiple levels within the case study site to 

obtain the differing perspectives of the same phenomenon. To collect this information, 

participants were asked to complete the OPBI questionnaire in Phase I and participate in 

a focus group interview during Phase II. 

To further narrow both target populations, two criteria were applied. First, to be 

eligible for participation, administrators or faculty members had to be at least 18 years 

old with at least one year of experience in their respective administrative or teaching 
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positions. These criteria was important to establish a level of expertise and experience 

among potential participants. Second, participants must be directly involved in the 

institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships. This research refers to 

these administrators and faculty members as “community engagement actors” and defines 

this group as individuals directly involved in the design, coordination, and/or the 

implementation of the institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships. 

The purposeful selection individuals that met these criteria was based on this study’s 

interest in exploring the perceptions of individuals, within the institution, who were of 

age, had experience in their positions, and were directly involved in the strategic 

(administrators) and operational (faculty) aspects of community engagement efforts. This 

target population had the added benefit of not only being associated with the site of the 

study, but also directly connected to its community engagement programing (Lee, 2012). 

After reviewing available institutional data and aligning it with criteria one, a total 

of 86 full-time administrators, 160 full-time faculty members, and 28 part-time faculty 

members were identified as eligible for participation (NCES, 2016). Next, this list of 274 

administrators and faculty members was further refined by applying the second criteria to 

identify the institution’s community engagement actors. This highly specific population 

was identified working directly with the Civic Engagement Office at The College. This 

office was an ideal partner based on its operational involvement in all of the institution’s 

community engagement programing. Working with representatives from this office, a list 

that contained a total of 56 community engagement actors that met both criteria was 

provided. This list was used to solicit participation in the study. Figure 10 provides an 
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illustration of how these populations were identified and narrowed based on the purposes 

of the study.  

 

Figure 10.  Study population and sample. 

At the end of the solicitation protocol, a total of 35 individuals had completed the 

OPBI questionnaire in Phase I of the study. Of these, 27 participated in the focus groups 

conducted in Phase II. No part-time employees participated in either phase of the study. 

Table 1 provides a breakdown of participation within each target population. 

Table 1 

Phase I and Phase II Participation 

 Phase Administrators Faculty Total Participants 

Phase I (OPBI) 17 18 35 

Phase II (Focus Groups) 15 12 27 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

 

As discussed in the previous sections, mixed methods studies require the 

collection and analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data from multiple sources. 

Methods employed should be combined “in a way that has complementary strengths and 

non-overlapping weaknesses” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003, p. 299). With this in mind, 
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this study’s research design called for the collection and analysis of data to be completed 

in two sequential phases.  

During the first phase (Phase I), qualitative data were collected from The College 

in the form of institutional documents. Later, during the quantitative component of Phase 

I, a 29-item questionnaire was distributed to institutional administrators and faculty 

members designed to assess the place-building values and strategies informing 

community engagement at The College. Descriptive statistics were then created from 

completed surveys and coupled with qualitative findings from the document analysis to 

“seed” a series of three focus group interviews with survey respondents in Phase II. 

Focus group interview data collected in Phase II was coded using a Framework Method 

(Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 2013) and then combined with the data 

collected and analyzed in Phase I.   

To maintain the methodological integrity during the course of the study, special 

attention was paid to the quantitative and qualitative methods employed. This attention to 

detail provided clarity during analysis and strength to the findings that emerged. 

Methodological integrity or “congruence” (Morse, 2003, p. 191) was achieved by 

separating collection and analysis of data into its individual phases. Document data and 

survey results in Phase I informed Phase II by creating a fundamental understanding of 

how the institution had conceptualized place and place-building that was used to drive 

discussions around these topics during the focus group interviews.  In this way, mixing of 

the data within and among both phases was intentionally iterative to provide supportive 

information throughout the course of the study (Creswell, 2009).   
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Data Management Software  

Three primary software packages were employed during the Phase I and Phase II 

of this research: Excel®, NVivo®, and ArcMAP®. Excel® was used extensively during 

the qualitative component (document analysis) of Phase I, to organize codes, themes, and 

related text. Later, during the quantitative component of Phase I Excel® was used to 

manage survey data, generate descriptive statistics, and create related charts and graphs. 

NVivo® was used during both Phase I and II to support the qualitative analysis of 

institutional documents and focus group transcripts. For example, institutional documents 

and transcript data were imported and “parent and child nodes” were created by the 

researcher using NVivo®. Using these nodes as a coding and categorizing structure, the 

data were examined line by line to identify and move related text into the nodes created 

in NVivo®. Once complete, this coded and categorized data could be studied to 

determine the place-based orientation of the institution’s community engagement 

activities and partnerships. ArcMAP® was used to create maps community engagement 

activities and partnerships identified by the institution during both phases of the project. 

This software was also used to analyze and illustrate spatial relationships among the 

geography of these community interactions.  

The value of using these software packages during the analysis process was 

threefold. First, it enabled the efficient management of the large document data set 

assembled for analysis which reduced the amount of time spent “digging through” the 

data to find key aspects within the documents. Second, it increased the speed of coding 

by making it a click-and-drag operation. Further, NVivo® is specifically designed to 

enable continuous resorting and reorganizing of the text based on emerging themes 

defined by the researcher. Using these features and others designed to illustrate linkages 
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and relationships enabled the researcher to follow promising analytic connections. Third, 

understanding geography and spatial relationships is about seeing where things are 

happening. ArcMAP® provided a highly effective platform to not only generate maps but 

also explore emerging spatial connections among community engagement activities and 

partnerships.  

It is important to note that while there are many benefits to using these tools, no 

software can independently preform an analysis process (Weitzman, 2000). With this in 

mind, the software employed during this research was solely in a support capacity. In this 

way, the findings that emerged were independently developed by the researcher.  

Phase I: Qualitative  

For the first phase of the study, both qualitative and quantitative methods were 

used. This section outlines the data collection and analysis methods used in the 

qualitative component of Phase I. This component consisted of the collection and 

analysis of archival institutional documents. The data and analysis in this component was 

directly related to research question one and three which ask: 1) How has the institution 

conceptualized place and place-building (Thomas & Cross, 2007) within the context of 

community engagement? and 3) How, and to what degree, are the institution’s place-

building profiles (Thomas & Cross, 2007) reflected in its community engagement 

activities and partnerships? 

The quantitative component of Phase I consisted of the distribution and analysis 

of the OPBI questionnaire. The data collection and analysis methods for this component 

is outlined in one of the later sections titled Phase I: Quantitative. The timing of both 

were concurrent within Phase I, however the completion of both were necessary to the 
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start of Phase II of the research. In Phase II, the results of the both qualitative and 

quantitative components of Phase I were integrated in the findings of the entire study 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Ivankova & Stick, 2006). As can be seen in Figure 8, 

there were no connections between the individual qualitative and quantitative 

components of Phase I due to the content and contextual independence of both (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2007).  

Data collection procedures. The qualitative component of Phase I involved the 

collection and analysis of three types of archival data 1) institutional framing documents, 

2) community engagement framing documents, and 3) the institution’s Community 

Engagement Classification (CEC) application submitted to the Carnegie Foundation for 

the Advancement of Teaching (CFAT) in 2015. All of these documents revolved around 

the formal strategic framework of The College and its community engagement 

programming. The following sections detail the qualitative data collection procedures 

followed for each of these archival data sources. 

Institutional framing documents. For the purposes of this study, institutional 

framing documents were generally defined as those that formally articulated where the 

institutions should be and how it planned to get there (Keller, 2010). These foundational 

documents can take many forms (i.e. reports, studies, etc.) but the specific framing 

document on which this research focused was the institution’s “strategic plan.” Generally 

defined, a strategic plan is a collection of purpose, vision, value, goal, plan, and priority 

statements for the institution that have been built through a collaborative, internal 

strategic planning process. These plans are widely recognized as the blueprints or road 

maps that shape direction of the institution and serve as a decision-making framework for 
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those inside the organization (Bryson, 2010). As such, these documents were a logical 

source of information related to how the institution was conceptualizing place and its role 

within it. Further, place-building researchers identified framing documents, specifically 

mission statements, as the location where organizations articulate how they “seek to 

balance place well-being and corporate fiscal success” (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 44).   

The College’s current strategic plan document was identified and secured via the 

researcher’s partnership with the institution. The eight-page document, referred to here as 

“The Strategic Plan,” was developed in 2010 and adopted by The College in 2011. The 

document was designed as the institution’s long-range plan from 2010-2020 and included 

the input from wide variety of institutional stakeholders including administrators, faculty 

members, and students. The document is publicly available on The College’s website but 

was supplied via email following a document request submitted to the Office of Civic 

Engagement.  

Community engagement framing documents. Community engagement framing 

documents are defined in the same way institutional framing documents were defined 

above. However, the focus of this document is at a micro level. Again, the documents of 

interest here were any strategic planning documents used to help frame the purpose and 

activities of the institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships. The 

framing documents secured following an email request submitted to the Office of Civic 

Engagement included the following: 

1. Community Service and Service Learning Vision statement. This eight page 

document was developed in 2008 by faculty, staff, and students involved in 

the institution’s community engagement programming. The purpose of the 
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document was to provide an overview of community engagement, along with 

a vision for the future. 

2. Report of the Civic Engagement Task Force. This 34-page document was 

developed in late 2011 and early 2012. The document was assembled by an 

institutionally appointed Task Force made up of administrators and faculty 

who were actively involved in the institution’s community engagement 

programing. The purpose of the Task Force, and corresponding document, 

was to connect to a directive in institution’s strategic plan which instructed 

The College to “Consolidate and focus our community outreach programs and 

activities” (Strategic Plan, 2011, p. 3). 

3. Civic Engagement Working Group report. This report, developed in 2013 and 

made available institution-wide in early 2014, was the product of the 

collective efforts students, faculty, administrators, and community members 

actively engaged in the institution’s community engagement programing. The 

purpose of the document was to create a common language for engagement, 

encourage its institutionalization, and connection to the curriculum. What was 

produced was an eight-page report, organized around 12 core principles and 

associated recommendations designed to guide civic engagement at The 

College.  

4. Community Engagement Mission and Vision statements. These documents 

were developed by the Office of Civic Engagement at The College to provide 

direction for the newly created organizational structure designed to realign 

community engagement within The College. This recently created structure, 
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referred to here as “The Center,” was the product of the institutional strategic 

plan and the reports of the Task Force and Working Group. The one-page 

statements, adopted in 2015, are twofold. The first is for The Center and the 

second for Civic Engagement. Each is organized around mission statements 

and descriptions of work associated with each.  

2015 CFAT CEC application documents. The Community Engagement 

Classification (CEC) is a voluntary classification developed by the Carnegie Foundation 

for the Advancement of Teaching (CFAT) in 2005 to recognized highly-engaged 

institutions. Unlike traditional Carnegie classifications that rely on national data 

(Driscoll, 2014), the CEC requires the submission of an application that “affirms that a 

university or college has institutionalized engagement with community in its identity, 

culture, and commitments.” (Driscoll, 2009, p. 5). 

The Carnegie Foundation is well known in higher education for its systems of 

classification of college and universities and its support of research and policy analysis 

(Driscoll, 2009; Simpson, 2011). There are multiple classifications institutions can seek, 

but the CEC is unique. Its rigorous application framework was designed to “respect the 

diversity of institutions and their approaches to community engagement; engage 

institutions in a process of inquiry, reflection, and self-assessment; and honor institutions’ 

achievements while promoting the ongoing development of their programs” (Driscoll, 

2009, p. 6).  

As of this writing, only 361 campuses, of the over 5,000 college campuses in the 

United States, have received the community engagement classification, which speaks to 

the rigor of the application requirements (NERCHE, 2016). A total of 240 campuses were 
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selected to receive the classification in 2015 and of these, 83 were first-time 

classifications and 157 were re-classifications (NERCHE, 2016). 

The CEC documentation framework (application) consists of two components. 

The first component, referred to within the application as “Foundational Indicators,” are 

demonstrations of the institutionalization of community engagement as measured by 

documentation of institution’s identity, culture and commitment (Driscoll, 2009). The 

second component, referred to within the application as “Categories of Community 

Engagement,” is documentation of the focus of their community engagement through 

curricular engagement, outreach and partnerships, or both (Driscoll, 2009). Completed 

applications consist of responses and documentation for a total of 43 questions, divided 

into multiple sections based on content, and are typically 40-60 pages in length.  

The CEC application was used in this research for three reasons. First, CEC 

applications are focused on uncovering the institution’s community engagement 

“identity” (Driscoll, 2009). This statement means that how the institution conceptualizes 

place and its relationship with it should be part of these philosophic underpinnings. 

Second, the CEC is part of a nationally recognized classification model.  In this way, it 

has retained credibility and authority (Simpson, 2011). Third, the CEC was developed 

and implemented by collection of acclaimed community engagement leaders, experts, 

and scholars representing multiple associations focused on higher education (Driscoll, 

2014; Simpson, 2011).  

CEC application data were provided to the researcher via an email request 

submitted to the Civic Engagement Office at The College. Representatives from this 
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office provided application data to the researcher following IUP IRB approval secured in 

April 2017.   

Data analysis procedures. The method of analysis used to examine institutional 

documents was the Framework Method (Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 

2013; Pope, Ziebland, & Mays, 2000; Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). This method “sits within a 

broad family of analysis methods often termed thematic analysis or qualitative content 

analysis” and is often used by qualitative researchers to “draw descriptive and/or 

explanatory conclusions clustered around themes” that emerge from the data (Gale, 

Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 2013, p. 2). Content analysis is, according to 

Weber (1985) “a research methodology that utilizes a set of procedures to make valid 

inferences from text” (p. 9). There have been a variety of typologies, terms, and 

definitions developed around this type of methodology but essentially the point of content 

analysis is to combine text data that has been gathered for the study and reduce it to a 

group of variables and/or patterns that can be measured (Bernard, 1994; Hatch, 2002; 

Weber, 1985). Content analysis of organizational documents has become increasing 

popular among case study and mixed methods researcher due to the valuable 

triangulation opportunities involved in integrating different materials and evidence within 

one method (Kohlbacher, 2005). For institutional research, like the study presented here, 

content analysis methods are particularly well-suited to “reveal the focus of individual, 

group, institutional, or societal attention” (Weber, 1995, p. 9).  

The value of the Framework Method is that it provides a highly structured process 

through which documents can be systematically reduced, and analyzed on either a case 

by case basis, by theme, and/or by individual codes (Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & 
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Redwood, 2013). The rationale for its use in this study was based on the researcher’s 

need for: a) a replicable method of analysis across multiple sets of data (institutional 

documents, focus group transcripts), b) a systematic and efficient analysis processes that 

effectively summarized or reduced data to a logical table or matrix based this study’s 

theoretical framework, and c) a method that enabled the researcher to compare and 

contrast data across, and within, multiple data sets and cases. 

The Framework Method consists of seven stages: 1) transcription, 2) 

familiarization with textual data, 3) coding, 4) developing and analytical framework, 5) 

applying the analytical framework, 6) charting data into the framework matrix, and 7) 

interpreting the data (Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 2013; Pope, Ziebland, 

& Mays, 2000; Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). A slight modification was made to the original 

framework during Phase I of this study. In the original framework presented in the 

literature, transcription was included as the first stage. However, for analysis of 

institutional documents transcription was not necessary and therefore simply omitted 

from the process of analyzing institutional documents. Figure 11 presents the stages of 

the Framework Method used during Phase I of this research.  

 

Figure 11. Stages of the framework method used in analyzing institutional documents. 

(Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 2013) 
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Coding was done using a deductive approach. Deductive approaches use themes and 

codes that are pre-selected based on “previous literature, previous theories, or the 

specifics of the research question” (Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 2013, p. 

3). In this research, five themes were identified using Organizational Place-Building 

Theory: nature, social relationships, built environment, ethics, and economic 

relationships (Kimball & Thomas, 2012; Thomas & Cross, 2007; Thomas, Kimball, & 

Suhr, 2016). A sixth theme was added by the researcher, geography, to explore the 

geographic focus of the institution’s community engagement programing.  

To guide the coding process within the framework of these six themes, a set of 

criteria was developed to guide the selection of relevant text and its thematic association. 

Guiding the design of these criteria were the thematic descriptions presented in the OPBT 

literature.  

1. Nature 

a. Text referencing the natural environment (i.e. landscape, earth). 

b. Text referencing how the institution generally or specifically 

relates and contributes to nature and the environment. 

2. Social Relationships 

a. Text referencing the full spectrum of interactions between the 

institution’s population and communities, stakeholders, and 

organizations outside the institution.  

b. Text referencing how certain spaces are treated in such a way that 

reflects the culture, strategies, and values of the institution.  
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3. Built Environment 

a. Text referencing man-made buildings, roads, and infrastructure 

(i.e. academic buildings). 

b. Text referencing how these spaces are treated and value is placed 

on built environment through architecture, landscaping, and 

historical significance.  

4. Ethics 

a. Text referring to the institution’s “practices and its implicit and 

explicit contract with the community that seeks to establish itself 

as legitimate” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & 

Banning, 2014, p. 55). 

b. Text referring to how the institution’s practices are modeled within 

higher education, its institutional culture, and stakeholders. 

5. Economic Relationships  

a. Text referring to how the institution has defined its level of 

investment in the fiscal well-being of the community (i.e. 

workforce development) 

b. Text referring to specific practices related to the economic vitality, 

growth, and development. 

6. Geography 

a. Text referencing specific geographic locations by name (i.e. 

Boston). 

b. Text referencing specific geographic areas (i.e. downtown). 



91 

 

c. Text referencing a general geographic scale (i.e. local, regional, 

national, and global). 

Phase I: Quantitative  

Yin (2009) suggests that weaving together data collection through different 

methods and procedures can help researchers gather the rich thick descriptions 

characteristic of case study designs. Bernard (1994) supports this assertion by stating that 

questionnaires are important in building comprehensive descriptions that explain 

complex human behavior patterns and how variables interact to generate those patterns. 

Following this guidance, the quantitative component in the first phase of this study 

involved the distribution and analysis of a survey instrument titled the Organizational 

Place-Building Inventory (OPBI). The OPBI is a measurement instrument designed to 

assess an organization’s values and strategies along five dimensions or latent constructs 

of place-building. These dimensions include: nature, social relationships, built 

environment, ethics, and economic relationships. Together, these constructs make up 

what researchers refer to as a “multi-dimensional” concept of place, and can be used as 

an assessment framework to determine the extent to which an organization values and 

invests in each of these characteristics.  

The aim of the quantitative component of this phase was directly connected to 

research question two of the study. This question asks: According to Organizational 

Place-Building Theory (Thomas & Cross, 2007), what are the institution’s place-building 

profiles? Each of the 29 questions were directly connected to this research question. The 

goal of this quantitative work, and the qualitative work in Phase II (focus groups), was to 
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firmly establish the institution’s place-building profile for each of the five dimensions of 

OPBT.   

Target population. The site of this research was The College located in 

northwestern Pennsylvania. The sample surveyed to determine The College’s place-

building profiles included two groups of community engagement actors inside the 

institution. Community engagement actors have been defined in this research as 

individuals directly involved in institutional community engagement efforts. The 

population of internal actors was limited to institutional administrators and faculty 

members. This limitation was made to focus the research on the perceptions of 

individuals within the institution who were meaningfully connected to strategic and 

operational aspects of the institution’s community engagement efforts. Samples from 

these populations were developed through the active partnership with the Office of Civic 

Engagement at The College. Working with representatives from this office, a complete 

list of 56 community engagement actors was developed and used to solicit participation.   

Instrumentation and materials. The OPBI, as developed by Cross (2007), 

Kimball (2012), Thomas (2007, 2012, 2016), and Suhr (2016), is designed to assess an 

organization’s values and strategies along five dimensions or latent constructs of place-

building. Prior to the development of the OPBI, researchers were challenged in finding 

assessment tools that compared an organization’s practices relative to some set of place-

building principles, guidelines, or rubrics (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). The OPBI, 

first used by place-building researchers in 2011, was designed as an objective instrument 

that could be employed to quantify an organization’s investments in particular places and 

its socially responsible activities from a place-based perspective using the five latent 
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constructs established in OPBT (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Since its development, 

it has been used by researchers from multiple fields and disciplines to explore differences 

in organizational place-building characteristics between various organizations and their 

internal and external stakeholders (Kimball & Thomas, 2012). Permission to use the 

OPBI in this study was requested and obtained from the authors of the questionnaire in 

March 2017 (see Appendix B). 

The OPBI (see Appendix C) is composed of 29 Likert-type items organized 

around each of the five place-building dimensions: nature, social relationships, built 

environment, ethics, and economic relationships. These dimensions reflect the five 

variables of place-building as identified by OPBT. Each question in the survey uses a 

seven-point response scale from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree” (Kimball & 

Thomas, 2012). Questions 1-6 of the OPBI measure the social relations variable which 

“includes the full spectrum of interactions between an organization’s employees and 

stakeholders and among and between other organizations” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016, p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 55). According to place-building researchers, 

this construct “is concerned with how certain space is treated in such a way that reflects 

the culture, strategies, and values of the organization” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, 

p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 55). Questions 7-12 measure economic relations or 

the organization’s level of investment in the fiscal well-being of the community. 

Questions 13-18 measure nature dimension of place-building. The nature dimension 

“includes natural as opposed to man-made. Such as the landscape, earth, geography and 

natural resources” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 

55). Questions 19-24 measure ethics or the “practices and implicit and explicit contract 
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with the community that seeks to establish itself as legitimate” (Thomas, Kimball, & 

Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 55). Finally, questions 25-29 are 

concerned with the built environment, which includes man-made buildings, roads, and 

other material infrastructure associated with the organization and seeks to measure how 

these spaces are treated. Questions here were also designed to reflect the value placed on 

architecture, landscaping, and historical preservation among the organizations physical 

structures (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Table 2 provides the OPBI questions and 

their connection to the five themes or dimensions of place and place-building as 

discussed in OPBT (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). 

Table 2 

OPBI Questions and OPBT Themes/Dimensions (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 27) 

Questions 
Theme / 

Dimension 

1. My institution invests its resources to create positive change for the community. 

2. My institution collaborates with other organizations to improve the community's 

education programs. 

3. My institution is accountable for the impacts its operations have in the community. 

4. My institution invests its assets and resources to help sustain the community's 

culture. 

5. My institution's population is expected to contribute their time or money to local 

philanthropic activities. 

6. My institution invests its resources to increase opportunities for civic participation 

and investment. 

Social 

7. My institution places a high priority on its economic influence in the community. 

8. My institution commits resources to the economic development of the community. 

9. My institution helps its area businesses improve their business practices. 

10. My institution's success is designed to contribute to the economic success of the 

community. 

11. My institution is recognized for its contributions to the local economy. 

12. My institution's sole contribution is to the community’s economy, i.e. creating 

jobs, etc. 

Economic 

13. My institution mission includes improving the well-being of the natural 

environment. 

14. My institution utilizes best practices that protect local resources, such as the 

natural environment, water, geography, etc. 

15. My institution s a leader in actions that protect the natural environment. 

16. My institution is respected for its improvements to the natural environment. 

Nature 
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17. My institution contributes financially to activities that build an environmentally 

sustainable community. 

18. My institution considers the extent of its impact on the environment in all its 

activities. 

19. My institution's mission includes a financial commitment to the social well-being 

of the community. 

20. My institution holds itself accountable for the impact its operation has on the 

community. 

21. My institution works to enhance its legitimacy as a leader in the community. 

22. Building my institution's influence in the community is a key institutional strategy. 

23. My institution invests its resources for the common good even when there is a cost 

to the institution. 

24. My institution initiates policy and practices that help build a more ethical 

environment. 

Ethics 

25. My institution invests in projects that support community renewal (such as historic 

neighborhoods and tourism, entertainment facilities). 

26. My institution's campus helps to create a sense of place. 

27. My institution contributes to community redevelopment projects that advance 

economic development. 

28. My institution's campus is valued as a place where its population can create 

meaningful relationships. 

29. My institution's mission considers the economic wellbeing of the entire 

community. 

Built 

Environment 

Pilot studies. A pilot study was conducted to ensure the validity and reliability of 

the OPBI questionnaire (Phase I), focus group interview questions (Phase II), and the 

effectiveness of multiple contact strategy designed to solicit participation among 

community engagement actors at The College. The pilot study was necessary to confirm 

a working understanding of the OPBI questions that had been subject to minor 

modifications made to reorient the OPBI to community engagement actors in an 

institution of higher learning. By design, this group was also asked to provide feedback 

regarding the viability of the focus group protocol, handout materials, and the PowerPoint 

designed to orient participants during the focus group sessions. Finally, given the 

importance of encouraging participation among community engagement actors at The 

College, the pilot study provided an excellent opportunity to test the effectiveness of 

email communication designed to solicit participation.  



96 

 

Following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval secured from Indiana 

University of Pennsylvania (IUP), a purposeful sample of four community engagement 

actors at another university were identified and asked to be complete the OPBI and 

participate in one focus group interview. Within this sample were two institutional 

administrators and two faculty members, mirroring the target population of the study. 

Each participant had extensive community engagement experience in their professional 

roles at the institution. At the outset, the group was advised via email and via phone 

conversations that their participation in the pilot study was voluntary. Further, 

participants were asked to review and agree to the Phase I Informed Consent Form 

included as part of the online survey and review and agree to the Phase II Informed 

Consent Form presented in printed format at the start of the pilot focus group session. 

Both of these forms have been included in Appendix D. 

At the start of the pilot, participants received a series of emails designed to 

introduce the study and encourage participation. A total of five individual emails were 

distributed. After reviewing these emails, pilot group participants completed the survey 

and a focus group interview day and time was selected. At the start of the focus group 

interaction participants were asked to share their feedback regarding the emails designed 

to recruit participants. Next, the researcher adopted the role of focus group facilitator 

using the protocol created to guide the interaction. At the conclusion of the protocol, the 

pilot group was asked to discuss what worked and what did not with regard to the 

handouts, presentation materials, and questions. The focus group pilot session was audio 

recorded and summarized to ensure the accuracy of proposed protocol adjustments. 

Based on feedback collected, the following modifications were made: 
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 Email communications were redesigned to decrease redundancy and 

lengthiness. 

 Handout materials were made less technical by eliminating place-building 

jargon. 

 Presentation materials were made more visual by adding photos and graphics 

intended to illustrate key concepts necessary to the discussion. 

 Focus group questions were modified by including common language 

descriptions of concepts. 

  No modifications were made to the OPBI due to the positive feedback from 

the group.  However, slight changes were made to the question designed to 

identify the best time for respondents to participate in one of the three focus 

group sessions planned to follow the completion of the OPBI questionnaire.  

Data collection procedures. The quantitative data collection procedures used in 

this research were guided by the tailored design method (TMD) developed by Dillman, 

Smyth, and Christian (2009). The basic tenant of TMD is that the entire survey process is 

germane to its success. “In particular, TDM emphasizes that the survey process is part of 

a social interaction between the researcher and the survey respondent and stresses the 

importance of appropriately communicating the survey to the respondent” (Schonlau, 

Fricker, & Elliott, 2002, p. 6). TMD was employed in this research with the aim of 

reducing survey errors by creating trust and the perception of reward while, at the same 

time, reducing the perception of cost among potential participants. Trust was established 

through the active partnership with the director of the Office of Civic Engagement. 

Intrinsic rewards for participation were bound to participant’s contribution to the field of 
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community engagement research within which they are actively involved and extrinsic 

rewards were the distribution of final research document to participant database.  

Communication during the data collection process was done via email. Email was 

determined as the most appropriate means of communication based on the targeted 

population’s familiarity with digital communication and their use of these methods in 

day-to-day business (Simpson, 2011). Digital communication reduced barriers to 

participation by organizing communication efforts in a format that could be understood 

easily by the participants and tracked by the researcher. 

Data were collected using a confidential, self-administered web-based version of 

the OPBI. The software used to construct the survey and compile results was a Qualtrix 

® platform. Once a final draft of the OPBI was constructed using the software, a link was 

generated that could be included in email communications. A multiple contact strategy 

(Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009) was used to distribute the survey and encourage 

participation. The contact strategy used in this research consisted of five steps. The first 

contact was the announcement of the research project. This email was sent by the director 

of the Office of Civic Engagement Office at The College. In the email the director 

introduced the principle investigator and provided an overview of the project. The second 

contact consisted of a short recap of the first email and a link to the survey. The third 

contact included a general thank you to those who had participated and a continued 

request for participation by community engagement actors that had not done so already. 

The fourth contact was another reminder to participate and thank you directed to 

recipients who had already completed the survey. The fifth and final contact consisted of 

another thank you, a final request participate to those who hadn’t done so, and a listing of 
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days and times for the follow-up focus group sessions during which they could see and 

interact with survey results, and researcher. With the exception of the first announcement 

email, each step of the contact strategy was made using the researcher’s email. The use of 

the researcher’s personal email was designed to personalize the communication and 

expedite responses to questions and concerns (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009). The 

partnership team at The College were carbon copied during each of these steps to validate 

cooperation between the researcher and the institution to further encourage participation. 

Appendix E provides the content and dates of each of these email communications.  

A total of 35 people completed the OPBI. Within the sample were 17 full-time 

administrators and 18 full-time faculty members. With 56 surveys distributed, this total 

(35) represents a response rate of 63 percent. This level of participation was well above 

what was expected by the researcher. Anticipated barriers influencing the modest 

participation projections included survey length (29 questions), difficulty understanding 

the research topic, absentee faculty members, and late semester obligations among the 

target population. Given these, the researcher and representatives from The College 

anticipated response rates between 36 and 45 percent.  

Data analysis procedures. The OPBI came with a predetermined scoring 

methods that had been tested and validated by place-building researchers (Thomas, 

Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). This research followed these methods to maintain the validity 

and reliability constructs developed in previous research. Survey scoring was based on 

how participants evaluated the importance of certain place-building activities across the 

dimensions outlined above. The sum of these scores approximated the importance of 

these activities exhibited by the institution (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). 
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Recognizing that some dimensions may score higher in terms of importance allowed this 

research to isolate the organization’s preferences and provided some indication of how 

the institution “evaluates, describes and prescribes certain policies towards place” 

(Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 27). The results enabled this research to evidence a 

set of four place-building profiles, developed by Cross (2007), Kimball (2012), Thomas 

(2007, 2012, 2016), and Suhr (2016) for each of the five dimensions of place. These 

profiles include: exploitive, contingent, contributive, and transformational.  

Each of the profiles identified in OPBT and identified through the analysis of 

OPBI results “describe and predict certain place-building tendencies” of the institution 

(Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 25). According to OPBT researchers, 

“transformational organizations conceptualize or identify themselves as change agents 

acting to improve the lives of individuals and groups in a place” (Thomas, Kimball, & 

Suhr, 2016, p. 23). Contributive organizations view themselves as part of a larger 

network of business, people, institutions, and community leaders that share the burden of 

creating valuable places (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). “Contingent organizations 

view themselves simply as participants in places and exploitive organizations view 

themselves as independent agents with little to no obligations to the places in which they 

operate” (Kimball & Thomas, 2012; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 23; Thomas & 

Banning, 2014, p. 55). Table 3 presents these profiles and scoring matrix used to 

categorize the results.  
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Table 3  

OPBI Scoring Matrix (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 27) 

Reliability and Validity of the Instrument. Reliability, when it comes to research 

instrumentation, “is the degree to which a test consistently measures whatever it is 

measuring” (Gay, Airasian, & Mills, 2009, p. 158). The internal reliability or consistency 

of the OPBI was measured using Cronbach’s alpha and exploratory factor analysis as part 

of a case study titled The Organizational Place-Building Inventory: An Instrument for 

Assessing and Facilitating Place-Based Corporate Social Responsibility developed by 

place-based researchers Thomas, Kimball, and Suhr in 2016. During the study, the five 

dimensions of place were measured with the survey as well as determining a company 

place-building profiles. Data were collected from two groups, partners and managers, 

from a single professional services firm. The analysis of OPBI results for the total and 

each of the five dimensions included in the survey found Cronbach alpha values ranging 

from 0.59 to 0.91 (see Table 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dimension Exploitive Contingent Contributive Transformational 

Social 34-42 25-33 16-24 1-15 

Economic 34-42 25-33 16-24 1-15 

Nature 34-42 25-33 16-24 1-15 

Ethics 34-42 25-33 16-24 1-15 

Built environment 34-42 25-33 16-24 1-15 



102 

 

Table 4 

Internal Reliability Analysis of the OPBI (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 28) 

Dimension Description Items 

Reliability 

Cronbach 

alpha Comments 

1 Social 1-6 0.61 Low correlation of items 1, 2, 5 with total 

2 Economic 7-12 0.59 
Low correlation of item 9 with total 

Negative correlation item 12 with total 

3 Nature 13-18 0.88  

4 Ethics 19-24 0.81  

5 Built Environment 25-29 0.75  

Total Place 1-29 0.91  

Total sample, n = 49 

Validity refers to “the degree to which a test measures what it is supposed to 

measure and, consequently, permits appropriate interpretation of scores” (Gay, Airasian, 

& Mills, 2009, p. 154). Typically, validity is measured in three ways (a) content validity, 

(b) concurrent validity, and (c) construct validity. However, given the relative immaturity 

of place-based research within the context of institutional community engagement, 

establishing the validity of the OPBI is somewhat difficult. That said, the OPBI was 

developed by place-building researchers based on the findings of an expert panel 

convened in 2013. The panel, made up of a collection of subject matter experts, provided 

insights into two key areas (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016).  

First, the panel worked carefully to construct understandable language within the 

survey to recognizing that finding the right language to communicate place-building and 

its relevance to organizational behavior. Second, the panel paid special attention to 

identifying questions that were pertinent to place-building and the metrics used in 

approximating the type of place builder evident in the results. To do this the panel 

engaged business owners in pilot interviews to identify specific aspects of place-building 

that could be quantified through aligned survey questions. They also tested the OPBI on 

group of academics and small business owners to confirm these alignments. 
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OPBI was further tested using Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA). The EFA was 

used to “identify patterning and explain variation in the data” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016, p. 20). Working within the OPBT framework, a scale was developed through a 

“systematic scale development process” for each of the place-building dimensions 

(nature, social relationships, built environment, ethics, and economic relationships) 

(Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 25).  

As evidenced in Table 5, the EFA explained 78.7% of the variance when 

extracting a five factor solution (n=46) and reveals that the first factor’s Eigen value 

accounts for approximately 48% of the variance (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). 

Further, “consistent with expectations for unidimensionality, the subsequent factors’ 

Eigen values explain significantly less variance” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 29). 

Based on these EFA results, some confidence can be gathered that the identified the 

underlying factor structure of the OPBI has been identified and that each of the OPBI’s 

dimensions are well measured by their respective scales. 

Table 5 

Exploratory Factor Analysis Results (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 29) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dimension 

Variance explained 

combined (n = 46) 

Variance explained 

managers (n = 20) 

Variance explained 

partners (n = 26) 

Social 0.4787 0.4285 0.4378 

Economic 0.1003 0.0872 0.1385 

Nature 0.0777 0.0761 0.1132 

Ethics 0.0729 0.0706 0.0948 

Built Environment 0.0577 0.0618 0.0740 

Place 0.7872 0.7242 0.8583 
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Phase II: Qualitative 

The second phase of this explanatory mixed methods descriptive case study 

employed a series of three focus groups to explore the place and place-building among 

community engagement actors. This phase included a single qualitative component that 

was designed to follow the qualitative and quantitative components of the previous phase. 

The purpose of this sequential timing was to allow the collection and analysis of the data 

in Phase I to inform the focus group discussions in Phase II. The aim of these focus group 

sessions was to create a safe, comfortable environment in which the researcher could 

work with participants to “unpack” how the institution had conceptualized place and 

place-building through the eyes of the participants.  

Well-designed focus groups typically consist of 6-12 participants and last between 

1-2 hours (Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech, & Zoran, 2009). The sessions are either 

structured or semi-structured and the questioning protocol developed should revolve 

around the research question being addressed. Focus groups are frequently used by 

qualitative researchers in attempting to gather a “shared understanding from several 

individuals as well as to get views from specific people” regarding a particular research 

problem (Gay, Airasian, & Mills, 2009, p. 372). In sequential mixed methods research, 

similar to the design of this study, focus groups are often used to “help researchers better 

understand and interpret information and findings resulting from the earlier use of other 

data collection methods” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003, p. 308). The character of these 

sessions should illicit and encourage the participation of all the participants through 

responses that build on the responses of others. This “ping-pong” questioning style 

differs from traditional interviews during which questions are asked, responses recorded, 



105 

 

and then the interviewer moves on the next question (Gay, Airasian, & Mills, 2009, p. 

372).    

The selection of this method of qualitative data collection was based on all three 

of this study’s research questions. The collective goal of these sessions was to build on 

the findings emerging from the previous phase (Phase I) through semi-structured 

interactions with those directly involved in the institution’s community engagement 

activities and partnerships (administration and faculty members). Samples from these 

groups were purposefully developed in the previous phase and were employed again here 

to populate the focus group sessions. The only selection criteria used in Phase II was the 

successful completion of the OPBI. This limitation was important to retain familiarity 

with the research topic and design.  

A series of three focus group interviews were conducted with institutional 

administrators who were directly involved in community engagement programing at The 

College. A total of 27 community engagement actors from The College participated in 

the focus group interviews. Of these, 15 were institutional administrators and 12 were 

faculty members. Focus group one consisted of 14 participants, focus group two included 

eight participants, and focus group three included five participants. Table 6 provides a 

summary of focus group days, times and participation.  

Table 6 

Focus Group Participation 

Focus Group 

Interview Date/Time Administrators Faculty 

Total 

Participants 

Focus Group 1 April 24/12pm 7 7 14 

Focus Group 2 April 24/4pm 5 3 8 

Focus Group 3 April 25/8am 3 2 5 
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The products from the qualitative (document analysis) and quantitative (OPBI) 

components of Phase I used to “seed” the focus group discussions in Phase II. 

Information included from Phase I included: 1) general descriptions of how the institution 

had conceptualized place within its framing documents and CEC application, 2) a list of 

the institution’s past and current community engagement activities and partnerships, 3) a 

map of these community engagement activities and partnerships, and 4) descriptive 

statistics illustrating OPBI results. 

The following section details the development of the focus group protocol and 

questions used to gather information during this phase of the study.  

Focus group protocol and questions. The organization and conduct of the focus 

group interviews followed the protocol developed for this portion of the study. Protocols 

can be used as part of many data collection methods and are designed to help guide the 

content of the discussion (Creswell, 2012). Typically, protocols contain an introductory 

script and list of questions that are designed to focus the group on the research topic and 

related issues that could provide insight and understanding into the topic (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 2003). For this research, the protocol was divided into three main parts: 1) 

welcome and topic introduction, 2) focus group questions, and 3) thank you, summary, 

and follow-up (Bader & Rossi, 2002). Each of these sections were carefully designed to 

create a safe friendly environment for the discussion, gather relevant information, and 

recognize participants’ contributions (Creswell, 2012). A copy of this study’s focus group 

protocol is provided in Appendix F and the following paragraphs summarize each step 

identified in the focus group protocol.  
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The design, structure, and organization of the focus group questions was guided 

by principles outlined by Krueger (1998) and Krueger and Casey (2000). According to 

these authors focus group questions should: 1) be understandable to participants, 2) be 

clear and simple, 3) use colloquial language, 4) be easily recited, 5) be open ended, 6) be 

focused on only one thing, 7) carefully use examples in necessary, 8) avoid asking 

“why,” and 9) be designed so that answers are definitive. Applying this guidance, a set of 

16 interview questions were developed based on the study’s research questions and the 

six place-building themes identified in Phase I. The identification of distinct topics or 

themes is recommended by focus group methodologists, and can be used to help guide 

the construction of pre-planned questions and probes, connected to these topics, to guide 

focus group interactions (Morgan, 1997).  

Following these directions, a set of 13 questions were developed that were 

centered on the five themes identified in OPBT and the additional geography theme 

identified in the previous phase. These themes used included: 1) geography, 2) nature, 3) 

social relationships, 4) built environment, 5) ethics, and 6) economic relationships. The 

construction of the questions was done in consultation with place-building researchers at 

University of Northern Colorado. These researchers had developed and used focus group 

procedures in other place-based research and were willing to assist in the design of the 

questions used in this study. Working with these experts, questions were drafted, 

submitted, and edited based on feedback.  

Finally, to ensure the quality of the final draft of the questions and protocol, the 

researcher piloted the focus group with a small group (4) of institutional administrators 

(2) and faculty members (2) at another institution of higher learning who were actively 
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involved in community engagement activities and partnerships at the institution. During 

the focus group pilot sessions, participants recommended that the researcher include four 

handouts to be distributed to participants. The first was a list of definitions for key terms 

designed to create a shared understanding of key place-building ideas and concepts.  

Handout two would be a map of the community engagement partnerships and activities 

established by The College. This map was developed using data collected during the 

qualitative component of Phase I. Handout three, recommended by the pilot group, was a 

graphic illustration of OPBI results that included measures of central tendency for both 

administrators and faculty members. Finally, handout four was the OPBT continuum of 

place-building profiles with explanatory text for each profile. This handout was 

recommended to enable productive discussions around the results of the OPBI. The 

handouts developed and distributed at the focus group interviews are included in 

Appendix G and the final focus group protocol has been included in Appendix F. Table 7 

provides a list of the focus group questions that were slightly modified based on feedback 

from the pilot sessions.   
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Table 7 

Focus Group Questions and Themes 

Questions 

Theme/ 

Dimension 

1.    Please tell us your first name, your institutional role and your connection to 

community engagement, and your favorite place around the College campus. 
Not Applicable 

2.    Please help me understand how you define place? 

3.    What is your role in “building place/s”? 

4.    How do you think this institution has, or has not, intentionally defined place and its 

role within it? 

5.    What factors influence your decisions about where to engage? 

6.    Why is engagement focused in Pleasantville “area”? 

7.    What “places” are missing and why? 

Geography 

8.    How do you think this profile aligns with, or is different from, your perception of the 

institution’s contributions to nature and the environment? 

9.    Please describe, from your experience as a community engagement actor, how the 

institution’s place-building profile is, or is not, reflected in the institution’s 

community engagement activities and partnerships? 

Nature 

10.  How do you think this profile aligns with, or is different from, your perception of the 

institution’s contributions to development of social structures in ways that facilitate 

collective action around community well-being? 

11.  Please describe, from your experience as a community engagement actor, how the 

institution’s place-building profile for this dimension is, or is not, reflected in the 

institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships? 

Social  

12.  How do you think this profile aligns with, or is different from, your perception of the 

institution’s contributions to the built environment? 

13.  Please describe, from your experience as a community engagement actor, how the 

institution’s place-building profile for this dimension is, or is not, reflected in the 

institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships? 

Built environment 

14.  How do you think this profile aligns with, or is different from, your perception of the 

institution’s contributions to the ethical aspects of place? 

15.  Please describe, from your experience as a community engagement actor, how the 

institution’s place-building profile for this dimension is, or is not, reflected in the 

institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships? 

Ethics 

16.  How do you think this profile aligns with, or is different from, your perception of the 

institution’s contributions to fiscal well-being of place? 

17.  Please describe, from your experience as a community engagement actor, how the 

institution’s place-building profile for this dimension is, or is not, reflected in the 

institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships? 

Economic  

18.  Please reflect on today’s discussion regarding place and place-building at The 

College. Do you have anything else you would like to discuss or comment on 

regarding the six place-building themes presented? 

Not Applicable 

The six themes used to frame this research were also directly connected to the 

study’s research questions. Table 8 illustrates the alignments between each of the focus 

group questions and the study’s three research questions. Ensuring these alignments was 



110 

 

necessary to this research’s unique place-based research purposes and in providing a 

familiar context for participants based on their recent completion of the OPBI. The 

themes guided the discussion format and the protocol developed for conduct of the focus 

group interviews.  

Table 8 

Research Questions and Alignment With Focus Group Questions 

Research Questions 

Focus Group 

Interview Questions 

1. How has the institution conceptualized place within the context of 

community engagement? 
2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 18 

2. According to Organizational Place-Building Theory, what are the 

institution’s place-building profiles?  
8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18 

3. How, and to what degree, are the institution’s place-building profiles 

reflected in its community engagement activities and partnerships? 
9, 11, 13, 15, 17, 18 

 

All of the three focus group sessions were held on the campus of The College. 

Each was approximately one hour in length and held in a quiet, accessible conference 

room that was secured through the Office of Civic Engagement Office at The College. 

Each of the sessions were recorded and transcribed for analysis. The researcher served as 

facilitator for each of the four focus groups with administrators and faculty members. An 

assistant moderator helped set up the room, distribute materials, take notes, and operate 

recording equipment. 

Focus group data analysis. The analysis process for the focus group transcripts 

followed the Framework Method outlined in the Data Analysis Procedures section of 

Phase I.   

Summary 

This mixed methods case study employed an explanatory mixed methods design 

within a descriptive case study framework to explore place-building through community 
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engagement. The study was conducted at a single highly-engaged institution of higher 

learning located in northwestern Pennsylvania. The research design used included two 

distinct phases, with both qualitative and quantitative components. Phase I consisted of 

the collection and analysis of three forms of institutional documents including the 

institution’s strategic plan, community engagement framing documents, and the 

institution’s Community Engagement Classification application submitted to the 

Carnegie Foundation in 2015. Each of these documents were analyzed using the 

Framework Method of thematic content analysis (Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & 

Redwood, 2013). The quantitative component of Phase I, conducted during the same time 

as the qualitative component of this phase, involved the distribution and analysis of the 

Organizational Place-Building Inventory (OPBI) questionnaire completed by 35 

administrators and faculty members at The College that were directly involved in the 

institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships (Kimball & Thomas, 

2012; Thomas & Cross, 2007; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). In Phase II, a series of 

three focus group interviews were conducted with 27 individuals that had completed the 

OPBI in the previous phase. Once each of these focus groups had been transcribed, they 

were analyzed using the same thematic content analysis method applied in the qualitative 

component of Phase I.  

The focus of the next chapter, chapter four, will be a detailed summary of data 

collected during Phase I and Phase II of the study. Key components of this chapter will 

be the themes identified during the document analysis, survey results among different 

groups of participants, and the big ideas that emerged from the focus group interactions 

that helped explain some of the results of the document analysis.  
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

The purpose of this explanatory mixed methods descriptive case study was to 

explore place and place-building within the context of community engagement in higher 

education. To accomplish this purpose, this study focused on one highly-engaged 

institution of higher learning located in northwestern Pennsylvania. This institution, 

referred to here as The College, was chosen as the research site because it was one of 

only a handful of institutions in the Commonwealth that had received the highly 

prestigious Community Engagement Classification of the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching and was interested in better understanding the place-based 

nature of its engagement activities and partnerships.  

The research study was specifically tailored to examine place-building through 

the lens of Organizational Place-Building Theory (OPBT). OPBT was developed by 

researchers to explain the degree to which organizations value and invest in their social 

and geographic locations (Thomas, 2004; Thomas & Cross, 2007; Kimball & Thomas, 

2012; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). It was used here as an objective framework to 

assess the level or extent of an institution’s social responsibility, intentions, and more 

importantly, its contributions to the places within which they operate (Thomas & Cross, 

2007). 

Guiding the study and providing a focus for the findings presented here were the 

following three research questions: 1) How has the institution conceptualized place and 

place-building within the context of community engagement? 2) According to OPBT, 

what are the institution’s place-building profiles? and 3) How, and to what degree, are the 
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institution’s place-building profiles reflected in its community engagement activities and 

partnerships?  

The purpose of this chapter is to present the data collected, how it was analyzed, 

and the findings that emerged. The goal of this chapter is to immerse the reader in the 

data and related findings. The contents of the chapter have been organized into four 

sections. The first provides a brief summary of the study design, data collected, and 

methods of analysis. The second presents the analysis and findings for research question 

one. The third the analysis and findings for research question two. The fourth the analysis 

and findings for research question three. And the final section provides a summary of all 

major findings and how these will be used to organize chapter five.  

Study Design, Data Collection, and Analysis Methods 

To address these questions, this study employed an explanatory mixed methods 

descriptive case study research design. To organize the design, it was structured by two 

distinct phases which included both quantitative and qualitative methods. The first 

component of Phase I involved the collection and qualitative analysis of archival 

institutional data. The second component of Phase I was quantitative and consisted of the 

distribution of a questionnaire titled the Organizational Place-Building Inventory (OPBI). 

The OPBI consisted of a 29 Likert-type questions that revolved around the institution’s 

place-building characteristics. An online version of the OPBI was distributed to a total of 

56 community engagement actors. Community engagement actors were defined as 

administrators and faculty members who were directly involved in community 

engagement programming at The College. Within this sample, 35 completed the OPBI, 

which represented a 63 percent response rate. Participants were evenly balanced between 

administrators (17) and faculty members (18).  
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The second phase of the study, Phase II, was qualitative in nature and consisted of 

a series of three semi-structured focus group interview sessions. Participants were 

recruited from the 35 community engagement actors that had completed the OPBI. 

During the interviews, participants were asked a series of 13 open-ended questions that 

were carefully designed and piloted to uncover how community engagement actors at 

The College were conceptualizing place and place-building within the context of 

community engagement programming. Seeding these discussions were preliminary 

results from the document analysis and OPBI. A total of 27 actors participated in these 

sessions, of which 15 were administrators, and 12 were faculty members. 

In both phases of the study, all data remained confidential. During Phase I, 

completed questionnaires received electronically assigned numbers to maintain 

anonymity through the collection and analysis process. These numbers were seen only by 

the researcher and were used for study purposes only.  During Phase II, all focus group 

interviews were kept confidential. Ground rules for focus group sessions included 

provisions for the use of only first names during the session and participants were asked 

to protect confidentiality by not sharing information regarding who participated or the 

information shared during the sessions. Further, confidentially protections included the 

use of pseudonyms during transcription. These pseudonyms are used in all the remaining 

sections of this document. All participants in the study completed an Informed Consent 

Form (see Appendix D) before any data are collected as part of Phase I (OPBI) or Phase 

II (focus group interviews). Finally, any references to the study site, departments and 

offices, and the site, and the primary points of contact were made anonymous to ensure 

that the identity of the institution and those involved in the study were protected.  
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With OPBT as the conceptual lens, the analysis focused on three types of 

collected data. These included: 1) institutional document data, 2) survey data, and 3) 

focus group interview data. Table 9 presents each of the data sources, the type of data and 

participants, and the abbreviation used in the following sections to identify the data 

source. The analysis of institutional document and focus group interview data was 

broadly based on the Framework approach which is a matrix method of organizing and 

synthesizing data (Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 2013; Ritchie & Lewis, 

2003). Guided by the steps outlined in the method, each document was carefully 

reviewed multiple times to identify key concepts connected to research questions one and 

three (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). Key concepts identified in each of the documents were 

highlighted with notes regarding meaning and context were made in the margins. During 

this familiarization stage, a collection of 32 codes and 12 related categories were 

identified across institutional document and focus group interview data. Using these 

codes and categories as a foundation, an analytical framework was iteratively developed 

through a continual process of grouping and regrouping of similar ideas. Once finalized, 

the finished framework was used to index (code) the data.  

To limit the influence of subjectivity in the analysis process, the final analytical 

framework was given to a second researcher who used it to independently code each 

document. Once each document had been coded by both researchers, the team met to 

discuss the “fit” of initial codes and categories. During this step, several minor 

modifications were made to the framework. Following this step, all the coded data were 

moved into individual documents using NVivo®. Next, coded text from these documents 

was charted into Excel® spreadsheets that were organized by theme. Finally, the charted 
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data were carefully analyzed with the goal of interpreting collected data in ways that 

addressed the research questions guiding the study (Carey et al., 2007).  

Table 9 

Data Sources, Type, and Abbreviation  

Data Source Data Type / Participants Abbreviation 

The Strategic Plan 
Institutional Document Data,  

Institutional Framing Document 
SP 

Community Service and Service 

Learning Vision Statement 

Institutional Document Data,  

Community Engagement Framing Document 
VS 

Report of the Civic Engagement 

Task Force. 

Institutional Document Data,  

Community Engagement Framing Document 
TFR 

Civic Engagement Working Group 

Report. 

Institutional Document Data,  

Community Engagement Framing Document 
WGR 

Community Engagement Mission 

and Vision Statements 

Institutional Document Data,  

Community Engagement Framing Document 
MVS 

Community Engagement 

Classification (CEC) Application  
Institutional Document Data 

CEC 

Application 

Organizational Place-Building 

Inventory 

Survey Data,  

17 Administrators, 18 Faculty Members 
OPBI 

Focus Group #1 
Focus Group Interview Data,  

7 Administrators, 7 Faculty Members 
FG1 

Focus Group #2 
Focus Group Interview Data,  

5 Administrators, 3 Faculty Members 
FG2 

Focus Group #3 
Focus Group Interview Data, 

 3 Administrators, 2 Faculty Members 
FG3 

The analysis of survey data employed a predetermined scoring method that was 

developed by the place-building researchers that created the OPBI (Thomas, Kimball, & 

Suhr, 2016). OPBI scoring was based on how respondents evaluated the importance of 

certain place-building activities across the five place-building dimensions using a seven-

point Likert type response scale that ranged from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly 

Disagree.” Each Likert Scale item was assigned a value of 1 to 7. For example, “Strongly 

Agree” had a value of 1 and “Strongly Disagree” had a value of 7. Scores for each 

question were calculated and then summed for each dimension. Once the summed values 
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were calculated for all the completed surveys, they were combined so that means could 

be tabulated for each dimension. Following this step, the OPBI Scoring Matrix was used 

to identify the institution’s place-building profile for each of the five dimensions.  

The information used to address each of the study’s research questions included a 

mix of quantitative and qualitative data. Based on the study’s research design, the data 

and analysis used in addressing research questions one and three were qualitative 

institutional document and focus group interview data. Research question three used both 

quantitative and qualitative data. The quantitative component was the OPBI survey 

instrument developed and tested by place-building researchers. The results of this survey 

were paired with qualitative findings from the analysis of institutional document and 

focus group interview data. Table 10 illustrates how the research questions were paired 

with specific data sources during the analysis.  

Table 10 

Research Questions, Associated Phases, and Data Sources  

Research Question Phase Data 

RQ1: How has the institution 

conceptualized place and place-building 

within the context of community 

engagement? 

Phase I: Qualitative 

Phase II: Qualitative 

Institutional 

Document Data 

Focus Group 

Interview Data 

RQ2: According to OPBT what are the 

institution’s place-building profiles? 
Phase I: Qualitative 

Phase II: Qualitative 

Survey Data 

Institutional 

Document Data 

Focus Group 

Interview Data 

RQ3: How, and to what degree, are the 

institution’s place-building profiles 

reflected in its community engagement 

activities and partnerships? 

Phase I: Qualitative 

Phase II: Qualitative 

Institutional 

Document Data 

Focus Group 

Interview Data 
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Findings for Research Question One 

Research question one asked “How has the institution conceptualized place and 

place-building within the context of community engagement?” To answer this question, 

the analysis focused on two relevant data sources, institutional documents and focus 

group interviews. The former reflected the official, adopted policy of the institution and 

the latter were the collective perceptions of the community engagement actors at The 

College. Each of these documents were systematically analyzed using the Framework 

Method of qualitative content analysis to better understand how the institution was 

“thinking” about place and place-building.  

To present the findings for research question one, the following section has been 

organized into four sub-sections. The first three revolve around topics related to research 

question one and the final section is a summary of key findings for each topic. Topic one 

examined how The College had identified and discussed places beyond the institution’s 

physical campus within institutional documents and by community engagement actors at 

The College. This section, titled Places and the Institution, provides a detailed summary 

of the two major themes, local places and non-local places, both of which emerged during 

this exploration. Topic two examined the place-based roles identified and discussed by 

the institution and its community engagement actors. This section, titled Place-Based 

Roles, details a group of five roles that emerged in the analysis. The third and final topic, 

titled Geography of Engagement, digs deeper into how the institution had conceptualized 

place and place-building by examining where the engagement was happening around the 

institution. Figure 12 illustrates the three topics related to research question one and the 

related themes and subthemes that emerged during the analysis. It is important to note 
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that the size of the circles for themes and subthemes were illustrated to be proportional to 

the strength of each.  

 

Figure 12.  Research question one: Topics, themes, and subthemes. 

Topic 1: Places and the Institution 

As part of the effort to better understand how the institution had conceptualized 

place and place-building, it was necessary to examine and attempt to quantify the specific 

places identified by The College. Making this determination was important to pinpointing 

the places to which The College is committed. Place, in this context, refers to references 

to particular bounded geographies beyond the institution’s 79-acre physical campus. To 

make this determination, the analysis focused on two types of data, institutional 

document and focus group interview data. The analysis revealed a strong local sense of 

place across institutional documents and focus group transcripts.  

Initial reviews of the data revealed that places beyond The College campus were 

principally identified using a collection of nine terms across the documents. These terms 

included: “community,” “Pleasantville,” “local,” “the town,” “the city,” “region,” 
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“world,” “global,” and “nation.” Using these terms as a basic coding structure, each 

document was searched, using NVivo® and Word®, for references to place using this 

language. This review evidenced more than 500 references to place across the documents. 

However, a closer review of the context of these occurrences revealed that many 

lacked a direct connection to an identifiable, bounded geography and/or were not 

connected to the institution’s community engagement programing. For instance, the term 

“community” was frequently used to reference a general activity (i.e. community service 

or community engagement) or group of people (i.e. community partners) and not a 

specific place. This lack of connection to place was evident in the following statement 

taken from the SP: “We will develop a deeper understanding and appreciation of the 

brand among other segments of the College community, especially alumni, who must be 

equipped to serve as ambassadors of the College.” In other instances, the place-based 

terminology used could not be connected with the institution’s community engagement 

activities and partnerships. An example of this missing connection is evident in the 

following statement taken from the CEC Application which states: “The Washington 

Monthly rankings rate 255 of the top liberal arts colleges in the nation based on three 

broad categories…” 

Given these contextual challenges, the analytical framework was adjusted to 

include only clear references to particular, bounded geographies within the context of the 

institution’s community engagement programing. An example of statements fitting the 

revised framework included the following taken from the SP: “The College’s success has 

been intertwined with the well-being of our local community since the College’s 

inception.” Using the framework, each reference to place was carefully reviewed in its 
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context. This further review revealed that only 334 of the original 500+ references to 

place could be associated with a particular geography within the frame of the institution’s 

engagement programing. A summary table of the enumerated place codes with 

corresponding institutional document or focus group transcript is presented in Table 11. 

The asterisk following each of these place codes indicates that all the derivatives of these 

terms were considered. For example, for the code region, references to regional and/or 

regionally were considered in the context that they appeared. Excluded were occurrences 

of the codes in document or section titles, headers or footers of documents, or term usage 

by the moderator during focus group interviews.  

Table 11 

References to Place Codes in Institutional Document and Focus Group Interview Data 
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SP 2 2 3 1 1 2 2 2 0 

VS 20 5 2 0 0 3 1 2 1 

TFR 6 2 5 1 0 0 0 2 0 

WGR 8 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

MVS 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

CEC Application 48 15 26 1 2 1 8 0 1 

FG1 32 14 1 4 0 2 0 0 0 

FG2 21 26 3 10 4 0 0 0 0 

FG3 18 14 4 3 0 0 0 0 0 

Totals 156 79 45 20 7 8 11 6 2 

* includes derivatives of place codes 
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At this point, all of the 334 indexed references to place were summarized into a 

matrix organized by the coding structure. By charting the data in this way, it became 

clear that these terms could be grouped into two, conceptually related, thematic 

categories: local and non-local places. The term “local” is a general geographic scalar 

reference frequently used by geographers to delineate to a relatively small area that has 

“identifiable social or physical features” (Reardon et al., 2008, p. 489). In this research, 

local places were defined as those immediately adjacent to The College campus, and non-

local were references to place not adjacent to The College. This proximal scalar 

differentiation was admittedly general, but integral to finding important patterns in the 

data. These categories and their associated codes became the foundation of the final 

analytical framework used to guide document indexing and ensure coding consistency.  

Table 12 presents the final analytical framework used in the analysis for this topic.  

Table 12 

Topic 1 Analytical Framework 

Theme Code Description 

Local:  

Places 

immediately 

adjacent to The 

College 

community A geographic or place-based notion of community. 

Pleasantville The official name of the municipality in which The College is located. 

the city General reference to the municipality in which The College is located. 

the town General reference to the municipality in which The College is located. 

local Reference to areas near and/or close to The College. 

Non-Local:  

Places not 

adjacent to The 

College 

region Large geographic area, typically larger than the county. 

nation The United States of America. 

world The earth, its countries, peoples, and features. 

global General reference to the whole world. 

Theme 1: Local sense of place. The most salient common theme that emerged in 

reviewing both institutional and focus group interview data was a local sense of place. A 

“local sense of place” is used here to mean a sense of attachment and connectedness to 
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places near The College (Kennelly & Shaivastava, 2013). Evidence of this local 

orientation was easily seen in the frequency of “local” vocabulary in the data. Local 

terms used included: community, Pleasantville, local, the town, and the city. As can been 

seen in Table 11 local references to place far outnumbered non-local references in both 

institutional documents and interview transcripts. In fact, when all local place codes were 

combined they totaled 307 of the 334 references to place, or 92 percent of the total.  

One of the clearest indications of the strength of this local orientation in the 

documents can be seen in how the term “community” was used. In most cases, the term 

was used as “the community.” A closer examination of the context of these usages 

revealed that in most cases the community was employed to reference local geographies. 

For example, the following statement taken from the VS document illustrates an implicit 

local connection by including a reference to the institution’s host community of 

Pleasantville:  

We can imagine significant projects in the community that tackle multi-faceted 

 problems approached from multiple angles using a variety of educational tools. 

 For example, we might address the environmental, housing, economic and  

 cultural challenges of a particular neighborhood in the Pleasantville area by 

 utilizing community-based research projects, [student leaders], student fellows 

 from [Office of Civic Engagement] as well as independent studies, and senior 

 comps. 

In another instance, community was used in combination with the word “our,” as in “our 

community.” Again, the local connection is clear as illustrated in the following text taken 

from the SP document:  
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Part of our heritage is a strong commitment to engage in the civic life of our 

 community. While this commitment has resulted in numerous excellent individual 

 outreach activities, sometimes those initiatives occur in isolation from one 

 another. We will consolidate and coordinate our community efforts, putting them 

 more directly in service to our educational mission. 

Another frequent local reference was the use of “our community” in combination with 

the term “local.” This combination was again illustrative of a strong local sense of place, 

which can be seen in the following example taken from the institution’s CEC 

Application: 

These new structures [Office of Civic Engagement] will serve as the "space" for 

 listening to and thinking with our community partners as we wrestle together with 

 the most challenging problems that face our community. We have committed both 

 human and financial resources to The Center, and we are enthusiastic about its 

 potential to benefit our students in terms of how and what they learn, our faculty 

  in further developing their expertise with the pedagogy of engagement, and our 

 local community.  

The analysis of focus group interview transcripts revealed an even stronger local 

orientation. This orientation was evidenced by the frequency of local vocabulary and 

virtual absence of non-local references. In fact, as can be seen in Table 11, the second 

most frequent reference to place in these transcripts was the term “Pleasantville” which 

was used by interviewees a total of 54 times. One institutional administrator, when 

discussing their role in advancing engagement at The College, stated:  
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…our office has different programs and each program has a different goal and 

 different model, but it’s all about community engagement, getting to know 

 Pleasantville, and because Pleasantville is these students’ homes this is their 

 home for four years and so it’s getting them, not just involved in their passions 

 and their interests in service but also getting them to know Pleasantville itself. 

The focus on and importance of Pleasantville was also taken up by a faculty member 

during FG3. The participant, in attempting to explain how they were thinking about place 

within the context of engagement, stated: 

…that's how you get people to participate in our community is if they care and 

 they feel connected, which makes our whole community better when people are 

 actively engaged. And I think it's more meaningful for the students or for anyone 

 else participating in Pleasantville if, you know, the students that I talk to that feel 

 connected to Pleasantville, they just, I think they have a stronger and richer 

 experience here than the students that are kind of like floating, surface level, just 

 going to school, and then they're out. I think they have a deeper experience, even 

 if they do end up leaving after graduation. 

Theme 2: Non-Local places. A non-local place is defined in this research as any 

location not adjacent to The College. A review of institutional and focus group interview 

data revealed some discussion of distant geographies, but much less than discussion of 

local places. Terms used to reference distant geographies were typically very general 

“scalar” vocabulary such as: “region,” “world,” “global,” and “nation.” A review across 

all the data revealed a total of 49 occurrences of these terms across institutional 

documents and focus group transcripts. However, upon a closer examination of the 
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context of these terms, only 27 were connected to an identifiable geography within the 

context of the institution’s engagement programing. This total represented only 8 percent 

of the total references to place. Interestingly, all non-local references were found in 

institutional documents, and not focus group transcripts. As can be seen in Table 11, the 

term “world” was cited most often (11 times), eight of which were found in the CEC 

Application. Other frequent references were “region” and “global,” both of which 

occurred six times.  

When discussing non-local places, most references were cited in terms of the 

active roles students should adopt after graduation. For example, the SP states:  

And engagement—so critical a part of The College’s contribution to this region 

 over the years—must be redefined to encompass a global society. Students will 

 need to experience a genuinely diverse campus and become engaged in life 

 beyond the region’s borders if they are to continue our proud tradition of 

 becoming difference-making alumni in their communities and throughout the 

 world. 

Statements found in the community engagement framing documents also echoed a post-

graduation engagement theme. This focus on student behavior after college was evident 

in the following taken from the VS document: “In 2003-2004, an AmeriCorps VISTA 

project was initiated in response to graduates desiring to continue to be engaged in 

service in this region after graduating.” However, some institutional documents did 

reference current students such as the following found in the SP. “Require study away. 

Experiences that require leaving a familiar cultural context to engage with others in a 
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domestic or international environment governed by unfamiliar cultural norms are critical 

to the education of global citizens.”  

Other references to non-local places were more specific to engagement ongoing 

community engagement programing at The College. The following statement, also taken 

from the SP document, reflects an interest in engaging local and distant places: “The 

College is a place of unusual combinations—where teachers are scholars, where students 

are engaged in Pleasantville and in the world, and where our distinguished history meets 

our limitless future.” Similarly, more directive statements were found in community 

engagement framing documents. The following, taken from the VS document, reflected 

an awareness and interest in regional engagement through service learning activities. 

“Over the next five years the continued efforts in the area of community service and 

service-learning will be one way The College will exercise leadership and institutional 

citizenship within the region and continue to be a model of a College with a conscience.” 

Topic 2: Place-Based Roles  

The second important aspect in understanding how the institution had 

conceptualized place and place-building within its community engagement framework 

was exploring the “place-based” roles identified by The College and its community 

engagement actors. This exploration revolved around better understanding of, and how, 

the institution and its community engagement actors framed its role in places beyond its 

boundaries. Underpinning this analysis was the recognition that anchor institutions, like 

The College, represent powerful prime-movers that can be engaged in ways that 

contribute to, or detract from, the social construction of place (Moore, 2014). This 

recognition is neatly articulated in the following statement taken from Becoming 

Stewards of Place (2002): “Local higher education institutions have a unique role to play 
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as catalyst, convenor, and provider of information and expertise. Institutions that assume 

some ‘responsibility for place’ will fulfill these roles” (p. 20). 

To investigate the place-building roles established by The College, this part of the 

analysis again focused on related text found in institutional documents and focus group 

transcripts. The analytical framework developed for this topic began with multiple reads 

of the data to identify recurring concepts and ideas. Identified in the data were a set of 

five roles that included: relationship builder, environmental steward, community 

developer, citizenship leader, and economic developer (see Figure ?). Also, five 

subthemes emerged within the relationship builder role, the most referenced in both 

institutional and focus group data. Subthemes included: relationship, reciprocity, 

inclusion, and sustained commitment. These topics, themes, and subthemes became the 

foundation of the final analytical framework used in the analysis. Table 13 illustrates the 

analytical framework used in determining the place-based role of the institution and 

presents the working definitions of each which was used throughout the analysis. The 

following sections detail these themes and subthemes.   
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Table 13 

Topic 2 Analytical Framework 

# Theme Subtheme Description 

1 

Relationship 

Builder: 

Responsible for 

creating and 

cultivating social 

interactions between 

The College and 

local organizations, 

institutions, and 

individuals 

University-

community 

Relationship 

General references to the relationship building 

between The College and its larger communities. 

Reciprocity 
An intentional give-and-take or mutual exchange 

within the university-community relationship.  

Structure 
The broad framework, or elements, that connect and 

support engagement. 

Inclusion 

Intentionally involving multiple individuals, 

entities, and organizations outside the institution in 

community engagement activities. 

Sustained 

Commitment 

The notion of a continued, long-term university-

community relationship.   

2 
Environmental 

Steward: 

Engaging in activities and partnerships designed to address the 

environmental well-being and sustainability of natural areas and 

resources beyond the campus boundaries. 

3 
Community 

Developer: 

Contributing to the quality of life in local communities and 

neighborhoods. In this role, focus areas for The College would 

include education, health, housing, and poverty. 

4 
Citizenship 

Leader: 

Working towards the betterment of the community through 

engagement activities and partnerships designed to encourage civic 

learning, political participation, and community building. 

5 
Economic 

Developer: 

Community engagement activities and partnerships designed to 

support the economic health or vitality of surrounding communities. 

Theme 1: Relationship builder. Of the five roles identified in the data, most 

evident was the role of relationship builder. In fact, references to this institutional role 

occurred a total of 24 times in institutional documents and 19 times in the focus group 

transcripts. A relationship builder, according to this research, involves the creation and 

cultivation of social interactions between and among The College and local 

organizations, institutions, and individuals (Bruning, Mcgrew, & Cooper, 2006). During 

the analysis of these 43 references, it became clear that there were five threads weaving 

through these discussions based on the explicit emphasis surmised from the coded text. 

These subthemes included: a) university-community relationship, b) reciprocity, c) 
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structure, d) sustained commitment, and e) inclusion. The following sections detail each 

of these subthemes.  

Subtheme 1: University-Community relationship. General discussions around the 

importance of relationship building between The College and its larger communities were 

most evident in the focus group data. Evidence of this subtheme were found in 13 

portions of the transcripts reflecting the thoughts and ideas of the institutions community 

engagement actors. Among these, one of the most direct references to the importance of 

relationship building was articulated by a faculty member in FG1 in the following 

comment:  

…once I’ve made that partnership [placement of psychology majors in local 

 agencies] and because we’re in a rural area, to me that relationship is really, 

 really important. So, it used to be my focus was on my students’ learning and 

 now my focus is on the relationship that I forged with these folks in the 

 community, and I don’t threaten my students, but for me my relationships are so 

 important, and it’s even like more important to me because it’s a rural area. 

Later, in the same focus group session, another faculty member stated: 

Jill and I co-coordinate our Service Day, which is once a month-to-month service 

 opportunity...for college students, and a lot of what we’ve done this year is to 

 partner with these other organizations to create more of a community home for 

 our college students, but what we also do is build relationships so that when it’s 

 not Service Day we still have [local agencies] giving us a call and saying, hey, I 

 really need this done, do you have any students that are available this weekend 
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 that can go out…? …We have a group of students that made such a profound 

 connection… now they want to go back there every time. 

During FG2, an administrator responding to a question regarding the role of The College 

in surrounding communities reflected the importance and priority of relationship building 

by stating: “…that’s one of our priorities, building that relationship with Pleasantville.”  

 Another aspect of relationship building that came up frequently during the focus 

group sessions was the institution’s role in creating connections between The College 

population and the larger, local community. One college administrator summed up the 

importance of facilitating these connections during FG3:  

I think giving students opportunities to have multiple engagements… I think to 

 feel connected to a place, we need to engage with it multiple times… So, those 

 like sustained connections and visits and yeah, connecting people, students, to 

 people in the community, so that they kind of have a sense of the shared history 

 and future, because… the students are so transient. I think it's really important for

 them or anyone new to Pleasantville…to visit folks downtown and… hear things 

 that you wouldn't otherwise know about when you go through and engage with 

 people who have lived here for even two years, you know? 

The importance of making these connections in building a sense of place among students 

was picked up by faculty member during FG1 who stated:  

[making connections] changes the campus from when Susan was here when it was

 insular to making Pleasantville place where they [students] do go off campus, and 

 they do care if something happens downtown or a business closes… so I think it 
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 changes the nature of the town and gown divide and that’s...to make it a place, as 

 Lisa said, where it feels like this is your home, at least away from home… 

Subtheme 2: Reciprocity. Another thread that ran through institutional document 

and focus group data was the importance of developing reciprocal relationships within 

the framework of the institution’s community engagement programing. Reciprocity, in 

this context, was defined as an intentional give-and-take or mutual exchange within the 

university-community relationship. The analysis revealed a clear acknowledgement in the 

data that initiating and facilitating reciprocal relationships between The College and 

outside partners was part of the institution’s relationship building role. For example, the 

VS contains the following language regarding the structure of the university-community 

relationship: 

Community service efforts were viewed as generous acts of charity on behalf of 

 The College. To rectify this reality, work began to focus on “partnership" and 

 “reciprocity" as new paradigms of relationship between The College and the 

 Community. 

The WGR document, when framing a recommendation regarding future university-

community collaborations, stated:  

Form an advisory group made up of representatives from each stakeholder group. 

 The representative for each stakeholder would gather their constituencies and get 

 feedback on specific questions and ideas, then the representatives would come 

 together and discuss - then the drafts would be sent back - this becomes a 

 reciprocal process. 
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In another section of the same document, reciprocity is included as one of the Work 

Group’s specific recommendation which stated: “Reciprocity - stress "with" over "in" the 

community. A shared vision: This [shared vision] should pervade all the training and 

development efforts, as well as the criteria for all projects.” 

Another clear reference to reciprocity was also included in the CEC Application. 

In the opening section of the application included a letter drafted by The College 

president. In the letter, the president includes not only references to the concept but also 

an explanation of its importance. In the opening paragraph the President stated: 

When I became The College's 21st president in 2008, the college already had 

 earned a national reputation for community engagement. This was one of its most 

 attractive and compelling features when I was considering the move to The 

 College. I am pleased to report that our commitment to engaging with our 

 community partners has become stronger, and today we work in partnerships 

 based on reciprocity. 

In a later section of the same document he expands on how reciprocity will be enabled 

and why it is important:  

At the center of [Office of Civic Engagement] will be a space called the 

 Collaboratory where faculty, staff, students and community partners will 

 collaborate on projects of mutual concern. Such a Collaboratory is 

 groundbreaking in its emphasis on reciprocity among partners. All too often 

 community engagement at the college level has meant addressing a community 

 problem in relative isolation from the community that is to be served. In contrast, 

 the Collaboratory will serve as a hub to connect community-defined needs with 
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 College resources and interests. It is intended to be a space where the complex 

 and stubborn problems of our local community are defined by all concerned, 

 where possible solutions are proposed and discussed by appropriate community 

 and college stakeholders, and where those stakeholders then build a joint plan of 

 action to address the issue.  

Subtheme 3: Structure. One of the most frequently referenced aspects of 

relationship building was structure. Structure, in this context, is the broad framework, or 

elements, that connect and support engagement. In total, engagement structures were 

referenced 18 times across institutional documents and focus group interview data. 

Examples of these structures could include formalized and/or institutionalized methods of 

communication between The College and its larger community, standing committees 

formed to include community members, or the establishment of protocols for assessment 

and evaluation of engagement activities.  

References to the importance of building formalized relationship structures were 

included in the VS document. In the “Where are we now” section, the following 

statements were included to describe methods through which the community could 

influence engagement initiatives:  

Efforts were undertaken to create structures for community partners to give input 

 on the shape of community service and civic engagement initiatives. Community 

 partners were invited on various committees to share their ideas in shaping our 

 programs beginning in the fall of 2003. 
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Later, in the same document, this theme is continued in discussing the future of 

engagement at The College. Also included was language establishing the connection 

between structure and the previous subtheme of reciprocity:  

Over the next five years, we have to create vehicles to foster authentic 

 partnerships. Reciprocity requires that we put in place structures of 

 communication that make it possible for community partners to give honest input 

 on the shaping of our programs. 

References to the importance of structures were also found in the CEC Application. In 

fact, the college president stated the following as when discussing community 

engagement programing at The College and the formation of a center to coordinate 

university-community interactions: “These new structures [The Center and 

Collaboratory] will serve as the "space" for listening to and thinking with our community 

partners as we wrestle together with the most challenging problems that face our 

community.” 

Other examples continued a focus on structures designed to encourage and enable 

communication between The College and the larger community. The following was taken 

from the recommendations section of the WGR document. “Create an ongoing structure, 

committee or advisory board with regular meetings that is comprised of community 

members that has the agency for not only input, but also decision-making.”  

References were also present in the focus group transcripts.  However, 

community engagement actors rarely used the term “structure” to describe standing 

frameworks designed to encourage university-community interaction. For example, the 
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following related exchange between the moderator and institutional administrator was 

taken from the FG1 transcript:  

Administrator: Exactly. Or an organization submits an application and says we 

 could really use a [student worker from Program 1], we could really use an 

 [student worker from Program 2], we could really use a [student worker from 

 Program 3], because we’re trying to get this done and we can’t do it on our own. 

Moderator: I see, I see. So, but what’s interesting here is that you’ve got a 

 standing structure or “door.” You’ve created a door to the institution to which 

 people can go through and say, hey, I need some help. 

In other instances, participants discussed structure explicitly, like the following 

quote from a faculty member in FG2. “We worked very hard to help to put in place 

structures... like the [engagement program] and the [university-community partnership 

group].”  

Subtheme 4: Inclusion. Another important connective idea that emerged in the 

analysis of the institution’s relationship building role was inclusion. Inclusion was 

defined here as intentionally involving multiple individuals, entities, and organizations 

outside the institution in community engagement activities. This subtheme was discussed 

most often as an intentional action that involved bringing in members of the surrounding 

community to help develop and focus community engagement efforts at The College. 

Discussions of this subtheme occurred in both institutional document and focus group 

data.  

Examples in institutional documents included the statements like the following 

found in the TFR which stated: “The impact of our already strong community 
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engagement programs can be enhanced through implementing integrative models of 

collaboration, around shared learning goals and shared areas of focus for our work in the 

local community.” Another statement found in the WGR in a discussion of recommended 

criteria for a civic learning addition to the curriculum stated: “…engagement activity(s) 

and the course content/learning objectives complement each other due to a high-quality 

placement. The learning experience involves interactive partnership with community 

through students working directly with community members, organizations, and/or 

issues.” Later, when detailing a set of recommendations for the future of community 

engagement at The College in the same document, the following statement was included: 

“Partners from the community as co-leaders for specific initiatives including the network 

for local knowledge and research and faculty development programs.” 

The notion of inclusion was also present in the CEC Application. In describing 

how The College had affirmed community engagement, the following statement was 

included taken from a 2013 interview with the college president: “What’s common in all 

of these [community engagement] projects is that the campus collaborates with the 

community to set goals and advance projects that are multifaceted and complex.” Later in 

the application, in a response to a question regarding how The College had encouraged 

professional development among community engagement actors, the following statement 

was included:  

The work of the [a team focused on a particular community engagement (CE) 

 program] has advocated a philosophy of democratizing civic engagement at The 

 College. The posture of “every voice, equal voice” has been evident in [another 
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 engagement program] shared book studies that for the past three academic years 

 have included community members, students, faculty and administrators. 

In the fall of 2012 [another CE committee] convened. This new structure was 

 created on the democratic principle of “Every Voice, Equal Voice.” Students and 

 community partners were a part of the committee along with faculty and 

 administrators. In the spring of 2013 this committee organized [a working group] 

 to meet over the summer and following semester. The purpose of this working 

 group was to study papers and documents in the field. Again students and 

 community partners as well as faculty and staff participated. 

Another question response that addressed how The College had undertaken 

outreach to its larger community discussed an emerging partnership between the local 

public school science teachers and STEM faculty at The College. In describing the 

mechanics of this partnership, the response included the following statement regarding 

inclusion: “Local teachers are invited to become involved with College faculty research 

and field work.” 

Including populations beyond the college in developing community engagement 

programming was also a common theme in the focus group discussions. One faculty 

member during FG2 highlighted the importance of inclusion in this way: “Well, I think 

there’s the ongoing issue of outreach to people in need, giving them a voice, having them 

take initiative and trust in the efforts that are going on.” Another participant in FG3, 

reflecting on how relationships were constructed with the larger community stated:  

…I think it's been emphasis on relationships. It's not just these college students 

 come here and see that Pleasantville needs whatever, and then give them 
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 whatever, but engage with the community and say what do you wish you had, 

 what issues are you having, and what do you think would fix it, you know, more of 

 a collaboration and…listening. 

Subtheme 5: Sustained commitments. The importance of sustained commitments 

to engagement in surrounding communities was another common theme found in the 

data. The notion of sustained commitment was defined here as an explicit assurance or 

promise of a continued, long-term university-community relationship. This idea was 

present in both institutional and focus group interview data.  

For example, the following statement was found in the recommendations section 

of the TFR: “Enhanced collaboration and coordination of our programs will require better 

communication. A close examination of existing assets can ensure that we build 

sustainable collaborations in support of the College’s mission and the goals of our local 

community.” Another reference, taken from the same document, highlights a shared 

understanding of the importance of sustained commitments in building effective 

community engagement programming at The College. “Civic engagement at The College 

is inclusive and dynamic; it supports our College’s mission to advance sustainable 

partnerships, initiatives and solutions to community concerns.  

The WGR also discussed the value of long-term commitments in university-

community relationship building. The following statement was taken from the 

recommendations section stated: “Recognize that students' sustained multi-year 

commitment to agencies facilitates the maintenance of partnerships. The CEC Application 

also highlighted sustained commitments. The following text was found in the institution’s 

response to a question that asked about the future of engagement at The College. “The 
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future is to secure resources to sustain the partnerships and the work with and in the 

community. 

The importance of sustained commitment also emerged as part of focus group 

discussions with community engagement actors at The College. One faculty member 

during FG3, responding to questions regarding the role of the institution in the larger 

community, stated: “Right, but Sally’s idea of the sustained commitment, you know, or 

the sustained being in the community, I think, is really important, to get away from that 

sense of laboratory [using the community as the subject of research]. Later, an 

administrator during the same focus group interview stated: “…I think giving students 

opportunities to have multiple engagements… I think to feel connected to a place, we 

need to engage with it multiple times… So, those like sustained connections and visits 

and yeah, connecting people, students, to people in the community…” 

Theme 2: Environmental steward. The institution’s role as steward of the 

environment also emerged as one of the five roles identified by the institution. The 

institution’s role as environmental steward consisted of engagement activities and 

partnerships designed to address the environmental well-being and sustainability of 

natural areas and resources beyond the campus. Multiple references to this role were 

found in four of the six institutional documents including the SP, the TFR, the MVS, and 

the CEC Application. Other, glancing references, were found in the focus group 

transcripts, but what is presented here is focused on the clearest references found in 

institutional document data.  
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The clearest identification of this role emerged during the analysis of institutional 

documents. For example, the SP addressed the institution’s environmental stewardship 

role in this way:  

The College is fortunate to be located in a region with abundant natural resources. 

 As a charter signatory of the American College & University Presidents Climate 

 Commitment, we affirm our commitment to implementing a climate action plan 

 to strategically reduce our environmental impact and realize the economic 

 benefits of improved operational efficiencies. 

Related discussions were also present in community engagement framing documents. For 

instance, the TFR states:  

[the Office of Civic Engagement] was formed for the purpose of engaging 

 College faculty, students and community partners in collaborations that support 

 economic and environmental sustainability. An important benefit of Office is that 

 it provides a mechanism to bring campus and community partners together to 

 work on shared goals in support of a sustainable Pleasantville. 

The MVS document also contained references to environmental stewardship. For 

example, following statement was included in the description of work related to the 

advancement of the institution’s community engagement mission:  

The office [Office of Civic Engagement] supports all meaningful service - 

 including philanthropy, one-time service experiences, virtual service initiatives, 

 ongoing service and social justice initiatives.  The aim is to positively impact 

 individuals, communities, living situations, the environment and unsafe or unjust 

 systems and structures.    
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Later in the same description, the MVS stated: “Civic Engagement initiatives mobilize 

student, faculty, and administrative resources to collaborate on community efforts 

including the environment, community health, homelessness, hunger, animals, senior 

citizens, women’s empowerment, education, and underserved youth.”  

 The CEC Application also contains references to the role of the college as an 

environmental steward. In fact, in a section highlighting community engagement tracking 

mechanisms the application states: “Our strongest areas of engagement are youth, health, 

and environmental.” Also included was an excerpt from a 2013 interview with the 

president regarding the affirmation of community engagement at The College which 

stated: 

Pleasantville is not necessarily community of ‘environmentalists,’ but we’ve 

 found many opportunities to collaborate that not only advance sustainability but 

 also uphold fiscal efficiency, social justice and community development. If we 

 pushed sustainability as a stand-alone goal, we’d be less successful, but by 

 recognizing that sustainability is always linked to many other community values 

 in complex ways we’ve forged strong relationships and realized extraordinary 

 outcomes.  

Later, in a response to questions regarding fundraising directed to supporting community 

engagement, the following language was included: 

The College continues to seek external funding to support a variety of civic and 

 community engagement initiatives. For example, we secured more than $200,000 

 in external grants to support our water ecology educational outreach program, 

 [program name]. These grants were awarded by private foundations and the 
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 Environmental Protection Agency. We also were awarded a grant from the 

 Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection to support an 

 environmental science educational outreach program focused on aquaponics in 

 our local schools.  

The application also highlighted the environmentally focused community engagement 

activities undertaken by the Environmental Science/Studies Department and the Global 

Health Studies Program. According to the application, students and faculty from this 

department and program “frequently weave community engagement into their core 

courses.” 

Theme 3: Community developer. The institution’s role as community developer 

emerged as a clear theme within institutional document data. This theme identified in 

four of the six institutional documents including the SP, VS, TFR, and MVS. The 

working definition established in this research identified the institutional role of 

community developer as the collection of activities and partnerships designed improve 

the quality of life in local communities and neighborhoods. The common focus areas for 

the role of community developer would include education, health, housing, and poverty.  

The SP document contained one of the most direct references to this institutional 

role. In fact, local community development is cited as one of the Plan’s 18 key strategic 

initiatives. The following statement was included in the History and Future section of the 

SP:  

Invest in Pleasantville in ways that support our mission and provide a marketing 

 advantage to the town and the College.  
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The College’s success has been intertwined with the well-being of our local 

 community since the College’s inception. Both must be successful if either is to 

 thrive. We will join with other community organizations and the local government 

 to support efforts to develop and sustain thriving residential neighborhoods, 

 invigorate the business sector, expand experiential learning opportunities, and 

 increase the city’s attractiveness. 

The other references were found in three of the community engagement framing 

documents including the VS, TFR, and MVS. The following statement, taken from the 

“Where we are going” section of the VS document, details not only the institution’s role 

as community developer but also what issues are important, how they would be 

addressed, and at what geographic scale these activities would be focused (i.e. “a 

particular neighborhood in the Pleasantville area”):  

We can imagine significant projects in the community that tackle multi-faceted 

 problems approached from multiple angles using a variety of educational tools. 

 For example, we might address the environmental, housing, economic and 

 cultural challenges of a particular neighborhood in the Pleasantville area by 

 utilizing community-based research projects, [student leaders], student fellows 

 from [Office of Civic Engagement] as well as independent studies, and senior 

 comps. 

The TFR, in discussing the history of engagement at The College, identifies community 

development as one of the core components of the formal mission developed for the 

institution’s community engagement programming. Evident in the following statement is 
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not only the institution’s role as community developer, but also how this role would be 

enacted via “capacity building” in local communities:  

The Civic Engagement Council’s mission is “to engage students, faculty and 

 community partners in collaborations that develop responsible citizenship, 

 improve community conditions and build the capacity of our communities, while 

 also enhancing learning, scholarship and civic responses across a wide variety of 

 disciplines at the College.” 

Finally, a total of two references to the institution’s role as community developer were 

included in the MVS document. The following statement, taken from the description of 

work related to the advancement of the institution’s community engagement mission, 

describes the “aim” of this role and what challenges would focus this role:  

The office [Office of Civic Engagement] supports all meaningful service - 

 including philanthropy, one-time service experiences, virtual service initiatives, 

 ongoing service and social justice initiatives.  The aim is to positively impact 

 individuals, communities, living situations, the environment and unsafe or unjust 

 systems and structures.    

Later, in the same section of the document, the following text was included. This 

statement reinforced the institution’s role as community developer and listed some 

additional community issues that would focus these efforts:  

Civic Engagement initiatives mobilize student, faculty, and administrative 

 resources to collaborate on community efforts including the environment, 

 community health, homelessness, hunger, animals, senior citizens, women’s 

 empowerment, education, and underserved youth.   
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Theme 4: Citizenship leader. The institution’s role as citizenship leader emerged 

as a clear theme in both institutional document and focus group interview data. 

Citizenship is defined here working towards the betterment of the community through 

engagement activities and partnerships designed to encourage civic learning, political 

participation, and community building (Winter, Wiseman, & Muirhead, 2005). 

Discussions of The College’s role as a citizenship leader revolved around how this role 

was framed and enacted within the context of its local community. The theme was 

identified in three of the six institutional documents including the SP, TFR, and VS. It 

also emerged during all three focus group interviews with the institution’s community 

engagement actors.  

The vision, contained the SP document, referenced the institution’s role in 

preparing future citizens. While this does not necessarily connect to the community 

adjacent to The College, it does imply that that citizenship is something that will be 

taught and learned through active involvement in the local community during their time 

at The College:  

True to its history, The College will continue to prepare its graduates for 

 leadership in the professions, business, and the public sector. Moreover, it will 

 prepare citizens who contribute to the cultural and economic lives of their 

 communities and act with insight, passion, ethical awareness and sensitivity on 

 the complex challenges of their world. 

In another statement, taken from the TFR document, the institution’s role in developing 

“responsible citizenship” among students is continued. As can be seen below, the 
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document frames citizenship as one of the key components of the institution’s community 

engagement mission:  

The Civic Engagement Council’s mission is “to engage students, faculty and 

 community partners in collaborations that develop responsible citizenship, 

 improve community conditions and build the capacity of our communities, while 

 also enhancing learning, scholarship and civic responses across a wide variety of 

 disciplines at the College.” 

The VS takes a slightly different cut at the institution’s citizenship role in the last 

paragraph of the “Where are we going…” section of the document. What is clear in the 

following text is how the institution envisions citizenship and how this ideal will be 

incorporated within the framework of its future community service and service-learning 

activities:  

Over the next five years the continued efforts in the area of community service 

 and service-learning will be one way The College will exercise leadership and 

 institutional citizenship within the region and continue to be a model of a College 

 with a conscience. 

 During the focus group interviews, citizenship was also a theme. Some of the text 

from these discussions illustrative of this common thread is presented in the following 

three excerpts. The first is from FG1. Reflected in this statement is one faculty member’s 

thoughts about the institution’s role in modeling good citizenship through active 

participation in civic affairs:  

… our students are not necessarily going back to their hometowns and re-

 engaging in their own communities. There’s a massive dispersal and I think if 
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 we’re talking about educating and how to create a community elsewhere, we have 

 to model it. There’s no other way to learn it… they (students) don’t know how to 

 build community, and I think this is really important. 

Another comment, made by an administrator during FG2, discussed the duty of the 

institution to contribute to the improving the place in which it is located. This obligation 

was reflected, by the participant, as part of the institution’s role as “citizen” in the local 

community:  

You know, we’re invested in this community (Pleasantville). We can’t just pack 

 up and move somewhere else. This is home for us, and so, we want to always try 

 and make it a better place, and you can argue over what better means, and we do 

 that sometimes, but I think we have an obligation as a citizen, the institution as a 

 citizen. All the people at the institution are citizens within that structure… (and 

 should work) …to make this place better. We have a role. We have an obligation 

 to do that. 

In another exchange, taken from FG3, a participant reflected on the role of the institution 

in creating “good citizens” by connecting students to the community in ways that foster 

civic learning. This discussion was triggered by a question from the moderator regarding 

why creating connections between students and the community was important:  

Moderator: Why is it important? 

Administrator: I think to have active citizens, like in our community, that's how 

 you get people to participate in our community is if they care and they feel 

 connected, which makes our whole community better when people are actively 

 engaged. 
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Moderator: So, if I'm going to paraphrase that, would you say…it's like almost 

 like a responsibility to teach the students how to be citizens. Is that right, or am I 

 missing it? 

Moderator: Yeah. I think, so, from my own experience, it's easy to live 

 somewhere…(and not be connected).  Yeah, because I think, in general… it's not 

 obvious that you can participate in like local politics or in creating community. 

 It's very easy to, like I said, kind of skim…stay on the surface and not feel like 

 you're an active creator or actor in the community, you know? So, I guess that is 

 something you have to learn. 

Theme 5: Economic developer. The participation of institutions of higher 

learning in the economic aspects of the regions in which they are located have long been 

a part of community engagement in higher education (Morfessis & Malachuk, 2011). 

This role also emerged as a common theme during the analysis of institutional document 

data related to The College. In fact, the role was specifically referenced in three of the six 

institutional documents reviewed, including the SP, VS, and WGR.  

 The role of economic developer was defined in this research as community 

engagement activities and partnerships designed to support the economic health or 

vitality of surrounding communities. Past research related to higher education’s role in 

contributing to the economic health of a particular communities identifies a collection of 

economic roles associated with this work. Common among these are purchaser, 

employer, workforce developer, incubator, and adviser and network builder (Peaslee, 

Hahn, & Coonerty, 2002). 
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 The clearest reference in the SP was contained in initiative 12, part of 18 included 

in the document. Text associated with the institution’s role as economic developer 

indicated that The College would “…join with other community organizations and the 

local government to support efforts to… invigorate the business sector, and… increase 

the city’s (Pleasantville) attractiveness. While there was little indication regarding how 

this would be accomplished, it represented a clear inclusion of the institution’s role in the 

economic health of the local community. Later, in the same document, when describing 

the future envisioned for the institution the authors indicated that The College will 

continue to prepare graduates who “…contribute to the cultural and economic lives of 

their communities…” 

 Among the community engagement framing documents, the VS contained another 

reference to the institution’s economic contributions to the larger community. As cited 

earlier, the following text was included in the “Where are we going…” section:  

We can imagine significant projects in the community that tackle multi-faceted 

 problems approached from multiple angles using a variety of educational tools. 

 For example, we might address the environmental, housing, economic and 

 cultural challenges of a particular neighborhood in the Pleasantville area by 

 utilizing community-based research projects, [student leaders], student fellows 

 from [Office of Civic Engagement] as well as independent studies, and senior 

 comps. 

Lastly, the following statement was included as one of 10 specific 

recommendations in the WGR document. “Seek community input in designing initiatives 

that will facilitate, in both our students and institution, ‘going up-stream’ to seek root 
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causes of economic and social issues.” This recommendation leverages the knowledge 

resources of The College in defining the economic issues that are framed by the 

community. A broader review of the context of this recommendation indicated that the 

community being referenced is the local community of Pleasantville.  

Topic 3: Geography of Engagement 

The third topic explored understanding how the institution had conceptualized 

place and place-building was the geography of the community engagement activities and 

partnerships at The College. In other words, where was engagement happening around 

The College and were there patterns in its spatial distribution? Addressing this question 

was important to quantifying where the institution chose to focus their engagement, as a 

reflection of their commitment to specific places around The College.  

To establish a geography for the institution’s engagement, the analysis focused on 

institutional document data. Each of these six documents were reviewed to identify 

references to specific engagement activities and/or partners. In this research, community 

engagement partners were defined as any public or private community-based 

organization, agency, or business with whom The College had established a standing 

relationship through which community engagement could be facilitated. Activities were 

defined as the diverse collection of university-community interactions that involved the 

community members, faculty members, administrators, and/or students. Once identified, 

documents were further reviewed to identify where these activities were happening 

and/or where the partners were located. In cases where a location was not included in the 

text, the researcher used the internet to gather related geographic information.  

Among the documents, the TFR and CEC Application were most informative. 

The complete TFR, provided by the Office of Civic Engagement, included a survey of 
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community engagement “efforts and activities” across the institution. This list included a 

total of 37 activities. The CEC Application also included a list of activities and 

community engagement partners. This list, referred to in the application as a “Partnership 

Grid,” was an opportunity for applicant institutions to “describe representative new and 

long-standing partnerships (both institutional and departmental) that were in place during 

the most recent academic year” (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 

2015). The College listed a total of six partnerships in the Partnership Grid submitted in 

2015.  

Other activities and partnerships were identified during the focus group 

interviews. These were ones identified by participating community engagement actors 

and researched to establish a geography. Finally, 68 activities and partnerships were 

identified by simply reviewing the institution’s website and community engagement 

marketing materials publicly available via the internet.  

In the end, a total of more than 171 community engagement activities and 

partnerships were identified as being connected to the institution between 2011 and 2017. 

However, a further analysis of this initial list revealed that only 144 could be connected 

to a specific, identifiable geography. Of these, 113 were partnerships and 31 were 

community engagement activities. These lists of community engagement activities and 

partnerships were confirmed via the Office of Civic Engagement’s review of summarized 

data and mapping and via the focus group interview sessions with the institution’s 

community engagement actors.  

Theme 1: Hyperlocal engagement. The spatial analysis of community 

engagement at The College revealed a highly local concentration of community 
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engagement activities and partnerships. Hyperlocal is used here to reference an intensely 

local engagement strategy that prioritizes related activities and partnerships in the areas in 

which the institution has a physical presence (Dostilio, 2017). Table 14 provides an 

overview of the spatial distribution of community engagement activities and partnerships 

at The College.  

Table 14 

The Geography of Engagement at The College 

Activities and partnerships located… A
ct

iv
it

ie
s 

P
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rt
n

er
sh

ip
s 

Total 

Within Pleasantville Political Boundary 24 35 59 

Within 5 miles of the Pleasantville Political Boundary 5 9 14 

Within 25 miles of the Pleasantville Political Boundary 2 10 12 

Beyond the 25 mile buffer but in the boundaries of Pennsylvania 0 44 44 

Beyond the boundaries of Pennsylvania but in adjacent states 0 9 9 

Within the boundaries of the United States but beyond adjacent states  0 4 4 

Beyond the boundaries of the United States 0 2 2 

The extent of local concentration of the institution’s engagement activities and 

partnerships is reflected in Table 14 and the spatial distribution is illustrated in Map 1 and 

2, both of which are part of Figure 13. As shown, 59 of the 144 activities and partners 

identified were located in the community in which The College was located 

(Pleasantville). This number represents 24 activities and 35 partnerships, or 41 percent of 

the total number of identified activities and partnerships. In further analyzing the 

distribution, an additional 14 were located within five miles of the political or municipal 

boundary of Pleasantville, and another 12 were located within 25 miles of the boundary 

(see Map 2). When summed, a total of 85 of the 144 (59 percent) mapped activities and 



154 

 

partnerships were located within 25 miles of Pleasantville. This number included all of 

the institution’s community engagement activities. 

 

Figure 13. The spatial distribution of community engagement activities and partnerships. 

The remaining 59 community engagement activities were “extralocal” or beyond 

the areas in which the institution has a physical presence. Among these extralocal 

partnerships, 44 were beyond the 25-mile buffer, but within the boundaries of 

Pennsylvania. Nine partnerships were beyond the Pennsylvania border but located in the 

adjacent states of Ohio, New York, West Virginia, and Maryland.  Only four partnerships 

were located in geographies beyond adjacent states and only two were beyond the 

boundaries of the United States. As can be seen in this analysis, extralocal engagement is 

notable however, when balanced against the larger number of hyperlocal engagement 
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initiatives and the fact that many of the extralocal partners were connected to one 

program, a clear local orientation is evident. 

It is important to note that many of the extralocal partnerships were associated 

with one particular program at The College, Creek Connections. In fact, this program 

alone reported a total of 55 partners located across Pennsylvania and neighboring states.  

Once mapped, all but two were located beyond the 25 mile boundary. This concentration 

of extralocal partnerships in a single program may have affected the overall distribution 

by reflecting a more highly non-local distribution of engagement activities than if this 

program were similar to others included in the analysis.  

Findings for Research Question Two 

Research question two asked “According to Organizational Place-Building 

Theory (OPBT), what are the institution’s place-building profiles?” To answer this 

question, the analysis focused on three relevant data sources: 1) survey data (OPBI), 2) 

institutional document data, and 3) focus group interview data. Survey data were 

collected using the Organizational Place-Building Inventory questionnaire. The OPBI 

was completed by a total of 35 community engagement actors at The College. The 

sample included 18 faculty members and 17 administrators. Institutional document data 

were a collection of framing documents along with the institution’s 2015 CEC 

Application. And finally, focus group interview data were the collective perceptions of 27 

community engagement actors (15 administrators and 12 faculty members) at The 

College.  

Survey data were analyzed using a predetermined scoring method developed by 

place-building researchers. Results were used to assign place-building profiles for each of 
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the five place-building dimensions: nature, social relationships, built environment, ethics, 

and economic relationships. Possible OPBT profiles included: exploitive, contingent, 

contributive, and transformational. Institutional document and focus group interview data 

were systematically analyzed using the Framework Method of qualitative content 

analysis to qualitatively assign the correct OPBT profile for each of the place-building 

dimensions.  

To present the findings for research question two, the following section has been 

organized into two sub-sections based on the sources of the data and a final summary 

section designed to synthesize results and findings. The first section, Quantitative 

Results, presents survey results from completed OPBI questionnaires and describes the 

assigned place-building profiles for each five place-building dimensions (social, 

economic, nature, ethics, and built environment). The second section, Qualitative 

Findings, uses the same OPBT framework to present findings from the qualitative content 

analysis of institutional document and focus group interview data. This analysis is 

focused by the results of the OPBI presented in the previous section. The third and final 

section related to research question two, titled Summary of Quantitative and Qualitative 

Findings, is a discussion of key quantitative and qualitative findings and how they 

support the place-building profiles established for The College.  

Quantitative Results 

The sole quantitative aspect of this study, completed in Phase I, was the 

distribution and analysis of the Organizational Place-Building Inventory (OPBI) 

questionnaire. The OPBI was an online survey tool that was designed by place-building 

researchers as an objective instrument to assess an organization’s values and strategies 

along five dimensions or latent constructs of place building: nature, social relationships, 
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built environment, ethics, and economic relationships (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). 

The purpose of using the OPBI in this research was to use this survey as a tool to frame 

and investigate the place building relationship between The College and its associated 

communities and environments. 

The OPBI was distributed to a total of 56 community engagement actors at The 

College. Of these actors, a total of 35 completed the survey. Within this sample, 18 were 

faculty members and 17 administrators at The College. The survey was distributed via 

email and completed online using Qualtrix. Survey results were then downloaded as an 

Excel file and descriptive statistics generated using the same software.  

The OPBI (see Appendix C) is composed of 29 Likert-type items organized 

around each of the five place-building dimensions. Questions 1-6 of the OPBI measure 

the social relations variable which “includes the full spectrum of interactions between an 

organization’s employees and stakeholders and among and between other organizations” 

(Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 55). Questions 7-

12 measure economic relations or the organization’s level of investment in the fiscal 

well-being of the community. Questions 13-18 measure nature dimension of place-

building. The nature dimension “includes natural as opposed to man-made. Such as the 

landscape, earth, geography and natural resources” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 

21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 55). Questions 19-24 measure ethics or the “practices 

and implicit and explicit contract with the community that seeks to establish itself as 

legitimate” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 55). 

Finally, questions 25-29 are concerned with the built environment, which includes man-
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made buildings, roads, and other material infrastructure associated with the organization 

and seeks to measure how these spaces are treated (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). 

To score the OPBI, this research used a scale previously developed and tested by 

OPBT researchers. Scoring was based on how respondents evaluated the importance of 

certain place-building activities across the five place-building dimensions using a seven-

point Likert type response scale that ranged from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly 

Disagree.” Each Likert Scale item was assigned a value of one to seven. For example, 

“Strongly Agree” had a value of one and “Strongly Disagree” had a value of seven. 

Scores for each question were calculated and then summed for each dimension. Once the 

summed values were calculated for all the completed surveys they were combined so that 

means could be tabulated for each dimension. Following this step, the OPBI Scoring 

Matrix was used to identify the institution’s place-building profile for each of the five 

dimensions (see Table 3). 

The four possible place-building profiles for the institution included: 

transformational, contributive, contingent, and exploitive (Thomas & Cross, 2007). 

According the OPBT, each profile differs in terms of how the institution expresses its 

agent perspective, the value the assigned to particular place-building dimensions, the 

presence of related corporate culture, and the institution’s strategies and behaviors 

directed at place (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). OPBT researchers summarize these 

profiles in following text taken from Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr (2016, p. 23) and Thomas 

& Banning (2014, p. 55).  

Transformational organizations conceptualize or identify themselves as change 

 agents acting to improve the lives of individuals and groups in a place. 
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 Contributive organizations conceptualize themselves as investors and contributors 

 to the well-being of places in which they operate. Contingent organizations view 

 themselves simply as participants in places and exploitive organizations view 

 themselves as independent agents with little to no obligations to the places in 

 which they operate.  

The analysis of OPBI scores revealed that The College holds a contributive place-

building profile. OPBT researchers identify contributive organizations as those that view 

themselves as a “contributing member of a network of business people and community 

leaders who share a common ideology” (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 47). These 

organizations “need a place that needs them” and contributing to the quality of the places 

in which they exist ensures that both the place and the organization will have increased 

chances of success (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 47). As such, contributive organizations 

practice an “integrative strategy that cultivates and promotes its role as a key 

player/contributor in the community” (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 47).  

Contributive organizations typically have an interdependent agent perspective. 

According to place-building researchers, “Place agent identities reveal how organizations 

conceptualize themselves as social actors—agents—in relation to the places in which 

they are located…” (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 47). OPBT identifies two possible types 

of agent perspectives: interdependent and independent. The former describes 

organizations that view themselves and their success as fundamentally tied to the well-

being of place. The latter describes organizations that conceptualize themselves and their 

success as wholly detached from any aspect of place or its qualities (Thomas, 2004; 

Thomas & Cross, 2007; Kimball & Thomas, 2012; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). 
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Figure 14 illustrates the relationship between interdependent organizations and the two 

related place-building profiles: transformational and contributive.  

 

Figure 14. Agent perspective of transformational and contributive organizations. 

Descriptions of OPBI results for each of the five place-building dimensions are 

presented in the following paragraphs. Referenced throughout this discussion are Table 

15 and Figure 15. Table 15 provides the average scores and associated place building 

profiles for each of the four place-building dimensions and Figure 15 illustrates OPBI 

scores and those associated with each group of community engagement actors.   

Table 15 

OPBI Average Scores and Place-Building Profiles 
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Place-

Building 

Profile 

Social 15.24 Transformational 17.28 Contributive 16.29 Contributive 

Economic 21.35 Contributive 14.00 Transformational 22.57 Contributive 

Nature 15.94 Transformational 7.00 Transformational 14.73 Transformational 

Ethics 19.06 Contributive 10.50 Transformational 20.23 Contributive 

Built Environment 17.15 Contributive 9.00 Transformational 18.89 Contributive 

Total Place Score 19.50 Contributive 17.75 Contributive 18.62 Contributive 
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The mean score, across all participants (administrators and faculty members), for 

the social dimension was 16.29. This score, according the OPBI Scoring Matrix, is 

indicative of a contributive place-building profile. As can be seen in Figure 15, the 

average score among administrators was slightly lower (15.24) than the average score 

among faculty members (17.28). This roughly two point difference is significant because, 

according the OPBI Scoring Matrix, administrators indicate a transformational profile 

while faculty members indicate a contributive profile (see Figure 15). This difference was 

not uncommon in the results but notable here because it was the only instance in which 

administrators indicated a transformational profile.  

The mean score for the economic dimension was 22.57. This mean indicates that 

the institution holds a contributive place-building profile for this dimension. However, 

scores here were the highest of the five dimensions which put it solidly within the 

contributive profile. Means for administrators and faculty were also found to be 

significantly different in this dimension (see Figure 15). The administrator mean of 21.35 

reflected 7.35 difference from the faculty member mean of 14.00. The difference means 

that faculty members qualified the institution as a transformational place-builder while 

administrators positioned The College as contributive.  

Scores for the nature dimension were unique in two ways.  First, the average 

scores of both groups of community engagement actors was the lowest of the five 

dimensions at 14.73. This score indicated a transformational profile for this dimension, 

the first and only time this profile was reflective of both administrators and faculty 

member scores. That said, the second unique aspect of scores in this dimension was the 

strong discrepancy between the average scores of these two groups. The average score 
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among faculty members was the lowest of any collected at 7 points (see Table 15). 

Conversely, the average of administrators scores were 15.94, representing a nearly 9 

(8.94) point difference (see Figure 15).  

 

Figure 15.  Average OPBI scores by dimension and actor group. 

The combined mean score for the ethics dimension was 20.23, the second highest 

of the five dimensions measured (see Table 15). Again, the means of administrators and 

faculty members were significantly different. Administrator scores averaged 19.06 

reflecting a contributive profile, while the faculty members average score was nearly 9 

points lower (10.50), reflecting a transformative profile. However, when these scores 

were combined, the strength of administrator scoring within this dimension positioned 

The College as a contributive place-building in this dimension.  
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Scoring the final dimension, built environment, was somewhat more challenging 

that the others. To calculate these scores a slight adjustment was required because this 

dimension had one less question (5) attached than the other four which had six related 

questions. Once this adjustment was made and scores were tallied, the mean combined 

score was 18.89 which is indicative of a contributive place-building profile. However, as 

is evident in Figure 15, there were significant differences between administrator and 

faculty member scores. The administrator average score was 17.15 reflecting a 

contributive profile. The faculty member average score was slightly more than eight 

points lower at nine. This faculty member average was the second lowest among the 

dimensions (see Table 16) 

The average total place scores evidenced agreement across the two groups of 

community engagement actors that participated in the study. Total place scores were 

calculated by finding the mean scores across all dimensions for each group and the 

Scoring Matrix was used to identify the related place-building profile. Across both 

groups the calculated mean was 18.62, neatly within the contributive range. 

Administrators’ scores reflected a mean of 19.50 which was nearly perfectly in the center 

of the contributive range presented in the Matrix. Faculty member scores were somewhat 

less at 17.75, but still concurred with the contributive profile indicated by the 

administrator average (see Table 15).  

Qualitative Findings  

Two forms of qualitative data were collected and analyzed as part of the study. 

The first was institutional document data collected in Phase I and the second was focus 

group interview transcripts collected during Phase II of the study. Institutional document 

and focus group interview data were systematically analyzed using the Framework 
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Method to determine the institution’s values and strategies within each of the five 

dimensions of place-building. In other words, OPBT was used as a theoretic lens to 

explore how the institution and its community engagement actors discussed the value of 

place. This qualitative exploration was designed to add depth to the results of the OPBI 

presented in the previous section. To ensure this depth, a deductive coding approach was 

used that employed the five dimensions of place-building presented in the OPBT 

literature. Using OPBT to ground the analysis, an analytical framework was developed to 

guide the coding and categorization of both types of qualitative data. The final analytical 

framework used in the analysis is presented in Table 16.  

Table 16 

Research Question Two Qualitative Analytical Framework 

Dimension Description 

Social 

Text referencing the full spectrum of interactions between the institution’s 

population and communities, stakeholders, and organizations outside the 

institution. 

Text referencing how certain spaces are treated in such a way that reflects the 

culture, strategies, and values of the institution 

Economic 

Text referring to how the institution has defined its level of investment in the 

fiscal well-being of the community (i.e. workforce development). 

Text referring to specific practices related to the economic vitality, growth, and 

development. 

Nature 

Text referencing the natural environment (i.e. landscape, earth). 

Text referencing how the institution generally or specifically relates and 

contributes to nature and the environment. 

Ethics 

Text referring to the institution’s “practices and its implicit and explicit contract 

with the community that seeks to establish itself as legitimate” (Thomas, Kimball, 

& Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & Banning, 2014, p. 55). 

Text referring to how the institution’s practices are modeled within higher 

education, its institutional culture, and stakeholders. 

Built 

Environment 

Text referencing off-campus, man-made buildings, roads, and infrastructure (i.e. 

downtown revitalization project). 

Text referencing how these spaces are treated and value is placed on built 

environment through architecture, landscaping, and historical significance. 
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The analysis of institutional documents and focus group interview data revealed a 

concentration of references to the social, nature, and built environment dimensions of 

place-building. This discovery neatly aligned with OPBI results which indicated that 

these three dimensions were highly important to respondents (see Table 15 and Figure 

15). Based on this pattern in the findings, the following paragraphs detail qualitative 

findings for the following three dimensions: social, nature, and built environment. It is 

important to note that references to the other two dimensions (economic and ethics) were 

found but were much less frequent or clear.  

Social. The social dimension of place-building has been defined by OPBT 

researchers as the full spectrum of interactions between the institution’s population and, 

among and between, other populations and organizations (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016). It is concerned with how certain spaces are treated in such a way that reflects the 

culture, strategies, and values of the institution and other populations and organizations. 

In other words, how does The College encourage the development of social structures 

(i.e. trust, norms, and social networks), through its values and investments, in ways that 

facilitate collective action around social well-being (social capital)?   

Among the institutional documents, 50 references to the social dimension of 

place-building were found, most of which were concentrated in the WGR which 

contained 18 references. Language related to the development of social structures in the 

institution’s larger community were also evidenced in the institution’s SP which stated 

the following in a section discussing the history of The College: “Part of our heritage is a 

strong commitment to engage in the civic life of our community.” This statement not only 
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indicated a strong commitment to engage, but also a recognition of the importance of 

civic and social aspects of community life.  

In other documents, the social dimension was discussed as part of the reciprocity 

theme identified in Place-Based Roles part of the analysis. For example, the VS 

document included language recommending that The College “create vehicles to foster 

authentic partnerships.” This directive to create social structures that included community 

members in the creation, implementation and assessment of community engagement 

efforts was a common thread throughout the VS document.  

The TFR document also included references to the social aspect of place-building. 

For example, when outlining the shared learning goals for engagement at The College the 

authors stated: “Communicate and collaborate in inclusive, respectful, civil ways.” This 

prioritization of communication and inclusiveness within the framework of civil 

discourse is another nod to the social aspects of place-building. Later in the same 

document, in discussing areas in need of improvement at The College, the following text 

was included: “Improving communications both internally (campus) and externally 

(Pleasantville and beyond), thereby strengthening our ability to tell our stories, locally, 

regionally, nationally, and internationally.” 

In the WGR document also had a strong identifiable social theme. In the Specific 

Recommendations section the following statement was included: “Ask community 

members to help define ‘community’ and who speaks for ‘the community.’ Begin by 

conducting listening sessions and workshops with members from the community beyond 

campus.” Later, in the other recommendations section, the following statements were 
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included which highlight the importance of building social networks that include 

community representatives:  

Form an advisory group made up of representatives from each stakeholder group. 

 The representative for each stakeholder would gather their constituencies and get 

 feedback on specific questions and ideas, then the representatives would come 

 together and discuss - then the drafts would be sent back - this becomes a 

 reciprocal process.  

The CEC Application also referenced the social dimension when discussing 

community engagement at The College. In the president’s opening letter to the Carnegie 

Foundation the following statement referencing the creation of the Pleasantville Area 

Collaborative highlighted the value of participating in the development of social 

structures that included other community institutions:  

Fortuitously, I (The College president) came into office at the same time as a new 

 CEO of the Pleasantville Medical Center …we initiated a discussion of the  

 parallel issues in recruitment and retention of talented staff in our two institutions. 

 We recognized that quality of life is an essential component to maintaining the 

 quality of care, education and services that each of our institutions could provide. 

 Perhaps even more importantly, both [the Medical Center CEO] and I believed it 

 was part of our mission to engage in community and service. It was clear to us 

 that combining our efforts to leverage the skills and capabilities of multiple 

 institutions to address broad issues would benefit everyone. Our discussions 

 quickly expanded to include the new mayor … and the new superintendent of 

 …the School District…, and our group has become known as the Pleasantville 



168 

 

 Area Collaborative. This is a productive, results oriented collaborative that serves 

 the interests of our organizations and, by extension, the greater Pleasantville 

 community. 

Among the focus group interview transcripts, the social aspect of place-building 

was referenced a total of 15 times. In most instances, the social nature of place-building 

was referenced within the frame of “relationship-building” among institutional and 

community representatives. For example, one of the faculty members who participated in 

FG2 made the following statement when discussing the importance of creating social 

connections between community members and institutional representatives. “[I]…think 

it’s the connections between people. Yeah, if you’re able to build connections with other 

people in that place.” In another instance, an administrator during the same focus group 

session highlighted the importance of social connections and institutional place-building:  

As an environmental scientist, I think a lot about how people are both shaped by 

 the place where they are, and how they impact the place where they are, and kind 

 of try to mold it to who they are, and that sort of iterative process, that back and 

 forth between people and the place that they’re in.  

During another exchange, during FG3, an institutional administrator emphasized 

the importance of building and maintaining social structures, such as formalized meeting 

groups:  

…there's a sort of a consensus that emerges from those [meeting groups]. So, I 

 think those meeting groups are really important to sharing, you know, what sorts 

 of things can be accomplished better. …so, just in going to those meetings every 

 month, I've built relationships, and then like just in the last few months, I've been 
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 able to, you know, kind of create new…we're working together more deeply, I 

 guess. 

Nature. References to the nature dimension were also found across the 

institutional documents. In total, this dimension was referenced 16 times in these 

documents. References in focus group data were not present so what is presented in this 

section is focused on what was found in the document data. The nature dimension of 

place-building “includes natural as opposed to man-made. Such as the landscape, earth, 

geography and natural resources” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 21; Thomas & 

Banning, 2014, p. 55). One of the most salient references to the value of this dimension 

was found in the SP which stated:  

The College is fortunate to be located in a region with abundant natural 

 resources. As a charter signatory of the American College & University 

 Presidents Climate Commitment, we affirm our commitment to implementing a 

 climate action plan to strategically reduce our environmental impact and realize 

 the economic benefits of improved operational efficiencies. 

Another reference, found in the CEC Application, highlighted the commitment to 

nature and the environment in an interview transcript from an interview with The College 

president:  

Dedication to the community is campus wide. It’s routine for professors to take 

 students out into the community to do research and projects: examples range from 

 community art, biomass development, aquaponics systems, community health 

 education, watershed protection, a biodiesel program and a greenhouse gas 

 inventory in collaboration with the City of Pleasantville. …our student body 
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 completed about 60,000 hours of community service has increasingly included 

 sustainability efforts such as a bike program for young people in the community 

 and community gardening.  

Also discussed was a water quality initiative spearheaded by The College. This 

program, titled Creek Connections, was a partnership between local K-12 schools and 

The College that engaged teachers and students in conducting watershed research and 

learning about local waterways through hands-on, experiential collaborations. In another 

instance, the CEC Application stressed the importance the natural environment through 

an agreement between the Foundation for Sustainable Forests and The College. 

According to the CEC Application the partnership was designed to “…preserve and 

protect fragile ecosystems in Pennsylvania and southern New York while providing 

opportunities for landowners to support both nonprofit organizations.” 

Built environment. The built-environment, according to OPBT, included man-

made buildings, roads, and other infrastructure associated with the institution and how 

these spaces are treated. This dimension would reflect the value placed on the built 

environment evidenced in aspects of these built spaces such as building architecture, 

landscaping, and historic preservation. The analysis revealed that this dimension was 

referenced a total of four times across institutional documents all of which were found in 

the institution’s SP. No references were present in the focus group transcripts.   

Two of the four references found focused on the on-campus built environment. 

For example, in the introductory sections, the following statement references the value of 

the on-campus built environment. “They [incoming students] will choose The College 

because they know that here, on one of the most beautiful campuses in the country, the 
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student experience is second to none.” In another section, when discussing an initiative to 

restore and beautify the historic campus, the authors stated:  

The College’s first formal classes were taught in Smith Hall nearly 200 years ago, 

 and with historically sensitive and sustainable renovation, graduating seniors can 

 continue to march through Smith for two more centuries. We will restore it to its 

 rightful place as one of America’s foremost examples of Federalist architecture, 

 and at the same time equip the building for modern, technology-based teaching, 

 learning, and administration. 

In the other instances, built environments beyond campus were discussed. For 

example, when articulating recommendations around the institution’s investments in 

Pleasantville the following statement was included. “We will join with other community 

organizations and the local government to support efforts to develop and sustain thriving 

residential neighborhoods, invigorate the business sector …and increase the city’s 

attractiveness.”  

Findings for Research Question Three 

Research question three asked “How, and to what degree, are the institution’s 

place-building profiles reflected in its community engagement activities and 

partnerships?” To address this question, the analysis focused on two data sources: 

institutional document data and focus group interview data. All data were systematically 

analyzed using the Framework Method of qualitative content analysis to better 

understand how and to what degree the institution’s place building profiles were being 

reflected in its community engagement programing.  
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Based on the quantitative and qualitative analysis conducted in this study, The 

College was found to exhibit a highly contributive place-building profile. Contributive 

organizations, according to OPBT, view themselves as part of a larger network of 

business, people, institutions, and community leaders that share the burden of creating 

valuable places (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). The contributive place-building 

profile for The College was evidenced by the total place score (18.62) will within the 

contributive profile range (16-24), the concentration of contributive profiles across the 

OPBT place-building dimensions, and the support this profile provided in the qualitative 

content analysis of institutional documents and focus group interview data. Within the 

five dimensions, The College held a contributive place-building profile in all but one of 

the dimensions (social, economic, ethics, and built environment). The remaining 

dimension, nature, evidenced a transformative profile. Transformational place-building 

profiles conceptualize or identify themselves as change agents acting to improve the lives 

of individuals and groups in a particular place. Table 3, Table 16, and Figure 15 in the 

previous section illustrate the OPBI Scoring Matrix, the scores for each dimension, and 

their relationship to the total place score.   

A total of 144 community engagement activities and partnerships were identified 

during the analysis of institutional document and focus group interview data. This 

database was used as a resource to identify, group, and connect specific activities and 

partnerships to place-building dimensions. Once each of the activities were categorized 

by the five place-building dimensions, activities were then carefully reviewed to 

determine how and to what degree each activity and partnership was or was not 

representative of each respective assigned profile. To establish the strength of these 
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alignments an analytical construct or framework was developed and employed for each of 

the dimensions by the researcher. These frameworks were based on the description of 

contributive and transformative organizations presented by OPBT researchers (Thomas & 

Cross, 2007; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). The application of the frameworks 

enabled the qualitative assignment of numeric scores for each of the related activities and 

partnerships. As presented in Tables 17, 19, and 21 each framework used a series of 

seven questions pulled from the OPBT literature. The higher the score assigned by the 

researcher, the more reflective the activity or partnership was of a contributive place-

building profile for the social dimension. It is important to note that these constructs and 

scores generated only reflect the subjective assessment of the researcher. As such, this 

should be considered as a limitation of this analysis process.  

To present the findings for research question three, the following section has been 

organized by three of the five place-building dimensions (social, nature, and built 

environment). These dimensions were chosen to focus the findings due to the 

concentration of activities and partnerships associated with these realms of place-

building. Also, these focus areas align with the dimensions identified as highly important 

in OPBI results. Each section will briefly present the place-building profile identified for 

the dimension and detail the community engagement activities and partnerships that align 

with the associated profile. The final section provides a summary of all the findings that 

emerged during this analysis for research question three.   

Social Dimension: Contributive Place-Building Profile 

The social dimension of place-building includes the full spectrum of interactions 

between the institution’s population and, among and between, other populations and 

organizations (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Within this dimension, the analysis of 
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survey, institutional document, and focus group interview data revealed that The College 

held a contributive place-building profile. Contributive place-builders, according to 

OPBT, view themselves as part of a larger network of business, people, institutions, and 

community leaders that share the burden of creating valuable places (Thomas, Kimball, 

& Suhr, 2016). Organizations that exhibit a contributive place-building profile often 

make their strongest contributions within the social dimension of place, focusing on 

contributing to, and participating in, the social aspects of the places in which they are 

located (Thomas & Cross, 2007). According to place-building researchers, these 

contributions are frequently evidenced in regular donations to philanthropic initiatives 

and/or organizations and service oriented, charitable projects (Thomas & Cross, 2007).  

Based on the analysis and finding presented here, there was strong support for the 

contributive profile in the social dimension for The College. To identify how and to what 

degree the institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships were reflective 

of the institution’s contributive profile within the social dimension, the analysis focused 

on institutional documents and focus group interview data. Within this data, a total of 144 

activities and partnerships were identified as active between 2011 and 2017. Of these 

activities and partnerships, 84 (40 activities and 44 partnerships) were associated with the 

social aspects of place-building as defined in OPBT.  

To establish the extent to which these activities and partnerships reflected a 

contributive place-building profile an analytical framework was developed and employed 

by the researcher. This analytical framework is presented in Table 17.  
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Table 17 

Analytical Framework for Social Dimension 

Question: The activity or partnership is representative of contributive place building profile because it.. 

Strongly 

Disagree Disagree 

Neither 

Agree or 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

1. Enables, encourages, and cultivates social networks in the larger community. 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Is part of a larger effort, not led by the institution. 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Engages local community-based organizations that facilitate social and philanthropic activity. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. It is sensitive to local norms and values. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. Is designed to include the institution as "key contributor." 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. Is service oriented. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Is locally focused. 

1 2 3 4 5 

The analysis revealed that the collection of activities and partnerships associated 

with the social dimension of place-building were highly representative of a contributive 

profile. In fact, 24 of 84, or 29 percent, received a perfect score (35). A perfect score, in 

this case, meant that the activity or partnership received a five for all of the questions 

included in the analytical framework (see Table 17). If the range is broadened to include 

activities and partnerships that received scores from 35 to 30 the analysis captured a total 

of 56, or 67 percent of the total number of activities and partnerships. Table 18 provides a 

summary of the scoring based on the analytical framework designed to illustrate the 

extent to which the institution’s community engagement programming was reflective of 

the contributive profile for this dimension.  
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Table 18 

Scores for Activities and Partnerships Within the Social Dimension  

Activity and 

Partnership 

Score 

# of 

Activities 

# of 

Partnerships Total 

35-34 13 15 28 

33-32 2 3 5 

31-30 13 10 23 

29-28 4 15 19 

<28 8 1 9 

The following are two of the best examples of activities and partnerships 

reflective of the institution’s contributive profile. First, the TFR and CEC Application 

documents both highlighted the Pleasantville Volunteer Income Tax Assistance Program 

(VITA) which is an ongoing partnership between the Pleasantville Public Library, 

Internal Revenue Service (IRS), and The College. Through this partnership, students 

from The College are trained to complete federal, state and local tax returns for local 

residents who are elderly, financially challenged, or others who have trouble filing their 

taxes, have not filed taxes, or have tax questions. The VITA program is representative of 

the institution’s contributive profile in many ways but three are most notable. First, while 

The College maintains a key role, it does not lead the program in the community. This is 

evidenced by how the program in marketed and the role of other partners (IRS, 

Pleasantville Library) during the tax season. Second, it is designed to connect 

participants, including students, faculty, and administrators, to community residents 

through face-to-face interactions. Third, the VITA program is service oriented. It is 

generally understood that service activities are those that typically focus on the delivery 

of expertise, resources, and services to community individuals, groups, organizations, and 
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the public in general. In this case, representatives from The College are the “experts” and 

community residents are those that need.   

Second, the Health Coaching program is another example of an innovative 

partnership that is illustrative of the contributive profile of The College. The health 

coaching program is a partnership between the Pleasantville Medical Center and The 

College to train and place students on health coaching teams that are tasked with to 

extending healthcare beyond clinics and hospitals into the community, and even into 

patients’ own homes. The goal is to build trusting relationships with at-risk patients in an 

effort to help them take better care of their own health. Since its inception in 2011, 

hundreds of patients and students have participated which has led to reductions in 

hospital admissions and emergency room visits. The health coaching program is another 

good example of the institution’s contributive place-building profile in three ways. First, 

the program includes many other community-based organizations who are helping 

distribute information and recruit patients. This inclusion of other organizations not only 

enlarges the university-community social network, it also creates opportunities for the 

institution to deepen its engagement with other local agencies and organizations. Second, 

like the previous partnership, this program is not led by The College. In this case, the 

local hospital occupies the lead role working through its Community Health Network 

which is a diverse team of physicians, nurses, counselors, social workers, nutritionists 

and ancillary support personnel. Third, the program is locally oriented. The hospital, as 

the only full-service medical facility in the region, draws most of its patients from the 

local community of Pleasantville. As such, health coaching efforts are primarily focused 

on patients from Pleasantville area.  
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Nature Dimension: Transformative Place-Building Profile 

The nature dimension of place is concerned with the natural, as opposed to 

human-made, elements, forces, and spaces of particular places, such as the landscape, 

earth, and natural resources (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Within this dimension, the 

analysis of survey, institutional document, and focus group interview data revealed that 

The College held a transformative place-building profile. Transformative organizations, 

according to OPBT, view themselves as critical agents of positive change in the 

communities in which they are located (Thomas, 2004; Thomas & Cross, 2007; Thomas, 

Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). They are highly focused on “team learning, collaboration, 

openness to change, and building partnerships” that revolve around “protecting the 

natural environment, neighborhoods, cultural heritage, local economy, and other 

resources” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 24). According to place-building 

researchers, the key difference between transformative and the other place-building 

profiles is that organizations exhibiting this profile hold themselves wholly responsible 

for the quality of places and employ an integrative strategy built around a shared vision 

of place (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Organizations with transformative place-

building profiles differ from this with contributive profiles in that they see themselves as 

“change agents while contributive organizations view themselves more as stewards, 

maintaining quality of life without a vision for change” (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 49). 

Based on the analysis and findings presented here, there was strong support for 

the institution’s transformational profile in the nature dimension. To identify how and to 

what degree the institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships were 

reflective of the institution’s transformational profile, the analysis again focused on 

institutional documents and focus group interview data. Within this data, a total of 80 of 
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the 144 past and current activities and partnerships were identified as being associated 

with the nature dimension as defined in OPBT. Among these, 16 were community 

engagement activities and 64 were partnerships.  

Following the identification of nature oriented activities and partnerships, an 

analytical framework similar to the one developed for the social dimension was created. 

The framework was based on the description of transformational organizations presented 

by OPBT researchers (Thomas & Cross, 2007; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). As 

presented in Table 19, the framework used a series of seven questions pulled from the 

place-building literature and a Likert scale to enable the assignment of numeric scores for 

each of the 80 activities and partnerships. 

Table 19 

Analytical Framework for Nature Dimension 

Question: The activity or partnership is representative of transformative place building profile because it.. 

Strongly 

Disagree Disagree 

Neither 

Agree or 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

1. Is based in reciprocity, collaboration, and partnership building. 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Is holistic and integrative in its approach by including/referencing the other four dimensions of place. 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Is focused on teaching and learning in partnership with members of the local community. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. Builds on a shared vision of the larger community. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. Holds the institution accountable to the community for the quality of its contributions to place. 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. Positions the institution in a leadership role within the activity or partnership. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Is “locally” focused. 

1 2 3 4 5 

The analysis revealed that the collection of activities and partnerships associated 

with the nature dimension of place-building were highly representative of a 

transformative profile. In fact, 11 of 80, or 14 percent activities and partnerships, 
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received either 35 or 34 points. If the range is broadened to include activities and 

partnerships that received scores from 35 to 30 the analysis captured a total of 73, or 91 

percent, of the total number of activities and partnerships. Table 20 provides a summary 

of the scoring based on the analytical framework designed to illustrate the extent to which 

the institution’s community engagement programming was reflective of the 

transformative profile for this dimension.  

Table 20 

Scores for Activities and Partnerships Within the Nature Dimension 

Activity and 

Partnership Score 

# of 

Activities 

# of 

Partnerships Total 

35-34 5 6 11 

33-32 1 1 2 

31-30 5 55 60 

<30 5 2 7 

The following is the best example of community engagement activities and 

partnerships reflective of the institution’s transformative profile in the nature dimension. 

Creek Connections (CC) is a powerful example of the institution’s transformative profile 

within the nature dimension and representative of many of the other activities and 

partnerships aligned with this dimension. CC is an award-winning partnership between 

The College and regional K-12 schools to turn waterways in Northwest Pennsylvania 

Southwest New York, and the Pittsburgh area into outdoor environmental laboratories. 

The program is a hands-on, inquiry based investigation of local waterways that involves 

over 40 different secondary schools and the classes of 50 teachers. This collaboration 

between the college and schools in the region for the purpose of encouraging natural 

science education engages faculty and students at The College in bringing watershed 

education successfully into the classroom. Participants from the college act as liaisons to 
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schools to assist teachers with the ongoing water quality monitoring, data analysis, 

macroinvertebrate sampling, independent research project procedures, Student Research 

Symposium preparation, and classroom presentations. CC is a prime illustrative example 

of the institution transformative place-building profile in two key ways. First, it is based 

in reciprocity and collaboration with local communities. This collaboration is evidenced 

by the extensive efforts undertaken by representatives from The College in connecting 

program goals to the teaching goals of participating schools and the environmental goals 

of local watershed planning organizations. Through these interactions program activities 

are designed to enable alignments between these goals while connecting participants to 

local waterways and resources. Second, the program is built around a shared vision or 

interest in improving local waterways. For example, in Pleasantville, the community has 

prioritized one of the local streams as the focus of environmental remediation, gateway 

opportunities, and recreational amenities. Working through the CC program, organizers 

at The College were able to concentrate many of their activities around this waterway as 

a means to both learn and reconnect residents to this resource.  

Built Environment Dimension: Contributive Place-Building Profile 

The built environment dimension of place includes man-made buildings, roads, 

and other infrastructure associated with the institution and how these spaces are treated. 

This dimension would reflect the value placed on the built environment evidenced in 

aspects of these built spaces such as building architecture, landscaping, and historic 

preservation (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Within this dimension, the analysis of 

survey, institutional document, and focus group interview data revealed that The College 

held a contributive place-building profile. Contributive place-builders, according to 

OPBT, view themselves as part of a larger network of business, people, institutions, and 
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community leaders that share the burden of creating valuable places (Thomas, Kimball, 

& Suhr, 2016).  

Based on the analysis and findings presented here, there was support for the 

institution’s contributive profile in the built environment dimension. However, support 

was not as reflective of the institution’s profile in this dimension as in the previous two. 

To identify how and to what degree the institution’s community engagement activities 

and partnerships were reflective of the institution’s profile, the analysis again focused on 

institutional documents and focus group interview data. Within this data, a total of 10 of 

the 144 past and current activities and partnerships were identified as being associated 

with the built environment dimension as defined in OPBT. Among these, three were 

community engagement activities and six were partnerships.  

Following the identification of this sub-set of activities and partnerships, an 

analytical framework was developed. This framework was similar to the one developed 

for the social dimensions but differed slightly with regard to the qualifying statements. 

These statements were developed based on the description of contributive organizations 

presented by OPBT researchers (Thomas & Cross, 2007; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016). As presented in Table 21, the framework used a series of seven questions pulled 

from the place-building literature and a Likert scale to enable the assignment of numeric 

scores for each of the 10 activities and partnerships. 
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Table 21 

Analytical Framework for Built Environment Dimension 

Question: The activity or partnership is representative of contributive place building profile because it 

Strongly 

Disagree Disagree 

Neither 

Agree or 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

1. Seeks to improve aspects of the man-made or built environment in ways that conform to the local context. 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Is part of a larger effort, not led by the institution. 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Engages local community-based organizations that facilitate help facilitate improvements. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. It is sensitive to local norms and values. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. Is designed to include the institution as "key contributor." 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. Is service oriented. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Is locally focused. 

1 2 3 4 5 

The analysis revealed that the collection of activities and partnerships associated 

with the built environment dimension of place-building were “cautiously” representative 

of a contributive profile. This assessment is based on the small number of activities and 

partnerships associated with this dimension. The application of the analytical framework 

revealed that three partnerships received a perfect score of 35 points. One received a 

score of 31, two received a score of 30 and the remaining three received a score of 29.  

One of the most illustrative examples of the institution’s contributive profile, 

among the identified community engagement activities and partnerships for this 

dimension, was the Art & Environment Initiative (A&EI). While the title of this activity 

was art and the environment, it has translated into a series of public art installations in 

public spaces across Pleasantville which has dramatically changed and enriched the built 

environment in the community. The projects were focused on transforming highly visible 
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wall sections and alleyways in downtown into murals that were representative of local 

history and waterways. Another project artistically transformed 11 newspaper racks into 

functional works of art that promote community, environmental awareness, civic 

engagement, reading, and literacy. These projects were representative of a contributive 

profile in that they improved the look and feel of these spaces in ways that were 

respectful of local history and positioned The College as part of a much larger effort to 

improve the quality of downtown areas.  

Summary  

Chapter four presented a detailed analysis and findings for the study. Based on the 

analysis of institutional document, survey, and focus group interview data, a collection of 

seven major findings were identified in the previous sections. These findings largely 

satisfied the three research questions guiding the investigation. Each of these findings 

have been summarized below. 

Finding 1: The analysis of institutional document and focus group interview data 

revealed that The College has a highly-developed “local sense of place.” A “local sense 

of place” is used here to mean a sense of attachment and connectedness to places 

immediately adjacent or near the institution (Kennelly & Shaivastava, 2013). 

Finding 2: The institution has prioritized its role as “relationship builder” in 

surrounding communities. This role was defined as being responsible for creating and 

cultivating social interactions between The College and local organizations, institutions, 

and individuals. Within this role, there was a strong institutional interest in creating 

standing structures of engagement designed to connect the community and campus (i.e. 

committees, programs, and communication networks).  
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Finding 3: Community engagement at The College exhibited a hyperlocal 

orientation. This highly local focus was reflective of how the institution has cultivated a 

local sense of place across the institution and in the community. The hyperlocal 

concentration of community engagement at The College was evidenced by identifying 

and mapping a total of 144 community engagement activities and partnerships, 59 of 

which were located within the political boundaries of the institution’s host community.  

Finding 4: The College exhibited a highly contributive place-building profile. 

Contributive organizations, according to OPBT, view themselves as part of a larger 

network of business, people, institutions, and community leaders that share the burden of 

creating valuable places (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016).  

Finding 5: As a highly contributive place-builder, The College has adopted an 

interdependent agent perspective when it comes to place. Interdependent organizations, 

according to OPBT, view themselves as members of a community and, as such, are 

mutually responsible for the well-being of the places in which they are located (Thomas, 

Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). This viewpoint was supported in the analysis of institutional 

document, survey, and focus group interview data.  

Finding 6: The College was highly focused on the social, nature, and built 

environment dimensions of place-building. This finding was evidenced in text identified 

in institutional document data, OPBI results, and focus group discussions with 

community engagement actors at the institution.  

Finding 7: Community engagement activities and partnerships at The College 

were highly reflective of the institution’s contributive profile in the social and built 



186 

 

environment dimensions and of the institution’s transformative profile in the nature 

dimension.  

In the last chapter of this document, Chapter Five, findings will be discussed and 

aligned with the literature around this topic and the theoretical framework guiding the 

study. Also included are sections detailing this research’s contribution to the larger body 

of knowledge, recommendations for future research, and summary conclusions that may 

be made based on the finding outlined in Chapter Four.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, RECOMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

Across the nation there is a growing interest in place-based community 

engagement. Unlike “a-place” or “place-neutral” approaches, place-based engagement is 

rooted in creating intentional connections between the institution’s community 

engagement activities and partnerships and the unique lived experience within particular 

geographies or places (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015). However, as the 

interest in place-based engagement has grown, there is little agreement in higher 

education regarding how place-based engagement should be operationalized in 

communities which is crippling the place-building potential of colleges and universities 

(Kimball & Thomas, 2012; Moore, 2014; Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015).  

Understanding this problem, the research presented here sought to better 

understand how institutions of higher learning build place through engagement. To frame 

this investigation, the research focused on one highly-engaged institution of higher 

learning located in northwestern Pennsylvania. To ensure the confidentiality of the 

research site, this institution is referred to here as “The College.” What made The College 

an ideal site for this research was its status as a highly-engaged institution, as delineated 

by its receipt of the highly prestigious Community Engagement Classification distributed 

by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, and the institution’s stated 

interest in better understanding the place-based nature of its engagement activities and 

partnerships.  

To explore the ideas of place and place-building within the context of institutional 

community engagement this study used the theoretical framework of Organizational 
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Place-Building Theory (OPBT). OPBT was developed by researchers to explain the 

degree to which organizations value and invest in their social and geographic locations 

(Thomas, 2004; Thomas & Cross, 2007; Kimball & Thomas, 2012; Thomas, Kimball, & 

Suhr, 2016). Three key concepts underpin OPBT: a) place-building dimensions, b) agent 

perspectives, and c) place-building profiles. According to OPBT, place is a multi-

dimensional concept that includes five distinct realms (Thomas & Cross, 2007). These 

dimensions include social relationships, economic relationships, nature, ethics, and built 

environment. Agent perspective is about how the organization views place, the meaning 

it is given, and how this influences their goals and contributions to place. Two possible 

agent perspectives are identified in OPBT, interdependent and independent. The place-

building profiles identified in OPBT are based on how organization value place, the 

related corporate culture, and the place-based strategies and behaviors undertaken by the 

organization. Possible profiles include: transformational, contributive, contingent, and 

exploitive which, together, make up a continuum of organizational place-building 

typologies (Thomas & Kimball, 2012). 

Using OPBT as a theoretical lens of analysis, the study employed an explanatory 

mixed methods descriptive case study design that focused on three types of qualitative 

and quantitative data. This data included: a) institutional document data, b) survey data, 

and c) focus group interview data. Institutional document data consisted of a collection of 

six institutional and community engagement framing documents (i.e. strategic plans and 

reports) and the institution’s 2015 Community Engagement Classification application 

submitted to the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. Survey data 

consisted of a 29 question Organizational Place-Building Inventory (OPBI) questionnaire 
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developed and tested by place-building researchers as part of OPBT. The OPBI was 

distributed to a total of 56 community engagement actors at The College. Community 

engagement actors were defined as administrators and faculty members at The College 

who were directly involved in the institution’s community engagement activities and 

partnerships. Among the 56 actors identified, a total of 35 completed the survey. Within 

this sample, 18 were faculty members and 17 administrators at The College. Focus group 

interview data consisted of a series of three semi-structured focus group interview 

sessions with 27 community engagement actors. This sample included 15 were 

administrators and 12 faculty members. 

Guiding the analysis of this data were three research questions: 1) How has the 

institution conceptualized place and place-building within the context of community 

engagement? 2) According to OPBT, what are the institution’s place-building profiles? 

and 3) How, and to what degree, are the institution’s place-building profiles reflected in 

its community engagement activities and partnerships? 

The balance of this chapter includes sections that summarize findings and their 

alignments with current literature and this study’s theoretical framework (OPBT). Other 

sections detail the contributions of this research, suggestions for future research, and the 

conclusions that emerged from the study.  

Summary and Discussion of Major Findings 

Research Question One 

Research question one examined how The College had conceptualized place and 

place-building within the context of its community engagement. To address this question 

the analysis focused on two types of data: institutional document and focus group 

interview data. What emerged from the qualitative analysis of this data was a set of four 
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key findings that, in large part, satisfied research question one. The following section 

presents a summary of major finding for research question one and what these findings 

mean within the larger context of community engagement in higher education.  

Local sense of place. The first finding was that The College conceptualizes 

“place” as being local. This determination was made by analyzing the content of seven 

institutional documents and three focus group transcripts to identify how place was being 

discussed. The analysis revealed that a collection of nine terms were used to discuss 

particular bounded geographies beyond the institution’s physical campus. These terms 

included: “the/our community,” “Pleasantville,” “local,” “the town,” “the city,” “region,” 

“world,” “global,” and “nation.” Once all the references found were examined in context, 

a clear local theme emerged. In fact, of the 334 references to place identified in the 

documents, 304 were connected to local places or those immediately adjacent to The 

College campus.  

A “local sense of place” was defined in this research as feelings of attachment to 

and connectedness with the place in which the institution has a physical presence 

(Kennelly & Shaivastava, 2013). The local notion of place that emerged in this research 

was most evident in how the institution, and its actors, discussed place in its framing 

documents and focus group interviews. One of the best examples of this localized notion 

of place was the following statement taken from the institution’s strategic plan: “Part of 

our heritage is a strong commitment to engage in the civic life of our community.” In 

another example, taken from FG1, one institutional administrator revealed a highly 

localized notion of place by stating:  
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…our office has different programs and each program has a different goal and 

 different model, but it’s all about community engagement, getting to know 

 Pleasantville, and because Pleasantville is these students’ homes this is their 

 home for four years and so it’s getting them, not just involved in their passions 

 and their interests in service but also getting them to know Pleasantville itself. 

Evidenced in both of these examples is a clear sense of belonging to and being 

part of the local community. “Faced with the reality that they cannot move, many 

colleges and universities have increasingly come to see themselves as ‘local 

stakeholders’…” in the communities in which they are located (Bromley, 2006, p. 11). 

The view of the institution as local stakeholder, and community member, is clearly part 

of The College’s approach to community engagement and one that is germane to place-

based strategies. This sense of belonging and membership is neatly reflected in the 

following quote taken from FG1 in which one institutional administrator stated: 

I think part of it is belonging but for me I think fun, freedom, power, belonging is 

 four things that motivate me, and so it’s fun to get out there and work… There’s 

 an element of power because I can see a change and it’s also I planted that tree, I 

 have a sense of belonging here in this community. It’s home. 

As noted in chapter two of this document, place-based approaches begin with the 

recognition of the institution as being “of” the community and not merely “in” the 

community (Bond & Paterson, 2005). While this may seem a simple, logical assumption 

from which to initiate engagement, it is a relatively new way of thinking within the 

academy. Traditional engagement models position the institution as a detached, scholarly 

entity that is divorced from the civic, social, and political life of its larger community 
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(Chatterton, 2000). This detached view of the university has been somewhat encouraged 

by global and national research agendas that prioritized work in exotic locations and 

avoided tackling problems in the collective “backyard” of the academy (Silka, Teisl, & 

Settele, 2015). Place-based approaches challenge a detached view by acknowledging the 

“social embeddedness” of institutions in their larger communities (Furco, 2010). This 

acknowledgement enables these institutions to become equal and participating members 

of the community, “working collaboratively to address communal and institutional 

issues” (Gupton, Sullivan, & Johnston-Goodstar, 2014, p. 186). Nancy Cantor (2013) 

advances this understanding of institutions as respective members of their communities 

by stating: “When we work in communities, we must also work with communities, 

acknowledging that we are indeed part of the community, and that all involved share in 

the production of problems and in their solutions” (p. 19). Paul Pibbenow (2015), 

president of Augsburg College in Minneapolis, Minnesota, builds on Cantor’s description 

of the connection between universities and the places they occupy by stating that colleges 

and universities are “indigenous communities” that are “native to a particular place” (p. 

5).  

Place-Building roles. The second finding revolved around how the institution 

framed its place-building role in communities beyond its campus. The analysis of 

institutional document and focus group interview data revealed that five place-building 

roles had been identified in the documents and by community engagement actors at The 

College. These roles included: 1) relationship builder, 2) environmental steward, 3) 

community developer, 4) citizenship leader, and 5) economic developer. Among these 

roles, the most frequently referenced was the institution’s role as relationship builder 
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which was defined in this study as being responsible for creating and cultivating social 

interactions between The College and local organizations, institutions, and individuals 

(Bruning, Mcgrew, & Cooper, 2006). A further analysis of text referencing this role 

revealed five notable themes in the relationship builder role discussion. Among these, the 

most salient were ideas of: a) reciprocity, b) structure, c) sustained commitment, and d) 

inclusion.  

The analysis revealed that The College has a highly developed sense of the 

institution’s role in the community beyond its campus boundaries. Discussions of these 

roles were evidenced both in institutional framing documents and among community 

engagement actors interviewed for the study. An example of this highly developed 

conceptualization of the institution’s role was articulated by one of the participants in 

FG1.  

But I also think within the institution our role is also, to go to John’s point (actual 

 name withheld to maintain confidentiality), helping to build the sense of place, 

 not just at The College but within Pleasantville and our region as well, so like 

 that’s more on us to help those partnerships happen, as well as kind of the bigger 

 picture. We’re a part of this larger community of kind of change-makers within a 

 community. 

In another example, found in the institution’s strategic plan, the role of The 

College is artfully described in the following recommendation. 

Invest in Pleasantville in ways that support our mission and provide a marketing 

 advantage to the town and the College—The College’s success has been 

 intertwined with the well-being of our local community since the College’s 
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 inception. Both must be successful if either is to thrive. We will join with other 

 community organizations and the local government to support efforts to develop 

 and sustain thriving residential neighborhoods, invigorate the business sector, 

 expand experiential learning opportunities, and increase the city’s attractiveness. 

In these examples and many other instances across the data the place-building role 

has been given shape and substance. When compiled and reviewed, what emerged was 

not only a collection of roles framed by the institution but also the ingredients of how 

these roles should be articulated in the community. As presented in the previous chapter 

(4), many of role-based discussions found in institutional documents and focus group 

transcripts were focused on the institution’s role a relationship builder. In framing this 

role, themes of reciprocity, structure, sustained commitment, and inclusion were woven 

throughout the data.  

This idea of prioritizing relationship building within the community engagement 

framework at colleges and universities has been identified as important to reframing 

community engagement in higher education. This point is driven home by Moore (2014) 

in the following statement on the topic. “…institutional change is necessary to facilitate 

building and maintaining strong relationships with partners…Without such change, 

engagement will remain an outcome, or product, accomplished as possible within 

existing structures” (p. 33). Based on the analysis and findings presented here, The 

College is well ahead of other institutions with regard to prioritization of relationship 

structures that enable sustained, inclusive, reciprocal relationships between the institution 

and its local community.  
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Interdependent agent perspective. The third key finding that emerged revolved 

around how The College had conceptualized itself as a social actor or agent, in relation to 

the place in which it was located (Thomas & Cross, 2007). According to OPBT, there are 

two possible types of place agent perspectives for organizations: interdependent and 

independent. The former describes organizations that view themselves and their success 

as fundamentally tied to the well-being of place and the latter describes organizations that 

conceptualize themselves and their success as wholly detached from any aspect of place 

or its qualities (Thomas, 2004; Thomas & Cross, 2007; Kimball & Thomas, 2012; 

Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). Based on the analysis of institutional document, 

survey, and focus group interview data, The College views itself as interdependent on the 

quality of the place in which is it is located (Pleasantville). As an interdependent 

organization, The College considers itself as responsible for well-being of Pleasantville 

and views their success as being tied to the quality of that place. Similar to other 

organizations that have adopted an interdependent perspective, The College actively 

seeks opportunities to invest and contribute to the multiple aspects of place (Thomas, 

Kimball, & Suhr, 2016).  

In the review of literature presented in chapter two, the idea that institutions of 

higher learning are intimately tied to the places in which they exist was a recognizable 

thematic thread woven into the literature around engagement, especially over the last two 

decades (Allen, Prange, Smith-Howell, Woods, & Reed, 2016; Elmendorf, Reindl, & 

Williams, 2002; Moore, 2014; Saltmarsh et al., 2015). As argued in the literature around 

the anchor institution movement, colleges and universities are physically bound to the 

geographies in which they exist and as such, the well-being of these institutions is 
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inextricably tied to the success of the communities in which they are located, and vice 

versa (Fulbright-Anderson, Auspos, and Anderson, 2001). In this way, institutions of 

higher learning are part of the broader community and “cannot thrive if surrounded by a 

sea of poverty, disinvestment, dilapidated housing, and other signs of a failing social 

structure” (Axelroth & Dubb, 2010, p. 23). 

This simple, but powerful, acknowledgment by The College is, in many ways, 

driving its place-based approach to engagement. Evidence of this was found in the 

institution’s strategic plan which states: “The College’s success has been intertwined with 

the well-being of our local community since the College’s inception. Both must be 

successful if either is to thrive.” The same sense of interdependency, and its influence on 

how engagement is articulated in the larger community was also part of the focus group 

discussions. One of the best examples was a statement made by a faculty member during 

FG1.  

I think one of the things that drive our engagement is the recognition that we are 

 dependent on the community…and in order for the college to thrive the 

 community needs to thrive. …I think …we work from a position where we 

 recognize that we’re like interdependent, right? 

Hyperlocal geography of engagement. The fourth key finding, with regard to 

how The College conceptualizes place and place building, continued the previously 

identified local theme. This local orientation emerged in the analysis of the spatial 

distribution of community engagement activities and partnerships at the institution. To 

examine this distribution, the researcher reviewed institutional documents, focus group 

interview transcripts, and other data provided by the Office of Civic Engagement and 
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found on the institution’s website with the goal of identifying as many community 

engagement activities and partnerships as possible between 2011-2017. This analysis 

revealed a total of 171 community engagement activities and partnerships. However, a 

specific geography (address) could only be identified for 144 of the initial 171. Of these, 

31 activities were community engagement activities and 113 were community 

engagement partnerships. Next the researcher used specialized mapping software 

(ArcGIS) to identify patterns within the spatial distribution of the 144 mapped activities 

and partnerships.  

What emerged was a highly local spatial distribution. In fact, of the 144 activities 

and partnerships, 59 were within the political boundaries of community in which The 

College was located, an additional 14 were within five miles of the boundary, and an 

additional 12 were located within 25 miles (see Table 14 and Figure 13). This group of 

85 activities captured all of the community engagement activities (31) and 54 of the 113 

partnerships. The hyperlocal distribution of community engagement programming 

identified during the spatial analysis was supported the local sense of place that 

previously emerged during the qualitative analysis of institutional document and focus 

group interview data.  

In many ways, the hyperlocal distribution of community engagement activities 

and partnerships at The College was a reflection of how the institution had 

conceptualized engagement in its institutional and community engagement framing 

documents. In other words, The College is doing what it said it was going to do in terms 

of where it chose to focus its engagement. The intensely local focus that emerged was 

also evidenced of the institution’s place-based approach to engagement. Hyperlocal 
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approaches differs from other regional, national, or global engagement approaches which 

do not leverage the university’s physical location (Britton & Aires, 2014). As highlighted 

in chapter two, for resident institutions of higher learning the “shared concern about a 

place is bound up in their physical tie to it, which elongates and grounds their 

commitments to the place” (Dostilio, 2017, p. 31). In this way, hyperlocal concentrations 

of community engagement activities and partnerships is “a subtle differentiator” between 

place-based efforts and place-neutral approaches (Dostilio, 2017. p. 32). 

Research Question Two 

Research question two was designed to determine the institution’s place-building 

profiles for each of the five place-building dimensions identified in OPBT. The aim of 

this question was to use OPBT to help frame the place-building relationship between the 

institution and their associated community and environment (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016). To do this, the analysis focused on three data sources: survey results generated by 

the Organizational Place-Building Inventory (OPBI) questionnaire and related text found 

in institutional documents and focus group interview transcripts.  

The analysis of survey data revealed that The College exhibited a “highly” 

contributive place-building profile. Highly is used here because the combined OPBI 

results across both sample groups (18.62) was less than four points from indicating a 

transformational profile. Within the five dimensions of place presented in OPBT (social, 

economic, nature, ethics, and built environment), the lowest combined scores were found 

in the social, nature, and built environment. In fact, scores for the nature dimension were 

lowest (14.73), indicating a transformational place-building profile for this dimension 

(see Table 15). These results were well supported by finding that emerged during the 

qualitative analysis of institutional documents and focus group transcripts which 
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contained frequent references to environmental initiatives, activities and partnerships 

undertaken by The College. Results for the social dimension were also low (16.29), only 

1.29 points from a transformational profile. This highly contributive result was also well 

supported by qualitative findings that reflected a clear prioritization of relationship 

building in the local community. Results for the built environment dimension were 

slightly higher (18.89) but also well within the contributive range.  

The analysis of OPBI results revealed significant differences between 

administrator and faculty member scores across the five dimensions. On the whole, when 

the scores were averaged across these groups, faculty members scored The College an 

average of 8.25 points lower than administrators. These scores meant that faculty 

members at The College viewed the institution as having a different place-building 

profile (transformational) than the one assigned by administrators (contributive) in all but 

one of the place-building dimensions (social). Differences between faculty member and 

administrator scores were most evident in the nature and ethics dimensions in which 

averages differed by 8.94 and 8.56 respectively (see Table 15). Despite these differences, 

when scores were averaged for each group across all five dimensions, there was solid 

agreement for a contributive place-building profile for each dimension. This conclusions 

was further reinforced when these totals were averaged to generate a total place score of 

18.62 which, using the OPBI Scoring Matrix, reflected a strong contributive place-

building profile for the institution (see Table 15).   

The analysis of institutional document and focus group interview data strongly 

supported the place-building profiles indicated by OPBI results. The strongest support for 
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these profiles were found in discussions around the social, nature, and built environment 

dimensions of place-building.  

As presented in chapter two of this document, OPBT provides a framework for 

examining the “place-building relations between organizations and their associated 

communities and environments” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 21). To do this, the 

theory breaks place into five distinct constructs or dimensions (social, economic, nature, 

ethics, and built environment) within which researchers can assess to what extent the 

organization values each. These assessments can then be aligned with particular place-

building profiles identified in OPBT. Possible place-building profiles include: 

transformational, contributive, contingent, and exploitive (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016; Kimball & Thomas, 2012). 

The analysis indicated that The College is a “highly” contributive place-builder. 

Contributive organizations, according to OPBT, “conceptualize themselves as investors 

and contributors to the well-being of places in which they operate” (Kimball & Thomas, 

2012, p. 21; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016, p. 23). The culture within these 

organizations is “focused on ‘giving back’ and conforming to local norms and values” 

(Thomas, 2004 as cited by Kimball & Thomas, 2012, p. 21). This profile differs from 

organizations that exhibit a transformational profile who see themselves as being wholly 

responsible for the quality of the places in which they are located, contingent 

organizations that see themselves simply as participants in places, and exploitive 

organizations that “view themselves as independent agents with little or no obligation to 

the places in which they are located” (Kimball & Thomas, 2012, p. 21).   
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Research Question Three 

Research question three was designed to determine how and to what degree the 

institution’s place-building profiles were reflected in its community engagement 

activities and partnerships. The purpose of this question was to confirm the accuracy of 

the place-building profiles qualitatively assigned or, to say this a different way, determine 

what kind of place-builder the institution actually was. To address this question, focused 

on the previously developed list of 144 community engagement activities and 

partnerships. Within this list, activities and partnerships were grouped by each of the five 

place-building dimensions presented in OPBT. Once grouped, it became clear that, based 

on the description of each dimension presented in OPBT, most activities and partnerships 

were aligned with the social, nature, and built environment dimensions of place-building. 

A total of 84 were aligned with the social dimension, 80 were aligned with the nature 

dimension, and 10 were associate with the built environment dimension. It is important to 

note that some activities were associated with more than one dimension which is why 

when these totals are summed, they do not equal 144. It is also important to note that the 

dimensional focus found within this list of activities and partnerships, neatly aligned with 

the findings for research question two which indicated that the same three dimensions 

were highly important to OPBI respondents and were most frequently discussed across 

institutional documents and focus group transcripts.  

Next, analytical frameworks were developed for each dimension to qualitatively 

determine the extent to which each related activity and partnerships was reflective of the 

previously assigned place building profile (see Table 17, 19, and 21). The constructs and 

the scores generated were used as an analytical tool to quantify the degree to which the 



202 

 

institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships were aligned with 

previously assigned place-building profiles. Scores generated are limited to the subjective 

assessment of the researcher.  

Based on the analysis and findings for research question one, The College was 

found to exhibit a contributive profile for the social dimension, a transformational profile 

for the nature dimension, and a contributive profile for the built environment dimension. 

Each analytical framework developed for research question three was based on the 

description and characteristics of contributive and transformational organizations 

presented in the OPBT literature (Thomas & Cross, 2007; Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 

2016). 

Within the social dimension, analysis revealed that the collection of activities and 

partnerships associated with the social dimension of place-building were highly 

representative of a contributive profile. In fact, 24 of 84 identified activities and 

partnerships received a perfect score (35) when the analytical framework for this 

dimension was applied. If the range was broadened to include activities and partnerships 

that received scores from 35 to 30 the analysis captured a total of 56, or 67 percent of the 

total number of activities and partnerships associated with this dimension (see Table 18). 

Within the nature dimension, the analysis revealed that the collection of activities 

and partnerships associated with the nature dimension of place-building were highly 

representative of the institution’s transformational profile for this dimension. In fact, 11 

of 80 identified activities and partnerships associated with this dimension received either 

a 35 or 34 points. If the range was broadened to include activities and partnerships that 
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received scores from 35 to 30 the analysis captured a total of 73, or 91 percent of the total 

number of identified activities and partnerships (see Table 20).  

Finally, within the built environment dimension the analysis revealed that the 

collection of activities and partnerships associated with the built environment dimension 

of place-building were “cautiously” representative of a contributive profile. This 

assessment is based on the small number of activities and partnerships (10) associated 

with this dimension. However, when each of these activities were examined using the 

analytical framework developed for this dimension, three received a perfect score of 35, 

one received a score of 31, two scored 30, and the remaining three received a score of 29. 

These scores, while highly reflective of the institution’s contributive profile were 

balanced by the lack of activities and partnerships associated with the built environment 

dimension.  

The findings for research question three indicate that community engagement 

activities and partnerships at The College were, to a high degree, reflective of the 

institution’s place-building profiles. This confirmation was important because it presents 

OPBT as an objective tool that can be used to not only identify a particular place-builder 

typology, but also as a tool that can be employed to assess how these typologies are being 

operationalized by the institution. Prior research has empirically demonstrated that many 

colleges and universities, in some way, value and invest in the places in which they are 

located but beyond economic measures, there has been no way to systematically identify, 

assess, and report these commitments from a place-building perspective (Kimball & 

Thomas, 2012; Moore, 2014).  
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Conclusions 

But what does all this mean for higher education, or more specifically, for 

community engagement scholars and practitioners? Based on the findings from this 

study, the following six conclusions have been drawn and are presented for 

consideration: 

1. Place-building is inherently local. 

Place-building is necessarily a local pursuit. To frame the importance of localism 

in building place a different way, it is impossible to build place--in distant places. Distant 

places are “there” and we (the institution) are here. Being here means that local 

institutional place-building, in its best form, is grounded in the particulars of a place and 

its people, land, and history (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015). This physical 

connection to local places binds resident institutions to the “complexities, identities, and 

values of local lived experiences” (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015, p. 101). 

Underpinning the conclusion that place-building is inherently local is the understanding 

that local places have unique local voices, histories, cultures, politics, and ecologies that 

inform the design, purpose, and process of engagement (Siemers, Harrison, Clayton, & 

Stanley, 2015). Assembling this understanding and building from it requires institutional 

belonging, membership, and physical connection all of which are possible “here” but 

impossible “there”. Findings presented here indicate that The College has not only 

developed this understanding but operationalized this notion in its community 

engagement activities and partnerships.   

2. Place-building is unique.  

The analysis of engagement at The College reinforced the notion that place-

building is not easily transferable. In other words, it cannot be simply “picked up and 
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exported to almost any other community without much need for modification” (Siemers, 

Harrison, Clayton, & Stanley, 2015, p. 101). For example, the Grow Pleasantville project 

worked with community leaders engage area youth in reimaging the local community in 

ways that created feelings of connection and investment in their hometown. Activities 

were designed allow participants to identify local problems and create local solutions that 

enable positive change. This type of engagement is not transferable. It is, quite simply, 

unique to the issues, assets, and character of local community and its population.  

3. Place-building requires institutional framing.  

Institutional framing is an intentional, inclusive, institutional process designed to 

unpack the meaning of place and the institution’s role within it. The process would 

enable and encourage a deliberative, university-wide dialog designed to define and debate 

the nature of the institution’s relationship with place and how it could be improved. The 

product would formalize agreements around these topics and serve as strategic guide for 

place-building across the institution. Findings presented here reflected evidence of 

institutional framing and its positive impact on how the institution and its actors perceive 

and enact their place-based role in the local community.   

4. Geography is important. 

Understanding the geography of engagement is important. Findings from this 

study indicated a highly local distribution; however, the data used had to be developed 

during the project. Tracking engagement geography is simple and should be part of any 

active institutional assessment or evaluative process. Once a geography is established, it 

could be used as a decision-making tool that informs resource allocation, investment 

strategies, and impact measurements.  
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5. Place-building is a moral imperative.  

The investments of resident institutions of higher learning in the communities in 

which they exist could be viewed not just a good thing to do, but rather something they 

are morally compelled to do. Author Paul Pribbenow (2014) speaks to this in the 

following text taken from a recent article. 

…colleges are indigenous communities. That is, they are native to a particular 

place. They are native to a particular environment and to a particular set of values 

and practices that define the institution. And that means something for the way 

they live their lives; it means something for the ways in which they understand 

what it means to be faithful and generous with their place and values and 

presence. 

Findings from this study indicated that The College has intentionally identified 

itself as part of the indigenous community and as such, responsible for its well-being. 

One administrator during the focus group interviews articulated the institution’s place-

based obligation this way in the following statement.  

You know, we’re invested in this community. We can’t just pack up and move 

 somewhere else. This is home for us, and so we want to always try and make it a 

 better place, and you can argue over what better means, and we do that 

 sometimes, but I think we have an obligation as a citizen…All the people at the 

 institution are citizens [and work within that structure] to make this place better. 

 We have a role. We have an obligation to do that. 
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6. Place-based engagement is transformative. 

Place-based engagement presents an exciting opportunity for institutions to 

transform the educational experience. Now more than ever, as higher education faces 

declining enrollment, challenging town-gown interactions, decreased state and federal 

funding, place-based engagement presents an unprecedented opportunity to redefine the 

college experience. Findings that emerged in this study suggest that by prioritizing 

community engagement, institutions can create unique teaching and learning experiences 

that will attract students and faculty, reenergize the community-university relationship, 

and build lasting bonds between students and the community that have been shown to 

translate into increased alumni contributions (Weerts & Hudson, 2009). 

Contributions and Implications 

Based on the review of the literature presented in Chapter Two, the community 

engagement movement in higher education has begun to recognize the value of place-

based approaches to community engagement (Kimball & Thomas, 2012; Moore, 2014). 

Although place and place-building are not a new concepts, they continue to be uniformly 

misunderstood, treated in reductionist ways, or simply ignored (Thomas & Cross, 2007). 

The purpose of this study was to close this gap in understanding by exploring the how 

one, highly-engaged institution of higher learning had conceptualized place and place-

building and how these ideas were being operationalized within the context of the 

institution’s community engagement programming.   

What emerged were a set of findings that largely addressed the research questions 

guiding the study. These findings have been synthesized into the following seven 

statements that represent this study’s contribution to the existing body of knowledge and 

their implications for scholars and practitioners. It should be stressed that this review of 
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implications is by no means exhaustive and should be through of as simply a primer 

designed to stimulate thinking on insights from this study may impact the future of 

community engagement in higher education. 

1. The institution has adopted a place-building approach to engagement.  

Place-building among highly-engaged institutions is frequently assumed in the 

community engagement literature (Axelroth & Dubb, 2010; Brownell, 1993; Elmendorf, 

Reindl, & Williams, 2002; Noel & Earwicker, 2015). However, it had not been 

empirically demonstrated prior to this investigation. This finding not only encourages 

additional studies that would include larger sample sizes, it also introduces the OPBT as a 

viable framework for assessing the place-building relationships between institutions of 

higher learning and their associated communities and environments.   

2. The institution conceptualizes place as being local (local sense of place).   

“What places are important?” has been a long-standing question among community 

engagement scholars and practitioners (Chatterton, 2000). Prior literature has failed to 

address this question due to a lack of interest and the absence of tools and methods 

designed to address the query. However, more and more voices have called for 

institutions to enact their roles as stewards of place, figuring out where to engage and 

using these decisions to shape engagement programming have become important. 

Findings here present a model to make these determinations and highlight the importance 

of including discussions of “where” during institutional planning processes.  

3. The institution sees itself as member of the local community and recognizes that 

institutions of higher learning, and the places they operate, are mutually dependent on 

each other (interdependent agent perspective).  
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Traditional community engagement approaches presuppose institutions of higher 

learning as a detached, scholarly entities divorced from the civic, social, and political life 

of surrounding communities (Chatterton, 2000). These detached views have been 

encouraged by global and national research agendas that prioritize work in exotic 

locations (Silka, Teisl, & Settele, 2015). Findings reveal that The College has not only 

adopted an interdependent view of place but used this view as a strategic frame to inform, 

shape, and direct its community engagement programming. Like the previous finding, 

this research presents OPBT as a viable framework for quantifying these collective 

institutional perceptions through the analysis of institutional framing documents and the 

content of institutional community engagement programming. 

4. The institution conceptualizes itself as an investor and contributor to the well-being of 

the local community (contributive place-building profile).  

One of the challenges faced by institutions of higher learning seeking to better 

understand the nature of their place-building relationships with surrounding communities 

is the lack of some set of place-building principles, guidelines, or rubrics (Thomas, 

Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). As presented in the literature review, this challenge has 

handicapped the ability of these institutions to quantify, assess, or evaluate place-based 

university-community relationships. Findings here not only present OPBT as a suitable 

assessment model but also provide a discussion framework around which practitioners 

can define, debate, and envision the institution’s place-based roles and activities. Through 

this work, institutions can be empowered to not only identify their position on the place-

building continuum, but also collaborate on changing this position if they wish to do so 

(Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016).  
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5. The primary place-building role adopted by the institution is that of relationship 

builder. As a relationship builder, the institution has prioritized structure, reciprocity, 

inclusion, and sustained commitments in building local relationships.  

The primary focus of higher education is teaching and learning. However, as the 

community engagement movement has gained momentum, the individual roles adopted 

by institutions, in their communities, have become increasingly important (Bruning, 

Mcgrew, & Cooper, 2006). However, emerging literature around the topic has not 

provided a framework for understanding these roles or methods for investigating how 

these roles are being fulfilled in the community. Findings here illustrate that not only can 

these roles be identified, they can also be unpacked, through careful analysis of 

institutional data, to uncover how these roles are being enacted through community 

engagement activities and partnerships.  

6. Most of the community engagement activities and partnerships undertaken by the 

institution are in local communities (hyperlocal orientation).  

Like other human activities, community engagement in higher education has a 

geography. The geography of engagement is important for a variety of reasons but 

relevant here in identifying where The College had chosen to invest its human, fiscal, and 

knowledge resources within the framework of its community engagement. Findings here, 

for the first time, provided empirical evidence of the spatial distribution of these 

investments in a way that highlighted alignments between the institution’s conceptual 

ideas of place where these ideas were being articulated in the larger community. In the 

future, similar methods could be used by other institutions help guide institutional 

decision-making.  
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7. The focus of community engagement at the institution is on the social, nature, and 

built environment aspects of place (place-building dimensions).  

As highlighted in previous sections, prior to the introduction of OPBT there was no 

accepted framework with which place-building could be benchmarked or measured. 

Findings here not only identify the focus of the institution’s place-building efforts but 

also highlight areas that could be improved. This 360 view of place-building through 

engagement offers institutions a framework that can be used to better focus and align 

place-based activities and partnerships with goals specific to the enhancement of these 

efforts. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Based on the findings of this study, the following five considerations for 

additional study are presented:   

1. The scope of future studies should include more highly-engaged institutions. 

In this investigation, the scope was limited to a single highly-engaged 

institution. This limitation prevents findings from being representative of the 

entire population of highly-engaged colleges and universities. Future studies 

should consider how the quantitative and qualitative methods used here could 

be replicated to include a representative sample of the population of highly-

engaged institutions.  

2. Future studies of place-based community engagement should include 

community partners. External stakeholders (those outside the institution) 

could include community representatives from business, government, and 

community-based organizations who are directly involved in the community 
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engagement initiatives undertaken by the college or university. The inclusion 

of samples from these external stakeholder populations would not only 

provide a more rich profile of engagement efforts, but also better align 

institutional intent with community impact.  

3. The geographic circumstance or setting of colleges and universities may 

impact the nature of their place-based engagement activities and partnerships 

(Axelroth & Dubb, 2010). Future studies should be undertaken to compare 

and contrast place-based engagement strategies among institutions of higher 

learning situated in different geographies. Based on findings here, existing 

literature, and a preliminary review of these geographies a logical distinctions 

may be made between institutions that are physically “embedded” in either 

urban or small town environments, institutions located in suburban 

environments, and “enclave” institutions that are situated far away from any 

built environment. Possible research questions could include: How does the 

geographic circumstance (place) of highly-engaged institutions of higher 

learning influence the content, focus, and structure of place-based community 

engagement activities and partnerships? 

4. Another factor influencing the development and delivery of place-based 

community engagement initiatives is the type of institution. For example, how 

do small private institutions of higher learning conceptualize place and place-

building as compared to large, public research universities? Future research 

should investigate these differences within the context of place-based 
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engagement by replicating and/or adapting methods used in this study to 

address this and related questions.  

5. One of the most interesting but unintended findings of this research was the 

rational driving the hyperlocal distribution of community engagement at The 

College. Thematic patterns, identified during the analysis of focus group 

interview transcripts, included logistics (getting students/faculty to 

engagement sites), institutional leadership (explicit and implicit directives 

from institutional leadership to engage locally), and community membership 

(feelings of belonging held by students and faculty). These emerging drivers 

may have significant impacts on not only where engagement happens, but also 

how it could be influenced by institutional policy decisions. For example, 

feelings of connection to local communities could be made possible by 

developing programs and incentives designed to encourage faculty members 

to live in the community in which the institution is located. Future research 

should attempt to unpack how institutions and community engagement actors 

make decisions about where to engage with the aim of using related findings 

to develop and adapt institutional policies to support the engagement goals of 

the institution.  

Summary 

Place matters, especially within the context of community engagement in higher 

education. Place provides a conceptual framework, organizing principle, and 

accountability structure that can be used to redefine the role of higher education in 

society (Hopkins & Ferris, eds., 2015). This work is happening.  Growing numbers of 

colleges and universities are recognizing that they are bound to particular places by 
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mission and invested capital and therefore have a role in making these places better 

(Axelroth & Dubb, 2010). These institutions are not only giving renewed purpose and 

direction to university-community interactions, they have also elevated the engagement 

discussion. Findings presented in this study help to inform this emerging discussion, but 

more research, debate, and deliberation is needed. Through these efforts, scholars and 

practitioners will be better able to unpack ideas the complex ideas of place and place-

building in ways that continue to transform community engagement in higher education.  
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Jeff Raykes 

institution’s place-building values and strategies along the five dimensions of place building (ethical, 

social, natural, built environment, and economic). Finally, I am seeking to conduct a series of focus 

groups on the topic of place and place-building based on the results from the document analysis and 

questionnaire. Focus group participants would include institutional administrators and faculty members 

that completed the questionnaire. Selected participants in the study, if willing, will sign a consent form 

indicating their agreement to participate prior to their involvement in the study. They will be free to refuse 

to answer any question, as well as withdraw from the study at any time by contacting me through personal 

conversation, written communication, a telephone call, or through email. 

Any and all information that the participants provide will be kept confidential. I will not use any names, 

personal information, or any participant or institutional identifiers for any purposes outside of this 

research project. All data will be kept secure on a password protected hard-drive and hardcopy materials 

will be secured in a locked cabinet. 

Thank you in advance for your consideration of allowing me to conduct a research study at your 

institution. A form to indicate your willingness to participate in the study is enclosed with this letter. If 

you would, please print a copy of this form on your professional letterhead, complete the information 

including your signature, and return it to me in the pre-addressed, stamped envelope provided. 

If you have any questions regarding this study, you may contact me by telephone or email using the 

contact information provided below. 

Your time and cooperation is very much appreciated. 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Principle Investigator: 

Jeff Raykes, Doctoral Candidate, IUP 

116 N. Clymer Ave. 

Indiana, PA  15701 

(724) 388-7710 

fpnh@iup.edu 

 
Faculty Sponsor: 

Dr. Kelli Paquette, Professor, IUP 

305 Davis Hall, 570 11th Street 

Indiana, PA 15701-1080 

724-357-2400 

kpaquett@iup.edu 
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Allegheny 

Allegheny 

Allegheny 

Allegheny 

College Site Approval Template 

 

College Letterhead 
 

 

Date 

 

College Address, etc. 

 
Jeff Raykes 

Doctoral Candidate, IUP 116 N. Clymer Ave. 

Indiana, PA  15701 

 

RE: Site Approval, Place Matters: A Mixed Methods Case Study of Institutional Place Building in  Higher 

Education 

 
 

Dear Jeff Raykes: 

 
Based on our review of your research and our discussions regarding its implementation, I agree to share the 

institutional documents requested for analysis and will provide a list of institutional community engagement actors 

(potential participants). Further, I give you permission to email identified as potential participants, distribute the 

Organizational Place Building Inventory questionnaire, and conduct focus groups with respondents for data collection 

purposes. 

 
I reserve the right to withdraw from the study at any time if the institutional circumstances change.  I 

confirm that I am authorized to approve research in this setting. 

 
Further, I understand that the data collected will remain entirely confidential and that it will remain in a secured 

location. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
 

College Representative Contact information 
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ALLEGHENYCOLLEGE 
A LL EGHENY GA TEWAY 

520 North Main Street 

Meadv ille, PA 16335 

Allegheny College 

520 North Main Street 

Meadville, PA 16335 

 
 

April 10, 2017 
 
 

,. 
I 

I' 

 
 
 

Jeff Raykes 

Doctoral Candidate, IUP 

116 N. Clymer Ave. 

Indiana, PA 15701 
 

RE: Site Approval, Place Matters: A Mixed Methods Case Study of Institutional Place 

Building in Higher Education 

 

Dear Jeff Raykes: 

 
Based on our review of your research and our discussions regarding its 

implementation, I agree to share the institutional documents requested for analysis and will 

provide a list of institutional community engagement actors (potential participants). Further, I 

give you permission to email identified as potential participants, distribute the Organizational 

Place Building Inventory questionnaire, and conduct focus groups with respondents for data 

collection purposes. 

 
I reserve the right to withdraw from the study at any time if the institutional 

circumstances change. I confirm that I am authorized to approve research in this setting. 

 
Further, I understand that the data collected will remain entirely confidential and that it 

will remain in a secured location. 

 

Sincerely, 
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Appendix C 

Organizational Place Building Inventory 
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Appendix D 

Informed Consent, Parts I and II

 

 

Indiana University of Pennsylvania 
Department of Professional Studies 724-357-2400 

in Education Internet:  http://www.iup.edu 
Davis Hall, Room 303 
570 S. Eleventh Street 
Indiana, Pennsylvania 15705-1087 

 
Online Informed Consent Form (Phase I) 

Place Matters: A Mixed Methods Case Study of Institutional Place-Building in Higher Education 

 
Researcher: 

My name is Jeff Raykes, and I am a doctoral student in the Administration and Leadership 

Studies program at Indiana University of Pennsylvania under the supervision of Dr. Kelli 

Paquette, a professor in the Professional Studies in Education at IUP. I am conducting a doctoral 

research study regarding place-building through community engagement in higher education. 

Background Information: 

As you may know, community engagement is one of the biggest movements in higher education 

in the last several decades. Within this movement, there is a growing interest in place-based 

approaches. While the exact definition is still emerging, there is general agreement that place- 

based approaches are rooted in how an institution recognizes, values, and integrates the 

meanings individuals and groups give to a place, within the frame of its community engagement 

activities and partnerships. Given the increasing attention being paid to this type of engagement, 

this research seeks to better understand how highly-engaged institutions of higher learning are 

conceptualizing place and place-building, and how these ideas are being operationalized within 

the framework of their community engagement. The College was selected as the site for this 

study based on its receipt of the Community Engagement Classification from the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching in 2008 and 2015. 

Inclusion Criteria: 

To be included, participants must meet three criteria: 

1) Be at least 18 years old, 

2) Be a current institutional administrator and/or full-time or part-time faculty member 

at The College with at least one year of experience, 

3) Be directly involved in the institution’s community engagement activities 

and partnerships. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to:  

 Complete an online questionnaire designed to assess the institution’s place-building 

values and strategies which will take approximately 10 minutes to complete (Phase 
I) 

 Participate in one focus group interview lasting approximately 60 minutes during a  

time that does not interfere with your administrative or teaching duties or 

responsibilities (Phase II). 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate in the study and later change  
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your mind, you will be asked to simply notify me of your intention to opt out at your earliest 

convenience. However, if you opt out of the study after completing the survey in Phase I, the 

survey data will still be included in the final results as the anonymity protections included as 

part of the survey process make withdrawal of the data impossible. Additionally, if you opt out 

during either phase of the study, your relationship with the researcher, the institution, or IUP 

will not be adversely affected. You may also print a copy of this form to keep using the print 

function within your browser. Printed copies of this form will be presented and reviewed by the 

principle investigator prior to the start of the focus group interviews (Phase II) and copies will  

be made available to participants. 

Risks and Benefits of the Study: 

Participating in this study poses minimal risks to your safety or wellbeing. The benefits of the 

study may provide interested administrators and faculty members with a clearer awareness of 

how the institution is conceptualizing place and place-building through engagement activities 

and partnerships. 

Payment: There is no payment for participating in the study. 

Privacy: 

During Phase I, all survey responses collected during the course of this study will remain 

anonymous. Each completed survey will receive an electronically assigned number to maintain 

anonymity throughout the collection and analysis process. These numbers will only be seen by 

the principle investigator and be used for study purposes only. During Phase II, all the focus 

group interview data will be kept confidential. Ground rules for focus group sessions will 

include provisions for the use of only first names during the session and participants will be 

asked to protect confidentiality by not sharing information regarding who participated or the 

information shared during the sessions. Further confidentially protections include the use of 

pseudonyms during transcription. All study data will be kept secure at all times in a locked filing 

cabinet and/or a password protected hard drive and retained for three years as mandated by 

federal law. When the study is finished, the study results may be presented at conferences and/or 

published in academic journals. However, your name and any recognizable information will not 

be included or disclosed in any way. 

Contact Information: 

Feel free to contact the researcher, Jeff Raykes, by email at fpnh@iup.edu or by telephone at 

(724) 388-7710 (cell) with any questions regarding this study. 

Additionally, my faculty sponsor’s contact information is: Dr. Kelli Paquette, 

Professor/Department Chair, IUP Department of Professional Studies in Education, 

kpaquett@iup.edu, 724-357-2400 or 305 Davis Hall, 570 11th Street, Indiana, PA 15705. 

 

This project has been approved by the Indiana University of Pennsylvania Institutional 

Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (Phone: (724) 357-7730). 

 

By clicking 'Next' at the bottom of this page, you consent to participating in this study. If 

you do not wish to participate, you may simply close your web browser at any time. 
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Indiana University of Pennsylvania 
Department of Professional Studies 724-357-2400 

in Education Internet:  http://www.iup.edu 
Davis Hall, Room 303 
570 S. Eleventh Street 
Indiana, Pennsylvania 15705-1087 

 
Informed Consent Form (Phase II) 

Place Matters: A Mixed Methods Case Study of Institutional Place-Building in Higher Education 

 
Researcher: 

My name is Jeff Raykes, and I am a doctoral student in the Administration and Leadership 

Studies program at Indiana University of Pennsylvania under the supervision of Dr. Kelli 

Paquette, a professor in the Professional Studies in Education at IUP. I am conducting a doctoral 

research study regarding place-building through community engagement in higher education. 

Background Information: 

As you may know, community engagement is one of the biggest movements in higher education 

in the last several decades. Within this movement, there is a growing interest in place-based 

approaches. While the exact definition is still emerging, there is general agreement that place- 

based approaches are rooted in how an institution recognizes, values, and integrates the 

meanings individuals and groups give to a place, within the frame of its community engagement 

activities and partnerships. Given the increasing attention being paid to this type of engagement, 

this research seeks to better understand how highly-engaged institutions of higher learning are 

conceptualizing place and place-building, and how these ideas are being operationalized within 

the framework of their community engagement. The College was selected as the site for this 

study based on its receipt of the Community Engagement Classification from the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching in 2008 and 2015. 

Inclusion Criteria: 

To be included, participants must meet three criteria: 

1) Be at least 18 years old, 

2) Be a current institutional administrator and/or full-time or part-time faculty member 

at The College with at least one year of experience, 

3) Be directly involved in the institution’s community engagement activities 

and partnerships. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to:  

 Complete an online questionnaire designed to assess the institution’s place-building 

values and strategies which will take approximately 10 minutes to complete (Phase 
I) 

 Participate in one focus group interview lasting approximately 60 minutes during a  

time that does not interfere with your administrative or teaching duties or 

responsibilities (Phase II). 
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Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate in the study and later change 

your mind, you will be asked to simply notify me of your intention to opt out at your earliest 

convenience. However, if you opt out of the study after completing the survey in Phase I, the 

survey data will still be included in the final results as the anonymity protections included as 

part of the survey process make withdrawal of the data impossible. Additionally, if you opt out 

during either phase of the study, your relationship with the researcher, the institution, or IUP will 

not be adversely affected. You may also print a copy of this form to keep using the print 

function within your browser. Printed copies of this form will be presented and reviewed by the 

principle investigator prior to the start of the focus group interviews (Phase II) and copies will 

be made available to participants. 
 

Risks and Benefits of the Study: 

Participating in this study poses minimal risks to your safety or wellbeing. The benefits of the 

study may provide interested administrators and faculty members with a clearer awareness of 

how the institution is conceptualizing place and place-building through engagement activities 

and partnerships. 
 

Payment: There is no payment for participating in the study. 
 

Privacy: 

During Phase I, all survey responses collected during the course of this study will remain 

anonymous. Each completed survey will receive an electronically assigned number to maintain 

anonymity throughout the collection and analysis process. These numbers will only be seen by 

the principle investigator and be used for study purposes only. During Phase II, all the focus 

group interview data will be kept confidential. Ground rules for focus group sessions will  

include provisions for the use of only first names during the session and participants will be 

asked to protect confidentiality by not sharing information regarding who participated or the 

information shared during the sessions. Further confidentially protections include the use of 

pseudonyms during transcription. All study data will be kept secure at all times in a locked filing 

cabinet and/or a password protected hard drive and retained for three years as mandated by 

federal law. When the study is finished, the study results may be presented at conferences and/or 

published in academic journals. However, your name and any recognizable information will not 

be included or disclosed in any way. 
 

Contact Information: 

Feel free to contact the researcher, Jeff Raykes, by email at fpnh@iup.edu or by telephone at 

(724) 388-7710 (cell) with any questions regarding this study. 

Additionally, my faculty sponsor’s contact information is: Dr. Kelli Paquette, 

Professor/Department Chair, IUP Department of Professional Studies in Education, 

kpaquett@iup.edu, 724-357-2400 or 305 Davis Hall, 570 11th Street, Indiana, PA 15705. 
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Statement of Consent: 

1. I have read the above information and I consent to volunteer to be a participant in this 

study. I understand that my responses are completely confidential and that I have the 

right to withdraw from the study at any time. 
 

2. And (optional) 
 

I would like to be provided with a written summary of the results of this study. The email 

I would like you to use when sending the summary is  . 

 
 

Printed Name of Participant:     
 

Participant’s Signature:    
 

Date of Consent:    

 

I certify that I have explained to the above individual the nature and purpose, the potential 

benefits, and possible risks associated with participating in this research study, answered any 

questions raised, and have witnessed the above signature. 
 

 

Date Investigator’s Signature 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This project has been approved by the Indiana University of Pennsylvania Institutional 

Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (Phone: (724) 357-7730). 
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Appendix E 

E-mails 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Allegheny 

Allegheny College. 

Dave 

    Email 1: Project Announcement, Sent 4-11-2017 

 

Subject: Asking for help with an important PhD research project 

Friends 

I am writing to ask a favor. is the subject of dissertation work focused on "place-based 
engagement." 

 

Jeff Raykes (cc’ed above), a doctoral student in the Administration and Leadership Studies program 
at Indiana University of Pennsylvania, is researching place-building through community engagement here 
at As part of the partnership, we need your help completing a survey and 
participating in one of three, short focus groups organized around the topic taking place on our campus 
Monday April 24th and Tuesday, April 25th. 

 

This research project will provide a better understanding of the place-based orientation of our community 
engagement efforts within and beyond the curriculum and create a discussion framework for us going 
forward. 

 

In the next few days you will be contacted by Jeff, via email, announcing the study and providing a link to 
the online survey along with information about the focus group sessions. 

 

Thank you in advance for helping us think about new and emerging ways to engage our surrounding 
communities. 

 

If you have questions feel free to contact me or Jeff (cc’ed above) anytime. Thanks! 
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Allegheny College. 

Allegheny College 

Dr. Dave Roncolato 

Allegheny College 

Schultz East Alcove Pelletier Collaboratory, 

Pelletier Collaboratory, Pelletier Library Pelletier Library; 

Email 2, Invitation, Sent 4-11-2017 

Hello everyone! 

The purpose of this communication is to provide the information necessary for participation in an 

ongoing study of place-building through community engagement at Included in this 

email is a brief overview of the study, participation instructions, and how to contact me if any questions 

or concerns arise. 

As you may know, community engagement is one of the biggest movements in higher education in the 

last several decades. Within this movement, there is a growing interest in place-based approaches. 

While the exact definition is still emerging, there is general agreement that place-based approaches are 

rooted in how an institution recognizes, values, and integrates the meanings individuals and groups give 

to a place, within the frame of its community engagement activities and partnerships. Given the 

increasing attention being paid to this type of engagement, this research seeks to better understand how 

highly-engaged institutions of higher learning are conceptualizing place and place-building, and how 

these ideas are being operationalized within the framework of their community engagement. 

was selected as the site for this study based on its receipt of the Community 

Engagement Classification from the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching in 2008 and 

2015. 

To gather this information, I have worked with , Director of Civic Engagement at 

(cc’ed above) to identify institutional administrators and faculty members, like you, 

that have been directly involved in the institution’s community engagement activities and partnerships. 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to: 

 Complete an online questionnaire designed to assess the institution’s place-building values and 
strategies which will take approximately 10 minutes to complete 

 Participate in one focus group interview lasting approximately 60 minutes during a time that 
does not interfere with your administrative or teaching duties or responsibilities. 

All survey responses and interview data collected during the course of this study will remain confidential 

and documents obtained will kept secure at all times in a locked filing cabinet and/or a password 

protected hard drive and retained for three years as mandated by federal law. When the study is finished, 

the study results may be presented at conferences and/or published in academic journals. 

However, your name and any recognizable information will not be included or disclosed in any way. 

To participate, simply click on the URL below. The opening webpage will ask that you read 

and agree to the Informed Consent Form. Following this, you will be guided through the 29 question 

survey. The final portion of the survey includes a list of focus group interview days and times. 

https://iup.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bC5NP8q1DUllH3T 

Focus group interviews have been planned for the following days/times: Monday, April 24, 12-1pm in 

(Lunch will be provided); Monday, April 24, 4-5pm in 

and Tuesday, April 25, 8-9am in (Breakfast will 

be provided). Please indicate which day/time works best for you when completing the survey. 
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Allegheny College 

Participation in this study is voluntary. You will be free to refuse to answer any interview question or 

withdraw from the study at any time by contacting me by phone or email. Additionally, if you would like a 

copy of the study to better understand this issue and findings at you will be provided 

a final copy of the dissertation upon request. 

Printed copies of the survey will be provided at the focus group sessions for those who have not 

completed it online or would prefer hardcopy materials. Finally, Informed Consent Forms have been 

included as part of the Qualtrics survey and hardcopies will be available at the focus group interview 

sessions. 

If you have any questions, feel free to contact me anytime via email at fpnh@iup.edu or by phone at 

(724) 388-7710. 

Thank you in advance for your time and cooperation in this study! 

Jeff Raykes 

Principle Investigator: 
Jeff Raykes, Doctoral Candidate, IUP 
116 N. Clymer Ave. 
Indiana, PA 15701 
(724) 388-7710 
fpnh@iup.edu 

 

Faculty Sponsor: 
Dr. Kelli Paquette, Professor, IUP 
305 Davis Hall, 570 11th Street 
Indiana, PA 15701-1080 
724-357-2400 
kpaquett@iup.edu 

 
 

This project has been approved by the Indiana University of Pennsylvania Institutional Review Board 

for the Protection of Human Subjects (Phone: (724) 357-7730). 



256 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Allegheny College, 

Dr. Dave 

Roncolato Allegheny 

Schultz East Alcove ( Pelletier 

Collaboratory, Pelletier Library; 

n                                    

Email 3, Reminder, Sent 4-14-2017 

Good morning, 

We are working to better understand place-building through community engagement at Allegheny 

College….and need  your help! 

The purpose of this email is to encourage your participation in this important research project designed 

to explore how highly-engaged institutions of higher learning, like are conceptualizing 

place and place-building, and how these ideas are being operationalized within the framework of their 

community engagement activities and partnerships. 

We are reaching out to you because over the last several months, we have been working with 

, Director of Civic Engagement at (cc’ed above) to identify key “community 

engagement actors”  across the institution.  You are part of this important group. 

Participation will only takes a few minutes (actually around 10 ) to complete an online survey with 29 

Likert scale questions designed to assess the institution’s place-building values and strategies. 

Participation is voluntary and any information you share will be kept confidential. 

To participate, simply click on the URL below. The opening webpage will ask that you read and agree to 

the Informed Consent Form. Following this, you will be guided through the 29 question survey. The final 

portion of the survey includes a list of focus group interview days and times. 

https://iup.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bC5NP8q1DUllH3T 

Follow-up focus group interviews have been planned for the following days/times: Monday, April 24, 

12-1pm i Lunch will be provided); Monday, April 24, 4-5pm in 

and Tuesday, April 25, 8-9am in 
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Allegheny College! 

Allegheny College. 

Schultz East Alcove Pelletier 

Pelletier Collaboratory, Pelletier Library Collaboratory, Pelletier Library; 

Dr. Dave Roncolato ( 

Email 4, Reminder/Thank You, Sent 4-19-4017 

Hello again community engagement actors at 

As most of you are aware, we are working to better understand place-building through community 

engagement at your institution and could really use your insight, thoughts, and ideas regarding this 

topic. 

The purpose of this email reminder is to encourage any of you that have not completed the survey, to 

do so at your earliest convenience.  Participation is voluntary and any information you share will be 

kept confidential. If you have already taken the survey, thank you and we look forward to seeing you 

next week at the focus group sessions next week! 

Completing the online survey will only takes about 10 minutes. It consists of a series of 29 Likert scale 

questions that revolve around the place building values and 

strategies that are informing community engagement at Results from this survey will 

be used to “seed” the upcoming focus group discussions planned for Monday and Tuesday of next week 

(see below). 

If you would like your results to be included it is important that you complete the survey by this Friday, 

April 21 @4pm. 

To participate, simply click on the URL below. The opening webpage will ask that you read and agree to 

the Informed Consent Form. Following this, you will be guided through the survey. The final portion of 

the survey includes a list of focus group interview days and times. 

https://iup.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bC5NP8q1DUllH3T 

Follow-up focus group interviews have been planned for the following days/times: Monday, April 24, 

12-1pm in (Lunch will be provided); Monday, April 24, 4-5pm in 

and Tuesday, April 25, 8-9am in 

(Breakfast will be provided). Please indicate which day/time works best for you when completing the 

survey. 

For more information about this project, please see the attached pdf of the last two email invitations to 

participate in the study. 

If you have any questions or concerns please feel free to contact me or cc’ed above) 

at any time using the contact information below. 

Thank you in advance for being part of this exciting project! 

This project has been approved by the Indiana University of Pennsylvania Institutional Review Board 

for the Protection of Human Subjects (Phone: (724) 357-7730). 

Jeff Raykes 
----------------------------- 
Jeff Raykes 
(724) 388-7710 
fpnh@iup.edu 



258 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Allegheny College. 

Schultz 
East Alcove ( Pelletier Collaboratory, Pelletier 

Pelletier Library ( Library; and 

Dr. Dave Roncolato ( 

Email 5, Final Reminder and Thank You, Sent 4-27-2017 
 

Hello everyone, 
 

This email is the final reminder to please take a few minutes and complete an online survey designed 
to explore the place-building values and strategies that are informing community engagement at 

So far we have great participation and I would like to thank each of you that have taken the time to be 
part of this research project. 

 

As you know, results from this survey will be used to frame the upcoming focus groups scheduled for 
Monday and Tuesday of next week (see below), so we really need your thoughts and ideas. With this in 
mind, it is important that if you have not completed the survey that you do so before the end of the day 
today so that we can include your feedback during the focus group sessions. 

 

The survey consists of a series of 29 Likert scale questions and will only take about 10 minutes to 
complete. 

 

To participate, simply click on the URL below. The opening webpage will ask that you read and agree to 
the Informed Consent Form. Following this, you will be guided through the survey. The final portion of 
the survey includes a list of focus group interview days and times. Participation is voluntary and any 
information you share will be kept confidential. 

 

https://iup.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bC5NP8q1DUllH3T 
 

The focus groups have been planned for the following days/times: Monday, April 24, 12-1pm in 
Lunch will be provided); Monday, April 24, 4-5pm in 
Tuesday, April 25, 8-9am in Pelletier Collaboratory, Breakfast will be 

provided). Please indicate which day/time works best for you when completing the survey. 
 

For more information about this project, please see the attached pdf of the last three email invitations 
to participate in the study. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns please feel free to contact me or cc’ed above) 
at any time using the contact information below. 

 

Thank you in advance for being part of this exciting project! 

Jeff Raykes 

This project has been approved by the Indiana University of Pennsylvania Institutional Review Board 
for the Protection of Human Subjects (Phone: (724) 357-7730). 

 

----------------------------- 
Jeff Raykes 
(724) 388-7710 
fpnh@iup.edu 



259 

 

Appendix F 

Focus Group Protocol 
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Appendix G 

Focus Group Handouts 

 

 

 

 

 

HANDOUT 1 

KEY TERMS AND DEFINTIONS 

Place Matters: A Mixed Methods Case Study of Institutional Place-Building in Higher Education 

1. Community Engagement. The “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” (CFAT, 2015; Driscoll, 2008, p. 39). 

2. Community Engagement Actor. Individuals directly involved in the strategic and operational aspects of an institution’s 

community engagement efforts. 

3. Community Engagement Classification. The community engagement classification is a voluntary, elective classification for public 

and private two and four-year colleges and universities established in 2006 (CFAT, 2015). The classification is organized and 

advanced by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching for the purpose of recognizing highly-engaged institutions 

of higher learning that could demonstrate collaborations “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” (Driscoll, 2008, p. 39). 

4. Highly-Engaged Institution of Higher Learning. Colleges and universities that have demonstrated high levels of commitment to 

community engagement based on their receipt of the prestigious Carnegie Foundation’s Community Engagement Classification. 

5. Organizational Place-Building Theory (OPBT). “Place-building theory (OPBT) is a prescriptive approach that frames and 

investigates place building relations between organizations and their associated communities and environments” (Thomas, 

Kimball, & Suhr, 2016.p. 21). There are three key components that underpin place-building theory: a) place-building dimensions, 

b) agent perspectives, and c) place-building profiles. 

a. Place-Building Dimensions. Researchers agree that place is a multi-dimensional concept (Graham and Healey, 1999; 

Gustafson, 2001; Healey, 1999; Nilsen, 2005; Talen, 2000; Sack, 1997). Based on this research, OPBT has presented a 

model for understanding the meanings associated with places along five dimensions: nature, social relationships, material 

environment, ethics, and economic relationships” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). OPBT is designed to explain how an 

organization values place along these five dimensions or “latent constructs” of place (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016.p. 

17). 

b. Agent Perspectives. OPBT identifies two different organizational agent perspectives: independent and interdependent. These 

perspectives encompass how organizations conceptualize themselves in relation to place. These conceptualizations, in turn, 

influence the meaning assigned and contributions to place by the organization. Organizations that adopt an independent agent 

perspective considers itself, and its success, as removed or disconnected from the place in which it is located. Organizations 

that adopt an interdependent agent perspective “view themselves as members of a community and recognize that 

organizations and places are mutually dependent on each other” (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016.p. 22). 
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c. Place-Building Profiles (see Handout #3). The four place-building profiles, developed as part of OPBT (Thomas & Cross, 

2007), are designed to represent the different strategies organizations/institutions use to, and ways they invest in, place along 

the five place-building dimensions (nature, social relationships, material environment, ethics, and economic relationships). The 

four profiles identified by Thomas and Cross (2007) include: transformational, contributive, contingent, and exploitive. 

Together, these profiles make up a place-building continuum on which an organization/institutions can be located (Thomas & 

Cross, 2007). 

1.  Organizational Place-Building Inventory (OPBI). The OPBI is an objective survey instrument designed to assess an organization’s 

place-building values and strategies. The 29 question instrument is organized along the five dimensions of OPBT: nature, social 

relationships, material environment, ethics, and economic relationships (Thomas, Kimball, & Suhr, 2016). 

7.  Place. Place has been defined by this research as being “both geographic and social, and is    organized around the meanings 

individuals and groups give to a place in its setting”      (Thomas & Cross, 2007, p. 37). Places take on meaning through the 

events that occur    within that construct and their and its description is fused with human goals, values, and     intentions 

(Kimball & Thomas, 2012, p. 20). 

8.    Place-Building. “The process by which all human beings transform the places in which we find ourselves into the places in which 

we live” (Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995, p. 1). Place- building is both an art and practice, and is not solely about “strengthening 

relationships of people to their places”, but also about “fostering relationships among the people in places” (Schneekloth & 

Shibley, 1995, p. 1). In this way, place-building is essentially a social endeavor, built around the mobilization of people, 

organizations, and institutions to address issues of community well-being (MacLellan, 2006). 
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Social 15.24 Transformational 17.28 Contributive 16.29 Contributive 

Economic 21.35 Contributive 14.00 Transformational 22.57 Contributive 

Nature 15.94 Contributive 7.00 Transformational 14.73 Transformational 

Ethics 19.06 Contributive 10.50 Transformational 20.23 Contributive 
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Transformational 
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