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ABSTRACT
This article is a qualitative literature synthesis in the areas of community-campus collaborations, knowledge
mobilization and social innovation. The article aims to be useful to people who work in academic settings,
community organizations, public institutions, and government. The authors utilized a purposive sampling
methodology to explore the following questions: 1. How can university-based knowledge mobilization leverage
investments in higher education research and development (R&D) through community-campus collaboration
and social innovation? 2. What is the role of university-wide knowledge mobilization projects in supporting
community-campus connections and ultimately social innovation strategies that contribute to the public good?
Our review indicates considerable interplay between community-campus collaborations, knowledge mobilization
and social innovation given that knowledge mobilization facilitates – and is facilitated by – collaboration. With
sufficient knowledge mobilization, community-campus collaborations stimulate social innovation. The article
concludes with recommendations based on our review of the literature.
RÉSUMÉ
Cet article se fonde sur une synthèse littéraire qualitative portant sur les collaborations
communautaires/académiques, la mobilisation du savoir et l’innovation sociale. Il se veut utile pour toute personne
travaillant dans un milieu académique, un organisme communautaire ou une institution publique. Les auteurs ont
recours à une méthode d’échantillonnage raisonné pour répondre aux questions suivantes : 1. Comment la
mobilisation du savoir universitaire – au moyen de la collaboration communautaire/académique et de l’innovation
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sociale – peut-elle faire augmenter les investissements en recherche et développement dans l’enseignement
supérieur? 2. Comment les projets de mobilisation du savoir universitaire peuvent-ils resserrer les liens entre
campus et communauté et, en fin de compte, appuyer des stratégies d’innovation sociale qui contribuent au bien
commun? Notre évaluation indique qu’il y a beaucoup d’influences réciproques entre les collaborations
communautaires/académiques, la mobilisation du savoir et l’innovation sociale, surtout que la mobilisation du
savoir facilite la collaboration et vice versa. En effet, avec une mobilisation du savoir suffisante, les collaborations
communautaires/académiques stimulent l’innovation sociale. Cet article se termine par des recommandations
provenant de notre analyse documentaire.
Keywords / Mots clés : Social innovation; Knowledge mobilization; Community-academic collaboration;
Research; Development / Innovation sociale; Mobilisation du savoir; Collaboration communautaire/académique;
Recherche; Développement
INTRODUCTION
An innovation can be understood as a product, intervention, process, or idea that is “discontinuous from
previous practice and yields new pathways for solving acute problems or fulfilling [a] mission” (Rockefeller
Foundation, n.d., p. 1). Innovation is widely regarded as central to industry progress and the development of
workforce talent. Increasingly, there is recognition that innovation is critical to cultural, environmental, social,
and artistic progress as well. With the move from industrial economies to knowledge- and service-based
economies, some scholars have observed an “innovation system paradigm shift” (Bullinger, 2006, p. 14, in
Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010, p. 12). Although innovation in science and technology remains critical, there is
increasing recognition that social innovation is required to achieve sustainable social and economic impact.
Social innovations require a willingness to “do things differently” (Goldstein, Hazy, & Silberstang, 2010). Put
simply, social innovations are changes that are observed at the level of social practice (Howaldt & Schwarz,
2010, p. 21). Social innovations often result from unique combinations of knowledge, practice, techniques,
products, and so forth. A social innovation is “a hybridization of existing elements that are combined across
boundaries in new ways to yield better solutions, also leaving healthier social relationships in their wake”
(Rockefeller Foundation, n.d., p. 1). Optimally, social innovations result in “effective, efficient, sustainable, or
just” solutions that benefit society as a whole (Phills, Deiglmeier, & Miller, 2008).
Social innovations change the systems within which they work. These changes can be felt at a local, regional, or
national level. Some examples of social innovation that we have observed include
• Planned Lifetime Advocacy Network (PLAN), a non-governmental organization (NGO) based
in Vancouver, B.C., works to benefit the benefit the lives of people with disabilities and their
families. PLAN pioneered the Registered Disability Savings Plan (RDSP) to allow parents of
a child with a disability to save for their child's future financial security. The RDSP was
adopted by the Government of Canada and now benefits children and families across the
country.
• The Green Economy Centre is a result of a collaboration between York University and
Nottawasaga Futures, a nonprofit community futures agency in rural South Simcoe, Ontario.
The Green Economy Centre is an innovative service to help rural businesses adopt green
business solutions and help develop a culture of sustainability in the region.
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• A collaboration with between York University and a community organization led to the
development of a Life Skills Mentoring Program at the Youth Emergency Shelter in
Peterborough. This is an innovative program that trains and matches mentors from the local
college with clients of the shelter. Providing life skills in a one-on-one fashion as opposed to
traditional group work reduces the length of stay of youth in crisis and turned the shelter into
a social enterprise. The shelter earns revenue by providing life skills mentoring to other
agencies, which has generated a new revenue stream of program funding from the
provincial government.
This expansive understanding of innovation (e.g., as a process, a product, and an interconnected system of
activity) is particularly relevant for higher education research and development (R&D). As sites of knowledge
generation and learning, universities and colleges are well positioned to contribute to innovative discoveries and
practices. However, traditional strategies for supporting innovation in institutions of higher education (e.g.,
technology transfer and commercialization that focus on science, technology, engineering and medicine) do not
maximize the social, environmental and economic impact of university research that is not aimed at commercial
potential (Mulgan, Tucker, Ali, & Sanders, 2007). Although there has been significant investment (in Canada
and internationally) in technological innovation and commercialization of research, the focus on stimulating
social innovation is fairly recent and has not yet begun to sufficiently influence planning and development.
This article synthesizes the literature in the areas of community-campus collaborations, knowledge mobilization,
and social innovation. Given the suggestion that innovation can result from the “hybridization of existing
elements,” we desired an improved understanding of the relationship between community-campus
collaborations and social change. We have included the literature on knowledge mobilization in our review
because we recognized that collaborators require processes and/or mechanisms that support unique recombinations of existing knowledge and practice (Nichols, Gaetz, & Phipps, in press).
Community-campus collaborations take multiple forms. An international scan of community-campus interactions
identifies four broad categories: 1) relationships between individual faculty members and community
organizations that are not supported by institutional structures; 2) centres or institutes that support communitycampus collaboration; 3) institutional structures organized within and across academic settings to systematically
engage community partners in research; and 4) multi-institutional community-based research partnerships
operating regionally, nationally, and internationally (Office of Community-Based Research, 2009). Knowledge
mobilization is a similarly multi-faceted concept. For the purposes of this review, we adopt Bennett and
Bennett’s (2008) conceptualization of knowledge mobilization as “collaborative entanglement” between the
users and producers of knowledge.
Our review explores how activities and structures that contribute to mutual learning or knowledge mobilization
across community and academic settings (e.g., service-learning opportunities, collaborative research, resource
and asset-sharing structures, community-academic colloquia, and knowledge sharing ventures) support
collaborative relationships and have the potential to stimulate social change (Pearlman & Bilodeau, 1999;
Roche, 2008; Viswanathan, Ammerman, Eng, Garlehner, Lohr, Griffith, Rhodes, et al., 2004; Office of
Community-Based Research, 2009). We are keen to understand how community-campus collaborations –
facilitated by knowledge mobilization processes – lead to “cross pollination” (Phills et al., 2008, p. 41) between
sectors and ultimately enable social innovation.
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We utilize a purposive sampling methodology (Suri, 2011) to explore the following questions: 1. How can
university-based knowledge mobilization leverage investments in higher education R&D through social
innovation and community campus collaboration? 2. What is the role of university-wide knowledge mobilization
projects in supporting community-campus connections and ultimately social innovation strategies that contribute
to the public good? We examine the literature on collaborations between community members or organizations
and post-secondary education institutions (i.e., community-campus collaborations). We investigate the
supporting role that knowledge mobilization plays in facilitating community-campus collaborations, and explore
how inter-sectoral collaborations lead to change. In so doing, we elucidate a relationship between communitycampus collaborations, knowledge mobilization and social innovation (see Figure 1).
Figure 1: A simplified model of the relationship between community-campus
collaboration, knowledge mobilization, and social innovation.

community

community
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Note: Please see Bennett and Bennett (2008) for a fuller, more complex depiction of the relationship between collaboration,
knowledge mobilization, and the production of new knowledge (as cited in Phipps, Jenson, & Myers, 2012, p. 183).

A synthesis of the literature and an examination of practice indicate that inter-institutional knowledge
mobilization personnel, structures, and processes support community-campus knowledge exchange processes
and other collaborative activities (e.g., research or service learning). In turn, productive collaborative activities
stimulate innovation (see for example, Phipps & Shapson, 2009). The simplified relationship that we describe
between community-campus connections, knowledge mobilization, and social innovation (see Figure 1) does
not attempt to capture the other inter-related factors that influence how community-academic research
collaborations contribute to innovation and change (Israel, Schultz, Parker, & Becker, 1998; Nichols, Gaetz, &
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Dyck, in press; Nichols et al., submitted). Figure 1 offers a basic illustration of how knowledge mobilization
processes facilitate interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral learning and planning in support of social innovation.
This literature review is designed to be of assistance to people who engage in or facilitate community-campus
research collaborations and who want to understand how such collaborations contribute to social change. The
findings will also be of interest to the research and nonprofit granting bodies, as well as university R&D Offices
that support community-campus collaborations. Specifically, the following two interrelated observations will be
useful to readers: first, institutionally supported opportunities for learning across professional, disciplinary, and
organizational borders set the stage for social innovation, and second, in order to actualize this potential,
collaborators require effective mechanisms or strategies for supporting knowledge mobilization (or learning).
METHODOLOGY
This article presents the results of a qualitative research synthesis. A qualitative research synthesis is a type of
literature review that aims to identify unifying threads, gaps, and critical themes across a body (or bodies) of
work. Quantitative and qualitative, unpublished and published primary research sources can be synthesized in
this way. Unlike systematic reviews of the literature, which attempt to produce an exhaustive summary of the
research in a given area, a qualitative research synthesis explores connections and tensions within a given
research area or across research streams. A qualitative research synthesis is useful for exploring conceptual or
methodological patterns across diverse bodies of literature. For our purposes – that is, to consider how to
leverage investments in higher education R&D in support of social innovation – a qualitative synthesis is an
appropriate approach.
The resources synthesized in this article were collected by three of the article’s authors. The synthesis does not
reflect an exhaustive review of the literature in the areas of community-campus collaborations, knowledge
mobilization, and social innovation; rather, it is a synthesis of our professional libraries and those of our
colleagues. Many of the sources reviewed in this article also inform our practice as knowledge mobilizers and
researchers. As such, there will be bodies of literature – particularly sources in languages other than English –
that were not reviewed for this article. This is a shortcoming of our approach; at the onset of the article,
therefore, we want to be clear about this limitation.
Our aim was to map key findings from research in our three fields of interest, explore our research questions,
and identify key gaps in the three areas of literature. The process of study selection was informed by Arskey
and O’Malley’s (2005) scoping methodology, as well as Suri’s (2011) thinking about purposive sampling in
qualitative research syntheses.
Arskey and O’Malley (2005) identify a five-stage scoping study design, which requires an iterative
implementation process:
Stage 1: identifying the research question
Stage 2: identifying the relevant studies
Stage 3: study selection
Stage 4: charting the data
Stage 5: collating, summarizing and reporting the results (p. 22)
In our study, we did not progress through these stages in a linear fashion. As we have worked with our three
distinct bodies of literature, we have adjusted our guiding research question, sourced additional relevant
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studies, charted and re-charted the data in order to draw conclusions about the unifying threads in this literature.
This article is a final iteration of earlier preliminary syntheses.
As a process, our approach to study selection was non-standardized. We did not use a standard set of inclusion
and exclusion criteria, rather we focused instead on selecting a wide variety of primary research sources that
would allow us to broadly review our three areas of interest in the context of our over-arching questions. Our
goal was to explore a range of primary research in the areas of community-campus collaborations, knowledge
mobilization and social innovation. Our use of a purposive sampling search methodology facilitated an in-depth
analysis of purposefully selected studies (Suri, 2011). We recognize that there may be other important
contributions related to the topics of community-campus collaboration, knowledge mobilization, and social
innovation that are not included in our review.
We used a variation of the snowball sampling method, based on the identification of key sources. In order to
identify relevant studies to include in the review, we searched electronic library databases (e.g., Social Science
Abstract; Web of Science) and specific topically relevant journals (e.g., journals that focus on community
engaged scholarship). We reviewed reference lists of key sources and consulted experts in the fields of
knowledge mobilization, social innovation, and engaged scholarship. We also utilized an opportunistic sampling
methodology, seeking out resources that allowed us to explore our evolving understanding and questions about
the relationship between our three areas of interest. We limited our review materials to those materials that were
available in English and those produced within the last 15 years (i.e., between 1997 and 2012).
Analysis was guided by a review and coding process. After an initial review of the sources, the authors of this
article identified a number of themes to explore in greater detail. At this first stage of analysis, themes remained
linked to particular bodies of work (i.e., themes that were identified as pertinent to our understanding of the
social innovation literature were different from those identified for the knowledge mobilization literature). Some
particularly generative themes included innovation at a systems level; innovation as a process; innovation as a
product; institutionalized knowledge mobilization structures; knowledge exchange processes; collaborative
processes that facilitate/hinder knowledge exchange; inter-institutional structures that facilitate/hinder
knowledge exchange. Once the distinct bodies of literature were coded in this way, we examined relationships
between thematic categories. For example, how do institutional structures support inter-institutional/interindividual knowledge exchange, and how does knowledge exchange lead to innovation? Subsequent sections
of this article convey the findings from our synthetic review.
Community-campus collaborations
Strong collaborative relationships (e.g., between post-secondary institutions and the community, broadly
conceived [Phipps & Shapson, 2009] or between government, the nonprofit sector, and business [Phills et al.,
2008]) are seen as important drivers of social change. It is widely understood that complex problems – for
example, health, social, and environmental problems – are multi-dimensional with inter-dependent causes.
Arriving at innovative solutions to these multi-dimensional problems requires multi-dimensional perspectives
(see, for example, Emschoff et al., 2007). Inter-systemic, inter-institutional, and inter-disciplinary collaborations
are a means for addressing such complex problems, while also maximizing resources, reducing interinstitutional fragmentation and service duplication, creating conceptual and organizational synergy, building
community capacity, and engaging people in research (see, for example, Emshoff, Darnell, Darnell, Erickson,
Schneider, & Hudgins, 2007). This section on community-campus collaboration explores the relationship
between community-campus collaboration and social innovation with the aim of understanding how these
collaborations leverage investments in higher education R & D through knowledge mobilization.
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Community-campus collaborations are “collaborations between community organizations and institutions of
higher learning for the purpose of achieving an identified social change goal through community engaged
scholarship” (Curwood, Munger, Mitchell, MacKeigan, & Farrar, 2011, p. 3). Engaged scholarship is
distinguished by democratic values: partnership, reciprocity, and action (Campbell & Lassiter, 2010); citing
Saltmarsh et al., Campbell and Lassiter (2010) note, it “seeks the public good with the public” (original
emphasis). Community-based and participatory research approaches, service learning opportunities, jointproblem solving, collective advocacy, and open forums and debates, can all signal instances of engaged
scholarship. For the purposes of this review, the term ‘engaged scholarship’ references any collaborative activity
or interaction that promotes learning and knowledge exchange – or “cross pollination” (Phills et al., 2008, p. 41)
–across academic and community settings.
Collaborative processes that shape knowledge exchange for innovation
Notions of reciprocity and inclusivity are important to all collaborative endeavours, but they are considered vital
to community-campus collaboration (Campbell & Lassiter, 2010; Carlton, Whiting, Bradford, Hyjer Dyk, & Vail
2009; Curwood et al., 2011; Flicker & Savan, 2006; Israel et al., 1998; Pearce, Pearson, & Sam, n.d.; Vazquez
Jacobus, Baskett, & Bechstein, 2011). Mutual trust is another pillar of community-academic collaborations
(Carlton et al., 2009; Israel et al., 1998; Wright, Williams, Wright, Lieber, Carrasco, & Gedjeyan, 2011; Vazquez
Jacobus et al., 2011), which is established through dialogue and deliberation among stakeholders. In turn,
dialogue and deliberation are seen as indicators that the process is guided by democratic values and that public
or community participation is a valued asset (Campbell & Lassiter, 2010; Carlton et al., 2009; Israel et al., 1998;
Wright et al., 2011).
Dialogue and deliberation can also signal knowledge exchange. Positive community-campus collaborations
recognize and build on the divergent expertise that partners contribute to the collaborative process. Terms like
“co-researchers,” “co-development,” “co-creation,” and “knowledge exchange” are used to signal the centrality
of the reciprocal partnership in community-campus collaborations.
Collaborative research
It is common for community-campus collaborations to revolve around research. The use of community-based
research (CBR) and community-based participatory research (CBPR) methods are meant to ensure that
research is ethical, attentive to the needs of research subjects, includes structures for participation by
communities and/or community organizations, improves community health and well-being through action and
social change, and is useful outside of academic settings.
Community-campus research collaborations recognize a continuum of participatory strategies for collaborators.
The use of multiple methods is one way to encourage interdisciplinary knowledge exchange, and the
involvement of a diversity of stakeholders. Many collaborative projects have a mixed methods research design
that uses a combination of qualitative and quantitative research strategies. Methodological reflexivity and
flexibility are also key facilitators of a collaborative research agenda (Carlton et al., 2009; Nichols, Forthcoming;
2010; Roche, 2008; Israel et al., 1998). In a community-informed research framework, methods should be
informed by the purpose of the study and collaborators’ desired use for research findings.
Research methods and instruments also need to be culturally appropriate (Flicker, Travers, Guta, McDonald, &
Meagher, 2007; Koné, Sullivan, Senturia, Chrisman, Ciske, & Krieger, 2000; Kovach, 2005; Wright et al., 2011).
Particularly when engaging in participatory community-based research approaches, culturally relevant research
tools and methods are essential to an equitable and rigorous research partnership (Koné et al., 2000; Wright et
al., 2011). Some studies describe the use of collaborative or team ethnography to facilitate a community31
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university partnership (Austin, 2003) and community engagement in research (Campbell & Lassiter, 2010).
Collaborative ethnography is a form of qualitative community-based research that uses observation, text
analysis, and various forms of interviewing to understand the cultural and social norms of a people or place.
Other popular CBR methods include arts-informed research strategies (Sakamoto, Khandor, Chapra,
Hendrickson, Maher, Roche, & Chin, 2008), photo-voice projects (Carlson, Engebretson, & Chamberlain, 2006),
and community mapping (Amsden & VanWynsberghe, 2005; Burke, O’Campo, Peak, Gielen, McDonell,
Trochim, 2005).
Institutional factors that shape collaboration
Differences in disciplinary culture, paradigm, or institutional values need to be taken into consideration when
undertaking inter-institutional collaboration (Carlton et al., 2009; Henderson, MacKay, & Peterson-Badali, 2010;
Lowe & Phillipson, 2009; Nichols et al. forthcoming). Researchers have identified structural or organizational
barriers to collaboration (e.g., Bowen & Marten, 2005; Curwood et al., 2011; Flicker et al., 2007; Flicker &
Savan, 2006; Lantz, Viruell-Fuentes, Israel, Softley, & Guzman, 2001) and knowledge mobilization (Cooper &
Levin, 2010) across sectors. The following institutional conditions shape community-campus engagement: the
control and distribution of funds; competing institutional demands; funder timelines, reporting requirements, and
expectations; ethical review processes; and, university tenure and promotion practices. The emergent or
responsive aspects of community-based research mean that there are aspects of a research plan that cannot
be articulated prior to beginning fieldwork; this continues to pose challenges for research funders and other
stakeholders charged with responsibility for assessing the potential of a research proposal or the rigor of a
program of work (Ahmed & Palermo, 2010; Israel et al., 1998). In order to institutionally support the use of
community-based research strategies, research funding timelines and budgets need to acknowledge the value
added from collaboration. Understanding how collaborations lead to change (or innovation) will help in this
regard.
The literature also identifies key institutional conditions that support community-campus collaboration.
Institutional policies and structures that are implemented with an explicit goal to support community-engaged
scholarship are essential facilitators of community-engaged research (Israel et al., 1998; Knowledge
Mobilization Works, 2010; Roche, 2008). Inter-institutional mechanisms for fund distribution, shared meeting
spaces, institutional commitment (e.g., in the form of an official mandate), details of people’s workload
adjustments, communication strategies, and community access to data management and storage programs
need to be addressed prior to initiating a collaboration (Eckerle Curwood et al., 2011).
One valuable institutional mechanism is a community outreach partnership centre or community engagement
institute. Whether institutes or centres are community-based (Cherry & Shefner, 2004) or housed within an
academic organization (Hart & Northmore, 2012; Northmore & Hart, 2011), they have been found to
successfully increase community-campus outreach activities. These centres can also support project
management and mediate between the different institutional demands arising from academic and community
settings.
Face-to-face or technologically mediated contact is also important (Koné et al., 2000). Communication facilitates
and is facilitated by: co-developed collaborative principles, a memorandum of understanding, co-developed
operating norms, and/or a statement of ethics are (Campbell & Lassiter, 2010; Carlton et al., 2009; Isreal et al.,
1998; Lantz et al., 2001; Pearlman & Biladeau, 1999; Wright et al., 2011). Structured and informal opportunities
to network and learn together may serve to unsettle people’s misconceptions, nurture relationship building, and
allow individuals and institutions to establish confidence in one another (Bowen & Martens, 2005). While
relationship building is facilitated by opportunities to learn across difference it also engenders mutual learning as
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a critical outcome of productive collaborations. Diverse partners bring divergent expertise to the collaborative
process that, when mobilised, increases the capacity of the group as a whole (Wright et al., 2011).
When appropriate institutional and interpersonal conditions are in place, community-campus collaborations are
sites of knowledge exchange and social innovation (see, for example, Azaroff, Nguyen, Do, Gore, & GoldsteinGelb, 2011; Krebs, Holden, Williams, Basualdo, & Spence, 2008; McNall, Reed, Brown, & Allen, 2009; Nichols,
Gaetz, & Phipps, in press; Phipps, Jenson, & Myers, 2012; Redmond, Spoth, Shin, Schainker, Greenberg, &
Feinberg, 2009; Spoth, Guyll, Redmond, Greenberg, Feinberg, 2011). Social innovations require mechanisms
for working across disciplinary and institutional silos. When inter-institutional knowledge exchange processes
are coupled with organizational mandates, bridging structures, and/or strategic plans that privilege collaborative
work, community-campus collaborations are well positioned to stimulate interdisciplinary and inter-professional
problem solving and exchange.
Supporting collaboration through knowledge mobilization
Institutionalized knowledge mobilization is increasingly common in post secondary education, government, and
in non-governmental organizations (Phipps & Shapson, 2009; Phipps, 2011). Knowledge mobilization supports
collaboration when institutional knowledge mobilization units or offices facilitate interdisciplinary, interprofessional, and inter-sectoral links. Knowledge mobilization professionals are “boundary spanning agents”
(Weerts & Sandmann, 2010, p. 704) or “innovation brokers” (Klerkx & Gildemacher, 2012, p. 221) who facilitate
“productive interactions” (Spaappen & van Drooge, 2011) between diverse stakeholders.
There is a growing literature describing structures, processes, and efforts of knowledge mobilization and related
activities (such as knowledge transfer and engaged scholarship) that connect research to decision-makers.
Bennet and Bennet (2008), for instance, suggest that knowledge mobilization can increase the impact of social
sciences and humanities research on social policy and social services. They describe knowledge mobilization
as “collaborative entanglement”; knowledge mobilization allows people “to purposely and consistently develop
and support approaches and processes that combine the sources of knowledge and the beneficiaries of that
knowledge to interactively move toward a common direction” (Bennett & Bennett, 2008, p. 48). Bennett and
Bennett’s description evokes the messy (“entanglement”) and social (“collaborative”) nature of the relationships
that are central to knowledge mobilization processes.
Like those who conceptualize social innovation as a process (e.g., Phills et al., 2008; Phipps, Jenson, & Meyers,
2012), Nutley, Walter and Davies (2007; see also, Davies, Nutley, & Walter, 2005; Walter, Nutley, & Davies,
2003) emphasize social interaction as a central component of effective knowledge mobilization. The co-creation
of knowledge supports impactful knowledge exchange processes (Prahalad & Krishnan, 2008). Gagnon (2011)
points out that collaborative knowledge production is associated with research impact. In each of the stages
described in the “Knowledge To Action” cycle, strong relationships between researchers, practitioners, policy
makers and advocates will maximize the impact of evidence on policy / practice (see for example, Lavis,
Robertson, Woodside, McLeod, & Abelson, 2003). Institutional knowledge mobilization or engagement centres
are emerging to facilitate and sustain these relationships (Phipps & Shapson, 2009; Phipps, 2011).
When opportunities for collaborative entanglement or “productive interactions” (Spaapen & van Drooge, 2011;
Molas-Gallart & Tang, 2011) lead to the production of new ideas, practices, policies, or products, these unique
outcomes can be described as innovations. The collaborative work of academic and non-academic practitioners
that is supported by knowledge mobilization activities may result in social innovations that can address a broad
spectrum of social issues and needs that cannot be met by technology transfer and commercialization of
research alone (Krebs et al., 2008; Phipps & Shapson, 2009). Knowledge mobilization creates value for the
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institution as well as for researchers and their decision-maker partners, both in the impact of research used to
launch new services or better policies, and in leveraging additional investment of resources (Phipps, 2011).
Social innovation
Serrat (2010) observes that the turn toward social innovation reflects a growing demand for “good ideas, put into
practice, that meet pressing unmet needs and improve people’s lives” (p. 1). Our review of the literature
suggests that unique combinations of knowledge and practice are facilitated by collaboration and knowledge
mobilization across community and academic sectors. The degree to which these collaborative endeavours
result in social innovation, however, depends on how the term, social innovation, is defined. Pols and Ville
(2009) suggest that a lack of “terminological precision” (p. 878) undermines the impact of interdisciplinary
knowledge production. Tabling a definition that is much like Serrat’s, Pols and Ville (2009) suggest that any new
idea that has the “potential to improve the [macro-] quality or quantity of life is a social innovation” (p. 881). Pols
and Ville go on to observe that a social innovation can contribute to profit maximization or not – just like a
business innovation can improve the quality or quantity of life for a group of people, or not. While the potential
overlap between the terms is substantial, the two terms (i.e., business innovation and social innovation) are not
synonymous.
Other scholars define innovation as a process, rather than an outcome (e.g., and idea or a product). In this
school of thought, an innovation is defined as “encompassing the entire process –from idea to implementation –
for new products, services, processes, practices, and policies” (Gardner, Acharya, & Yach, 2007, p. 1052). In
either case, the call for ‘social’ innovations reflects a widespread recognition that complex and interconnected
social problems require a conception of innovation that is not limited to scientific and technological advancement
(see Mulgan, Simon, & Murray, 2008; Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010; and, Dahrendorf, 2009).
An example of a social innovation in a Canadian context is a new Pension Project that began as a collaboration
between a feminist nonprofit Connector Organization that supports joint work between women’s community
groups and university researchers and a Community Services Unit in a comprehensive public French-language
university (for a full description, see Nichols, Gaetz, & Phipps, in press). People who work in community-based
organizations may retire into poverty due to lack of pension plans. The Pension Project aims to support
economic stability among people who work in the province’s community and nonprofit sectors. The University
Community Services Unit provided the research and pension planning expertise, and the community
practitioners collectively determined the pension planning strategy and tools, as well as their training and
recruitment approach. The creation and conception of the plan by and for representatives of the community
sector for the community sector distinguishes this pension plan from others that exist.
Since it’s inception in 2008, the Pension Plan has grown from zero to ten million dollars. It has a growing
membership of 2,700 employees from 365 different community and women’s groups, and it has won awards for
innovation from Benefits Canada and the Committee of Labour and Social Economy Community Action. Project
participants suggest that it contributes to labour consistencies in the nonprofit sector, allowing them to continue
working in the nonprofit sector throughout their careers.
Other examples of social innovations in Canada exist, but many such examples remain undocumented. In
“Social Innovation in Canada: An Update” (2009), Goldenberg, Kamoji, Orton, and Williamson indicate that
despite Canada’s historical contributions to social innovation (in nonprofit, government, and for-profit sectors),
the country is lagging behind other Western nations in certain areas. Notably, Canada has not adopted strategic
models for public support, funding, and facilitation of social innovation processes. There is a lack of
infrastructure and support for innovation on the one hand and a lack of formal analysis of social innovation
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processes and outcomes on the other. Research in the field of social innovation could usefully inform decisionmaking, problem solving, resource allocation, and knowledge exchange in support of social innovation capacity
building (Restler & Woolis, 2007; Goldenberg et al., 2009; Choi, 2003).
While some individual organizations have created programming streams for social innovation, as an overall field
of research and practice, social innovation remains highly fragmented. In turn, this fragmentation has an
adverse effect on the extent to which investment in higher education R&D enables innovation generally and
social innovation in particular. A systems level – or ecological – approach to supporting social innovation will
require a research framework and tools that account for innovation inputs, processes, outputs, and outcomes
across institutional settings. Such tools would also need to be flexible enough to capture the complex
“processes of interaction” (Spaapen & van Drooge, 2011), through which collaboration and knowledge
exchange (or mobilization) occur among stakeholders and enable innovation. Any change or impact that results
from a social innovation is ultimately also shaped by the people who inform, develop, implement, manage,
monitor, and/or otherwise experience an innovation, as well as any number of broader social, political, and
institutional conditions. It is thus argued that any conceptualization of a social problem, its potential solution, and
the evaluation of any social innovation include multiple indicators of participant characteristics as well as
characteristics of the organization (e.g., leadership, composition, size, reinforcement system, etc.) and the
community or environment in which it operates [e.g., socioeconomic indicators, geographic culture, relationships
to other organizations, etc.] (Hazel & Onaga, 2003).
To understand how social innovation operates at a systems level, descriptive accounts of the organizations
involved, advisory and support services, mentorship strategies, research activities, events, networking
approaches, and marketing techniques are needed. Finally, it is important to note that measurement tools and
research/evaluation designs should be guided by the same principles of collaboration that underpin innovation
(e.g., collaborative study designs, shared terms of reference, distributed leadership/decision making, and
mutually beneficial research outcomes). Such a comprehensive account of the inputs, processes, and products
of social innovation – particularly at a systems-level – is currently lacking.
Our discussion of social innovation points to various factors that have the potential to facilitate innovation
processes at an institutional level. Our review of the literature indicates that systems-integration and research
could play a role in the development of an effective, efficient, and coordinated innovation system. In the next
section, we explore some policy and practice implications of the results of this synthesis.
DISCUSSION
Facilitated opportunities for “collaborative entanglement” between community and academic organizations have
the potential to stimulate social change. This section of the synthesis identifies the kinds of institutional and
social conditions required to effectively leverage resources between communities and higher education
institutions to enable social innovation.
Reciprocity is the key to sustaining community-campus collaborations. Effective community-campus
collaborations leverage the stability and infrastructural supports of academic institutions and the organizational
“nimbleness” of community organizations (Northmore & Hart, 2011). In order to engender sustained
engagement across community and academic settings, there is a need to identify the factors that foster
reciprocity and mutual benefit between community and academic partners, as well as their respective
institutions (Northmore & Hart, 2011).
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It is also important that higher education institutions, community organizations, industry, governments, and
funding agencies recognize that equitable and effective collaborations need to be organized, supported, and
rewarded differently from traditional, faculty-driven or commercial profit-driven research and development.
Building meaningful and effective collaborations between communities and academic institutions requires
significant inputs of time and human resources. Sustaining these collaborations requires ongoing attention to,
and deliberation about, collaborative processes and outcomes.
Social innovation is fundamentally an “action-oriented, problem-focused approach … [that] requires a broader
view of the processes and structures that contribute to the social problem” (Hazel & Onaga 2003, p. 287).
Knowledge mobilization is fundamental to a productive collaborative process. As a process, knowledge
mobilization supports collaborative activities; as an outcome of collaboration, knowledge exchange (i.e., mutual
learning) can also be transformative for collaborators. Social innovation is evident in new forms of knowledge
exchange, unique collaborative groupings, and ground-breaking applications of new knowledge. Processes of
knowledge exchange and innovation can occur iteratively throughout the life cycle of a collaboration; knowledge
exchange can also lead to innovation as an essential outcome of collaboration.
The relationship between collaboration, knowledge exchange, and innovation is a central motivation for
community-based, collaborative and/or interdisciplinary research. Some have proposed that social scientists
should work collaboratively with people who have been most affected by a particular social issue, as a general
rule (Hazel & Onaga, 2003). As people engage in the collective pursuit – or evaluation – of an innovative
solution to a complex problem, they share knowledge (Goldstein et al., 2010). In the processes through which
knowledge is exchanged, applied, and/or recombined, new knowledge is created (Restler & Woolis, 2007) and
existing social relations are reinterpreted and reimagined (Moulaert & Ailenei, 2005). In this context, the diverse
perspectives and needs of stakeholders are resources that lead to new ideas or strategies (Biggs, Westley, &
Carpenter, 2010).
The benefits of collaboration notwithstanding, productive collaborative processes are not easy to sustain. A
number of social, institutional, and political factors shape how collaborations unfold and the social impacts they
stimulate. Key facilitating factors at the level of individuals (e.g., leadership, mutuality, communication, and trust)
must be coupled with similar supports at the level of institutions (Nichols, Phipps, Gaetz, Tanguay, & Fisher,
forthcoming). Compatible institutional mandates, shared leadership/will, and institutional reciprocity are critical
facilitators of community academic collaboration. Of course, collaboration between individuals and between
institutions depends on sufficient investments in, and strategic support of, knowledge mobilization, collaboration,
and social innovation.
Andrew and Klein (2010) suggest that government has a role to play in this regard. Particularly in the context of
inter-sectoral collaboration, government policy is needed to support “the development of strong, and positive,
links between sectors” (p. 40). Andrew and Klein argue that social innovation requires institutionalized supports
in the areas of capacity building, partnership development, and knowledge transfer, all of which will require
public policy frameworks. Traditionally, public policy decision makers have not drawn on the growing body of
research about social innovation. Instead, policy decisions have reflected a model of innovation informed by the
manufacturing sector, rather than the services management, community/nonprofit, or post secondary education
sectors (Osborne & Brown, 2011). Better links between researchers and policy decision makers can support the
creation and implementation of evidence-based social innovation policies and government infrastructure.
That said, we attend to King’s (2011) observation that more recent interests in creating and measuring research
impact by forging links between university researchers and policy decision makers in the U.K. has the potential
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to undermine scholars’ academic freedoms – that is, their abilities to conduct critical social science research.
King also recognizes that the push (from federal funders) for demonstrations of measureable research impact
has the potential to undermine basic or “pure” research in favour of research that is applied or oriented to
particular policy/practice outcomes. While we do not wade into these debates in this synthesis, we are cognizant
of a number of political and ideological tensions shaping the increasing focus on improving the applicability of
research knowledge in policy and practice settings.
In part because we are protective of some of the autonomies that post-secondary institutions in Canada share,
we believe there are steps that can be taken by universities and colleges, particularly in the areas of knowledge
transfer, knowledge mobilization, and knowledge exchange. Goldenberg et al. (2009) note that the creation and
implementation of “knowledge mobilization units” in Canadian institutes of post-secondary education serve as
central offices, which “connect the wider community with researchers and graduate students on campus … to
link up the university’s skills and interests with the needs and aspirations of the public, private and not-for-profit
sectors” (p. 26). The facilitation or brokering skills exercised by the people in these institutional centres may
prove pivotal to a collaboration’s ability to stimulate innovation (Klerkx & Gildemacher, 2012; Restler & Woolis,
2007). A strategic and collaborative approach to addressing these limitations – involving government,
community organizations, funding agencies, academic organizations, and university infrastructure – is key for
leveraging investment in higher education research and development for social innovation as integral to
innovation strategies in Canada.
CONCLUSIONS AND POSSIBLE WAYS FORWARD
In March 2012 the Public Policy Forum released “Leading Innovation: Insights from Canada’s Regions.” The
report suggests that, “collaboration is the lifeblood of innovation” and “fostering these relationships takes more
than a simple introduction, it requires consistent networking capacity” (Canada, 2012). Our own literature
synthesis supports this view of campus community collaborations as key to social innovation. As shown in
Figure 1, knowledge mobilization is a process that helps identify and sustain community-campus collaborations.
Post-secondary institutions, governments, research and nonprofit funders, and community organizations will
need to collaborate in order to leverage investments in higher education research and development and make
social innovation an active component of Canada’s innovation strategy.
In the interest of providing clear and actionable next steps for how community-campus collaborations,
knowledge mobilization and social innovation can leverage investment in higher education research and
development, this article concludes by identifying possible ways forward for research funding, government,
community and academic institutions in Canada.
Extending the research arena
Research is needed that describes the relationship between, and impacts of, community-campus collaborations,
knowledge mobilization and social innovation. There is also a need for research that tracks the broader impacts
of collaborative work. While university benchmarks and performance indicators have been developed to
measure socio-economic and cultural contributions in the U.K., few standardized assessment tools or
outcomes-focused evaluations exist (Hart & Northmore, 2012). Part of the challenge in this is that, in contrast to
community development (understood as service to the community), community engagement is a reciprocal
relationship based on “non-market forms of reciprocity” (Pearce et al., 2007) and requires more than a
quantitative (numeric or economic) evaluation. Hart and Northmore (2011) suggest that the paucity of
outcomes-based evaluation of engagement may also be linked to timing. A long-term timescale would be
required to capture higher-level institutional outcomes and broader social or community-level impacts. Although
some valuable studies have been done, a significant gap in the literature involves assessing the outcomes or
37

Nicols, Phipps, Provençal, & Hewitt (2013)
impacts of community-campus collaboration. In order to facilitate the production of research that is useful to a
diversity of stakeholders, federal research granting bodies, government, and academic institutions should
enable longitudinal research on the processes and impacts of community-campus collaborations, knowledge
mobilization, and social innovation.
The need for a systematic approach
Although there is much work being undertaken in universities, government, and industry and community
organizations that contribute to social innovation and knowledge mobilization, there is a need for a systematic
approach to coordinating those efforts and supporting sustained collaborations. Coordination will require
committed resources to collaborative planning for social innovation and knowledge mobilization across sectors.
Innovative funding mechanisms (e.g., funding that is flows across institutional silos) will be essential to
increasing collaboration and coordination in support of inter-institutional planning for knowledge exchange and
innovation. In institutions of higher education, institutional supports for social innovation and knowledge
mobilization should be integrated into research service offices. Academic institutions should also build on
regional and national initiatives to network, share practices and tools and build a pan-Canadian capacity for
knowledge mobilization.
A strategic and informed approach
There is potential for sustained collaborative relationships between universities and other sectors to contribute
to social innovation and comprehensively address complex social issues. In any collaborative relationship, there
are also significant challenges, however, that must be recognized and addressed. Although universities,
government, industry, and community organizations can benefit greatly from collaboration and social innovation,
the communities of practice and particular needs in each sector differ from each other. Strategies, policies,
programs, and plans to support and sustain social innovation must therefore be adequately informed by an
understanding of the differences across sectors as well as by the complexity of the problems that social
innovation aims to address. Government, nonprofit sector, and research funders need to recognize the value of
social innovation as a missing element in Canada’s innovation strategies, and explore possibilities for policies
and programs that identify and bridge the needs of academic, industry, and community organizations in regard
to social innovation and knowledge mobilization.
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