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Abstract

This article explores how community-based research (CBR) can serve as a transformative and collaborative method for addressing community challenges, poverty, and exclusion in KwaZulu-Natal. Over 30 years have passed since South Africa achieved freedom, during which the government has funded numerous CBR projects to understand community needs and address power disparities to enhance community well-being. Despite these efforts, living conditions in many communities have deteriorated because of rising poverty, unemployment and exclusion. Consequently, we adopted a social justice and emancipation approach, guided by critical theory, to empower marginalised groups and improve their well-being. The study employed qualitative research methods, including in-depth semi-structured interviews with five senior government officials who fund CBR, 10 senior researchers specialising in CBR, and two focus group discussions with community members and leaders. Additionally, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was used to gain significant insights from researchers, community members and government officials. The findings reveal that whilst CBR holds substantial potential for addressing complex social issues in KwaZulu-Natal, its effectiveness is hindered by challenges related to power dynamics, resource limitations and community exclusion.

Contribution: This article proposes a framework to address challenges associated with interventions, project implementation, discrimination and community capacity-building. This framework aims to enhance community knowledge and equip them to tackle their challenges and improve their well-being. Furthermore, we advocate for a shift from a top-down approach to participatory strategies that enable communities to articulate their needs and co-create knowledge for sustainable solutions.
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Introduction

The conversation around community engagement in research and policy development is gaining traction in science-community interactions (Bracic 2018; Ocloo & Matthews 2016; Oliver et al. 2022; Tan et al. 2025). Within this, community-based research (CBR) is emerging as a vital approach to fostering community inclusion and capacity-building whilst also addressing the power dynamics between researchers and communities (Campano, Ghiso & Welch 2015; Israel et al. 2019; Le Dantec & Fox 2015). This collaborative synergy positions CBR as a powerful catalyst for enhancing community well-being. This article, using KwaZulu-Natal province, South Africa as a case in point, explores how CBR can serve as a transformative and collaborative method for addressing community needs.

For context, KwaZulu-Natal is one of South Africa’s largest provinces (Patrick 2021a; 2021b), home to diverse communities, each with its own unique cultural history and challenges. Despite its stunning landscapes and rich historical background, the region is not immune to the persistent injustices and inequalities seen globally. The legacy of colonialism and oppressive legislation has led to unequal development in South Africa’s economic, social, and political spheres (Hosea et al. 2023). In 1994, South Africa achieved freedom, with citizens voting for the African National Congress (ANC), which pledged to end injustices and inequalities stemming from apartheid (Lues 2014). Since then, government institutions have funded numerous CBR projects to understand and improve living conditions in these communities. However, despite these efforts, poverty and social inequality persist (Ngcobo 2023). As a case in point, the evidence presented in Figure 1 illustrates, from a demographical and geographical perspective, destitution and inequality prevalent in South Africa. Whilst on one side of the same city, affluence in terms of wealth, good standard of living and government amenities is prevalent, the other side of town experiences a sharp contrast in terms of the incidence of lack of social amenities and abject poverty (Powell 2017; Turok 2018). Therefore, we argue that collaboration is critical to tackling the complex issues such as community encounters. When stakeholders work together, they can create enduring and significant solutions that facilitate inclusion and enhance overall community well-being.
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Community-based research is recognised as crucial for generating concrete understanding and knowledge to guide policies and programmes aimed at reducing health and socio-economic disparities (Flicker & Savan 2006). Broadly, CBR involves the community in research, leading to positive outcomes such as societal change and social fairness (Strand et al. 2003). Research organisations, through CBR, collaborate with community members to identify and address issues affecting their well-being. Similarly, community development empowers and connects communities in identifying their needs and achieving their goals (Kenny & Connors 2016).

However, Watson-Thompson et al. (2018) argue that community problems cannot be solved with one-size-fits-all solutions; instead, they require multifaceted approaches that support sustained investments of resources over the long term. Community coalitions can contribute to developing and improving policies and changes that address community issues. This article investigates the challenges faced by communities through the lens of social justice and emancipation, guided by critical theory (CT). Poverty and inequality necessitate CBR to employ systems that encourage constructive and inclusive participation of communities in identifying and solving their challenges. Latopa and Bashir (2015) argue that community development involves improving community well-being through collaborative efforts aligned with sustainable development goals. Community collaboration fosters an understanding of synergies between key objectives, whilst the agenda’s uniformity requires a more robust approach to addressing shared and common challenges (UNDP 2016).

Over the years, various CBR projects have been conducted to influence economic changes, policy development and behavioural shifts, as well as to enhance people’s knowledge, awareness and perceptions of social issues (Phillips & Pittman 2019). For instance, research organisations in South Africa have implemented numerous CBR projects to understand community dynamics and improve living conditions. However, persistent problems remain, such as increasing poverty, lack of basic community needs, and unfavourable government policies. Beckman, Penney and Cockburn (2011) noted that many CBR projects have had a limited long-term impact on communities.

This article is motivated by the ongoing struggles faced by communities in South Africa, even after 30 years of democracy (see Friedman 2019; Masipa 2018; Mayekiso 2023; Patrick 2021b; Patrick et al. 2023). Despite the millions of rand spent by government departments to fund CBR projects aimed at understanding community needs, significant issues persist. The critical question is whether the government truly comprehends the severe conditions experienced by these communities. If so, why have improvements not been realised? Using a desktop study approach, this article gathers secondary data to explore the underlying issues contributing to increased poverty despite the implementation of CBR projects in South Africa.

Theoretical framing

This article emphasises social justice and emancipation, employing CT to highlight the importance of empowering marginalised groups and advancing social justice (Butcher 2022; Israel et al. 2019; Todic et al. 2022). The framework hereby challenges power structures whilst amplifying marginalised voices and promoting social justice. The CT framework, therefore, prompts an investigation into power dynamics in society, examining who holds power and how it is distributed, as well as its impact on knowledge production (Butcher 2022; Pitsoe & Vlăduțescu 2024). Within the confines of CBR, CT criticises the top-down dynamics of traditional knowledge production whilst promoting community members as equitable partners in the coproduction of knowledge. Using the CT framework, the goal of research is to understand community needs rather than change them (Butcher 2022; Todic et al. 2022). Hence, research questions are designed to be community-driven, and outcomes are geared towards policy change, empowerment and actionable actions.

The findings reveal that communities are often excluded from having meaningful influence over the research process. However, CBR initiatives should prioritise community ownership and engagement. This aligns with Freire’s ([1970] 2005]) concept of the ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’, which advocates for the empowerment of marginalised individuals through critical consciousness and collaboration.

Additionally, the findings indicate that researchers face various challenges when implementing CBR, including political influence and pressure to collaborate with specific community members linked to the ruling party, thereby marginalising others. This undermines the core principles of emancipation and social justice. For instance, CBR projects should adopt inclusive strategies that ensure equal representation of diverse viewpoints from the project’s inception (Chevalier 2019). Moreover, participatory action research (PAR) adheres to the principles of social justice and emancipation by fostering collaboration, community ownership, and measurable outcomes (Melro et al. 2025).

From the above summation on CT influence on CBR, our position in this article is that applying CT to CBR initiatives in KwaZulu-Natal can significantly enhance their impact by addressing deep-rooted social inequalities and promoting community well-being. Critical theory challenges traditional power structures and emphasises the importance of social justice, making it a powerful lens for CBR. By centring the voices of marginalised communities and encouraging participatory, emancipatory approaches, CBR becomes a tool not only for understanding social issues but also for transforming them. In KwaZulu-Natal, where communities frequently face systemic challenges related to poverty, health disparities and historical marginalisation, CT can guide researchers in co-creating knowledge with local stakeholders. This approach fosters mutual respect, reflexivity, and action-oriented outcomes that align with the community’s needs and aspirations. Ultimately, integrating CT into CBR ensures that research is not only academically rigorous but also socially responsive, empowering communities to drive meaningful change and advocate for their own futures.

Research methods and design

This article employed qualitative research to explore the underlying issues contributing to increased poverty despite the implementation of CBR projects. This approach provided deep insights into why government departments often do not utilise CBR reports and recommendations for the projects they fund to understand community needs (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011). Additionally, this rigorous approach addressed broader questions by offering insights that might have been overlooked if the focus was solely on the community, without considering the roles of researchers (CBR implementers) and government officials (project funders) in fulfilling their mandates (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011; Hoover & Krishnamurti 2010). Boyd (2014) supported this by highlighting the importance of qualitative methods in examining complex community issues to obtain broad perspectives from numerous stakeholders.

To gather data, semi-structured interviews were conducted with five (N = 5) senior government officials and 10 (N = 10) researchers specialising in CBR. Additionally, two focus group discussions were held, each with 10 participants who are community leaders and members, to understand their views on CBR and its benefits for the community in KwaZulu-Natal. The article utilised interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to gain an in-depth understanding of participants’ perspectives on CBR implementation and its impact on communities. Interpretative phenomenological analysis was beneficial, as it strengthened the study through data triangulation, providing insightful perspectives on participants’ experiences regarding collaborative synergy and the impact of CBR on social well-being (Taylor 2015).

With participants’ consent, focus group discussions and individual in-depth interviews were recorded. The article benefited from IPA data analysis, which involved systematically reviewing transcripts multiple times and identifying emerging themes. The data were analysed based on the relevant themes of this article, focusing on similarities and differences in participants’ experiences to yield a thorough understanding of the examined phenomena (Chatfield 2022). Additionally, NVIVO software was used to manage and organise large volumes of data, enabling a detailed examination of complex datasets.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from University of Kwazulu-Natal and Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee (No. [HSSREC/00003009/2021]).

Results

The findings from the research project are presented in the following emerging themes.

Researchers rely on funders to implement their recommendations

The participants revealed that they rely on funders to take their research recommendations and use them to improve the living conditions of communities. In addition, the result suggests that researchers believe it is the government’s mandate to implement research recommendations:


‘We always rely on the funders that, they will implement our research recommendations.’(P1, Senior researcher, female)

‘With the type of project that I have been doing, the most important thing is that it must generate discussion because we are not the intervention implementers; it is not our mandate. It is the government mandate and other organisations.’ (P7, senoir research fellow, female)

‘When we get awarded CBR, it usually comes with the funder’s direction on how they expect it to be implemented, leaving us as researchers with no choice but to follow contractual obligations.’ (P3, Research Director, male)



Challenges caused by the community leaders

Challenges caused by the community leaders were raised by a participant as follows:


‘In the community, we face many challenges when implementing research projects. Most of the time, we are affected by political influence. For example, we the community challenges. Nevertheless, we are sometimes forced to work with the community members affiliated with the ruling political party, which excludes other community members.’ (P2, Senior researcher, female)



Presentation of focus group discussion results (community in KwaZulu-Natal)

The section below presents the result of the focus group discussion conducted in one of the rural communities in KwaZulu-Natal.

The in-and-out flow of researchers results in a lack of interest in community-based research projects

The participants indicated that they do not benefit from participating in CBR, except for the information from the researchers related to the issues affecting the community. The focus group discussion community members further suggest that researchers do not help or build them to deal with whatever was discovered in those communities.

They stated that there are so many CBR projects that have been conducted in [AQ1]their area, but would be lying if saying that there is something that they benefited from research, except for providing information to the researchers.

The focus group discussion community members stated that the research that has been conducted has never helped anyone; it is like they come to open up things that they do not want to discuss then leave them like that, not even assisting them on how they can help themselves.

Usually, when government departments award them the CBR grants, they do not give them enough time to implement these projects meaningfully. As a result, they would have no choice but to collect the data as soon as possible so they will not miss the deadline. Then they will have no choice but to bring the fieldworkers excluding the community, into the planning process.

Presentation of in-depth individual interviews from the government leadership

This section presents the findings from data collected from the government institution in KwaZulu-Natal. All the participants are leaders and decision-makers regarding CBR project funding and intervention implementation based on the research recommendations.

Community-based research is used to identify the community’s needs

The participants revealed that funding for CBR is decided based on the community’s needs. They further indicated that the government institution develops interventions based on CBR recommendations as a responsive strategy to the community’s needs:


‘Community-based research projects are identified based on the needs of the communities. Then, when we craft or develop interventions for the programmes, we can develop programmes that will be appropriate and more responsive to what the community needs.’ (P5, Municipal senior staff, male)

‘We hear from them what they require because if you put something they do not need, it will not work; it will be just a waste of time and resources. So the process of community-based research projects must be community-driven.’ (P6, Municipal senior staff, female)



A lack of resources is impeding the implementation of community-based research findings

The findings revealed a lack of funding within the government institution. The participants indicated that when they are ready to implement the research recommendations or interventions, they sometimes discover that the projects are no longer a government priority. Therefore, they ultimately fail to take action regarding those specific projects. Furthermore, the participants highlighted the lack of resource constraints, which ultimately led to the phasing out of developmental projects.


‘When you are ready to implement, you will discover that the project is no longer a priority because they have moved on to other projects that they believe should be prioritized. So those are some of the challenges and conflicts within the department. The main issue is a scarcity of resources. The department has about 110 wards and cannot please everyone. Therefore, we look at what is available, prioritize critical projects within resource constraints, and phase out developmental projects based on the organization’s available capacity, for example, when dealing with extreme cases of the country’s COVID-19 pandemic and civil unrest. Therefore, there were numerous factors influencing the department’s resources. For example, we may plan to deliver projects A and B, but the entire plan is thrown into disarray if disaster strikes. When that happens, it forces us to refocus and re-engineer whatever plans we had so that we can address the projects that require immediate attention.’ (P6, Municipal senior staff, female)



Discussion

The findings highlight several critical challenges affecting the effectiveness and sustainability of CBR initiatives. This reveals a complex interplay of roles, expectations and structural limitations within CBR initiatives. A key issue is the heavy reliance of researchers on external funders to implement their recommendations. This dependency creates a disconnect between research outputs and tangible community benefits, hereby often creating delays or preventing the translation of research findings into tangible community benefits, especially when funding is inconsistent or misaligned with community priorities (see Ayalew et al. 2020; Beckman & Wood 2023; Stevahn, Anderson & Hasart 2016; Yaakub, Kassim & Tumin 2025). This is consistent with Zurynski et al. (2021) study, which argues that researchers tend to prioritise the funders, leading to a situation of ‘dollar-for-dollar returns’. In the same vein, funders’ influence adds another layer of complexity. Contractual obligations and predetermined implementation strategies limit researchers’ autonomy, sometimes sidelining community priorities. This raises critical questions about the participatory ethos of CBR; if communities are excluded from planning and decision-making because of time constraints or political interference, research risks becoming extractive rather than empowering.

Additionally, the transient nature of researcher involvement, characterised by short-term engagements, leads to a lack of continuity and a diminished sense of community trust. Researchers perceive their role as knowledge generators rather than intervention implementers, emphasising that implementation falls under the government’s mandate. Whilst this delineation of responsibility is understandable, it often results in communities feeling abandoned after contributing valuable insights. The ‘in-and-out’ nature of researcher engagement further erodes trust and diminishes the perceived value of CBR, as community members report little to no benefit beyond information sharing. And as Corbett and Le Dantec (2018) argued, trust is a vital component of community participation. This ‘in-and-out’ pattern undermines long-term commitment and weakens the potential for meaningful impact.

Despite these challenges, CBR remains a valuable tool for identifying and articulating community needs (Ayalew et al. 2020; Beckman & Wood 2023; Halseth et al. 2016: Stevahn et al. 2016). It provides a platform for marginalised voices and fosters participatory approaches to problem-solving (Alamgir, Roy & Taverna 2024; Kehler 2025; Sousa 2021). However, the lack of resources both financial and infrastructural continues to impede the implementation of research findings. Communities are often left with well-documented problems but without the means to act on proposed solutions (Halseth et al. 2016; Yaakub et al. 2025).

To address these issues, there is a need for more sustainable funding models, stronger partnerships between researchers and communities, and capacity-building efforts that empower local stakeholders to lead and sustain initiatives. Long-term research engagement and institutional support are also essential to ensure that CBR moves beyond data collection to drive real, lasting change. Ultimately, aligning research efforts with community empowerment and resource mobilisation is key to unlocking the full potential of CBR.

Within the context of our case study, persistent poverty and inequality despite significant government expenditure funding different CBRs to improve well-being in KwaZulu-Natal are very alarming (see Blose et al. 2021; Ngcobo, Khalema & Makusha 2024; Nkambule 2017). This is because CBR projects are well-known for creating important information to direct policy and lower socio-economic inequalities (Flicker & Savan 2006). Therefore, this article highlights a disparity in research findings, governmental actions, and the implementation of interventions aimed at improving community well-being. This article reveals an overwhelming failure in converting research into significant change, challenging the concept of ‘collaborative synergy’ promoted within CBR frameworks. One interesting problem we discovered is how funders and researchers view their roles and responsibilities. For example, researchers frequently perceive themselves as knowledge creators, depending on funding entities (government institutions) to execute recommendations in the form of interventions as part of their mandate. Therefore, this approach creates a dependence paradigm that externalises responsibility, potentially reducing researchers’ accountability for ensuring that CBR projects result in impactful societal benefits. Moreover, the funder’s instructions on how researchers should carry out CBR projects limit their ability to implement the project in a way that positively impacts all community members. As a result, this top-down approach contradicts the fundamental principles of PAR, which affirms community involvement from the beginning of the project and ownership over the research process (Cornish et al. 2023).

The article revealed that conducting CBR projects provides obstacles because of community leaders, who may be influenced by political or cultural affiliation, marginalising other community members and undermining the criticality of inclusion that PAR aims to attain. Furthermore, community members highlighted that CBR is perceived as an extractive method since researchers collect data and leave without sharing the result or giving any identifiable benefits to enable community members to handle their problems. This ‘in-and-out arrival of researchers’ reduces confidence and creates disappointment, affecting the possibility of collaborative action. In addition, it also indicates a failure to implement a participatory method, wherein researchers and communities collaboratively create knowledge that results in lasting community-driven initiatives (Koch, Selim & Kralik 2002). The senior government officials also admitted that they fund CBR projects to identify community needs and guide intervention plans. However, they also highlighted that they usually encounter challenges implementing intervention strategies because of a lack of funds and sometimes changing priorities. Therefore, how government departments operate raises doubts about their commitment to improving community conditions using evidence-based policymaking and their position to implement inclusive interventions for community well-being.

From our findings, we could argue that government perspectives highlight good intentions but underscore systemic challenges. Whilst interventions are designed to be responsive to community needs, resource scarcity and shifting priorities exacerbated by crises like coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) impede implementation. This misalignment between research timelines, funding cycles, and policy agendas perpetuates a cycle where well-documented problems remain unresolved. Overall, these findings call for rethinking CBR governance. In this sense, strengthening collaboration among researchers, funders, government, and communities is essential to ensure continuity, shared accountability, and resource mobilisation. Without addressing these structural and relational gaps, CBR risks reinforcing the very inequities it seeks to dismantle. Considering all these assertions, this article recommends a framework to help researchers implement meaningful research that positively benefits communities. In addition, the recommended framework will assist government departments in addressing challenges to implementing inclusive interventions that benefit all community members.

Recommendations

South African communities have suffered because of poverty, unemployment and inequality. As a result, government departments allocated funding to several CBR projects to gain a deeper understanding of community needs. However, the communities continue to deal with unbearable conditions, including poverty, inequality, and injustice. Therefore, we recommend adopting the following framework for CBR projects to improve community living conditions.

See Figure 2 for a CBR implementation framework.
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Recommendation for the government-funding organisation

Call for a proposal

When a government department issues a call for CBR proposals, one of the requirements for awarding the projects should be detailed information on how capacity-building and community dialogue will be addressed. In addition, the government department should invest more in adopting the PAR approach to allow the community to identify their problems. This approach is essential because it empowers communities to determine what is important to them and how the identified problems or challenges can be addressed.

As a result, it will address challenges related to a lack of funding, which results in delayed interventions. If the funders or government departments receive research findings or reports but cannot carry out the interventions, the organisation-awarded projects would have implemented capacity-building and community dialogues to assist the community in comprehending the issues identified during the implementation process. Likewise, the PAR approach will directly impact the community, as communities will have collaborated with researchers to identify issues affecting their living conditions. Furthermore, this approach can contribute to the community by providing information and making an immediate change. It will also provide communities with a better understanding of how to overcome obstacles and improve their living conditions. This approach will help ensure that limited government funds are not wasted by implementing CBR that does not directly impact the communities or funding that only produces research outcomes and reports that end up sitting on the shelves, benefiting no one.

Awarding department

No proposal for CBR projects should be funded unless it demonstrates how the research incorporates community capacity-building and provides provision for community dialogue and a dissemination mechanism. Employees’ training will also be required to ensure that all the employees (decision-makers on which CBR project should be awarded) understand the importance of community capacity-building and community dialogues related to CBR projects to improve community knowledge and understanding to address community issues. In addition, adopting the PAR approach should be used as the source of knowledge creation to better understand the real issues affecting the communities rather than using a one-size-fits-all approach.

Recommendations for further research

Future research could also focus on the project planning and resource allocation of government institutions. The relevance of such studies emerged from the findings of this study, which indicated a significant problem of inadequate resources in government/funding institutions, preventing them from implementing community interventions.

Conclusion

Study contribution

This article addresses a critical gap by presenting effective frameworks for implementing CBR. The proposed framework is designed to benefit research organisations, government institutions and local communities by offering practical guidelines for conducting impactful CBR projects. It contributes to existing knowledge by outlining how CBR should be structured to ensure meaningful engagement and sustainable outcomes. Central to the framework is the integration of PAR and community capacity-building, which empower local stakeholders to take ownership of the research process. Rather than waiting for external interventions, which are often delayed or never realised, this approach enables communities to identify challenges, co-develop solutions and implement immediate changes. By fostering collaboration, inclusivity and responsiveness, the framework ensures that research is not only academically sound but also socially transformative. Ultimately, it supports a shift towards more equitable and action-oriented research practices that prioritise the needs and voices of the communities involved.
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