
 

 
I am pleased to share the final report from the external review of McMaster University's Office 
of Community Engagement (OCE). This comprehensive review provides insights into the 
strengths of our community engagement efforts and identifies opportunities for enhancing the 
OCE's impact across our institution and within the broader Hamilton community. 

The review team, with membership from the University of British Columbia, Hamilton 
Community Foundation, Queen’s University and McMaster University, provided a thoughtful 
and thorough analysis of the OCE's operations, relationships, and contributions to McMaster's 
mission.  

Their expertise in community engagement, academic administration, and community relations 
has resulted in a report that will help guide our future direction. 

The review highlights several key strengths of the OCE, including the development of strong 
reciprocal relationships between McMaster and the Hamilton community and recognition of 
McMaster as a Canadian leader in university-community engagement.  

The office demonstrates a dedicated commitment to inclusive excellence, oversees a growing 
interdisciplinary undergraduate minor in Community Engagement, and provides valuable 
expertise in facilitating community-based research and scholarship across a range of contexts. 

The report also identifies opportunities for enhancement, particularly around clarifying the 
OCE's mandate, improving internal communication about the office’s work, reviewing resource 
needs to fulfill its mandate and developing guidelines to better distinguish personal views from 
OCE operations and communications. 

I extend my sincere thanks to the review team for their thoughtful assessment and to all 
members of the McMaster community and our external partners who participated in this 
review. Your contributions help us better understand how we can build on the significant 
achievements of the OCE while addressing areas for improvement. 

Senior university leaders will work with the OCE leadership team to review the 
recommendations in this report. We remain committed to strengthening McMaster's 
community engagement efforts and ensuring they align with our institutional priorities and the 
evolving needs of our community partners. 

Sincerely, 

Jeremiah Hurley 
Acting Provost and Vice-President (Academic) 
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1. Executive Summary  
 

 
Preamble 
The OCE’s annual report describes its work as being to “connect McMaster with the greater 
Hamilton community” and learn “how to work together to contribute to the public good”.    
 
The OCE works to build community engagement capacity in multiple ways: through its core 
businesses of community-based teaching and learning, and community-based research and 
relationships. Two of the most notable ways it has worked to build this capacity within the 
university has been through developing principles of community engagement that are unique 
to McMaster, and connecting and catalyzing reciprocal relationships between the university 
and the community. These two benefits appear to be widely acknowledged and valued 
regardless of the level of knowledge about, or direct contact with the OCE.  
 
While OCE is known well throughout Canada, the office and its mandate are not necessarily 
well-known, most relevantly, inside the university. The onsite review revealed that it appears, 
especially at more senior levels, that it may be difficult to articulate what OCE does or how they 
do it. These insights indicate a need to review, clarify, and communicate the mandate of the 
OCE. 
 
In addition, there were some concerns about a perceived blurring of the distinction between 
the personal views of individual staff members and the stance of the OCE as a unit of the 
university, which could deter some from fully engaging with the work of the office.  
 
There are many opportunities and potential for the office to continue to build its role and to 
educate the internal community about its role as a resource (but not a gatekeeper) in 
connecting the community to university. 
 
 
Strengths 
The main strengths of the OCE are: 

- The development of strong reciprocal relationships between the local community in 
Hamilton and McMaster, 

- An ethical and robust approach to community engagement as articulated in “principles 
of community engagement,” 

- Its recognition as a Canadian leader in community engagement among universities, 
- The dedication to inclusive excellence and the principles of equity, diversity, inclusion, 

and accessibility, 
- The growing interdisciplinary undergraduate minor in community engagement, and 
- The expertise in facilitating community-based research and scholarship. 
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Areas for Enhancement 
Some areas of focus to enhance the benefits of the OCE include: 

- Clarifying the mandate of the OCE, 
- Balancing and enhancing the co-director roles between academic and community 

representation, 
- Better communication of the mandate and successes of the OCE both at McMaster and 

in the community, 
- Appropriately balancing the need for openness for all with advocacy for community 

partners, 
- Reviewing the resource needs of the OCE to fulfill their mandate, and 
- Developing sound processes for delivering the Interdisciplinary Minor in Community 

Engagement. 
 
 

Key Recommendations 
 
The review team for the Office of Community Engagement (OCE) at McMaster University 
suggests the following approaches to enhance its effectiveness and integration within the 
university. 
  

1) Mandate and Vision - Clarify the OCE's mandate and role within McMaster University. 
To implement this recommendation, the OCE should develop a clear mandate in 
collaboration with all stakeholders (community partners, students, staff, faculty, and 
senior administration), and then articulate a comprehensive vision and strategic 
direction for the OCE. 

  
2) Communication Strategy - With the mandate clarified, develop and implement a formal 

communication strategy to build awareness of OCE, with the McMaster community 
(especially senior levels) as the priority constituent in the short term. The OCE should 
endeavour to develop more systematic ways of demonstrating the importance of the 
OCE’s work and achievement of their goals that would include an appropriate balance of 
both qualitative and quantitative measures. 

 
3) Enhance Relationship with Senior Leadership at McMaster – Building on the 

communication strategy, establish regular communication channels with senior 
leadership and deans to clearly convey the OCE's vision, goals, needs, and strategic 
plans to these groups. Additionally, create a direct line of communication with the Dean 
of the Faculty of Social Sciences for operational matters. 
 

4) Raise the Profile of the OCE with the McMaster Community - Implement a targeted 
communication strategy to articulate the OCE's value across all levels of the institution 
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and build awareness of OCE initiatives throughout the McMaster community. This could 
include regularly showcasing OCE project impacts and successes by highlighting student 
involvement in projects and key McMaster faculty members participating in OCE 
initiatives. 

  
5) Strengthen the Relationship with the Associate Vice-President Research (AVPR) 

Society & Impact - Explore ways to support research without compromising OCE's other 
work, and consider aligning with the inclusive view of 'societal impact'. 

 
6) Integrate the OCE Minor Program into the Broader Academic Structure – This approach 

could improve faculty-level support for the minor. McMaster should study successful 
models where academic programs are delivered in collaboration between academic 
units and centralized services such as the OCE. Such an approach should standardize 
procedures for marketing, course delivery, and job postings in collaboration with the 
Faculty of Social Sciences.   
 

7) Conduct a Comprehensive Review of the OCE's Resource Needs - This work could 
include exploring the integration of OCE’s teaching resource requirements into the 
Faculty of Social Sciences’ budgeting process.  
 

8) Formalize Expanded and Balanced Roles of the Co-Academic Directors – Job 
descriptions may need updating or new positions may be required. Establishing the 
appropriate balance of academic leadership with community leadership in the 
leadership team will be critical to the success of the OCE. 
 

9) Develop Guidelines on Separating Personal Views from OCE Operations and 
Communications - Adopt an 'Openness for All' policy while maintaining a focus on 
principled, justice-oriented work for the OCE. This would include developing guidelines 
that distinguish between personal opinions and professional responsibilities. 
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2. Mission and Mandate 
 
The OCE’s annual report describes its work as being to “connect McMaster with the greater 
Hamilton community” and learn “how to work together to contribute to the public good”.    
 
The OCE works to build community engagement capacity in multiple ways: through its core 
businesses of community-based teaching and learning, and community-based research and 
relationships. Two of the most notable ways it has worked to build this capacity within the 
university has been through developing principles of community engagement that are unique 
to McMaster, and connecting and catalyzing reciprocal relationships between the university 
and the community. These two benefits appear to be widely acknowledged and valued 
regardless of the level of knowledge about, or direct contact with the OCE. They play a key role 
in building and protecting the university’s reputation, contributing to research access and 
principled capability among students and faculty, and protecting the community (and thus its 
trust in McMaster and McMaster’s reputation) from researchers conducting their work in an 
inauthentic way. 
 
OCE’s five priorities are: building relationships, connecting the dots, building capacity through 
tools, building capacity through programs and building capacity through infrastructure. These 
priorities align with McMaster’s institutional priorities in the following areas.  
 
Inclusive Excellence  
The principles of equity, diversity, inclusion, accessibility appear to deeply permeate every 
aspect of OCE’s work. Developing and promoting community engagement principles are one of 
OCE’s most widely recognized contributions. There is a strong focus on reaching out into the 
community to organizations, particularly grassroots organizations who may be disadvantaged, 
and who are working and/or conducting research in Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and 
Accessibility (EDIA), as well as connecting McMaster researchers to underserved groups and 
organizations. Among other reputational strengths, the OCE’s EDIA orientation (as articulated in 
its principles) means that the OCE is a trusted gateway to the broader McMaster community. 
An important role of the OCE is to invert the hierarchies of knowledge production and build 
bridges through the pillars to address mistrust and ensure care for community partners. Staff 
presence in community (e.g. attending events) is also recognized and appreciated and has been 
important in putting faces to the McMaster name. As noted below, while the social 
justice/advocacy orientation of the office is important for many of its partnerships, it is only 
one of the many ways of approaching community engagement. The OCE may need to consider 
how to nurture relationships with campus and community partners who have other 
understandings of community-engaged work.  
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Teaching and Learning 
OCE’s priority is to encourage investment in principled, reciprocal community-engaged teaching 
and learning that will advance the priorities of students and instructors while also respecting 
the priorities and limits of community partners. This is clearly an area of alignment through 
supporting innovation in learning and teaching beyond the classroom, including the CMTYENGA 
courses, the interdisciplinary minor in community engagement and making a real-world 
difference through community organizations and programs such as those through CityLab. The 
self-study cites examples of the OCE team advising on developing new teaching and learning 
programs or degrees with a significant community-engaged component. It also contributes 
expertise to several communities of practice, partnerships and working groups within and 
beyond the McMaster community in these areas.  
 
OCE predicts that demands will increase over time for consultations on program development 
and having its core courses built into the requirements of other programs, because of their 
pedagogical value, provincial mandates and its strong reputation. As these demands increase, 
there are opportunities to be more engaged with more faculties and in more areas (e.g. 
environment) where its presence may be seen to be low.  
 
Research and Scholarship 
Within the sphere of community-based research, OCE was cited as a national leader by its 
peers, and thus consistent with, and contributing to, the institutional priority of being the “go 
to” place for researchers and collaborators.  The self-study guide also cites that OCE has 
represented McMaster internationally around community-engaged research, provides 
education on knowledge mobilization, and provides financial resources and mentorships for on-
campus and community organizations working on community-engaged research. Projects such 
as the Guidance and Resources for Honoraria, Payments, Stipends, and Gifts in Community 
Research guidelines developed by the OCE provide valuable infrastructure for peers and other 
organizations across the country. 
 
Engaging Local National Indigenous and Global Communities 
As one might expect, there is a strong alignment with McMaster’s institutional priority to 
develop and expand respectful partnerships, collaborators and supporters for mutual benefit 
and OCE’s priorities to build relationships and connect the dots.  
 
In its self-study guide, OCE has identified 866 connections based on the community 
engagement principles and 77 partnerships off and on campus over the last two years. 
Qualitatively, a consistent and persistent theme arising from multiple internal and external 
perspectives was the trusting and reciprocal relationships built between the community and 
the university, with the OCE alternately being described as a bridge, a navigator, a connector 
and a “switchboard” in helping people start a relationship with McMaster, or providing 
McMaster with a connection to communities they would otherwise have difficulty reaching. 
OCE is also well-respected and highly-regarded by its peers nationally, where the office has 
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provided strong leadership and support. As a Canadian host to the Carnegie Classification is 
demonstrating international connections.  

There is no formal mechanism within OCE for Indigenous engagement, though the campus is 
well-resourced in Indigenous education and other initiatives through other units on campus. 
Urban Indigenous communities have not been a major part of OCE activities, with referrals 
made to the McMaster Indigenous Research Institute (MIRI) and the Indigenous Education 
Council for reserve nations and communities. A new staff member is involved with urban 
Indigenous communities and thus activities with the urban Indigenous groups are likely to 
expand in the future. This is a crucial connection locally that should continue to be fostered 
with appropriate support. 

Operational Excellence 
Using outputs as performance indicators OCE cites growing numbers in many areas including 
course enrolment, graduates with an OCE minor, number of relationships developed on and off 
campus, community events, presentations and projects undertaken and completed. The impact 
of these outputs is supported in the self-study with constituent testimonials, as they were in 
the onsite review discussions; however impact does not seem to be widely known within. Since 
the initial MOU between the OCE and the Faculty of Social Sciences was signed in 2020, the 
interdisciplinary minor in community engagement has grown significantly. The need for a new 
MOU that better reflects the current level of activity is acknowledged both in the self-study and 
in the discussions.  
 
Not all OCE offices across the country are centralized, and while support for this model is not 
unanimously shared in the onsite feedback, it appears to be a perceived strength among peers 
in other institutions and one which has allowed them to be flexible to support community 
engagement across campus. While there are “pockets of work” going on that are similar to 
some areas of OCE, centralization appears to play an important role in the cross-pollination and 
diffusion of knowledge and relationships and consistency of research principles, which are 
among the benefits OCE brings to the university.  
 
While OCE is known well throughout Canada, the office and its mandate are not necessarily 
well-known, most relevantly, inside the university. The onsite review revealed that, especially 
at more senior levels, it may be difficult to articulate what OCE does or how they do it. While 
acknowledging that, as a result of COVID etc. the office is still relatively new and “getting its 
feet off the ground,” there is a sentiment that the university is still “learning” how to engage 
with OCE, especially among certain faculties, part of which is attributed to what they perceive 
as an unclear mandate (particularly how OCE can help) and a lower-than-ideal engagement 
with faculty. In addition, there were some concerns about a perceived blurring of the 
distinction between the personal views of individual staff members and the stance of the OCE 
as a unit of the university, which could deter some from fully engaging with the work of the 
office. 
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Notwithstanding these comments, there is agreement that the minor serves an important role, 
and that there are many opportunities and potential for the office to continue to build its role 
and to educate the internal community about its role as a resource (but not a gatekeeper) in 
connecting the community to university. 
 

 
3. Structure, organization, governance, and leadership of the OCE 
 
The leadership, structure, and operation of the OCE are extremely well aligned with the 
community-engaged mission and mandate of McMaster. The OCE is a key bridge between 
McMaster and the broader community. A major challenge faced by the leadership of the OCE is 
the delicate balance needed to achieve openness to a very broad community while supporting 
community partners through advocacy. Unfortunately, recent advocacy efforts by the 
leadership of the OCE have made some members of the university community uncomfortable in 
working with the OCE. The leaders need to recognize that people in the university and broader 
community find it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to separate public statements made by 
leaders from the positions of the OCE itself. While we steadfastly defend the academic freedom 
of the leadership who hold tenured faculty appointments to express their viewpoints, concerns 
were raised about personal advocacy hindering the openness to everyone that is needed for 
the effective operation of the OCE.   
 
The resources are generally adequate for the current mandate. The co-academic lead structure 
is an advantage but also a challenge because of the limited time of each co-lead to the OCE and 
the lack of a single voice. From the site visit, we learned that the advantage of the co-lead 
structure is most prominent when one of the co-leads is an academic and the other is from the 
community; these two perspectives can provide incredible synergies that are critical to the 
mission of the OCE. Additionally, the reporting structure of the Senior Manager is not clear in 
the self-study, but it was confirmed in the visit that the Senior Manager has a dotted line to the 
Vice-Provost Teaching and Learning.  
 
The office staff have the advantage of being very collaborative and able to bridge research and 
teaching interests. They also can help repair community relationships that may have been 
damaged through multiple points of contact or unreasonable expectations of university faculty 
members and units. 
 
The interdisciplinary minor is a unique and excellent program with a current enrolment of 
approximately 350 students, but managing the program seems to be a significant responsibility 
that may warrant additional or separate resources such as an academic departmental structure. 
As a central university office, the OCE needs to focus its resources on broad impact for 
McMaster and the community. Although the interdisciplinary minor is very important and 
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needs to be nurtured for growth, the resources of the OCE may be better targeted to initiatives 
that involve more students, staff, and faculty throughout the university.  

 
The administrative processes are effective for the operation of the OCE. Decisions are made 
collaboratively with staff working with the Senior Manager and the Co-Academic Leads. The 
OCE is very engaged with the local community and has good connections with many in the 
McMaster community. Broader engagement and visibility within the McMaster community 
would be beneficial but this would require more resources and/or support from other units. 

 
The OCE measures its success by recording the number of students and partners involved in its 
programs. However, the most important measure of the significance of the OCE is through 
stories of those who work with the OCE. As mentioned in the self-study, “what the Office of 
Community Engagement has learned through our endeavours is how important community-
engaged work cannot be understood only in terms of numbers. Rather, we have committed to 
telling the stories of how a principled approach can achieve impact, beautiful lasting, 
relationships, and create new imaginaries and foundations for a better world through 
community-engaged teaching, learning, research, and relationships.” Many positive stories of 
impact are included in the self-study report from students, faculty members, staff, and 
community members. The impact of these stories cannot be underestimated.  At a time when 
the relevance of universities to society is being questioned by many, the work of the OCE is an 
exemplar of how the research of McMaster can be a crucible for community capacity building 
that truly serves the needs of citizens rather than traditional academic metrics that are often 
only valuable to other academics. The OCE should endeavour to develop more systematic ways 
of demonstrating the importance of the OCE’s work and achievement of their goals that would 
include an appropriate balance of both qualitative and quantitative measures. 

 
As mentioned earlier, the OCE is an essential bridge between McMaster and the local 
community. Additionally, the OCE is a leader in Canada and employs national networks such as 
the Canadian Carnegie Classification for Community Engagement (CCCCE) to demonstrate best 
practices in community-engaged research and teaching and learning. The OCE is the leader and 
host for the CCCCE. In our meeting with representatives from community engagement offices in 
other universities in Canada, the OCE was unanimously praised for its leadership and 
establishment of best practices. 
 
 
4. Services, supports, and programs offered by the OCE 
 
4.1 The strengths from connecting research, relationships and teaching 
Interviews conducted during the on-site review and materials from the self-study guide 
identified that the Office of Community Engagement (OCE) has been highly effective at 
integrating its research relationships and undergraduate teaching. The OCE is clearly driven by a 
service commitment to McMaster undergraduate students and the Hamilton community in 
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supporting the development of research capacity and the brokering of research relationships, 
as well as the design and delivery of relevant undergraduate programming focused on 
experiential and “integrated” learning opportunities. The office’s support of faculty research 
and graduate training is less obvious. 
 
During interviews, the OCE staff and other interviewees noted that the current integrated 
approach creates a strong “central point of connection for both students and community 
members,” offering a multi-faceted “front door” that enhances the overall effectiveness of 
community engagement across the university. They also identified that by centralizing these 
services into a single office, they reduced confusion regarding whom to approach in the 
university as well as helped to mitigate organizational “fatigue” in community partners (who 
were previously being approached by multiple groups from within the university) and create a 
“known entry point” for community organizations into the university. 
 
The self-study guide praised the OCE co-director model (i.e., combining leadership with 
expertise in both research and teaching), ensuring that both core areas receive focused 
attention while maintaining an interconnected and interdisciplinary approach. It allows for the 
development of initiatives that simultaneously advance research and teaching objectives.  
The Research Shop provides a good example of the OCE’s success in connecting research, 
relationships, and learning - it provides practical research support to community organizations 
while allowing undergraduate students to bridge theoretical knowledge with real-world 
problem-solving. As one interviewee from the on-site review noted, these undergraduate 
opportunities “have attracted students that are change makers. They want to change the 
world. McMaster offers this opportunity.” As identified by the OCE Student Ambassador group, 
this experience prepares students to address real-world challenges they may face in their 
future careers. Community partners also spoke of the benefits of accessing research teams to 
answer critical questions that they do not have the organizational capacity to respond, as well 
as their greater willingness to hire McMaster alumni having had these positive experiences with 
students. 
 
The OCE’s development of resources, such as handbooks and guides on best practices for 
community engagement, also directly supports and raises the capacity of both faculty and 
students to integrate principled community engagement into their research and teaching 
practices.  
 
It is important to note that the effectiveness of combining these three areas is contingent on 
the Academic Directors (ADs) having sufficient time to invest in aligning interests and programs. 
The ADs bring unique skill sets to their respective positions, yet they also complement and build 
on each other, creating a much clearer and nuanced understanding of community engaged 
research, as well as shaping the OCE’s ability to support research, relationship building, and 
teaching. During the on-site review, both ADs noted that they play many important roles, some 
of which are not recognized in the job position. They further noted that they are already 



  

 11 

Final Report – Office of Community Engagement Review 2024 

stretched to capacity (this issue was further raised by OCE staff members and senior McMaster 
administrators) and that the 1.5 days per week commitment was insufficient and potentially 
limiting the full potential of the office. This might be the reason for the focus on developing 
research relationships and undergraduate programming – there is simply not enough time to 
succeed in all aspects of the office’s objectives. 
 
Recommendations1: 

• Continue to support the success of the Interdisciplinary Minor in Community 
Engagement and the Research Shop.  

• Examine the potential to expand opportunities for students, including graduate 
students, to engage in community-based research across various disciplines, with 
the OCE leading this initiative.  

• Re-examine the research portfolio. Graduate students might be relatively easily to 
bring into the OCE’s operations (see recommendations in Section 4.3 below). 
Directly supporting faculty research is inherently difficult. Indirectly supporting these 
researchers through providing awards and grants, letters of support and 
opportunities for knowledge mobilization provides clear value. These opportunities 
(many of them already existing) need to be more clearly articulated and 
communicated. 

• Consider increasing the time commitment of Academic Directors (ADs) beyond the 
current 1.5 days per week, given that they are already stretched to capacity. This 
might be achieved by reducing other academic commitments. 

• Recognize and formalize the expanded roles that ADs play beyond their official job 
descriptions. This could involve updating job descriptions or creating new positions 
to support their expanded responsibilities.  

 
4.2 Sharing the impact of OCE’s work with community partners, students, staff, faculty, and 
senior administration 
The OCE supports a broad set of initiatives and tools to engage the campus community and 
share its impact. They organize workshops, webinars, and produce a newsletter that promote 
principled community-engaged research and associated teaching practices. The CONNECTION 
Program facilitates partnerships between campus and local Hamilton community organizations, 
providing tools and resources to address needs, particularly in response to challenges 
presented by COVID-19. The annual Community-Engaged Research Day and the Community-
Engaged Research Community of Practice are also critical tools for sharing impact as they bring 
together over 600 partners to discuss collaborative strategies for shared challenges. 
 
In addition to the more traditional forms of campus engagement, the ADs also noted that "the 
OCE picks up a lot of very difficult issues that are intrinsic to the modern university and the 

 
1 It is important to note that the OCE ADs and staff are working at full capacity, so presenting a series of 
recommendations that request additional programs is not an effective way of moving forward without suitable 
resourcing. 
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issues that they struggle with and increasingly battle against," including tackling growing racism 
throughout the region and justice-oriented research. The OCE’s collaboration with the Equity 
and Inclusion Office in these matters is important because both units possess expertise to 
tackle challenges that other university units may find difficult to address. 
 
The OCE publishes annual reports and impact assessments, highlighting outcomes through both 
quantitative metrics and qualitative assessments. The Research Shop program produces plain-
language research reports for partners. Undergraduate student researchers are also 
encouraged to publish the results of their research in student peer-reviewed journals. 
Despite these initiatives, the OCE needs to address the need for more effective sharing of 
impact. Several community interviewees from the site visit identified significant project 
successes, some of which have been building over long time periods (for example, how work 
initially undertaken by students as part of the CityLAB program culminated in the 
pedestrianization of two streets in downtown Hamilton), that should be more effectively 
communicated and celebrated. Interviewees also noted that in both the CityLAB and Research 
Shop initiatives “knowledge mobilization efforts are scattered.” 
 
There is a requirement for the OCE to more effectively communicate the value, scope, and 
impact of their work to senior administration. The McMaster leadership team clearly identified 
that the OCE needs to engage better with Faculties, and deans, in particular, and across all 
senior leadership positions, especially the Equity and Inclusion Office (EIO). The OCE needs to 
clearly articulate its value to community, faculty, and students and be focused on delivering its 
mandate. There was some confusion, especially among the McMaster senior administration, 
about this mandate.  
 
Recommendations: 

• The OCE needs to develop a clear mandate together with and acceptable to all its 
stakeholders, including community partners, students, staff, faculty, and senior 
administration. 

• Communicate and celebrate OCE project impacts and successes. Give special 
attention to students involved in projects and identify other key faculty members 
across the university involved in these initiatives. 

• Develop an online platform to showcase community engagement projects, research 
findings, and best practices. This would facilitate knowledge sharing both within the 
university and with community partners. 

• Use this same online platform to track and manage community engagement 
activities across research, teaching, and relationship-building (perhaps this 
recommendation is already being addressed through the implementation of Yaffle). 

• Develop and implement a targeted communication strategy to articulate the OCE's 
value proposition across all levels of the institution, with particular attention to 
ensuring that senior administration is aware of initiatives and impacts. 
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4.3 OCE response to requests from community and campus 
During the on-site review, it became clear that one of the principal strengths of the OCE was its 
ability to listen and respond to the needs of community organizations. One interviewee from 
the community noted that the OCE “acts as a switchboard. McMaster is huge and inaccessible. 
The OCE is an entry point to bring people into the McMaster ecosystem.” 
 
The OCE team monitors issues and opportunities by attending community, faculty, and major 
McMaster events and identifying priorities to support. OCE members sit on a number of 
different community organization boards. However, OCE staff noted that they take care not to 
step on pre-existing community-based efforts and relationships, especially in areas of 
Indigenous programming and relationships. Staff also noted that they were very cautious about 
not acting as gatekeepers into the community nor back into the university; they are 
demonstrably supportive of other community-based relationships unrelated to the OCE. 
 
Because the OCE acts as an entry point to McMaster, they are responding to a substantial 
number of requests from community organizations. For instance, the CityLAB team identifies 
specific research needs requested by the city. Upon establishing these requirements, they 
contact the OCE, which then leverages its Community of Practice network to find the most 
suitable match for the project. 
 
It is significant to note that the OCE offers continuity for community partners. Because they 
have been in place for eight years, they have established trust and a reputation among 
organizations throughout Hamilton. Staff noted that a significant component of their work is to 
continue to scaffold and expand this network of relationships. However, they also noted that 
the OCE is currently overwhelmed with requests from community organizations to provide 
research support and student labour. This is especially evident in the high demand for 
engagement with the Research Shop. 
 
Much of the success in reaching into the community is built around the pre-existing and 
ongoing networks and experiences of the individuals who work in the office. This was apparent 
during the on-site review in the way that the OCE knowledge broker identified themselves as 
both a university staff member and community member. This is clearly a strength, but also 
potentially a weakness because staff may prioritize existing connections that were built over 
the years through both personal and professional relationships. Also, if there is staff turnover, 
there will potentially be an impact on project and relational continuity. One community 
organization leader also noted that they would like to see greater coordination around having 
research questions addressed, implying that not all research questions can be supported by the 
existing knowledge base and network within the OCE. 
 
OCE staff were proud that every faculty across the campus has at least one member involved 
with the office. They are now starting to facilitate inter-faculty networking. In terms of 
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facilitating collaboration, the OCE has established a robust network through developing the 
Community-Engaged Research Community of Practice.  
 
OCE staff also noted that they work extensively with other units throughout the university (the 
library, Wilson College, the Faculty of Science and the Department of Social Work were among 
the many units mentioned). They identified that they were already well connected across 
campus, and when knowledge gaps emerged, they could reach out to relevant units to help 
bridge those gaps. However, it was noted by several interviewees that the OCE needed to 
better engage and support both faculty members and graduate students. In response to this, 
the ADs noted that the OCE is currently exploring opportunities to better engage with graduate 
students. They propose to do this through developing experiential opportunities as well as a 
graduate-level certificate in community engaged research for these students.  
 
It was noted several times during interviews that there are many courses being taught and 
projects being undertaken with a considerable community-engaged research component that 
are neither captured in the minor degree nor brokered by the OCE. It was noted in several of 
the on-site review interviews that because of the broader university desire for more 
experiential learning opportunities, there was variable quality in the courses being offered. 
Community interviewees stated that the consequences of not having a clear set of principles 
around how to conduct CER in an equitable and reciprocal way will lead to community "pushing 
back" and ultimately impact McMaster's reputation. The academic director of teaching and 
learning has already been closely involved in curricula development across other faculties and 
the OCE has the skills and experience to play a significant role in ensuring that future 
experiential learning opportunities are well designed. Of note, the Science Faculty has worked 
closely with the OCE to co-develop curricula; this is because of the relationship between 
community-engaged research and students noting this research in their medical school 
applications.  
 
Finally, while the OCE has strong local and national connections, senior administration noted 
that there may be opportunities to develop more robust international community engagement 
programs or exchanges. The OCE could look to building connections with the McMaster Office 
of International Affairs, the Global Health Office and other international initiatives on campus. 
 
Recommendations: 

• Implement a formal intake system to manage and prioritize requests from 
community organizations and campus stakeholders. 

• Create clear criteria for evaluating and accepting projects to ensure equitable 
distribution of resources. Perhaps, consider training students in the Ambassador 
program to assist with initial request screenings and project matching. 

• Consider developing a centralized database of faculty expertise and interests to 
facilitate quicker matching of community needs with academic resources. 
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• Accelerate the development of the proposed graduate-level certificate in 
community engagement. 

• Create specific opportunities for graduate students (for example a small scholarship 
program) to participate in and lead community-engaged research projects. 

• Develop a centralized platform for community organizations to submit research 
questions and for faculty/students to browse and select projects. Implement a 
tracking system to ensure timely responses and follow-ups on research requests. 

• Give the OCE a clearer role to help ensure that experiential and capstone-based 
courses in departments and faculties across McMaster are planned and delivered in 
ethical and principled ways. 

• Explore opportunities to broaden the OCE’s network into international spaces and 
work with international students. 

 
4.4 How does the OCE work with supports provided by faculties and other units on campus? 
There appears to be tensions between the OCE and the Faculty of Social Sciences regarding 
several operational processes. The OCE's approach to marketing its programs to students 
differs from the Faculty's standard practices. The minor also primarily relies on sessional 
instructors for course delivery, which leads to complications around how the OCE manages its 
job postings. The OCE also operates outside of typical academic timelines, causing scheduling 
conflicts and administrative challenges. 
 
Despite these tensions, Faculty of Social Sciences members acknowledge that OCE courses are 
very popular among students. When the OCE signed its MOU with Social Sciences in 2020, the 
minor offered three courses and taught fewer than 100 students per year. In the 2024-2025 
academic year, this number has risen to 353 students. The courses are becoming well-known to 
students because of their unique instruction methods, content, and delivery style. However, 
this uniqueness also contributes to the complexity of course administration and integration into 
broader Faculty processes. 
 
The underlying issue appears to stem from the OCE's position outside the normal departmental 
structure. This non-traditional arrangement creates several challenges. It becomes difficult for 
the OCE to engage meaningfully in resource discussions typically held with the Dean at the 
Faculty level. The Faculty of Social Sciences struggles to accommodate the OCE's unique needs 
within its established systems and processes. The OCE's cross-disciplinary approach may also 
not fit neatly into the Faculty's focus. Despite its small size, the OCE's activities related to its 
minor are described as overly time-consuming and potentially straining Faculty resources. 
 
Some stakeholders articulated the perception that the OCE has expressed individual staff 
member’s personal viewpoints as if they represent the office’s stance. This might deter some 
students from engaging with the OCE's programs and initiatives. The challenge lies in 
maintaining the OCE's community engagement mission while ensuring it remains an inclusive 
space for all students, regardless of personal viewpoints. 
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Recommendations: 

• Establish clear communication channels by creating regularized opportunities for 
dialogue between the OCE and the Dean of the Faculty of Social Sciences to address 
operational concerns.  

• Work collaboratively to develop standardized procedures for marketing, course 
delivery, and job postings that satisfy both OCE and Faculty of Social Sciences 
requirements.  

• Support a more flexible scheduling framework that can accommodate the OCE's 
unique timeline needs while still aligning with broader Faculty schedules. 

• Conduct a comprehensive review of the OCE's resource needs and explore ways to 
integrate these into the Faculty's budgeting process.  

• Develop guidelines to ensure the separation of personal views from OCE operations 
and communications to maintain openness for all students, while retaining its focus 
on principled justice-oriented research. 

 
 
5.  The way in which OCE provides support to, receives support from, or collaborates with: 
 
a) Senior Administration, Faculty Deans, Faculty, Students, Staff  
 
Based on the self-study, the connections to deans, faculty, and students seem very strong but 
the report provides less information about connections to the President and the Vice-
Presidents. During the on-site interviews, however, the engagement of the deans with the OCE 
did not seem particularly strong. Most deans did not have significant interactions or knowledge 
of the OCE, even if their Faculty had good interactions. The deans mentioned that the OCE 
reports to them annually, but the discussion was mainly about the successes of the OCE rather 
than ways that the deans could assist the OCE in enhancing its programming. There is a need 
for clear communication about the OCE's vision and goals and active engagement with the 
Faculties to understand where they want to go and how they plan to get there. Instead of 
attending the Provost's Council once a year to give a presentation, learning about the pain 
points and understanding what prevents progress would be more helpful. This approach would 
help seek input about the direction and address the real needs. The strongest interactions for 
the OCE appear to be with associate deans, vice-provosts, faculty members, and students who 
are actively participating with the OCE. Broader knowledge of the work of the OCE across the 
whole university would be beneficial. Part of the problem seems to relate to marketing. For 
example, many people know about the Research Shop or CityLAB but do not necessarily 
recognize those activities as part of the OCE. 
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b) Other University groups, units and offices engaged in community-engaged initiatives 
 
The engagement of the OCE with most other University groups involved in community 
engagement is very strong. The OCE is less involved with the Business and Engineering 
Faculties, whose extensive community engagement activities often focus on providing 
employment-related experiential activities for their students.  
 
Some examples of strong collaborations include the ExCEL Group and CityLAB. The ExCEL Group 
is an important and innovative way to collaborate across the Faculties with connections to the 
OCE. As a result of the innovation, the group has produced a digital textbook  
(https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/communityengagedlearningatmcmaster/). Although 
the group has not met for the past year, it would be important to nurture this transdisciplinary 
group. CityLAB is very positive for community engagement with great opportunities with 
significant involvement with the City of Hamilton in a wide variety of topics.   
 
The OCE’s work is very important and relevant to the work of the Associate Vice-President, 
Research (Society & Impact). With that AVP role being very new, the exact relationship is still 
under development. We would encourage active coordination between the AVP and the OCE. 
 
The OCE has a “birds-eye view” of the community engagement landscape both in the 
community and at McMaster, which is critical to success for the university. The OCE acts as an 
open “front door” for the community to engage with McMaster as capacity builders and 
networkers, not gatekeepers, helping researchers develop principled community-engaged 
projects.  Such a role is very important and appropriate. 
 
One participant emphasized the importance of the OCE to these groups, stating that McMaster 
“would be moving backwards without the OCE” in community engagement.  
 

 
c) Local, regional and national community-engaged organizations and associations. 
 
The approach of the OCE is generally very effective with both internal and external 
relationships. The OCE has many strong connections in the community and also with faculty, 
staff, and students at McMaster who are involved in community engagement. More 
widespread knowledge of the OCE’s activities at McMaster would be beneficial to the OCE, 
their work, and McMaster as a whole (also see Section 5(a)).  

 
The role of the OCE appears to be well known in the external community but not understood as 
clearly within McMaster. Some of the internal issues were mentioned in Section 5(a). Clarifying 
the mission of the OCE would be beneficial. The main point needing clarification is the 
geographical area defined by community engagement. Much of the activity of the OCE 
currently relates to the local Hamilton area, but it is not clear if this is done by design. Some 

https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/communityengagedlearningatmcmaster/
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Faculties, such as Health Sciences, have much broader (and more regional) geographical areas 
of influence, and it is unclear if the OCE mission covers or should cover such a broader 
geographical area. It was also mentioned that many of the tenets and best practices of 
community engagement can also be applied more broadly to Indigenous and global 
engagement.  
 
6. OCE’s grant programs  
 
The OCE’s budget is managed by the Senior Manager in collaboration with the two co-academic 
directors. Most of the budget (72%) is allocated to staffing, 26% to running the office, and 2.5% 
to support research through grants (drawn from the operational budget) offered by the OCE. 
 
Both the self-study document and the on-site visit indicated that the granting programs 
through the OCE appear to be having a positive impact. In fact, their efforts to financially 
support research are laudable given the limited size of the budget available for these initiatives. 
Understandably, the granting side of the OCE’s operation are insufficiently resourced to fully 
respond to all community needs and faculty/student research programs.  
 
The OCE administers two main grant funding programs: the Community-Campus Catalyst Grant 
program (up to $1,000 per recipient) and the President’s Award for Community-Engaged 
Research (PACER) award ($10,000 per recipient). The Catalyst Grants are designed to support 
newly formed and early-stage campus-community partnerships and projects initiated by 
McMaster University faculty, staff, and students. This program has supported over 40 projects 
since 2018. The PACER award recognizes action-based research taking place in Southwestern 
Ontario that demonstrate excellence in campus-community partnerships and commitment to 
the Principles of Community Engagement. This has had 8 recipients since 2018. During the site 
visit, one interviewee, a recipient of the PACER award operating on a satellite campus, noted 
how important the award was for their research as it helped bring attention to the work that 
McMaster was doing beyond Hamilton. 
 
While the OCE appears to manage these funding programs effectively, there is limited 
information on specific processes for prioritizing funding allocations or evaluating the return on 
investment for different initiatives. Additionally, the self-study report and interviews with the 
OCE staff suggest that there have been efforts to lobby for enhanced budgets (with some 
success for the 2025/26 academic year), indicating that current financial resources are 
stretched.  
 
It is important to note in comparison, other institutions have larger funding programs to 
directly support community-university partnerships in research. For example, the University of 
British Columbia's Community-University Engagement Support Fund awarded over $700,000 to 
30 projects in a single year (2024). 
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Recommendations: 
• Seek additional budget allocations to specifically support research programs that align 

with McMaster's broader strategic priorities. Initially launch a pilot program to evaluate 
the impact. 

• Explore external grant opportunities specifically to support longer-term community 
engagement initiatives. This might be better achieved outside of traditional tri-council 
funding streams and might target local foundations. The OCE might approach the 
McMaster Committee on External Engagement & Advancement and the Giving to 
McMaster team on how best to proceed. 

• Develop partnerships with the McMaster alumni community to explore funding new 
programs. 

 
 
7. Concluding Thoughts  
 
The OCE serves as a crucial bridge between McMaster University and the greater Hamilton 
community. It demonstrably contributes to the public good and creates regional relevance for 
the university. Through its core activities of community-based teaching, learning, research, and 
relationship-building, the OCE has successfully developed meaningful and lasting capacity for 
community engagement. These contributions are widely recognized and valued, regardless of 
the level of direct contact with the OCE. 
 
The OCE has many strengths. It has developed and nurtured strong reciprocal relationships 
between the local Hamilton community and McMaster, implemented an ethical approach to 
community engagement and scholarship, and gained recognition as a Canadian leader in 
university community engagement. The office is clearly committed to inclusive excellence, it 
oversees a growing interdisciplinary undergraduate minor in community engagement, and 
provides expertise in facilitating community-based research and scholarship both on and off 
campus. 
 
However, this review has identified several areas where the OCE might improve its operations 
and impact. The review team recommend undertaking a participatory process that clarifies the 
OCE's mandate and role within McMaster, developing and implementing a formal 
communication strategy, enhancing relationships with senior leadership at McMaster, and 
raising the OCE's profile within the university community.  
 
The review team acknowledges and commends the dedication and hard work of the OCE staff, 
co-directors, and all those who participated in the review process. Their collective efforts have 
positioned the OCE as a valuable asset to both McMaster University and the broader Hamilton 
community. 


	2025-April-14-OCE Review Team Report Final.pdf
	1. Executive Summary
	2. Mission and Mandate
	3. Structure, organization, governance, and leadership of the OCE
	4. Services, supports, and programs offered by the OCE
	5.  The way in which OCE provides support to, receives support from, or collaborates with:
	6. OCE’s grant programs
	7. Concluding Thoughts


