
133Revista de Educación, 402. October-December 2023, pp. 133-166 
Received: 28-08-2022    Accepted: 11-05-2023

Community engagement: A bibliometric  
analysis in the university context

Community engagement: Un análisis  
bibliométrico en el contexto universitario

https://doi.org/10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2023-402-598
Sebastián Araya-Pizarro
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5857-8441
Universidad de La Serena

Nando Verelst
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0957-767X
Universidad de La Serena

Abstract
Modern universities have the task of transferring skills, knowledge and val-

ues, that serves the students to engage with societal and environment chal-
lenges. This research aims to examine the research landscape in the field of 
university-community engagement. Methodology: A longitudinal descriptive 
bibliometric examination of the scientific literature published during the period 
2017-2021, was applied. Data were obtained through the search in the Scopus 
and Web of Science databases, using the PRISMA declaration for systematic 
reviews. Bibliometric indicators were calculated to describe the production, dis-
persion, distribution and growth of the articles. Through bibliometric mapping, 
the co-occurrence networks of the most used terms and citations were explored. 
A thematic analysis was also performed using the categorization scheme of 
Callon et al. (1991). To analyze the data, the Bibliometrix R package and the 
Biblioshiny application were used, and the VOSviewer software were used to 
visualize the outputs of the network analysis. Results: There were 404 articles, 
which received 431 citations, mostly from the United States of America (277), 
with an average of 8 citations per document. The annual growth of the literature 
was 29%, with an exponential adjustment trend (R2= .93). Most of the authors 
published only one article (93%), mostly in the areas of education and health. 

https://doi.org/10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2023-402-598
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5857-8441
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0957-767X


134

Araya-Pizarro, S., Verelst, N. Community engagement: A bibliometric analysis in the university context

Revista de Educación, 402. October-December 2023, pp. 133-166 
Received: 28-08-2022    Accepted: 11-05-2023

Eight thematic clusters were found, distributed into motors, basics, niche and 
emerging topics. Conclusions: The study confirms a growing scientific produc-
tion on community engagement, which is concentrated in few journals and 
numerous authors. Various topics are denoted (such as community engage-
ment and development, service learning, and community-based participatory 
research) that have relevant implications for universities, higher education insti-
tutions and policymakers.

Keywords: community engagement, bibliometric analysis, university, Scopus, 
Web of Science.

Resumen
Las universidades modernas tienen la tarea de transferir habilidades, cono-

cimientos y valores que permitan al estudiantado lograr un mayor compromiso 
con los desafíos de la sociedad y el medio ambiente. Esta investigación tiene 
como objetivo analizar el panorama investigativo del vínculo universidad-comu-
nidad (community engagement). Metodología: Se aplicó un examen biblio-
métrico descriptivo longitudinal de la literatura científica publicada durante el 
periodo 2005-2021. Los datos fueron obtenidos mediante la búsqueda en las 
bases de datos Scopus y Web of Science, empleando la declaración PRISMA para 
revisiones sistemáticas. Se calcularon indicadores bibliométricos para describir la 
producción, dispersión, distribución y crecimiento de los artículos. A través del 
mapeo bibliométrico, se exploraron las redes de coocurrencia de los términos 
claves más utilizados. También se realizó un examen temático mediante el esque-
ma de categorización de Callon et al. (1991). Para analizar los datos se utilizó el 
paquete Bibliometrix R y la aplicación Biblioshiny y, para la visualización de las 
salidas del análisis de red se usó el programa VOSviewer. Resultados: Hubo 404 
artículos, que fueron publicados en 262 revistas, provenientes mayormente de 
Estados Unidos (277), con un promedio de 8 citas por documento. El crecimien-
to anual de la literatura fue de 29%, con una tendencia de ajuste exponencial 
(R2= .93). La mayoría de los autores publicó solo un artículo (93%) en las áreas 
de educación y salud. Se hallaron 8 clústeres temáticos distribuidos en tópicos 
motores, básicos, de nicho y emergentes. Conclusiones: El estudio confirma una 
producción científica creciente sobre community engagement, que se concentra 
en pocas revistas y numerosos autores. Se denotan diversos tópicos (como el 
compromiso y desarrollo comunitario, el aprendizaje-servicio y la investigación 
participativa basada en la comunidad) que tienen implicaciones relevantes para 
universidades, instituciones de educación superior y responsables de políticas 
públicas.

Palabras clave: community engagement, análisis bibliométrico, universidad, 
Scopus, Web of Science.
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Introduction

There is a growing demand for the review and reform of educational cur-
ricula in higher education, with the purpose of moving towards a more 
globalized and integral formation, according with the challenges inher-
ent to the sustainable development of humanity (Chen, 2021; Zapp & 
Lerch, 2020). Thus, higher education institutions (HEIs) have the task of 
transferring skills, knowledge, and values that allow students and future 
professionals to achieve a significant link with social and environmental 
needs (Robertson, 2021).

In the academic context, community engagement (CE) seeks to estab-
lish a sustainable, holistic, and reciprocal relationship between academia 
and the community (Sheila et al., 2021). This relationship is materialized 
through the execution of relevant research projects for community stake-
holders (Machimana et al., 2021) and active learning activities that encour-
age student engagement with diverse communities (Bidandi et al., 2021). 
In this regard, universities have the potential to contribute to the develop-
ment of social (relational) capital through actions of creation and knowl-
edge transfer in the different disciplinary fields in which they operate 
(Breznitz & Feldman, 2012; Johnston & Lane, 2018). Specially, considering 
that the notion of “engaged university” has been distinguished as a plau-
sible model for higher education (Dougnac, 2016; Johnston et al., 2021).

Despite the transversal recognition of the importance of CE, its devel-
opment in the university activity is still incipient (Bidandi et al., 2021) 
and its relevance, as a research topic, is recent. This provides the oppor-
tunity to build a broad and detailed overview of academic research on 
CE that synthesizes the state of the art, trends over time, key topics, and 
future trends in this area.

Bibliometric analysis, on the other hand, is a method for studying 
large volumes of scientific data based on semantic units such as key-
words, and production units such as countries, institutions, journals, and 
authors (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; Donthu et al., 2021). In addition, it has 
the potential to define relevant trends and themes (both primary and 
emerging) through the application of scientific mapping techniques, pro-
viding a general view of the field of study (Callon et al., 1991).

This article aims to analyze the research landscape on the study of 
community engagement in universities, based on the bibliometric review 
of the two leading bibliographic databases in the world: Web of Science 
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(WoS) and Scopus (Zhu & Liu, 2020). The analysis horizon includes the 
last 17 years (2005-2021), a period in which a continuous production of 
scientific research on the subject is observed. In this way, it is expected to 
contribute to the understanding of the university-community engagement 
phenomenon with bibliometric evidence; a prominent topic, but charac-
terized by heterogeneity in its conceptualization and territorial theoreti-
cal development (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020; Dougnac, 2016).

Literature review

Community engagement is a collaborative work process with a group or 
groups of people to meet their needs or improve their well-being (Levin 
et al., 2021). According to Johnston and Lane (2018), this process is inti-
mately linked to the concept of relational capital, a fundamental resource 
for the functioning of a democratic society.

In this line, universities CE is a topic that is gaining global relevance 
(Groark & McCall, 2018). It is understood as a process that brings togeth-
er actors from civic associations and non-profit organizations, public 
institutions, private organizations, and universities, to form sustainable 
relationships aimed at improving the collective well-being of community 
stakeholders through collaborative actions and programs. Examples of 
such actions include project-based learning, service-learning, and applied 
research on socially relevant topics (Unger & Polt, 2017).

For this reason, it is argued that the systematic application of CE actions 
by universities strengthens their social responsibility since, by addressing 
the local and regional concerns of the territory, institutions manifest their 
commitment to the sustainable development of a country. Likewise, CE con-
tributes to improving students' academic, social and employability skills, 
through active learning strategies (Bhatnagar et al., 2020; Mbah et al., 2021).

Although there is no global consensus on what are the basic dimen-
sions that determine the university-community link, it is important to 
note that the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) established 16 
minimum quality indicators that serve as benchmarks to guide the devel-
opment of CE programs and actions in humanitarian contexts (Figure 
I). Other reference frameworks for CE have also been proposed, mainly 
in the health area, which share elements with the model proposed by 
UNICEF (Lavery et al., 2010; McNaughton & Duong, 2014; UNICEF, 2020).
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FIGURE I. UNICEF minimum quality standards for community engagement

Source: UNICEF (2020).

Regarding higher education and university management, different 
studies have systematized and analyzed topics such as university-indus-
try collaboration and entrepreneurial universities (Forliano et al., 2021; 
Skute et al., 2019; Zavale & Langa, 2018). The article by Compagnucci 
and Spigarelli (2020) stands out by examining the concept of the third 
university mission (contribution to the community and territories) and 
concluding that the university-community engagement must necessar-
ily be interpreted as a bidirectional and dialogic process with the com-
munities. Additionally, the authors highlight the high heterogeneity 
existing in the concepts involved, the interpretation of their function, 
the way in which they can be addressed, and the impacts they can 
generate.

On the other hand, the theoretical proposal of Bender (2008) recog-
nizes three general roles of higher education institutions (teaching and 
learning, research, and community service) that are connected through 
interaction interfaces and incorporate the community as a preponderant 
factor, conforming a model that defines general CE strategies consistent 
with the functions of HEIs (Figure II).
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FIGURE II. Theoretical model of CE in higher education

Source: Bender (2008).

In this sense, it is relevant to mention that the concept of Community 
Engagement involves the processes of linking organizations with com-
munities, community participation in activities of general interest, and 
institutional commitment to the sustainable development of the commu-
nity and territory (Richardson et al., 2021).

Moreover, some articles have explored the CE research field through 
bibliometric analysis, although mostly limited to the health area. Overall, 
all of these studies highlight the importance of joint working between 
public institutions, leaders, and community members towards a goal of 
common interest. For example, Yuan et al. (2021) examined, through 
bibliometric mapping techniques on the Web of Science, the literature 
on CE in public health. Gilmore et al. (2020) and Osborne et al. (2021) 
reviewed the field of CE in relation to strategies for preventing infectious 
diseases. Among the databases consulted by these authors are the Web of 
Science (Osborne et al., 2021) and Scopus (Gilmore et al., 2020). On the 
other hand, Ryan et al. (2020) explored, in Web of Science, Scopus, and 
other directories, the linkage of institutions with the community for natu-
ral disaster preparedness. In this way, this study provides updated and 
significant information on CE from a different and underexplored area, 
university education, based on the review of Web of Science and Scopus 
repositories, platforms widely highlighted for their visibility, scope, and 
international recognition.
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Method

The methodological process was based on the standardized workflow 
proposed by Zupic and Čater (2015), which establishes a procedure of 
five sequential phases: study design, data collection, data analysis, data 
visualization, and data interpretation.

The study design is based on a quantitative approach, descriptive type 
and longitudinal scope. To measure the current state of the field of study on 
CE and its development over time, a bibliometric analysis and network map-
ping of the literature published during the period 2005-2021 was applied.

Data was collected by searching the two most recognized bibliograph-
ic databases worldwide, WoS and Scopus (Zhu & Liu, 2020), using the 
PRISMA statement for systematic reviews (Moher et al., 2009). In phase 1 
involved the search for articles took place; in phase 2 duplicate publica-
tions were removed; and in phase 3, articles that did not meet the inclu-
sion criteria were discarded. Article eligibility parameters were decided 
in phase 4, focusing on the premise that they were documents written 
in English that dealt with the university CE. The review in WoS yielded 
158 documents, while Scopus yielded 558. The search was conducted on 
August 5th, 2022. Both datasets were merged using a script written in R lan-
guage, leaving the final database composed of 404 documents (Figure III).

FIGURE III. Study selection flow according to the PRISMA Declaration

Source: Compiled by author.
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The search and selection strategy were carried out through the application 
of Boolean terms (“university” OR “community engagement”) AND (“com-
munity engagement” OR “community participation” OR “community involve-
ment” OR “community consultation”), using titles and keywords. This is in 
line with the work developed by Yuan et al. (2021). The option to incorporate 
only studies in English is based on the difficulty of articulating an accurate 
translation of the Anglo-Saxon concept engagement (Dougnac, 2016).

The inclusion criteria used were: 1) empirical studies published in scien-
tific journals; 2) scientific articles that were in their final publication stage; 
3) articles published from January 1, 2005 to December 31, 2021 (inclusive); 
and 4) studies focused on investigating university-community engagement.

For the analysis of collected data, a compilation of bibliometric tech-
niques and network mapping was applied (Cobo et al., 2011; Muñoz-
Leiva et al., 2012). Indicators describing the production, dispersion, 
distribution, and evolution of articles were calculated. Furthermore, the 
growth of scientific literature (Price's law), the concentration of authors 
(Lotka's law), and the Bradford model were calculated.

Moreover, through bibliometric mapping, the co-occurrence networks 
of the most used terms were explored, and an analysis of keyword 
trends and a thematic examination were carried out using the categori-
zation scheme of Callon et al. (1991). This algorithm, by estimating the 
parameters of centrality (degree of interaction of the network with other 
networks) and density (strength of internal associations of a group), 
categorizes research themes into four dimensions: motor themes (high 
centrality and density), basic themes (high centrality and low density), 
niche themes (low centrality and high density), and emerging or declin-
ing themes (low centrality and density).

Finally, it should be noted that Bibliometrix package and Biblioshiny 
app, both developed by Aria and Cuccurullo (2017), were used to analyze 
the data. While for the visualization of the bibliometric networks maps 
the VOSviewer program was used.

Results

Sample characterization

In total, 404 documents from 262 journals were retrieved. The annual 
growth rate was 28.9%, with an average of 8 citations per article. A total 
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of 1,582 automatically-generated keywords (Keyword Plus) and 1,158 
author keywords were identified. Additionally, 1,424 authors contributed 
to the field of CE, with 69 of them being single-author document authors. 
The average number of co-authors per document was 3.8, and the inter-
national co-authorship rate was 5% (Table I).

TABLE I. Sample characterization

Dimension Descriptor Result

Scientific production Timespan 2005:2021

Sources (Journals, Books, etc.) 262

Annual Growth Rate % 28.89

Documents Total documents 404

Document Average Age (years) 5.03

Average citations per document 8.015

Keywords Plus (ID)) 1,582

Author's Keywords (DE) 1,158

Authors Authors 1,424

Authors of single-authored documents 69

Collaboration Single-authored documents 72

Co-Authors per documents 3.83

International co-authorships (%) 4.95

Source: Compiled by author.

Temporal evolution and size of literature

The scientific production during the period 2005-2021 showed a positive 
trend, with an average annual growth of 29% (Figure IV).

The linear fit of the time series revealed an increase of four articles 
per year (β= 3.93, R2= .89). Moreover, it is possible to confirm that the 
temporal evolution of scientific production mainly adheres to an expo-
nential model (β= 0.23, R2= .93), fulfilling the postulates of Price's Law of 
exponential growth of literature (Table II).
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TABLE II. Linear and exponential estimation of scientific production growth

Equation R2 F Significance Constant β

Linear .888 118.53 .000*** -11.60 3.929

Exponential .925 184.37 .000*** 1.73 0.232

Note: y = Number of publications; x = Time periods (1-17), ***p< .001.
Source: Compiled by author.

Analysis of the geographic distribution

Figure V shows that the countries with the highest scientific production 
were, in decreasing order, the United States of America (277 articles), 
South Africa (68), Australia (49), Canada (34) and the United Kingdom 
(19). These results confirm the undisputed leadership of the United 
States, which would be explained by its territorial extension, which hosts 
important institutions, centers, and research groups recognized world-
wide, as well as by the language in which they publish (English).

FIGURE IV. Evolution of scientific production on CE, period 2005-2021
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FIGURE V. Geographic distribution of scientific production

The map highlights in blue tones, from darkest to lightest, the countries with the highest to lowest scientific production on CE. 
Source: Compiled by author.

Institutional analysis

In the ranking of the 10 most productive institutions, the dominance of 
American (6) and South African (3) universities stands out, with a total 
of 57 and 20 publications, respectively. The most relevant institution was 
Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine (14), followed by the Univer-
sity of California (13) and the University of North Carolina (9) (Table III).

TABLE III. Top ten most productive institutions

Ranking Institution Country Publications

1 Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine USA 14

2 University of California USA 13

3 University of North Carolina USA 9

4 University of Pretoria South Africa 8

5 University of British Columbia Canada 8

(Continued)
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Ranking Institution Country Publications

6 University of Washington USA 8

7 University of Wisconsin-Madison USA 7

8 Durban University of Technology South Africa 6

9 North West University South Africa 6

10 Rowan University USA 6

Source: Compiled by author.

Authors analysis

The main authors published a maximum of 4 articles each, demonstrates 
the low-density present in the authorship of scientific production on 
CE. The most productive researchers were Brown, Govender, Salzer, and 
Weerts (Table IV).

TABLE IV. Top ten most productive authors

Ranking Author Publications Percentage H-index Total 
Citations

Citations 
per article

1 Brown, A. 4 1.0 3 43 10.8

2 Govender, I. 4 1.0 2 8 2.0

3 Salzer, M. 4 1.0 3 77 19.3

4 Weerts, D. 4 1.0 3 240 60.0

5 Brown, K. 3 0.7 3 30 10.0

6 Brusilovskiy, E. 3 0.7 2 72 24.0

7 Ebersohn, L. 3 0.7 2 13 4.3

8 Eloff, I. 3 0.7 1 6 2.0

9 Kruss, G. 3 0.7 2 32 10.7

10 Machimana, E. 3 0.7 1 8 2.7

Source: Compiled by author.

TABLE III. Top ten most productive institutions (Continued)
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The examination of author concentration, through Lotka’s Law (Lotka, 
1926), confirmed the high dispersion present in the reviewed produc-
tion. Specifically, it was determined that 92.8% of authors have published 
one document, 6.1% have published two articles, and only 1.1% have 
published more than two articles (Figure VI).

FIGURE VI. Lotka's Law
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Source: Compiled by author.

Journals analysis

Table V shows that the journals that have published the most on CE 
belong to the fields of education and health. The most relevant sources 
were the Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement (16), 
Progress in Community Health Partnerships: Research, Education, and 
Action (13), and Gerontology and Geriatrics Education (9).
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TABLE V. Top ten most productive journals

Ranking Journal Publica-
tions

Per-
centage

Total 
Citations

H-Index Research 
domain

1 Journal of Higher 
Education Outreach 
and Engagement

16 4.0 39 3 Education

2 Progress in Commu-
nity Health Partner-
ships: Research, 
Education, And Action

13 3.2 36 3 Education

3 Gerontology and 
Geriatrics Education

9 2.2 61 5 Education

4 Higher Educa-
tion Research & 
Development

6 1.5 56 4 Education

5 International Journal 
of Environmental 
Research and Public 
Health

6 1.5 30 2 Public, Envi-
ronmental and 
Occupational 
Health 

6 American Journal 
of Community 
Psychology

5 1.2 59 3 Public, Envi-
ronmental and 
Occupational 
Health

7 Educational 
Leadership

5 1.2 3 1 Education

8 Journal of Geography 
in Higher Education

5 1.2 32 4 Education

9 South African Journal 
of Higher Education

5 1.2 3 1 Education

10 South African Review 
of Sociology

5 1.2 48 3 Social Sciences

Note: Total citations and H-Index (Source Local Impact), Research domain by Scimago.
Source: Compiled by author.

The analysis of productivity according to publication sources showed 
a concentrated distribution. Specifically, the calculation of Bradford's 
Law (Bradford, 1985) revealed a high degree of correlation (R2 = .97) 
that shows that most publications on CE are present in a small nucleus 
of journals (Figure VII).
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FIGURE VII. Source grouping through Bradford's Law
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Publications citation analysis

The most cited article (125) was “Community Engagement and Bound-
ary-Spanning Roles at Research Universities” by Weerts and Sandma-
nn (2010). The same authors published the second most cited article, 
“Building a Two-Way Street: Challenges and Opportunities for Commu-
nity Engagement at Research Universities” (Weerts & Sandmann, 2008). 
Both studies explore the concept of community engagement promoted 
by universities carrying out research actions. Studies by Winter et al. 
(2006), “University-community engagement in Australia”, and Bender 
(2008), “Exploring conceptual models for community engagement at 
higher education institutions in South Africa”, analyze CE practices and 
models in higher education institutions in Australia and Africa, respec-
tively. On the other hand, Pommier et al. (2020) and Salzer et al. (2014) 
address methodological aspects for measuring of community engage-
ment (Table VI).
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TABLE VI. Top ten most cited articles

Ranking Article title Author (year) Total 
Citations

Citations 
per year

1 Community Engagement and Boundary-
Spanning Roles at Research Universities.

Weerts &  
Sandmann (2010)

125 9.6

2 Building a two-way street: Challenges 
and opportunities for community en-
gagement at research universities.

Weerts &  
Sandmann (2008)

104 6.9

3 The Development and Validation of the 
Compassion Scale.

Pommier et al. 
(2020)

58 19.3

4 University-community engagement in 
Australia.

Winter et al. 
(2006)

57 3.4

5 Measuring community participation of 
adults with psychiatric disabilities: Reli-
ability of two modes of data collection.

Salzer et al. 
(2014).

53 5.9

6 Exploring conceptual models for com-
munity engagement at higher education 
institutions in South Africa.

Bender (2008) 53 3.5

7 Outcomes of Australian Rural Clinical 
Schools: A Decade of Success Building 
the Rural Medical Workforce Through 
the Education and Training Continuum.

Greenhill et al. 
(2015)

52 6.5

8 The scholarship of university-commu-
nity engagement: Interrogating Boyer’s 
model.

Mtawa et al. 
(2016)

47 6.7

9 Town-gown relationships: Exploring 
university-community engagement 
from the perspective of community 
members.

Bruning et al. 
(2006)

46 2.7

10 Benefits and challenges of incorporating 
citizen science into university education.

Mitchell et al. 
(2017)

42 7.0

Source: Compiled by author.

Keyword analysis

The main keywords used by the authors were: community engagement 
(194), higher education (60), service learning (20), university-community 
engagement (19), community-based participatory research (15), universi-
ties (12), and community participation (11) (Figure VIII).
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The bibliographic coupling analysis, according to the consulted data-
base, confirmed the predominance of the keywords community engage-
ment, higher education, and service-learning, as observed in the density 
visualization maps in Figure IX.

Figure X shows the co-occurrence network of author keywords. In the 
bibliometric map, the size of the nodes is proportional to the frequency 
of occurrences and their relative weight, through which the terms were 
related to each other. The central clusters of the map indicate a high inter-
relation with the basic concepts that conform it, while those located at 
the ends indicate a low interrelation. Thus, five central nodes of co-words 
(community engagement, higher education, community-based participa-
tory, audience and social justice) were registered in the network, whose 
examination (degree of centrality of the network) ratified the term CE as 
the main source for interaction and linkage with the other keywords of 
the reviewed articles. This topic recorded levels of intermediation and 
closeness of 936.3 and 0.019, respectively, much higher than other con-
cepts such as higher education (54.1 and 0.012) or community-based 
participatory (31.6 and 0.011).

FIGURE VIII. Keywords most used by authors
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FIGURE IX. Keyword density visualization map according to bibliographic database

Source: Compiled by author.

FIGURE X. Keyword co-occurrence network

Source: Compiled by author.

Additionally, an examination of the dynamic evolution of keywords 
showed that before 2015, critical points on the subject were focused to 
basic themes about the link and partnership between academia and the 
community. After 2017, interest shifted towards more specific topics such 
as community development, community-based participatory research, 
service-learning, and more recently, the Covid-19 pandemic (Figure XI).
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FIGURE XI. Keyword trend

Source: Compiled by author.

Thematic analysis based on study categories

The algorithm of Callon et al. (1991) allowed to identify a total of eight 
clusters distributed between motor, basic, niche, and emerging themes 
(Figure XII).

The motor clusters were community engagement (189) and  
community-based participatory research (28). The first one grouped 
several case studies referring to the analysis and comparison of CE 
practices and policies in the world, applied in the context of higher 
education (Correa et al., 2012; Thomson et al., 2011; Winter et al., 2006). 
Others articles in this cluster address related topics such as University 
Social Responsibility (Chile & Black, 2015; Jones et al., 2021; Symaco 
& Tee, 2019) and Sustainable Development (Castro et al., 2021; Fissi et 
al., 2021; Mbah, 2018). The second cluster (which adds the concepts 
health disparities and research) grouped various publications associ-
ated with community-based participatory research ( Johnston et al., 
2019), its development complexities in particular areas such as health 
(Bodison et al., 2015; Weingart & Meyer, 2021), as well as reflections on 
the importance of institutionalizing CE as a university function (Bhag-
wan, 2020).
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FIGURE XII. Thematic map of study categories
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The basic clusters were university-community engagement (12) and 
service-learning (20). The first one explored, in general, the theoretical-
conceptual framework on CE (Nkoana & Dichaba, 2017; Pink et al., 2016). 
The works of Ehlenz (2018) and Bruning et al. (2006) which reviewed 
the role and contribution of universities for the communities in which 
they are inserted, stand out. The second cluster investigated, mostly, the 
service-learning methodology. Works that propose service-learning proj-
ects based on criteria of horizontality and bidirectionality (Gerstenblatt & 
Gilbert, 2014), guides for the design of community education initiatives 
led by students (Bunting et al., 2019), and pedagogical discussions on 
the application of service-learning actions (Smith et al., 2017) stand out.

The niche clusters were evaluation (6) and community develop-
ment (8). The first cluster included research that presents the results 
and impacts of various educational initiatives linked to the CE (Mann 
& Bowen, 2021; Powers & Leili, 2017) and the study of key indicators 
for their measurement (Wanjiru & Xiaoguang, 2021). And, in the second 
cluster, publications that analyzed the importance of establishing the link 
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with the community engagement in stages of solutions design (Sheila 
et al., 2021) and the community impact in CE activities (Coetzee & Nell, 
2018; Thomas et al., 2021) stand out.

The emerging or declining clusters were collaboration (10) and com-
munity participation (11). The first one, overall, explored the develop-
ment of CE models to foster university-community collaboration (Bender, 
2008; Bronstein et al., 2012; Swanberg et al., 2018). While the second 
covered a series of studies without major thematic integration, framed, 
however, in the field of mental health (Salzer et al., 2014, 2015; Snethen 
et al., 2021).

Discussion and Conclusions

The study of CE in universities is an increasingly important topic that is 
fundamentally related to sustainable development and the social respon-
sibility of universities; topics that define the landscape of community 
participation transversely.

The literature review denotes a strong geographic concentration and 
publication sources, whose scientific production is distributed among 
a large number of authors, and is framed in the areas of education and 
health. Key concepts associated with community engagement and devel-
opment, health care and empirical research in the clinical, medical and 
educational fields, were highlighted.

Over the last fifteen years, the study of CE has shown a consistent 
dynamic evolution, progressing from incipient research focused on 
exploring the university-community link, to more specific topics that 
highlight particular methodologies and practices for ensuring effective 
engagement.

The thematic analysis of the bibliography reveals that the catalysts of 
this field of study are the creation and development of sustainable part-
nerships with community stakeholders, and the role of universities in 
providing relevant community services and participatory research. This 
means that, as a general framework for their articulation with the com-
munity, universities must establish bidirectional and formalized practices 
aimed at increasing social capital for sustainable development through 
a participatory and timely model, as has been highlighted by other 
researchers (Bender, 2008; Chen, 2021; Zapp & Lerch, 2020).
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In this way, it is suggests that CE must be based on a strategic and 
operational model of holistic approach, which integrates the university 
disciplines and functions to give it a sense and orientation towards the 
mission and educational project (Bender, 2008; Kruss, 2012). Likewise, 
sustainable development and university social responsibility are factors 
closely connected with CE and represent, together with the development 
of participatory teaching and learning methodologies, basic aspects for 
student engagement with the community.

In this context, it is not surprising that the mobilizing elements 
highlighted in the literature refer to the study of action research and 
community-based research processes, as well as the tools that allow for 
evaluating their results and impacts. It highlights, for example, the inter-
est in the service learning (SL) methodology, an educational proposal in 
which participants learn while working on improving real needs of the 
environment.

In conclusion, the results show that research within the framework 
of university CE has tended to raise the importance of this function as 
a strategic area of institutional management and a key aspect of aca-
demic management. Although it is still a flexible concept, there is a 
clear distinction between extension-volunteering actions and community 
engagement, because the latter must interact with other higher educa-
tion functions. It is interesting to mention that although there is plenty 
of studies that scrutinize the university-community link, this is the first 
bibliometric review focused specifically on the notion of community 
engagement, which also includes a categorization based on the degree  
of interaction and strength of thematic association, facilitating new lines 
of research in the area. Thus, this research provides a general overview of  
the scientific production in CE in the context of university education.

For public policy makers, as well as academic managers, a general 
proposal for mechanisms for operationalization, monitoring and evalu-
ation of the CE, synthesized in Figure XIII, is developed. It is important 
to note that the proposed mechanisms are built under a concrete policy 
framework that emphasizes the key roles of strategic planning, institu-
tional leadership and effective control systems, and that ensure that the 
disclosure of information is open and transparent.

Finally, the study presents some limitations and opportunities for 
future research. From the perspective of bibliometric analysis, the review 
horizon can be expanded, as well as the databases consulted and the 
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FIGURE XIII. Proposal of mechanisms for operationalization, monitoring, and evaluation of CE

Source: Compiled by author.

analysis methods applied for investigating the structure and dynamics 
of research. Additionally, this exploration can be complemented and 
deepened with the investigation of the themes of the identified articles 
through, for example, the use of qualitative content analysis techniques. 
And from the results perspective, the findings show that although CE is 
a topic of general interest, its study focused on the field of health and 
medical sciences. Thus, the development of future research that con-
siders other disciplinary areas such as social sciences, engineering and 
technology is encouraged. Also, it is relevant to strengthen the analysis 
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on the link with community partners (programs, practices, and method-
ologies), whose treatment would allow progress towards its consolida-
tion as a driving issue. Similarly, it is considered important to propose 
research focused on evaluating the impact of university CE actions, cur-
rently classified as a niche topic. Furthermore, given the concentration of 
the spatial distribution of scientific production, it is necessary to gener-
ate initiatives in other geographical contexts (such as Latin America) that 
would significantly expand the panorama of research on CE.

All these opportunities will offer new theoretical and practical implica-
tions that, together with the current demands and challenges concerning 
the quality of higher education, will lead to new academic discussions 
that must be addressed in the future, safeguarding the scientific rigor 
revealed in this bibliometric examination on CE in the university context.
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