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Trust is essential for community-academic research partnerships to improve public health. This has led to a com-
mitment to engage patient or community members as partners. However, using a term like ‘patient or community
partner’ in the context of community-engaged research (CEnR) does not by itself mean that communities will
trust researchers. Innovative initiatives and efforts to engage patients more meaningfully as partners in clinical and
translational CEnR does help to build trust. Developing authentic community-academic partnerships is a desirable,
yet often elusive goal. We hear from many underrepresented communities in research that the idealistic concept of
true community-academic partnerships is replaced with a ‘check-the-box’ or tokenistic approach [1]. The formation
of a community-academic partnership may suggest that community partners trust researchers, but that does not
mean that the researchers are viewed as trustworthy.

Trust is not trustworthiness
The field of clinical research has a long history of egregious acts of atrocities against research participants which
raised concerns about trust in researchers and research institutions. Examples of historical research abuses include
the US Public Health Service Syphilis Study in Tuskegee, the 1944 Human Radiation Experiments, and ethical
misconduct surrounding HeLa cells of Henrietta Lacks. As a result of these blatant breaches of trust, authentic
and sustainable community-academic partnerships remain rare, especially partnerships involving marginalized and
racial minority communities [2]. Even the notion of trust seems elusive in the literature, where terms such as crust,
mistrust, distrust and trustworthiness are used without standardized definitions. While such terms as distrust and
mistrust or trust and trustworthiness are used interchangeably, we argue that they are related, yet distinct terms.
Trust is noted as one of the foremost facilitating factors in successful collaborative partnerships [21. Mistrust is
the tendency to express a general sense of apprehensiveness or unease toward someone or something. Distrust is
also defined as a general sense of apprehensiveness or unease but may be based on a specific experience or piece
of information that has personal significance to the individual or community (3,4]. Both mistrust and distrust of
research institutions has influenced the willingness to participate in research.
Based on work conducted in organizational psychology, trustworthiness is thought to be an antecedent to
trust. Trustworthiness can consist of the following components: ability, benevolence, integrity, fairness, consistency,
following through on promises, accountability, justice and value congruence [4]. It is important to note that contrary
to some opinions, trust is not always given initially, it may need to be earned, especially among minority groups .
that have been wronged in the past [5]. Once trust is earned, trustworthiness continues to be built upon. It is Future "'-;'.'_'.;
strengthened when partners take accountability, responsibility, ownership and acknowledge mistakes made in the ~ Medicine ™
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Committed 4 trustworthiness in CEnR between community-academic
partnership partnerships (adopted from West [4] & Wilkins [6]
framework).

CEnR: Community-engaged research.

past (Figure 1). Moreover, there is an element of time involved such that a longer partnership history can strengthen
trustworthiness.

Trustworthy partnerships offer mutual benefit for both community & academic partners
“Literature documents several key indicators of a successful partnership such as: open dialogue and communication,
collaboration, partnership, benefits, evaluation and sustainability, conflict management, leadership, mutual learning and
decision making” 14,6,7.89]. There are also instruments or measures that can be used to assess community-academic
partnerships such as the Center for Disease Control (CDC) and Prevention Research Center (PRC) Partnership
Trust Tool (PTT) [10]. However, to the best of our knowledge, such tools do not specifically evaluate partnerships
in terms of trustworthiness and in the context of CEnR.

Trustworthy community-academic partnerships are strategically positioned for sustainability
A true partnership ensures bi-directional learning or shared learning, a sense of equality and commitment among
partners, and a transparent understanding of responsibilities [4,6]. There should also be a clear distinction on the
time and duration of the relationship.

In order to avoid helicopter research practices, longevity of community-academic research partnerships should
involve the development and implementation of a plan for ongoing sustainability as well as sharing research results
and study findings. These factors include shared ideas of how to sustain an intervention, access to resources and a
clear strategy to implement the plan for sustainability. This also entails commitment from both partners.

Literature on community-based participatory research suggests several key outcomes that are the result of effective
sustainable partnerships including policy and practice change, increase in health equity, and intangible benefits
such as continued collaboration and sense of camaraderie among both partners. Moreover, we argue that there
should be evidence of trust, grounded in ethical principles as a foundation, commitment to ethical conduct, cultural
competency training for researchers, training opportunities for community partners and training for researchers to
enhance cultural competency.

To advance the field of CEnR, we need to increase community research participation. It is well known that
barriers to advancement of participation include distrust and mistrust of academic-research institutions. However,
neither trust nor trustworthiness can be achieved until we begin to measure it uniformly across CEnR as the new
standard.

Recommendation: trust but verify

Academic research institutions could learn immensely from formally measuring trust between community partners
and academic-research institutions. Future directions to improve trustworthiness between community-academic
research institutions partnerships could be to develop a survey tool or scorecard to measure key factors of trust-
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worthiness based on items that have been identified in the literature. Results from the survey could be used to
strengthen partnerships, increase accountability and may help identify areas for improvement.

Collaboration between community members and academic-research institutions have the ability to increase
trust spurring action, development of sustainable partnerships and lasting positive change. It also has the ability
to impact better treatments and interventions that are patient centered. Successful community academic-research
partnerships rely on participation by community partners; without their trust the foundation in which CEnR is
built ceases to be maximally effective [5].
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