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Being There: Place-Based  
Relational Scholarship
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Jean M. Bartunek has argued (2007) for a “relational 
scholarship of  integration” in which scholars and practitio-
ners participate in collaborative research that departs from 
the traditional view of  research in the academy and work-
place. She advocates joint efforts that that involve relation-
ship building, reciprocal trust, and mutual learning. 

We would add the notion of  “being there,” of  participat-
ing with organizational partners in contexts that may not 
immediately yield clear research opportunities. Research-
ers and graduate students at East Carolina University have 
developed such relationships with organizational partners 
in emergency management in eastern North Carolina. The 
relationships include faculty working on grants, research 
centers, and community members.

In the particular example we illustrate here, researchers and 
partners share a concern for improving risk and emergency 
communication and response for the public in eastern 
North Carolina through various outreach efforts. 

Initially, our research interests brought us into contact with 
our collaborators. The direction of  the research has been 
shaped in part by requests for products and information 
that came from the partners because we developed a 

community presence and the willingness to learn from 
them about their needs. 

Through continued engagement and responsiveness, we 
have created additional opportunities for research and out-
reach. The bottom line is that we were present in the com-
munity. Our research practice has changed because of  the 
opportunities to work on issues that we might not have 
developed without the community’s input and trust. These 
engagements have also enriched our teaching and our re-
search agendas. We can sustain the work by continuing to 
build and sustain the relationships. 

This “relational scholarship of  integration,” in which 
scholars and practitioners participate in collaborative re-
search, involves 

relationship building, • 
reciprocal trust, and • 
mutual learning. • 

The context is place-based research involving development 
of  information products for risk and emergency commu-
nication that respond to the needs outlined by community 
partners.

The Surge Vis Project
The Dare County emergency 

manager asked whether RENCI
@ ECU could develop additional 
tools and visualizations showing 

the potential dangers of storm-
related surge.  In the resulting 

project, National Hurricane Cen-
ter SLOSH data was downscaled 
using a custom model developed 
by faculty and staff at RENCI @ 
ECU.  The model output was in-

corporated into Google Earth and 
“movies” featuring areas of inun-

dation were exported. The videos 
can be used in news briefings or 

hurricane exercises.
Dr. Tom Allen, RENCI @ 
ECU Director, uses Surge 
Vis in a hurricane deci-
sion-making exercise with 
elected officials and staff 
from North Carolina and 
Virginia.

Bright Leaf Amateur Radio group uses the RENCI Outreach Vehicle 
for Education and Research (ROVER) at the annual Emergency Field 
Day exercise to practice communications skills in conditions designed 
to simulate the aftermath of a severe storm. Here researchers connect 
with community members who also serve in emergency management.

Risk communication re-
searchers Catherine Smith 
and Donna Kain conduct a 
round-table workshop with 
public information officers 
and the media to improve 
storm communication. 
The discussion generated 
avenues for further research.
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The Bio Vis Project
Researchers Kain and  

Smith collected data about 
the ways that people read 
maps as part of a NC Sea 

Grant funded project.  
 

Results revealed that some 
people have difficulty reading 

hurricane tracking maps. 

The Bio Viz project takes 
the investigation a giant step 
forward by incorporating eye 

tracking and physiological re-
sponse data to better under-

stand how people perceive 
uncertainty and risk.

Outreach Coordinator, Michelle  
Covi, Skypes into a 5th Grade  
classroom in Dare County to  
answer questions about hurri-
canes.
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Our researchers also 
attend professional 
conferences for the 
managers to engage 
them in their venue. 

We organize opportunities for emergency 
managers statewide to share information 
about the latest research and technology. 

Storm-related Risk and Emergency Communication
ECU researchers Donna Kain, Catherine Smith and Kenneth Wilson study  
the ways that people respond to and use information about severe weather 
hazards and risks. RENCI@ECU projects have developed from and contrib-
uted toward this work. RENCI@ECU Outreach Coordinator and CRM PhD  
student Michelle Covi takes this work to the next level in studying the communi-
cation surrounding global climate change. 

RENCI@ECU is a joint 
center sponsored by the 
Renaissance Computing 
Institute (RENCI) Chapel 
Hill and the ECU Division 
of Research and Graduate 
Studies. Our mission is in-
terdisciplinary research that 
relates to coastal hazards 
and the engagement of the 
public of the region to iden-
tify problems and implement 
solutions. 

Media

Media is an important part of 
emergency preparedness and 
response. Representatives from 
the media participate in work-
shops and roundtable discus-
sions coordinated by RENCI@
ECU affiliated researchers.


