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ABSTRACT  
 

This paper explores the role of universities in the partnership 
for developing a Neighborhood Information System (NIS), which aims 
to help community development. NIS is a hybrid application of 
Geographical Information System (GIS) and web technologies that 
provides demographic, social and economic information to community 
stakeholders. Government agencies, non profit organizations, and 
community organizations engage in decision making process for 
community development and NISs are designed to help information 
sharing, and effective and participatory decision makings for 
community development stakeholders. The use of partnerships has 
emerged as a dominant strategy to develop an NIS. This paper studies 
partnership issues in Public-Nonprofit-Private Partnerships with a 
focus on the role of universities and illustrates potential contributions 
of universities in the partnership ventures. While this paper looks 
mainly at the role of a university in the partnership network, further 
research is being conducted to investigate partnership dynamics as a 
whole.  
 
INTRODUCTION  

 
Community Development typically involves 

multiple actors. From grassroots Community Based 
Organizations (CBOs), and Community Development 
Corporations (CDCs) to many different levels of 
government agencies, non governmental agencies, research 
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organizations (universities), and funding foundations, 
multiple organizations work together, and at times compete, 
to achieve the goal of community growth. 
 

Yet, in the process of decision making for 
community development, there is a lack of sharing of 
information and knowledge. This is because capacity of 
community organizations to process and analyze the data is 
lim ited and governm ent agenciesô ability to dissem inate 
data in a useful manner is limited by budget and other 
constraints.  
To bridge this gap between availability of data that 
governm ent agencies hold and nonprofitôs inform ation 
needs, nonprofit organizations, universities, foundations 
and government agencies have worked together to provide 
Neighborhood Information Systems (NISs) over the last 
decade in efforts to help community organizations. There 
have been many cases across the U.S. 
 

In building Neighborhood Information System 
(This also refers to neighborhood indicator system, 
community information system, and online community 
mapping system), universities are involved in many cases 
across the nation, working with government agencies and 
community organizations.  
 

The purpose of this article is to explore the roles of 
a university engaged in IT innovation projects for 
community development.  It aims to illustrate what 
universities can offer as Institutions of Higher Education 
(IHE) for community outreach and what they can add to IT 
innovations projects for the community development.  
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BACKGROUND  
 
What is NIS? NIS is a Geographical Information 

System (GIS)1-enabled technology system which provides 
interactive mapping tools combined with a conventional 
database system. GIS is usually referred to desktop 
software, which displays spatial data. In an over-simplified 
version, author calls it óvisual display of database.ô N IS  is 
an economic development tool powered by modern 
technology such as Web, GIS, and Database system.  
 

 
Figure 1: An Example of NIS: Pittsburgh Community Information 
System beta-version ( http://www.ppnd.org/CIS.asp, May 2006)  

 
The main objective of NIS is to help local 

organizations develop electronically-compiled, technically 
sound, and content-rich indicators of a neighborhoodôs 
situation, so that CDCs, CBOs and residents can better plan 

                                                 
1 GIS is a collection of computer hardware, software, and geographic 
data for capturing, managing, analyzing, and displaying all forms of 
geographically referenced information.  A definition by Environmental 
Systems Research Institute, Inc.  (ESRI) , 
http://www.gis.com/whatisgis/index.html (Accessed May 2006) 
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