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Introduction



1.  Collaborative research is currently widely regarded as a good thing.  Research funders, clients, and users believe that it will deliver the new and useful knowledge that they want.  They may also believe that the experience of collaborative research will strengthen research capacity.  Researchers themselves may be a little more sceptical - for it is they who have to handle the practical and intellectual challenges that working collaboratively throws up.  This seminar was arranged for an exchange of experience about these challenges.



2.  The New Oxford Dictionary definition of ‘collaborate’ is to ‘work jointly on an activity, especially to produce or create something.’  In the research context such joint working can have many dimensions - working in teams; drawn from different disciplines; from different institutions; active involvement in the research of clients, practitioners or users; and cross-national collaboration.  There is some evidence that all these forms of research collaboration are on the increase.  To address this range of experience, the seminar had a keynote address from Professor Mike Gibbons and then separate sessions focused on three forms of collaboration - between research institutions (introduced by Roger Jowell), between researchers and research funders (Dan Murphy and  Bruce Stafford; and Janet Askham), and transnationally within European Union programmes (Andy Gillespie).





Keynote address



3.  Professor Mike Gibbons is currently Secretary-General of the Association of Commonwealth Universities and also Chair of the ESRC’s Research Priorities Board.  He was also a co-author of The New Production of Knowledge (1994) which is to be followed later in 2000 by another co-authored book on ‘Mode 2 society’.  His presentation was a preview of its new thinking, resting on the basic proposition of ‘multiple network occupancy’ - that contemporary scientists must operate in many networks but cannot be at the cutting edge in all of them, so must find ways of cooperating and competing - both simultaneously, though in different circumstances - to achieve their objectives.

�



4.  He identified four desiderata of collaboration - 



institutional permeability - especially to allow the creative fusion of the technical and the social perspectives, necessary not just to make research results more socially acceptable but also to improve technical solutions;

an adequate conceptualisation of people in the research process - not just as abstractions but also as actors ( a term he preferred to ‘users and beneficiaries’) defining research priorities and agendas, engaging in research production and helping to interpret findings;

the necessity of trading zones in which research problems can be addressed and problems resolved through negotiation with give and take - good red wine was often the most valuable tool!

emergence of new creole or pidgin languages, a new set of terms in which the resolved problem can be expressed.



So collaboration is a heuristic for the fusion of research cultures, an essential means of clearing blockages that are impeding the development of scientific understanding.  But it is expensive and there is an overhead - he estimated 10-20% - on research costs that must and should be paid to achieve collaboration.



5.  Much of the discussion was about how this vision, ideal even, of research production can be related to the realities of current research commissioning.  For example, researchers themselves - let alone actors - often have little influence over the research agenda and research commissions of government departments.  Though there are exceptions - the influence of disability rights campaigners on social care research was cited.  And there are developments in research method that engage people more actively than just as survey respondents.  But overall there was felt to be a major challenge to restructure research production to deliver collaborative research.





Inter-institutional collaborations



6.  Professor Roger Jowell, Director of the National Centre for Social Research (NCSR), opened the session on institutional collaboration.  He identified three main motives for such collaboration -



increasing capacity 

extending skills, services, client base

strengthening a market position.



Any of these could be pursued in relation just to a project or through a long term alliance or partnership.  They might involve similar or different organisations.  And the collaborations might be jointly beneficial or mutually exploitative.
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7.  He then discussed a number of factors which inhibit effective inter-institutional collaboration, distinguishing those external and internal to the collaboration.  Externally, the public sector tender process is often too fast, too secretive, too concerned about collusion, too unwilling to pay the extra costs of collaboration even when they want it.  Internally collaborations often suffer from fears about transferring skills or information to future competitors, problems in allocating risks and rewards (including reputations), personal and cultural differences (especially between academic and commercial sector collaborators), problems of leadership and accountability (for example, how to handle underperformance).  Most of these problems can be resolved but it takes a significant input of senior management time which is often only justifiable with long term collaborations which have major paybacks financially and intellectually.



8.  In discussion it was argued that the nature and extent of added value from collaboration was the key consideration.  The intellectual rewards of collaboration might be hard to identify but were important to maintaining a vibrant research community - good collaborations would extend researchers’ networks, challenge their perceptions, develop their skills.  This had personal as much as institutional benefits.  But it certainly required effort to achieve those benefits.  A distinction was drawn between the formal rules and procedures needing agreement between collaborators and the informal understanding and trust which was also required.





Collaborations with funders



9.  Professor Janet Askham is Director of the Age Concern Institute of Gerontology at Kings College, University of London.  She said that she sometimes felt the relationship was like that of a couple who cannot live together but want children which one partner looks after and the other pays maintenance!  She identified four key factors in such a collaboration



similarity of goals, ideologies, values - eg research on contentious or unattractive issues might be felt to impact negatively on Age Concern’s public image and their fund raising

similar and different loyalties - important for the demarcation to be not just understood by the parties but apparent to the outside world

evenso reputations become linked

mutual use of resources and facilities - eg KCL might host a meeting of researchers for AC, AC might provide the basis for a survey sample. 



10.  Dr Bruce Stafford is Acting Director of the Centre for Research in Social Policy (CRSP) at Loughborough University which receives core funding from the Department of Social Security (DSS) where Dan Murphy is Acting Head of the Social Research Branch.  Their presentation covered both sides of this 5 year collaboration which was the outcome of a competitive tender.  The essence of the relationship is an income guarantee to CRSP against which DSS can seek services on a single tender basis; additionally CRSP is invited to tender competitively for other DSS contracts.  In toto one quarter of CRSP’s income comes from DSS.  This supports a unit which has two named staff and a pool of other researchers in the Centre on which to draw for projects.
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11.  The advantage to the DSS is twofold -



researchers with a thorough, sensitive knowledge of the benefit system, both policy and practice

a rapid response capability for information and advice.



The advantages to CRSP are



status and security of funding

a progressively evolving programme of work

staff development - including secondments to DSS, contact with practitioners

publications.



12.  In discussion there was concern about the balance of advantages to the two parties.  Some felt that this kind of collaboration should involve researcher input to the funder’s programme, some funding for researcher-initiated work, and commitments on terms and conditions for the funded researchers.  There was also discussion of the problem of withdrawal from such core funding - the DSS/CRSP contract includes 12 months notice which was felt by many to be inadequate.  More generally it was asked why government departments differ so greatly in their attitude towards such arrangements - some, such as DSS and DoH, favour them, others are adamantly opposed, seemingly as an accident of history.





Transnational collaboration in the European Union



13.  Professor Andy Gillespie, Director of the Centre for Urban and Regional Development Studies (CURDS) , opened the session on transnational collaboration in EU programmes, both within and outside the Framework Programme.  He identified three models for EU collaboration -  



networks - within the socio-economic or thematic elements of the Framework Programme and within COST

fellowships - in the Framework Programme

projects - again within the socio-economic or thematic elements of the Framework Programme but also as studies commissioned by Directorate Generals.



Generally CURDS’ experience of collaboration had been most scientifically rewarding with fellowships and networks, but projects had been OK where - as with DG studies - the other participants had been subcontractors rather than patners.

�14.  He went on to identify the key problems and possible solutions in relation to Framework Programme projects -



PROBLEM�SOLUTIONS?

��huge overhead cost in developing viable proposals�get attached as partner in proposals lead by others

��huge overhead cost in managing projects (travel, time, angst)�avoid lead role

be prepared to invest substantial senior staff time in project management

recruit/train project managers - which FP will now pay for

run overlapping projects that generate surpluses

��non-delivery from collaborators and/or poor quality of work�pick partners more carefully!

clarify in advance who will actually be doing the work

only work with established centres (not individuals)

clarify roles/expectations at the outset and impose structure of work packages and deliverables

��lowest common denominator problem�disregard all of the above! - instead, carve out high quality niches within projects

��



15.  This analysis was widely supported in discussion - though the last solution was recognised as not exactly in the spirit of collaborative research!.  Other problems, associated with the bureaucracy of the Commission, were added to the list - client interference, late payments, he intrusion of Europolitics.  But there were no ready solutions to these.





Conclusions



16.  In drawing conclusions from the seminar in the final session, William Solesbury as ARCISS Policy Adviser returned to the seminar’s subtitle : what works what doesn’t work?.  He offered the following conclusions from the presentations and the discussions -

�

Collaborative research does not work when



there is no clear added value - material or intellectual

the collaboration is not negotiated - because of lack of time or lack of openness, or because it is imposed by the funder

the risks and/or rewards (financial or reputational) are unequal

accountability and authority are unclear

overheads are excessive, especially if not explicitly paid for.



Collaboration does work when



there is likemindedness among collaborators - for example, in language, conceptualisation, values

working arrangements are enshrined in trust and/or contract

skills, contacts, knowledge are complementary

there is an early start to collaboration - with problem definition.

active project management is planned and provided.





17.  This suggested some possible maxims for successful collaboration.  Four might be -



make the collaboration developmental, not just instrumental

accept only manageable differences between collaborators

find a common language

agree some rules.



But there are undoubtedly others.
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