Chapter 8 Collaborative Research
Key points

The relationship between researcher and researched is a central question in research, and a particular issue in work based research. The question raises a number of issues for the researcher concerning subject, object and the research process itself. Feminist research, in particular, by exploring the implications of gender for the research process has alerted us to the positioning of the researcher in the research, the danger of generalization, the importance of subjective knowledge, the relationship between the public and the private, reason and emotion, the reality of social inequality, power relationships and reflexivity. However, less attention has been paid to research and the research process from the point of view of the researcher who forms and enters collaboration with co-researchers.
Collaborative research is a common mode of enquiry at undergraduate and postgraduate level, when learners work in pairs or groups on a joint assignment or project. A thoughtful and reflexive approach to research requires you fully to recognize and report the reality, dynamism and implications of inter-researcher relationships. It is a failure of much reported research that the challenges of the research process itself are frequently glossed over in the interests of presenting a superficially coherent and orderly account of research enquiry. The reality, however, is invariably far removed and, as we shall suggest in this chapter, you must pay as much attention to the complexity and challenges of collaborative research as to the undoubted benefits.
We start by exploring what we mean by collaborative research, then look at the benefits and limitations. We will identify some of the key issues for researchers seeking to collaborate, and present a typology of collaborative research that will be helpful to researchers in locating your own research and considering future collaborations.
Collaborative research

The first distinction we must make is between research that involves collaboration between researchers, and research that involves collaboration between a researcher and those being researched. Both types of collaboration can legitimately be termed ‘collaborative’ and there are some common issues. However, the first type of collaboration, that between researchers, we shall describe as ‘researchers collaborating’ and only the second type, that which involves collaboration between researchers and researched, shall we describe as ‘collaborative research’. This distinction will ease description and understanding, but the principal reason for making this distinction is to differentiate between co-operation, which we take to mean joint working on a project without necessarily having shared values and objectives, and collaboration. The latter term we understand as a more powerful term, often signifying a common or a shared-values orientation and a deeper level of involvement and engagement in the process and outcomes of the research. It is this richer and, by implication, more significant model of collaborative research that has potentially significant benefits for the quality and impact of work based research. However, it may also bring a range of complexity, complication and difficulty to the process and practical organization of research on the one hand, and matters relating to ethics, power and authority on the other. 
Researchers collaborating

The benefits of researchers collaborating are many, but there are pitfalls and issues stemming principally from tensions between the members of the research team themselves at a personal or professional level, or from differences of how to approach research and of the interpretation of research data. As an insider-researcher undertaking work based research projects, you will frequently organize into teams of two or more members. The advantages of this mode of organization include:
· Sharing research tasks
· Capitalizing on different skills and strengths in the team
· Taking on a bigger project than would otherwise be possible
· Enabling members to specialize in one or more aspect of the research, and
· Utilizing established and previously successful working groups.
We will not go into detail here on the specific benefits of these advantages for work based research. We encourage our own learners to organize and group together to carry out work based research and in the majority of cases all goes well and the outcome is enhanced as a result of the joint approach. However, it is important to be aware of the main possible pitfalls.
The primary reason that group projects fail or meet problems is when personal differences intervene and get in the way of successful team working. Groups will often allocate different roles to each member, and it is typically when these roles are not fully accepted, are unclear or when, for whatever reason, the role is not carried out properly that problems surface. And clearly, in the case of a time-constrained academic project when each member is being individually assessed, the consequences of partial group performance are potentially serious. The best prevention is to ensure that the precise roles and responsibilities of each member are written down, clearly agreed, and there is a system of monitoring individual performance. This way any problem areas, for example non-delivery of an aspect of the work, may be quickly identified and a remedy put in place. Groups need to trust and motivate each other, but equally must be prepared to take prompt and decisive action if one member does not pull their weight. 
Gender roles and expectations can intervene in the allocation and adoption of roles and responsibilities in the group. De facto, teams tend to be all male or all female, but mixed gender teams can be a positive benefit, especially when dealing with gender-related research topics. The aim here is for members to be aware of gender as a potential issue for the team and to be open and supportive of how this aspect is approached by the group. Teams can come across tension between the hierarchical requirements of a research project (especially when, as is usually the case, the project is being assessed) and the myth of an academic community operating in a democratic model. Whilst all members may feel that they should have an equal input into and influence on the outcome of the project, organizational requirements may lead to one member taking a lead role, or some roles being more influential than others. The question of power relationships within research teams is an important one, and the best advice is that teams should be sensitive to this aspect of their group, and seek advice from tutors and others if they feel there is an unhelpful imbalance existing or becoming apparent. The following discussion of collaborative research addresses this issue in detail. For one of the few frank (and therefore most revealing) discussions of power in research teams, you could read Colin Bell’s (1977) account of the Banbury restudy.
Benefits and disbenefits of collaborative research

The primary focus of this chapter is research that involves collaboration between researcher and researched. The first issue that arises is the question of what counts as ‘collaboration’ and ‘collaborative’ when applied to work based research. In thinking about this question you may find it helpful to remember that many practitioners of collaborative research maintain that the overriding rationale for the approach is that it is ethically constructive, in that it elicits data and analysis that are shared, multi-dimensional, and grounded in participants’ lived experiences. The extent to which these features lead to greater richness of data and analysis is largely dependent upon the closeness of the relationship between researcher and researched. 
Take the case of a researcher–subject relationship in which you, as the researcher, share the aims and objectives of the research with the subject, and enable the subject to comment on the research process, research questions, data collected and so on. At this level there is sharing of information and process, but it is questionable how much input and influence the subject has on you or the research itself. Now take the case of a researcher–subject relationship in which you involve the subject in decisions about the aims, objectives and research process and so on, so that the subject has influence, autonomy and agency as a participant in the research project. 
The key distinction between these two cases is that in the second, fuller involvement, there is a very different ethical and power relationship between subject and researcher. It is tempting for researchers only to pay lip service to a collaborative model of research. It involves giving up some power, introducing potential for tension between different agendas, a threat to the accomplishment of the intended research objectives and ultimately, if agreement or consensus cannot be achieved, the possibility of failure. Alongside greater risks, however, lie greater rewards. Exponents of the second, more democratic model of collaborative research argue forcefully that transferring power to research subjects helps to ensure that data and analysis are not imposed autocratically by researchers pursuing their own agenda and prioritizing institutional, academic or private ends. 
We do not want to suggest that collaborative research is necessarily complicated, complex or difficult to set up. Collaboration can arise naturally and easily, especially in circumstances where you are currently, or have recently been, a participant in the research setting. In such cases there can be shared trust and respect between professionals or practitioners, sharing of a common language, culture and values, and a genuine commitment to enable all participants to have an authentic voice that is faithfully recorded and represented in the research report. A further benefit of this mode of research is that genuine knowledge exchange can occur in which researchers and researched contribute equally to understanding the research environment and bring different perspectives to bear in a fruitful and productive way. Given that researchers are sometimes accused of maintaining an artificial divide between the academy and the real world, collaborative research may certainly contribute to narrowing the gap and creating a positive benefit through the meeting of diverse viewpoints. 
There are certain circumstances where collaborative research may be the only way in which a research project can be achieved, for example in the case of hard-to-research closed spheres and private systems. These contexts might include emergency services, prisons, health environments, and research with disaffected or excluded individuals and groups. In these circumstances, formal ethical approval is usually required and you would in many cases be denied access unless a comprehensive and genuine commitment is made fully to involve gatekeepers and/or the subjects of research in determining the shape, content and direction of the research. You need to be aware, however, of a potential disbenefit; where the researcher’s agenda is hijacked or undermined by this process and it becomes impossible to complete the research as planned, or at all. This can be a high-risk research environment, and the risks should be fully assessed and managed and mitigated accordingly. 

There is a strong tradition of user and carer involvement in research in the field of health and in particular mental health and social work. Wallcraft et al. (2009: 144), in a discussion on employing paid service users in work based research, identify nine key principles for overcoming barriers to success and maximizing the benefits of the collaboration:
· Personal commitment

· Inclusion

· Clear communication

· Respect

· Education/training

· Effective hiring practices

· Individualized attention

· Supportive infrastructure, and
· Additional resources and project flexibility.
If we replace ‘effective hiring practices’ with ‘specific and agreed objectives’, then we have a comprehensive and workable set of principles to guide all types of collaborative research design.
The indisputable strength of collaborative research derives from the inclusion principle – taking the widest sense of the term to embrace a shared language and conceptual framework, creating a shared space for collaborative research. As Miller (1994) argues, such a framework is created by listening to each other, sharing expectations and exploring barriers to learning within the research group.
You should be aware of particular issues relating to corporate sponsorship of research, in which the sponsoring organization or company seeks to address particular issues and problems towards its own corporate objectives. There are strong influences currently emanating from government, and mediated by higher education and research funding councils, towards encouraging and promoting models of research that engage more closely with business, commercial and private sector interests. Universities have a vested interest in engaging with this agenda to access funds to supplement hard-pressed research budgets. There are other good reasons why universities should ensure that their research leads to more effective knowledge transfer and exchange. Corporate sponsorship of research may be set to become more prevalent as governments try to find ways of limiting their education spending, and many in academia regard this trend as a lifeline to protect research teams and budgets. 
However, there is no such thing as a free lunch. Corporate bodies across the private and public sectors may sponsor a piece of research carried out by the university, but in return expect a high degree of compliance in meeting their interests, objectives and desired outcomes. Sometimes such sponsorship may be in the form of matched-funded bursaries for postgraduate research studentships, and at other times such studentships may be funded fully by the external organization. The external partner will almost invariably wish to have a decisive say in the design of the research to be carried out to ensure that it meets its own corporate interests. This involvement by a corporate body can be seen as a legitimate way of ensuring that the external partner’s interests are fairly represented, given their financial investment. All too often, though, the involvement is seen by the researcher on the ground as unwelcome interference. Clearly each case is different, but it is undoubtedly the case that some external partners in research risk jeopardizing the independence and integrity of sponsored research through over-enthusiastic influence over research direction and activities. From your perspective, the only protection available is a carefully drafted research contract which specifies – and limits – the involvement of external partners, and provides for a mediation process in cases of disagreement. 

Benefits of collaborative research

We would argue that the full benefits of collaborative research can only be realized when there is full participation and involvement of all parties in the whole research process, and there is a different understanding and distribution of knowledge and power from that in traditional research processes. Many of the historical debates on truth in social scientific research spanning many decades have centred on how different research traditions and paradigms have addressed the question of knowledge and understanding of the real world. Such debates continue, and have led to sharp divides between positivist and interactionist approaches to research design, methodology, data gathering and analysis, and impact hugely on how research is interpreted and utilized for policy and practice. 

A participative approach becomes problematic of course when the research subjects are junior in status to the researcher and we must acknowledge that, due to the pervasive power inequalities that exist in organizations, ‘power sharing’ of the kind we are suggesting here may be difficult, if not impossible, to achieve in such cases. Where this is so, the researcher should at all times be open and thorough in exploring and explaining the issues of power in the research setting, so that the reader can make an informed evaluation of the data presented. 
Collaborative research sits squarely within an interactionist research paradigm, in which the researcher claims that to understand the micro-dynamics of social situations you should respect the context of research by involving the subjects of research in the whole process. In this way subjects’ own understanding and perspectives drive the research agenda and direction, not the researchers’. To be more accurate, collaborative research is seen at its most powerful under the following conditions: when the research agenda is jointly negotiated by researcher and researched, when – and this point is crucial – there is as equal a distribution of power (control over research decisions) as possible, and when the limitations to this sharing are fully explored and explained to research subjects. Subjects are not only fully informed, but are equal participants in the research process. Their authentic voice can be present in the research not only through their reported responses, but through their contribution to the design and progress of the research project itself.
Such a model can fully meet philosophical objections to research on sensitive issues, for example social settings involving those who may be vulnerable, have low status, or be in any sense outside mainstream society. Many classic sociological studies have developed their insights precisely through following this collaborative style of research that gives higher involvement and participation to participants in the study (see, for example, Whyte’s (1955) participant observation of street corner society, Hargreaves’ (1967) analysis of social relations in a secondary school, and Cicourel’s (1976) study of juvenile justice). Essentially, such research will lead to discourse that speaks of ‘researching with’, rather than ‘researching on’, gaining the trust of participants and emphasizing the shared nature of both the research agenda and process. A key element of this form of research is that your own stance is sublimated more than in traditional research, and a variety of perspectives – yours and your subjects’ – allowed to inform the aims, objectives and direction of the research. 
Collaborative research can have a direct impact on enhancing the quality of research, particularly through incorporating practitioner perspectives. When researching work based settings, it is vital you acknowledge the existence of different practitioner viewpoints. These differ not only between managers and managed, but also between sub-groupings and individuals who may be differentiated by gender, age, social class, length of service, status, work role, contract and so on. In addition, there may be more subtle differentiating factors that may be invisible to the external researcher, but lived out daily by participants. Collaborative research has the potential to uncover both anticipated and unanticipated dimensions of work based settings and to bring off a more faithful portrayal of underlying realities. Many seminal studies of the workplace rely heavily on inside knowledge gained through direct observation of the workplace setting, and are therefore highly reliant on employer co-operation in facilitating such access – see, for example, Taylor’s (1947) classic work on time and motion, Roethlisberger and Dickson’s (1939) study of human relations at work, and Trist and Bamforth’s (1951) research on high-performance work systems. Note, however, that co-operation is different from collaboration; in these studies there was minimal involvement of employers or employees in the research process. This point is developed later in the chapter. 
Learners carrying out work based research are often advised to avoid projects that might encounter some of the barriers to access and ethical approval mentioned above. This advice is generally sound, given the restrictions of time and other resources at your disposal. However, where you, as a work based researcher, are researching your own workplace, access can sometimes be easier to negotiate even where the work setting is a sensitive one. The participant or practitioner work based researcher often has insight into any potential research problems and access to strategic context that suggests certain lines of research the organization may find beneficial. That said, some work based environments, for example hospitals, care homes, prisons, schools, government offices and certain sensitive private sector organizations, can present you with insurmountable obstacles to access unless a collaborative approach is negotiated. In health environments, for example, research proposals typically have to pass severe ethical scrutiny by bodies set up for this purpose before the research can proceed. Similar requirements are in place in all universities where research is originated and the procedures are designed to protect the subjects of research. Presenting a collaborative research model certainly does not guarantee that ethical approval is given, nor that the relevant managers will authorize the level of access that the research may require. A research proposition that privileges practitioners’ and/or participants’ perspectives is, however, more likely to be successfully negotiated than one that does not incorporate a collaborative approach.
Most work based learning projects stem from courses offered by a university. One of the reasons for the significant growth in work based learning and research in universities is that one of their purposes is to promote knowledge transfer with public and private sector organizations. Collaborative work based research represents a highly effective way of achieving knowledge transfer. Our definition of collaborative research, involving a common or shared values orientation and a deeper level of involvement and engagement in the process and outcomes of the research, gets to the heart of knowledge transfer. 
Recent years have seen higher levels of engagement between universities and the business sector and much of the progress in this area has been through projects that are jointly developed and where there is a high level of collaboration between academic and commercial interests. In this context, whether the joint projects are short or long term, a collaborative research model is invariably a pre-requisite to effective knowledge transfer. This must be two-way to be effective, hence many people prefer the term ‘knowledge exchange’ to describe the interaction. The benefits for universities and public and private sector organizations include breaking down the barriers between academy and practice, and avoidance of over-theoretical research. This increases the likelihood of practical application and implementation where practitioners gain insight from researchers and vice versa.
Summary of the benefits of collaborative research 

· Avoids inappropriately imposing researchers’ perspectives onto subjects

· Allows a variety of perspectives on a common research issue, problem or question

· Is informed by practitioner perspectives and thus improves the quality of research

· Accesses hard-to-research closed spheres and private systems

· Promotes knowledge exchange, leading to change, innovation and growth

· Avoids over-theoretical research, increasing likelihood of practical application and implementation

· Breaks down barriers between academy and practice

· Encourages practitioners to gain insight from researchers and vice versa

· Directly addresses ethical issues of consent, power and exploitation that are problematic for non-collaborative work based research

· Respects the context of the research

· Provides the authentic voice of participants, and
· Is democratic.

Disbenefits of collaborative research

There are a number of drawbacks to collaborative research which need to be carefully weighed against the benefits outlined above. Perhaps the most important, from the point of view of you as an insider-researcher, is that collaborative research is high maintenance and time-intensive. A sole researcher who plans, designs and carries out their own research project is, in the main, reliant only on themselves for the timely achievement of the project. Careful planning can minimize disturbance to the planned schedule of tasks. However, involving other practitioners in the design and accomplishment of the research immediately adds several layers of complication and complexity to the research process, which can impact negatively on the timing, direction and the very accomplishment of the research project. The maintenance of good personal relationships between members of research teams, especially when teams are spread across two or more organizational cultures, is both challenging and time-consuming. For these reasons, we have to treat collaborative research as high-risk, high-reward. 
We have noted above the danger that sponsorship of research can, in varying degrees, influence, distort or hijack the research agenda. This is a serious matter for researchers and those who sponsor research. It is vital that protection is afforded to both parties to do everything possible to ensure that different research aims can be assimilated and accommodated. A research contract is always needed to set out the responsibilities, obligations, objectives and liabilities of all parties to the research, including a process for mediation in the event of disagreement. Underlying this document is the need for you to ensure, wherever possible, that there is a clear understanding of the relevant issues on all sides and that a basis of trust is established to allow open and frank discussion of potential pitfalls and possible solutions. 

If this sounds a tricky business, that’s because it is. Achieving a balance of interests can involve delicate negotiation around issues of power, politics, personalities, funding, research careers and corporate influence – a heady mixture under any circumstances! Some examples of potential areas of disagreement in research that is sponsored may be helpful. 
Example 1

Researchers are invariably under pressure to publish their research to meet the need of their employing university to achieve positive results in national research assessment exercises. Sponsors often have different publication needs, for example for internal dissemination and corporate conferences, which may not coincide with the researcher’s typically longer timescale. For example, this may be three to six years for a doctoral programme. 

Example 2

Sponsors may be keen to identify the practical implications of research involving their organization, and to develop further aspects of these. Researchers may need to focus more specifically on theoretical frameworks and the constructs underlying practice. These two objectives may be complementary, but, equally, have the potential to be in tension and to pull the researcher in different directions.

Example 3

Researchers carrying out research towards a university qualification need to take on board the views of their director of studies and/or supervisors in relation to the progress and direction of their research. The agendas of these advisers may be quite different from the agenda of corporate managers and/or mentors. And the larger the team(s) involved in shaping the research, the greater number of different viewpoints there can be.

One of the disbenefits of collaborative research is shared with all forms of applied research and arises from prevailing currents of academic elitism. This is the notion that applied research has lower status than traditional research where the research remains external – in many senses of that word – to the research site and subjects. This view has its origins in research paradigms that lay claim to a discourse populated by terms such as theoretical, scientific, objective, pure and independent. By contrast, applied research, embracing collaborative research as the ultimate exemplar of the approach, is described using terms like practical, social, subjective, applied, and interactive. In certain university subject disciplines and research environments these views are still to be found and there is a danger that the researcher who carries out applied and/or collaborative research may find their career adversely affected vis-à-vis colleagues who pursue more ‘acceptable’ research avenues. 
Summary of the disbenefits of collaborative research

· Time – collaborative research is high-maintenance, time-intensive

· Corporate funding hijacks the research agenda

· It involves an inappropriate balance of practical and theoretical aspects

· Puts strain on personal relationships

· Time – there is pressure on you, as the researcher, to publish and the timing may not suit the organization’s timescale

· There is inequality due to status/level of team

· It undermines your ‘objectivity’

· Having large teams increases the range of vested interests

· Your career as an academic may be blemished (low status of applied research in some disciplines), and
· It is difficult to maintain the relationship with the host organization.

Typology of collaborative research – the intervention continuum

Based on this account of the collaborative research approaches available to the work based researcher and their benefits and disadvantages, it is now possible to offer a tentative typology of collaborative research (see Figure 8.1). This typology is constructed along a continuum of intervention with low intervention described as ‘detached’ research, which has little or no involvement of the subjects of research and whose sole output is research publication with little or no perceived benefits for the research site organization. At the other extreme of the continuum, action research requires high involvement by subjects and carries a key objective of organizational change. 
Researchers and organizations may use this typology to assess the relative and potential utility of proposed research to the organization. It is therefore a tool that can assist researchers in persuading organizational managers to allow high levels of access and involvement of their staff in return for the greatest benefit of research to the organization. 
Research that involves little or no involvement of research subjects is here termed ‘detached’. The research involves no collaboration in the sense used in this chapter, that is, signifying a common or shared-values orientation and a deeper level of involvement and engagement in the process and outcomes of the research. The primary research output is publication of the researcher’s work as a conference paper, in a refereed journal, or perhaps a book. There is no direct benefit to the organization being studied.
‘Observational’ research has a long tradition, particularly in social scientific research, involving varying degrees of ‘participant observation’. Although this mode of research involves a high degree of involvement on the part of the researcher in the research setting, which is required in order to gain access to the subjects and win the confidence of gatekeepers and subjects of research, there is limited collaboration as such. At the same time, the skilful researcher may generate useful organizational insights. These insights may themselves generate further research which may involve higher levels of collaboration.
‘Developmental’ research involves a much higher level of collaboration with research subjects; case study is the primary example of this research mode. The research may involve specific continuing professional and personal development tools such as coaching and mentoring, and the primary aim of this mode of research is organizational development. Developmental research is frequently carried out by consultants and is therefore often commissioned by organizations that perceive they have a skills or knowledge gap to fill. University knowledge transfer programmes are frequently directed to this kind of organizational need.
The highest level of collaboration in research is exemplified by our fourth mode of research, ‘action’ research. Like participant observation and case study, this has a strong research tradition, especially in the fields of education and health. The impetus for action research often originates in the organization itself, and typically involves and requires a high level of commitment from organizational managers to the research project. Organizational change and improvement is at the heart of action research and is also the key idea in the ‘action research cycle’ in which changes brought about by action research are themselves studied and evaluated through further research. The term ‘knowledge exchange’ is highly appropriate for this mode of research, since it gives equal weight to the knowledge brought by both the researcher and the subject of research into the frame of enquiry. 
Discussion questions

1. What research topics might be particularly appropriate for researchers to collaborate in investigating?

2. How might some of the pitfalls of team working be overcome?

3. What might be the impact of gender differences and/or status in a team of researchers?

4. How close and developed does the relationship between researcher and researched need to be to count as collaborative? To what extent is a single ‘voice’ desirable and achievable?
5. Is involvement of the subject of the research in decisions about research aims, objectives, processes and outcomes a condition for collaboration? If so, to what extent?

6. How can the different interests of individuals who collaborate in a research project be balanced? (Think about the above examples of pressures to publish, the tension between focusing on theoretical and practical aspects, and the different agendas of university and outside work environments.)

7. What can be done to minimize the disbenefits of collaborative research?

8. Is applied research adversely affected by academic elitism? 

9. Are there circumstances where applied research may be viewed more favourably?

10. Think of examples of detached, observational, developmental and action research.
11. Which of these best lend themselves to a university work based research project?
12. Which model(s) would be most attractive to an employer, and why?
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