
  

 

 

LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT NOTE 

 

Research Partnerships in Practice 

Prepared by Tina Thorburn, ACFID University Network 

1. Purpose  

The purpose of this Learning and Development Note is to capture the discussions, lessons and 

reflections shared during a workshop focused on Research Partnerships in Practice, held on 

Wednesday 12 November 2014
1
. In particular, the Note is based on the contributions from workshop 

participants discussing why NGOs and universities partner, common challenges and successes 

experienced, and some recommendations for NGO-academic partnerships in Australia. With this 

information and insight, the Note aims to map out key issues that can help inform existing or future 

partnerships of this kind. 

2. Background 

The Research Partnerships in Practice workshop was a collaborative initiative of the Oxfam-Monash 

Partnership and the ACFID University Network. The workshop brought together a range of academics 

and practitioners that are, or have been, involved in a research partnership, to clearly identify and 

explore the opportunities and challenges of NGO-academic research partnerships in Australia (with a 

common understanding of terminology and expectations for the day, as highlighted in Illustration 1 – 

see Appendix); and to identify how the Oxfam-Monash Partnership and other networks, such as the 

ACFID University Network, could support new or different cross-sector research partnerships into the 

future.  

 

Drawing from case studies of research partnerships developed by participants,
2
 the workshop 

addressed the following questions: 

a. Why have participants entered into a partnership with an NGO or a University? What is the 

purpose and incentive for partnering?  

b. What successes have participants had with an NGO-academic research partnership and what 

factors led to that success? 

c. What are some of the „sticky issues‟ and how were these issues overcome/navigated? How do 

they affect research results and influence practice? 

3. Current trends and context 

Existing literature about partnerships and collaboration is rich, and focuses particularly on: benefits for 

NGOs
3
; benefits for academic institutions

4
; recommendations for different types of stakeholders

5
; and 

guidelines for constructing effective partnerships more generally
6
. 

                                                             
1
 The workshop was held as a part of the Oxfam-Monash Partnership Futures Series – a number of 

events launched in April 2014, focused on challenges and opportunities for building collaborations in 

international development. 
2
 See case study posters put together by workshop participants. 

3
 See Mortan, Quan, Nelson and Albright (2002) and  Aniekwe, Hayman, Mdee, Akuni, Lall and 

Stevens (2012). 
4
 See Moseley (2007) and Cottrell and Papart (2006).  
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Yet while existing resources do highlight the purpose and utility of working in partnership across 

various stakeholders, and point to some of the general issues and limitations of NGO-academic 

research partnerships, the literature lacks specific information about distinct points and issues in the 

project cycle; where good practice occurs, specific challenges that may arise, how these issues may 

be overcome or avoided, and how success can be scaled up. Given the range of NGO-academic 

research partnerships emerging in Australia, the organising partners therefore felt it timely to examine 

the „real‟ experiences of researchers and practitioners involved in this partnering process. 

Graphic illustrations were captured throughout the workshop, visually highlighting discussions and „big 

ideas‟ that emerged through participant-driven inquiry. These illustrations are presented in Appendix 

A and referenced throughout the Note to draw connections where possible. Participant case studies, 

presented on the day as posters, are available in Appendix B. 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
5
 See INTRAC Briefing Note (2012).  

6
 See „ELRHA Guide to Constructing Effective Partnerships‟ (2012).  
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4. Why partner? 

Research partnerships between NGOs and academic institutions arise for a number of reasons. For 

some, such partnerships allow the participants to “pool skills, knowledge and experience”
7
. There is 

also a common sentiment that such partnerships represent a mutually beneficial two-way exchange; 

“[by] involving NGOs in research, academics can ensure their research is used and useful; by drawing 

on academic expertise, NGOs can enhance their methods for capturing results”
8
. To understand why 

workshop participants decided to partner, NGO and academic participants were separated into two 

groups and asked to explore the benefits and risks of partnering, and what resources their institutions 

bring to such a partnership. The results of these discussions are summarised in the table below (and 

captured in Illustration 2): 

                                                             
7
 Promoting academic-practitioner partnerships in international development research, INTRAC 

Briefing Note, 31 August 2012. p.1. 
8
 Ibid. 
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By unpacking the benefits, concerns and potential risks associated with research partnerships as 

identified by participants, it became clear that there is much similarity across institutions, thus 

providing common ground to work from. 

5. Exploring Case Studies 

In an effort to organically identify and unpack key challenges, successes and recommendations for 

research partnerships, participants from each research partnership case study
9
 were invited to 

respond to key questions in a „fish bowl‟ question and answer format (highlighted in Illustration 3). The 

questions raised included: 

 What have been the key factors contributing to the success of the partnership relationship? 

 What have been the major challenges? 

 If you were going to do anything differently next time, what would it be? 

Successes 

Various successes were identified across the different case studies. Some participants noted the 

successes generated by including a diverse range of partners and organisations (both big and 

small), as this encouraged strong collaboration, learning and skill development.  Further, case studies 

highlighted the benefits of collaborating with individuals from across different disciplines - drawing in 

new skill-sets, and bringing different perspectives to a given piece of research. Among all case 

studies, an „openness‟ to partnering was seen as important for building mutual respect between 

partner organisations.  

Investing time into building relationships at the outset of a partnership was considered key to 

laying the foundations for a future (and ongoing) collaboration that could focus more productively on 

content and successful implementation. In some cases, participants noted that the unexpected 

challenges they had encountered (noted below) actually created opportunities to reflect on and 

strengthen partnerships.  

Others noted successes in data collection and analysis that provided useful information for 

advocacy and reporting. In some instances, the capacity of staff to conduct this data analysis was 

improved through working in partnership, particularly when specific funding was allocated to the hiring 

of local staff.  

Participants emphasised the importance of debriefing on lessons learned, documenting 

researcher experiences and including communication and implementation plans in the 

research design, and noted that these factors helped to strengthen partnerships and enhance 

research outcomes. It was pointed out that different ways of working may exist not only across the 

institutions that form the partnership, but also among the individuals directly engaged in it.   

Challenges 

Across the different partnership case studies, challenges were also identified.  First, many reported 

challenges with sustaining long-term institutional commitments. For example, high staff turnover 

can be a recurring issue during the life of a partnership, resulting in a loss of institutional knowledge 

and relationships. Additionally, the long-term commitment of institutions in research partnerships 

became problematic if one partner lost funding and needed to be replaced. As indicated in case study 

successes, partnerships were likened to a long-term relationship; time is needed to build trust, and 

there is always the potential for institutions and individuals to clash. While an important process, the 

                                                             
9
 See participant posters that explore each partnership case study in further depth. 
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time and related investment needed to build strong relationships was felt as an added pressure on top 

of the need to deliver timely project outcomes. On a related point, some participants noted that 

academic institutions and NGOs value and manage time differently, and that it is important to 

consider this when managing partnerships, given the potential for significant transaction costs to 

emerge.  

When conducting research, others noted challenges relating to data collection. The difference 

between the ideal and the reality of data collection capacity can lead to practical challenges, 

including how to manage ‟dirty data‟ (discussed as data that has discrepancies or was not collected 

correctly) which requires time and collaborative work to rectify. In some instances, partners lacked 

institutional capacity and time to manage complex research partnerships, and communication across 

many countries can exacerbate these challenges. Participants noted challenges with engaging in 

research that is both meaningful for in-country organisations and mindful of potential political 

sensitivities. Some participants experienced challenges in identifying local researchers early on, 

allocating resources to build relationships with overseas partners, and supporting research capacity in 

partner organisations. Finally, many participants observed that it can be challenging to shape outputs 

in a way that is relevant and impactful for all different partners.  

Reflection on the successes and challenges opened the discussion up to considerations of how 

success could be scaled up and challenges resolved or avoided. Thinking in hindsight about their 

case studies, presenters made the following recommendations both for their own partnerships 

and for future research partnerships: 

 Testing phase: When initiating a partnership, set up a meeting with all of the partnership‟s 

potential stakeholders before the partnership is formalised. This meeting is an opportunity to 

look at priorities and test personalities before getting down to business. Ideally, seed funding 

can support this phase to ensure that the individuals involved in an institutional partnership 

have the right skills, and that expected outcomes are clearly defined and understood. This 

allows for individuals to opt out, and is an opportunity to check on the needs and expectations 

of partner organisations in the design phase. 

 Upfront communication: Frank and honest communication between partners from the 

outset of the engagement and throughout the life of partnership helps surface hidden 

motivations for partnering, and maintains clear channels of communication. Identifying the 

inherent imbalances between in-country and Australian partners, and putting strategies in 

place to help mitigate these can help to ensure that local partners feel valued and have clear 

channels through which to contribute. 

 Fully understand expertise: All partnership participants need to be aware of each other‟s 

expertise, and what they each feel they can bring to a partnership. This needs to be built into 

and inform the whole project. 

 Treat the partnership like any relationship: Time is needed to get to know partner 

organisations, individual staff and the context in which the work will take place. In doing so, 

this may mean assessing whether an individual or partner organisation is „fit for purpose‟, 

allowing partners to assess a partnership throughout its life cycle.  

 Reflexive look at partnerships: Partnerships need to be flexible to ensure that research is 

done collaboratively and responsively, rather than sticking to a set agenda. This process 

needs to be integrated into the project and budget to ensure the flexibility to adapt to things 

that are not working, and to capitalise on unexpected opportunities that arise.  

 Funding structure and staged funding for development and implementation: Planning 

and budgeting for all stages of the project, including; scoping and planning; research analysis 

and synthesis; implementation; and communication of outcomes were identified as important 

to an effective partnership. 
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6. From Problems to Solutions 

Based on the discussions throughout the day, three recurring themes and experiences were identified 

as central to understanding NGO-academic research partnerships; building effective relationships 

(between individuals within a partnership), effective project design and navigating institutional 

systems; and negotiating intellectual property (IP) and use of research outputs. The following 

questions were applied to these key themes to unpack participant experiences and ideas in these 

three areas: 

 What do we want to do differently, in an ideal world? 

 What are the barriers to doing it differently? 

 What are the solutions? 

 

Participant responses are summarised below (and highlighted in Illustration 4). 

Building relationships 

For effective partnerships, participants emphasised a need for an explicit focus on, and 

allocation of more time to, the relationship building stage of the partnership - rather than just to the 

design and implementation of a given project. As noted earlier, to support this process, participants 

discussed the need to allocate funding and time to this phase, with ongoing „health checks‟ built in 

throughout the project. Participants noted that this allows for the aims and expectations of the 

partners to be revisited and reassessed; offers opportunities to reappraise the suitability of the 

partnership to achieve intended outcomes (i.e. is it fit for purpose?); and allows for changes and shifts 

to be made to ensure that partners meet their collective and individual objectives. Another 

consideration in this process of relationship building is the need to incorporate the perspectives of in-

country partners at the outset of a partnership, to ensure that all partners have a full understanding of 

their respective rationales for partnering, and have a choice to elect whether indeed they should 

partner at all. Finally, participants emphasised the need to develop a clear „business case‟ to support 

the allocation of time and funding to the relationship building phase, and to obtain management 

support for this process. One way of building such a business case would be citing the risk mitigation 

and enhanced efficiency to be gained through engaging in a thorough relationship building process. 

Various barriers were highlighted in relation to building strong relationships. Partnerships are 

often built on institutional connections, and individual personalities may clash. Also, issues related to 

personalities may only emerge once the project is in motion. Staff with positions that are demanding 

and who are juggling multiple responsibilities can often struggle to  dedicate time to the relationship 

building stage, and there are often restrictions (time, money, and incentives) to prioritising the 

relationship building process over their other responsibilities. Further, a lack of institutional support for 

the relationship building stage, or „high level buy-in‟ for the partnership, can have detrimental effects 

on the partnership later on - for example, when an institution is interested in outputs only. Participants 

noted that there is generally a lack of institutional investment into the process of exploring potential 

partnerships, and felt there was a lack of documented learning around formal processes or „best 

practice models‟ to help initiate and build these relationships. Partners noted that it can often be 

difficult to reorient or end ineffective partnerships early due to strong incentives to persist (such as 

funding), which typically require projects to be completed, regardless of their effectiveness. 

Partnership members trying to maintain contacts and niceties can also exacerbate this resistance to 

exiting the partnership, as can the common lack of flexibility in project timelines. This ensuing sense 

of „lock in‟ was identified as a barrier to building adaptive and effective long-term relationships.   

In thinking of solutions to address some of the barriers identified, there was a common call 

among participants for more awareness to be raised of the value of the relationship building phase for 

ensuring the success of collaborative partnerships. This needs to occur through crystallised learning 



 

7 

 

 

about how to work in partnership and further discussion of how to partner better. Better relationships 

can be established by facilitating opportunities to share experiences across institutions, such as 

through mentoring, staff exchange and co-location between partners. Also, building relationships 

should not just react to perceived capacity gaps; rather, it can be an „active‟ process, in which  

academics and researchers seek one another out proactively. Allocating time and space for individual 

staff reflections and an assessment of the collective learning achieved by working in partnership can 

help inform future work. Building in cross-cultural training of staff with discussions of participatory 

design and open communication were also noted as possible ways of enabling stronger partnerships. 

Given the above, many participants raised the argument that the relationship building phase of a 

partnership should be identified as a distinct outcome of a project, and not just an assumed part of the 

process (viewing relationships as both a means and an end of a partnership).  

Project design and Institutional Systems 

In an ideal world, workshop participants acknowledged that suitable funding for project design, 

including dedicated time for building relationships (as discussed above), would assist with ensuring 

useful outcomes for all partners. Specifically, participants noted the importance of an ongoing 

dialogue and discussion regarding the different institutional systems (timeframes, accountabilities, 

management, etc.) of each partner. Including this as a deliberate discussion in a project design 

process was identified as a potential tool for building better partner relationships and enhancing the 

ability of the partnership as a whole to reach its mutual objectives. In an ideal world, time should be 

allocated to participatory design, not just participatory data collection, so to ensure that the capacity 

and expected knowledge outcomes of all partners are well understood from the outset. Two key areas 

for NGO-academic research partnerships that could be supported by investing in this process 

included reaching a common understanding of expected research outputs, and of how research 

findings might be used. Building in time to reassess these two areas throughout the project was 

deemed an important element of good project design.  

Barriers to strong project design and effectively navigating institutional systems are similar to 

those discussed for building relationships. Specific barriers, however, included donors or funding 

sources that do not value or allow dedicated time for an in-depth dialogue process geared towards 

building, negotiating and sustaining a partnership. Further, and particularly for large or diverse 

institutions, working with different „parts‟ of one‟s own organisation (i.e. across faculties in a university) 

can also be challenging. Many of these barriers relate to understanding the different operating 

cultures of the institutions involved in a partnership. On this basis, participants felt there was a need 

for partnership focal points or co-ordinators to make a clear business case within their organisation for 

why a particular partnership may be beneficial, before a project is initiated or secures funding. 

Solutions to some of the potential barriers to good project design and navigating institutional 

systems included; adopting a phased approach to partnership building, factoring in health checks and 

evaluations as a part of the research design, and documenting and reflecting on early learnings 

regarding each partner organisation‟s ways of working. Institutional systems and efficiency can be 

improved by clearly documenting the time associated with each project activity, as well as the 

associated costs. Such documentation was deemed important for institutional memory and transition, 

noting the earlier concerns regarding staff turnover. Additionally, building internal capacity for 

partnership brokering, combined with the use of external resources such as expert partnership 

brokers, were identified as ways of clarifying the standards and expectations of investment in these 

resources. Finally, at the outset of a project, and to assist in properly understanding different 

institutions, it is paramount for partners to recognise, identify and be transparent about what they see 

as the flexible and inflexible aspects of a project. 
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IP and use of outputs 

In an ideal world, participants identified the need to avoid making the assumption that partners will 

have the same approach to IP and the use of outputs. Common understandings can be established 

through open conversations about partners‟ different expectations at the beginning of the partnership, 

as well as throughout the project cycle. Issues specific to research partnerships that were identified as 

being important to discuss and review included; authorship; communication and dissemination of 

research findings; branding and associated risks; ethics and legal implications; and a need to 

consider the  guiding principles and policies for NGOs (such as child protection). It was also noted 

that NGOs and academic institutions generally publish research findings for different purposes, and 

accordingly need to allow for different perspectives to be raised. Thus, it is necessary to communicate 

to each partner any potential issues that could breach institutional codes of conduct and/or guidelines 

at the outset. 

Various barriers to navigating IP and use of outputs included the difficulties that may be 

experienced in designing IP agreements, and in agreeing on definitions of IP and outputs. Participants 

noted that it can be difficult to discuss potential issues when concerned about the „need to be nice‟, or 

when fearful of making negative assumptions of the other, or of undermining the relationship. As 

such, it was observed that differing understandings of IP and the use of outputs are often unearthed 

only once partners have already begun to work with one another. Further, sometimes people that are 

central to the effective dissemination of outputs (e.g. branding, legal and communications personnel) 

are left out of the conversation. It was recognised that smaller institutions often lack the resources and 

processes to help mitigate these issues, which can cause complications when it comes to 

dissemination of research outputs. With respect to the dissemination of outputs, it was noted that both 

NGOs and academic intuitions often struggle with effective knowledge management, and when 

combined with the differences and changes in priorities set by management, this often results in 

limited opportunities to fully capitalise on research findings and partnership reflections. Time 

constraints, as well as the competition that may emerge between achieving organisational strategies 

and capitalising on opportunities that arise during the research project, can mean that projects may 

not achieve their expected outputs. It was recognised that there is a need for institutional support of 

partnerships of this kind to help mitigate these challenges and maximise the potential for meaningful 

outputs to be generated for all partners; this is particularly important after a project formally ends. 

To address these barriers, negotiations at the beginning of the partnership need to be rigorous, and 

conversations need to be explicit about IP and use of outputs. Certain frameworks, such as risk 

management thinking, can be applied to IP, and should be factored into the output dissemination 

phase. Knowledge brokers and communications staff can help facilitate discussions about the need 

for developing different types of research outputs, and thinking about different ways of communicating 

research findings. Discussion about the different types of communication that will be needed to 

effectively disseminate outputs and share learnings should ideally be held during the project design 

phase. 

Drawing from across these three themes, the following recommendations were highlighted for 

researchers and practitioners to consider for future partnerships:  

 A phased approach to partnership building, with a specific, initial relationship building phase 

built in. Clear and structured meetings should be held both at the outset and throughout the 

project, to define aims and expectations, and to conduct ongoing health checks, evaluations 

and reflections throughout later phases of the partnership project; 

 Partnership building sessions: allow partners to establish common understandings of 

respective goals, ways of working and partnership principles, including discussion of the value 

of participatory design and open communication; 
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 Think about support mechanisms that might help individuals engaged in partnerships 

„navigate‟ their own institutions; 

 Nominate institutional champions and highlight the experience of individuals involved in the 

partnership; 

 Partnership tool kit: Develop a tool kit for your organisational approach to partnership that 

includes key contacts, learnings, case studies, check lists, along with a list of current 

partnerships
10

, and; 

 Ensure that you have access to, and communicate with, a network of practitioners and 

researchers that can provide advice and support. 

7. Closing Reflections 

The Research Partnership in Practice Workshop was an insightful exercise that provided a valuable 

space to share experiences across „real life‟ cases of partnership. Participants noted their 

appreciation of the deliberate and honest accounts presented across partnership case studies. 

At the same time, the workshop was considered a good „first step‟ towards greater understanding of 

how to navigate NGO-academic research partnerships. Participant feedback suggests that further 

opportunities should be created to explore how success can be scaled up, to „dig deeper‟ into problem 

solving on specific issues, and to compare across other partnership models. 
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Appendix A – Graphic Illustrations 

Illustration 1: Getting started – An activity focused on surfacing expectations, hesitations and 

common understanding of goals for the workshop. 
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Illustration 2: Why partner? - An activity focused on understanding participants drivers/motivations 

and concerns about partnering. 
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Illustration 3: Case study panel – A „fish bowl‟ discussion (question and answer) about partnership 

case studies.  
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Illustration 4: From problems to solutions – An activity of carousel conversations focused on 3 

common themes throughout the day. 

  


