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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Academic research ins)tu)ons and civil society
organiza)ons (CSOs) across Canada are mo)vated
to collaborate on research partnerships as a way
to produce rigorous research, improve prac)ce in
the ﬁeld, and shape evidence-based interna)onal
development policy. This report explores how to
ensure such research partnerships remain fair,
equitable, and eﬀec)ve. Building upon previous
research emerging from the Next Genera)on:
Collabora)on for Development program, we
examine the power dynamics of research
partnerships, and the poli)cal and economic
contexts that create both obstacles and
opportuni)es for academic-CSO research
partnerships.
Expanding beyond the exis)ng literature on
research collabora)ons that tends to focus on
interpersonal rela)ons, this study examines the
dynamics that inﬂuence research partnerships at
the macro level (na)onal and interna)onal
levels), the meso level (sector level), and the
micro level (partnership level). The mul)-case
study of seven cases of academic-CSO research
partnerships in interna)onal development across
Canada reveals that partners are con)nually
media)ng a range of broader contexts that aﬀect
how they structure—and make meaning of—
their partnership interac)ons.

Factors that inﬂuence partnerships at the macro
level relate to how collaborators access federal
funding. Partnerships are omen designed to synch
with the na)onal and interna)onal priori)es for
development, which can alter research priori)es.
In certain cases, partners deliberately chose not
to access federal funding at certain stages in the
research partnership, instead op)ng to leverage
private or other sources of funding.
Sectoral inﬂuences can also place pressure upon
partnerships at the meso level. Issues around
)me commitment, diﬀerences in methodological
protocols, and diﬀerent requirements for
knowledge dissemina)on outputs were cited as
disciplinary and ins)tu)onal challenges to
partnerships. Despite these challenges, several
CSOs noted the growing importance of
partnerships to their posi)on as thought-leaders
in their ﬁelds as a measure of organiza)onal
sustainability.
Across the seven cases, partners exempliﬁed best
prac)ces at the micro level to respond to external
condi)ons. Above all, partners emphasized the
importance of clear project design based on
shared understanding of each other’s work and
mo)va)ons, and clear agreements around roles
and responsibili)es of partners and ins)tu)ons.
Finally, open and ongoing communica)on is
enhanced by clear leadership roles and
governance structures.
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INTRODUCTION
The global development sector is facing
increasingly complex and mul)faceted challenges
in Canada and interna)onally. Collabora)on
among academic research ins)tu)ons and civil
society organiza)ons (CSOs) can play an
important role in improving research, prac)ce
and policy in the ﬁeld. This research can be
simultaneously concerned with the elabora)on of
cunng-edge theore)cal insights, while
beneﬁnng from tangible outcomes like
mobilizing knowledge in prac)ce and policy.
However, the value of such collabora)ons
depends greatly on the degree to which all
partners perceive the partnership as being fair,
equitable, eﬀec)ve, and impacoul. Partners
across sectors are expected to transcend their
own cultural and ins)tu)onal preferences to
some extent, which can be seen both as an
opportunity for enriching one’s ﬁeld, as well as a
challenging tension. Disconnec)ng from sectoral
or ins)tu)onal norms and modes can even be
painful and risky at )mes to an organiza)on’s
projects or reputa)on, or an individual’s track to
promo)on. Power dynamics between and among
diﬀerent actors in the poli)cal economy of
research-based knowledge produc)on can
further create opportuni)es or obstacles for
academic-CSO research partnerships.
Canada has several structures that currently
ﬁnance research partnerships across academic
and CSO partners, and that mobilize federal
funding either directly through government
agencies and crown corpora)ons, or through
independent organiza)ons.

While some of the factors related to eﬀec)ve
research partnerships have been documented in
a Canadian context, ligle research has been done
to iden)fy how partners experience poli)cal,
social, and economic factors speciﬁc to the
Canadian poli)cal economy of collabora)ve
research-based knowledge produc)on for
development. This is one of the gaps in the
exis)ng academic literature that the Canadian
Council for Interna)onal Collabora)on (CCIC) and
the Canadian Associa)on for the Study of
Interna)onal Development (CASID) seek to
address in their joint research program Next
Genera)on: Collabora)on for Development and
through this research.

In this mul)ple-case study
research, we agempt to address
the following ques)ons:
• How do poli)cal and economic contexts and
condi)ons aﬀect fair, equitable, eﬀec)ve and
impacoul collabora)ons in and across micro
(partnership/project-based), meso (sectoral/
ins)tu)onal), and macro (country-wide and
interna)onal) levels in Canadian research
partnerships?
• How do power dynamics play into academicCSO research partnerships in Canada?
• How do power dynamics aﬀect fair, equitable,
eﬀec)ve and impacoul collabora)ons with
Southern partners?
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Levels of analysis of research
partnerships
Research collabora)ons are rela)onal spaces that
are not sta)c, but are emergent as they interact
with the norms, values, and interests of social
and poli)cal systems at various levels. A systems
analysis approach (Meadows 2008) considers the
interrelated inﬂuences of structure and agency,
allowing us to inquire into the dynamics of power
opera)ng in the context of research partnerships
at micro, meso, and macro systems in which
research collabora)ons are embedded (Rourke
2005).

The diagram in Figure 1 illustrates examples of
the dynamics among each level. The micro level
refers to the project or partnership level, wherein
personal biases and assump)ons, managerial
competence, and the length and nature of
rela)onships are at play.
The meso analysis is at the sectoral level,
including the dis)nct structural and cultural
domains that partners inhabit in either academic
or civil society communi)es, as well as their
shared domains in engaging with the norms and
conven)ons of collabora)on in the development
sector.
The macro analy)c level considers broader
dynamics of the Canadian poli)cal, social and
economic landscape, including na)onal
development priori)es, legal frameworks, current
events and social movements, federal
ins)tu)ons, availability of Oﬃcial Development
Assistance, and donors’ rules and guidelines.
These levels of analysis are not mutually
exclusive; these levels of analysis are dis)nct, yet
interact with one another.

Figure 1: Levels of analysis in the poli7cal economy of
research partnerships
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KEY FINDINGS FROM SEVEN CASES
We selected seven research partnerships from a range of ﬁelds, diﬀerent
partnership methods, funding sources, research methodologies, and
geographic emphases in Canada and abroad.

Through interviews and focus groups, we invited
par)cipants to explore areas of their research
collabora)on. Case study criteria, par)cipant
selec)on, data collec)on methods, measures to
ensure validity and reliability, protocols for
conﬁden)ality and ethics, and data analysis
methods are detailed in the sec)ons that follow.
Interviews were conducted with informed
consent.
The following seven summaries demonstrate
some of the diﬀerent and similar approaches to
partnerships structures, governance, funding,
and research development across several
research partnerships in Canada.

1. A large-scale partnership network for
research on jus@ce and interna@onal
crimes
Research domain: Legal jus)ce and prosecu)on
of interna)onal crimes
Academic ﬁeld: Law and jus)ce
CSO sector: Legal clinics and social jus)ce
Funding source: SSHRC
Partners and governance structure: 24 partners
(22 Canadian; 2 INGO) across 12 organiza)ons
and ins)tu)ons

Key take-aways and learning:
• As a large, mul)-partner research
collabora)on, this partnership has the beneﬁt
of bringing a large range of exper)se,
opportuni)es and experience to the ﬁeld,
including through academic outputs, the
eﬀec)ve prac)ce of legal clinics, and
promo)ng public awareness in Canada of
interna)onal rights and crimes.
• The partnership is able to make a signiﬁcant
impact on the legal sector by driving targeted
research programs that are focused enough to
show inﬂuence and progress, but broad
enough to allow many partners to plug in
according to their speciﬁc areas of interest and
exper)se.
• Communica)on across many partners can be a
key challenge, and some partners can end up
in peripheral roles while others take on the
bulk of the responsibility for research
ac)vi)es. An eﬀec)ve governance structure
including mul)ple partners helps to maintain
clear lines of communica)on and keep
decision-making moving.
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“Motivated by being a
thought-leader…the
CSO has partnered
with like-minded
academics to create
the foundation of a
long-standing research
program…”
2. Working to align approaches to
research for ﬁnancing agricultural
innova@on
Research domain: Financial systems for
agricultural innova)ons
Academic ﬁeld: Economics
CSO sector: Finance & Agriculture
Funding source: Anonymized
Partners and governance structure: CSO is the
project holder, partnering with a Canadian
university

Key take-aways and learning:
• This CSO-led partnership enabled research
ﬁndings about microﬁnancing for agricultural
innova)on to be implemented in prac)ce,
rather than remaining within academic
domains. A rigorous monitoring and
evalua)on (M&E) design from academic
partners helped demonstrate the eﬃcacy of
the applied research interven)ons.
• The partners navigated diﬀering approaches to
research design and development ac)vi)es by
understanding the diﬀerent ra)onales

governing each of their approaches and
ﬁnding ways to reach consensus to achieve
their diﬀerent aims.
• Taking )me to understand the partners’
approaches prior to establishing the formal
partnership can help future phases and
projects to unfold smoothly.

3. S@mula@ng a research program
around literacy in Sub-Saharan Africa
Research domain: African-based literacy
research
Academic ﬁeld: Educa)on
CSO sector: Literacy
Funding source: CSO Core funding
Partners and governance structure: CSO and
two Canadian universi)es; Memorandum of
Understanding

Key take-aways and learning:
• Mo)vated by being a thought-leader in the
interna)onal literacy ﬁeld, the CSO has
partnered with like-minded academics to
create the founda)on of a long-standing
research program under their oversight.
• The Execu)ve Director of the CSO has been
crucial for priori)zing the research program
within the CSO, for securing internal funding
for research, and for providing a vision for the
evolu)on of the research program into future
stages.
• Senior academics have par)cipated in this
research primarily out of shared interest and
like-minded commitments in the ﬁelds of
literacy and educa)on, despite few
ins)tu)onal incen)ves to be involved.
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4. Genera@ng new knowledge for
poverty eradica@on and social
innova@on

5. Researching eﬀec@ve interna@onal
volunteer prac@ces for Canadian
undergraduate students

Research domain: Sustainable livelihoods &
income genera)on
Academic ﬁeld:
CSO sector:
Funding source: Two projects with mul)ple
funding sources (e.g. SSHRC, GAC)
2016-2018
Partners and governance structure: Execu)ve
director’s direct involvement with CSO partners

Research domain: Interna)onal volunteering in
development
Academic ﬁeld: Interna)onal development
CSO sector: Interna)onal volunteering
Funding source: SSHRC; Employment and Social
Development Canada
Partners and governance structure: Main
partnership between one university and one
CSO, with involvement of several other
organiza)ons at various points

Key take-aways and learning:

Key take-aways and learning:

• The execu)ve director of the university’s lab

• Interna)onal volunteering has received a great
deal of academic cri)cism in recent years. This
partnership helps to explore the strengths and
weaknesses of volunteering with more nuance
and with greater rigour with the help of
academic researchers.

has had direct involvement in ini)a)ng and
sustaining the research project.
• The CSO iden)fy research ques)ons that
would help to improve their programming,
and that ﬁts with the university lab’s
requirement of genera)ng “new knowledge.”
• The staﬀ turn-over and transi)on within the
CSO present challenges with retaining
ins)tu)onal memory and commitment to the
research.

• While this research is mostly academic-led,
par)cipa)on of CSOs is enabled both through
formal means (e.g. bridge funding,
par)cipatory design, co-presen)ng at
conferences), and informal means (regular
visits and communica)on).

• Crea)ng strong agreements between the lab
and the organiza)on has ensured project
con)nuity.

!
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6. Applying food security indicators for
eﬀec@ve development interven@ons
Research domain: Food security
Academic ﬁeld: Food security & Nutri)on
CSO sector: Poverty reduc)on
Funding source: GAC
Partners and governance structure: Research
partnership between CSO and university
Key take-aways and learning:
• Academic partners beneﬁted from the
research partnership by being able to test
out indicators and theore)cal frameworks in
real-world contexts to support global
learning about food security assessment.
• CSO partners beneﬁged by bolstering the
M&E ac)vi)es and more rigorously
demonstra)ng the impact of their work.
• Including both partners in the design stage of
the research component of a development
project can help op)mize resources allocated
to research ac)vi)es for all partners.
• Partners learned that capacity building is an
important outcome of research partnerships
and ac)vi)es.

7. Collabora@on for climate change and
sustainable development with
Indigenous communi@es
Research domain: Climate change impacts in
Indigenous communi)es
Academic ﬁeld: Indigenous studies
CSO sector: Sustainability & social jus)ce
Funding source: Not funded
Partners and governance structure: Research
partnership between CSO and university
Key take-aways and learning:
• Indigenous academic and CSO partners draw
on networks of communi)es to create
unique and innova)ve par)cipatory and
community-based approaches to research
and knowledge dissemina)on.
• Access to funding can present a challenge for
research projects that do not easily ﬁt within
mainstream deﬁni)ons of research and
impact. Omen funding does not facilitate the
kinds of par)cipatory and community-based
approaches that this partnership involves.
• While new funding windows oriented to the
possibili)es of Indigenous research are
opening, funders have yet to connect these
emerging opportuni)es with a new range of
partners.

“…Capacity building is an important
outcome of research partnerships… “
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CROSS-CASE FINDINGS
Power dynamics in research partnerships are embedded in interconnected
systems. Partners are con=nually media=ng a range of environments at the
micro, meso, and macro levels that inﬂuence how they interact in research
partnerships.
MACRO LEVEL

MESO LEVEL

Key ﬁndings at the na@onal and interna@onal
level

Key ﬁndings at the sectoral, disciplinary, and
ins@tu@onal level

• Partnerships and research projects are
designed, in part, to reﬂect na)onal and
interna)onal development priori)es in order
to access federal funding.

Academic sector:

• Research partnerships increasingly
ra)onalize and adjust research in response to
interna)onal development agendas (e.g.
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals).
However, Canadian research partnerships
also contribute to these agendas.
•

The sectoral and disciplinary contexts in
which partners engage, in outside of the
research partnership, inﬂuence the way that
par)cipants interacted with the partnership.

• There is a lack of ins)tu)onal incen)ves to
par)cipate in endeavours that may not result
in primarily academic outcomes.
• Academics face pressures from their
ins)tu)ons to publish in top-)er journals,
which are omen not easily accessible to CSOs
or Southern partners.
• The pressure to conform to strict
methodological protocols can cause some
tension with CSOs.
• Senior and tenured faculty with substan)al
autonomy in their ins)tu)ons were
overrepresented in this study; more junior
faculty emphasized career risks when results
do not contribute towards their tenure
poroolio.
• There are requirements to engage Canadian
graduate students on research partnership
projects, thereby poten)ally bypassing a
Southern scholar who may be beger
posi)oned or qualiﬁed for the role.
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MESO LEVEL

MICRO LEVEL

Key ﬁndings at the sectoral, disciplinary, and
ins@tu@onal level

Key ﬁndings for project and partnership
structures, processes and rela@onships

CSO sector:

• Partners exempliﬁed many best prac)ces for
what can be done in their interpersonal
rela)onships, governance structures, and
decision-making processes while responding
to external condi)ons.

• There is a lack of )me, lack of funding, and
lack of dedicated human resources to
dedicate towards research partnerships.
• Staﬀ turnover at the program and ﬁeld levels
can be common, aﬀec)ng the ins)tu)onal
memory of research projects.
• The commitment of higher-level organiza)on
members (e.g. execu)ve directors, CEOs) is
key for research partnerships to thrive.

• Partners emphasized the importance of clear
project design based on shared
understanding of each other’s work and
mo)va)ons, in addi)on to clear agreements
around roles and responsibili)es of partners
and ins)tu)ons.

• The needs of CSOs can diﬀer from those of
academics in terms of knowledgedissemina)on (e.g. monitoring and
evalua)on needs, impact and proof of
concept studies, curricular materials, and
promo)onal materials).
• CSOs iden)ﬁed the growing importance of
posi)oning themselves as thought-leaders in
their ﬁelds.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
For academic ins@tu@ons:

For CSOs:

Redeﬁne incen@ve structures to help catalyze a
whole range of new partnerships that will
generate real returns and value to the
ins@tu@on. Research partnerships with CSOs
bring value to the quality and relevance of
academic research. The examples in this report
highlight how such partnerships help foster new
networks and connec)ons, oﬀer real-)me
sources of evidence and data, help generate
both peer reviewed ar)cles and grey literature,
enhance the focus and impact of programs on
the ground, and help posi)on both en))es as
thought leaders in the ﬁeld.

Partner with academic ins@tu@ons; it will
generate more than a new rigour to your work.
Research partnerships bring value to the quality
of development projects beyond strengthening
the methodological rigour of organiza)onal
M&E prac)ces. They create opportuni)es to
build and strengthen capacity, knowledge and
prac)ce of organiza)onal staﬀ and their
Southern partners. They help foster new and
interes)ng partnerships and collabora)ons, and
expose prac))oners to diﬀerent networks that
can help strengthen the rigour of their
programs. And they help posi)on the CSO as a
thought-leader in their ﬁeld.

!

It is important to ﬁnd ways to recognize and
reward research partnerships and the value that
they can bring to research ins)tu)ons. While
tenured professors have much more freedom to
explore such partnerships when areas of
interest overlap, many ins)tu)ons’ faculty
evalua)on structures make it diﬃcult for nontenured faculty to engage in partnerships given
both the pressures to publish and be promoted.
Performance evalua)ons should include
measures that also value and credit
partnerships and publica)ons with CSO
prac))oners – even if they are not valued as
highly as peer-reviewed ar)cles.

To make the most, integrate research and
research partnerships into your organiza@onal
DNA. Having dedicated budget lines, dedicated
staﬀ, and involvement of senior organiza)onal
members (e.g. Execu)ve Directors, CEOs) helps
to ensure that the beneﬁts of the research
ac)vi)es are successfully integrated into the
long-term programming, vision, and
opportuni)es

For prac@ce in research partnerships:
Formalize your rela@onship through an
(informal or) formal agreement. Coming to a
shared understanding of project priori)es,
approaches, goals and mo)va)ons early on can
help to ensure that project structures,
resources, and personnel are suﬃcient and
appropriate to all partners’ needs and
expecta)ons. When these aspects of the project
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are clearly reﬂected in a memorandum of
understanding (MOU) or a more informal
partnership agreement between the respec)ve
ins)tu)ons, it helps to build sustainability in the
partnership and more clearly ar)culate realis)c
expecta)ons about the commitments each
partner is making and the roles they are taking
on.

themselves, or at least with the same speed of
responsiveness. Funding structures need to
both help drive research agendas on current
topics, but also respond, to emerging research
agendas.

Establish clear and open lines of
communica@on. The more partners are
involved, the more challenging communica)on
and decision-making can be. A clear decisionmaking process or strong governance structure
with staﬀ at diﬀerent organiza)ons can help
promote par)cipa)on in decision-making while
not impeding the progress of the research
agenda. New technologies make regular and
face-to-face communica)ons feasible when
budgets may not always allow for in person
mee)ngs.

Evidence-based policy and programs require
inves@ng in genera@ng evidence. The
development sector is feeling the squeeze of
reduced funding in recent decades. Partners
hope that their involvement in research and
evidence-based prac)ces can result in more and
beger development work from Canada, not less
as has been the trend. To do this, the
government needs to invest in research in the
programs they fund, which will in turn generate
a pool of evidence and analysis that will help
further shape and inform beger policy and
prac)ce.

For funders:
Rethink your funding structures to create
incen@ve structures that catalyzes tradi@onal
and non-tradi@onal academic-prac@@oner
partnerships. Funders can include involvement
in research partnerships in their criteria for
funding eligibility or for accruing points towards
receiving funding. Non-mainstream and
especially Indigenous research and knowledge
mobiliza)on should also be considered and
priori)zed.

For Canadian development policy:

Directly fund southern-based think tanks,
research ins@tutes and CSOs to conduct @mely
research. Opportuni)es for partnerships with
Southern academics and CSOs can be beger
priori)zed in development policies that
currently require minimum involvement of
Canadian CSOs and academics.

Create a mix of direc@ve and responsive
research funding mechanisms. Federal-level
funding is omen quick to respond to Canadian
and interna)onal priori)es and agendas in
development (e.g. feminist development
priori)es, SDGs, etc.). However, it seems to have
fewer mechanisms to respond to the evidencebased and prac)ces within the sectors
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