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It is much easier to talk and write rhetorically about the benefits of collaborative research
than it is to enact those benefits in the actions and outcomes of a sustainable research team.
This is hardly surprising: all manner of obstacles confront those seeking to conduct and
publish research in contemporary Australian universities. Some of these obstacles are
institutional and systemic, such as academic work intensification and heightened
accountability and surveillance. Perhaps even more significant are the challenges related to
the conceptual, ideological and phenomenological dimensions of research teams. Yet these
obstacles and challenges must be confronted if genuinely sustainable and potentially
transformative research teams are to occur. This chapter distils several selected principles
and suggests associated practices of sustainable and transformative collaborative research,
which in turn constitute a framework for interrogating the examples of collaborative research
outlined in the remaining chapters in the book.

Introduction

Sustaining Synergies: Collaborative Research and Researching Collaboration explores
several contemporary expectations and experiences of collaboration in research and research
about collaboration. At a time when the Excellence in Research for Australia initiative is
framing research actions and outcomes in Australian universities, with the equivalent
Research Assessment Exercise and the Performance Based Research Funding scheme
operating respectively in the United Kingdom and New Zealand, it is crucial to examine
some of the current challenges and opportunities attending education researchers in order to
elicit strategies that have proved to be effective in generating collaborative and sustainable
research endeavours.

This book fulfils this need by focusing on the activities and achievements of a single
research team in a Faculty of Education in an Australian university. The team members
exhibit a wide diversity of disciplines, paradigms, methods and research interests, ranging
from early childhood education to primary and secondary schooling to vocational education
and training to university learning and teaching. At the same time, we demonstrate the
strengths of multiple and expanding collaborations with one another in designing, conducting
and publishing research directed at engaging with several contemporary educational and
sociocultural issues.

In particular, the research team encapsulates both the difficulties and the opportunities
attached to the operations of academics working in contemporary Australian universities. The
team is composed of smaller groups of highly productive individuals who have coalesced into
a larger entity for the purposes of economies of scale and capacity-building and with the
encouragement of faculty administrators. The book charts some of the uncertainty felt by
team members about the team’s eventual success as well as a number of specific strategies
deployed to maximise the prospect of that success. The book is therefore in part the story of
our development as a sustainable and sustaining research team.



The chapters in the book address three key questions that derive from focusing on team-
based education research and publishing in contemporary Australian universities:

e What are the different forms that can be taken by effective, efficient and ethical

collaborative research?

e What does researching collaboration demonstrate about the character and effectiveness

of that collaboration?

e How can collaborative research and researching collaboration generate sustaining

synergies for Australian university researchers?

In addressing these questions, the book presents a set of accounts by Australian education
researchers that have wider relevance and significance. In particular, they elicit and
demonstrate a set of practical strategies, underpinned by philosophical and methodological
principles that it is hoped will be useful to university research teams in Australia and
internationally in generating substantial outcomes and in sustaining research synergies.

Background

Collaborative research is a growing phenomenon in several disciplines, including health
(Moffitt, Mordoch, Wells, Martin Misener, McDonagh, & Edge, 2009; Wan, 2010; Poole,
Egan, & Igbal, 2009), library studies (Zhang, 2008), nursing (Engelke & Marshburn, 2006;
Priest, Segrott, Green, & Rout, 2007), political science (McDermott & Hatemi, 2010),
science (Wray, 2006), social work (Lewis, DiNitto, McRoy, Shorkey, Spence, & White,
2008), sociology (Hunter & Leahey, 2008) and teacher education (Christie & Menter, 2009),
as well as on a interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary basis (Ryser, Halseth, & Thien, 2009;
Stokols, 2006; Stokols, Harvey, Gress, Fuqua, & Phillips, 2005). Likewise, collaborative
research has been interrogated from numerous theoretical perspectives, including critical
theory (Atweh & Bland, 2007), ethics (NIMH Collaborative HIV/STD Prevention Trial
Group, 2007; Roth, 2007) and feminism (Scantlebury, 2007).

This increased emphasis on collaborative research across such a wide range of disciplines
and perspectives contains possible multiple benefits and seeds of potential discord alike.
Whether the outcome is one or the other or a combination of the two is not readily predicted
but instead depends on a range of intricate and situated factors that are simultaneously
individual, institutional, systemic, national and global. Many of these factors are related to
the continuing complexity and the ongoing intensification of the work and identities of
university academics and researchers (Deem & Lucas, 2007), which have been variously
depicted as a “messy experience” (Malcolm & Zukas, 2009, p. 495), an “academic identity
schism” (Winter, 2009, p. 121), “a general increase in and diversification of the forms of
control exercised over academics” (Musselin, 2007, p. 5), “a simultaneous blurring of
boundaries” (Krause, 2009, p. 413), “constituting the academic performer” and thereby
representing “the spectre of superficiality and stagnation in academia” (Gendron, 2008, p.
97), an uneven conflict between “the entrepreneurial orientation” and “the academic calling”
in contemporary universities (Hakala, 2009, p. 173) and being akin to a game of “ring a ring
o’ roses” that requires “a Tinkerbell Solution” to decide whether or not the game is “worth
playing” (Kam, 2007, p. 640).

These possibilities and problems certainly exercise the members of the research team who
have written the chapters in this book — the Capacity-Building, Pedagogy and Social Justice
Research Team in the Faculty of Education at the Toowoomba campus of the University of
Southern Queensland, Australia. As noted above, and as the successive chapters demonstrate,
we have arrived at the common staging-post of forming the team and writing the book from
widely divergent disciplinary, methodological and theoretical backgrounds. Despite that
diversity, we share several features, including a mutual regard, a commitment to
understanding and enacting collaborative research, a desire for our research to connect with



multiple stakeholders and contribute to current educational and sociocultural debates, and a
consciousness of the politicised character of contemporary research teams in general and ours
specifically.

In this first chapter in the book, we begin to explore the notion of sustaining synergies that
forms the book’s central focus. After a necessarily selective literature review about research
teams and collaboration, we elicit some principles and suggest some practices that we
consider vital to the important process of sustaining and transforming collaborative research.
We conclude by explaining how those principles and practices are taken up in the remaining
chapters and by providing an overview of the book’s structure.

Literature review

There is widespread consensus that collaboration is essential for research (see Ritchie &
Rigano, 2007a, 2007b; Smith, 2001). What, however, is collaborative research? Kezar (2005)
drew on the literature in organisational studies to highlight three key aspects of most
definitions of the term collaboration. Firstly, there are people, both researchers and other
stakeholders, who are involved in a project. Secondly, there is a common purpose, sometimes
expressed in a set of shared rules, for the project. Thirdly, collaboration involves the pooling
of resources, which might include such items as finances, skills and time. These might be
summarised as the who, the why and the what of collaborative research. Kezar added to this
by seeking to identify the how. She argued that collaboration was an interactive process that
occurred over time.

Even if we accept this definition of collaboration, the question still remains as to what
constitutes collaborative research. There are many research papers published on research
about collaboration. For example, Angelides, Stylianou and Leigh (2007) reported on
research into the effectiveness of collaborative networks amongst pre-service teacher
trainees. Bhavnagri and Bielat (2005) published their research into the effectiveness of
collaboration between lecturers and librarians. Similar studies have been produced by
Stevenson, Duran, Barrett and Colarulli (2005) on collaboration among faculty teaching staff;
Wang, Dannenhoffer, Davidson and Spector (2005) on cross-institutional collaboration; and
Crow, Smith and Keenan (2006) on collaboration between university- and hospital-based
teaching staff.

Another body of research investigates the concept of collaboration between researchers
and the researched. For example, Bowl (2008) argued against practices that exclude the
researched from the research process. Haig-Brown (2001) investigated ethical issues relating
to collaboration between universities and communities. In a similar vein, Zigo (2001)
suggested reciprocity in research as a means of narrowing the power gaps that might emerge
between researcher and participants.

The focus of this book is not just research about collaboration, but more specifically
research as a collaborative endeavour. The literature about this narrower field is less
extensive. One aspect that has been investigated includes issues relating to the management
and organisation of collaborative research. Kezar (2005) noted eight core elements of
establishing and implementing successful collaborative research at an institutional level:
mission, integrating structures, campus networks, rewards, a sense of priority from senior
leaders, external pressure, values and learning. These all have an impact upon management
decisions. According to Smith (2001), there are at least three different kinds of research
collaboration to be considered from an organisational perspective: inter-personal, team to
team and corporate partnerships. These all need to be managed differently. There are a
number of inherent tensions involved in the process of collaborating at these levels and
therefore management of collaborative research is problematic. The evidence suggests that
collaborative research does not respond well to top-down policy drivers (Smith, 2001).



The published research that aligns most closely with the approach of this book includes
case studies of attempts at collaborative research, and the reflections of participants upon
those processes and their outcomes. There are several key themes that can be drawn from this
literature. One theme that is evident in many of these works is the importance of developing
positive and supporting relationships. An effective collaborative research team creates a
“caring environment” (Tynan & Garbett, 2007, p. 420) that “encourages creativity and risk-
taking” (Ritchie & Rigano, 2007a, p. 129). It develops “a space of belonging where all team
members are accepted and welcomed” (McGinn, Shields, Manley-Casimir, Grundy &
Fenton, 2005, p. 551). Sometimes it may involve “previously established affective bonds”
(Blumer, Green, Murphy, & Palmanteer, 2007, p. 44). The literature strongly suggests that
these kinds of affective factors are important dimensions of effective collaborative research.

Affective factors are not the only aspect of relationships that are mentioned in the
literature. Blumer et al. (2007) highlighted the importance of considering team members’
strengths and vulnerabilities. They also noted the complexity of maintaining multiple
relational roles and levels within the team. McGinn et al. (2005) developed a comprehensive
statement of principles to capture a common understanding and agreement on the terms of
relating within their group. Seeking to build what they called solidarity through collaborative
research, Ritchie and Rigano (2007a) suggested that, as well as the affective dimension of
shared emotional experiences, successful collaborative research teams establish and maintain
bodily co-presence (or group assembly), barriers to outsiders and a mutual focus of attention.

Factors that negatively affect collaborative research are also noted in the literature. Failed
attempts at achieving this kind of solidarity can result in an outright rejection of all future
attempts to collaborate (Ritchie & Rigano, 2007a). Some cultural norms and beliefs about
social relationships might impinge on developing effective horizontal relationships of
solidarity also. Despite the best of intentions, authorship rights over collaborative works can
still be an issue in teams and partnerships (Tynan & Garbett, 2007; Wray, 2006). Other
negative influencing factors noted include the pressure to perform, the lack of finances
(Tynan & Garbett, 2007) and the inability of some team members to agree to a team’s basic
principles for working together (McGinn et al., 2005).

In the chapters that follow, some of these positive and negative aspects are explored in
more depth, in the context of a team of education researchers who decided to collaborate on a
project investigating the concept of collaborative research. We turn now to elaborate some of
the principles and practices that can frame such research and help to maximise its beneficial
outcomes.

Principles and practices of collaborative research
We begin this elaboration of selected principles and practices of collaborative research by
referring to the useful list of criteria for such research compiled by Ritchie (2007) as part of
his project of theorising research collaborations. He contended that what “set [this collection
of contributions] apart from other major publications on collaboration” was “an emphasis on
solidarity and emotional energy, as well as considering particular dialectical approaches to
understanding collaboration” (p. 1). He argued that “Partners in [a] ... collaboration can
experience a profound sense of bonding or solidarity during the creation of a new vision
through successful interactions. Solidarity is a feeling of membership or belonging to a group
of interlocutors ...” (p. 4; emphasis in original). Furthermore, “Generally, successful
interactions between participants lead to the production of positive emotional energy ... in
individuals and collective effervescence from the group” (p. 5). Moreover:

At the individual level, interactions are stratified in terms of member involvement, and

the outcomes of emotional energy and solidarity .... This means the outcomes from



interactions are likely to be different for individuals within large groups or research
teams. (p. 5)

Ritchie (2007) exemplified some of these differences by reference to a four-member
research team to which he belonged and to which members contributed according to their
previous relationships with one or two (but not all three) of their fellow team members and
their current circumstances (such as their physical proximity to one another). He summarised
his preliminary theorisation of research collaboration as follows:

Within collaborative research teams, researchers’ intersubjectivities are made available
to the collective for possible subsequent actions as practices are produced and
reproduced. During successful face-to-face interactions within teams, researchers
experience positive emotional energy and build solidarity that could be stratified
according to the interactive patterns within the research team. (p. 7)

We have devoted this level of attention to Ritchie’s (2007) account for two reasons: his
edited collection of chapters is the closest that we have encountered to this book in terms of
focus and purpose; and we find considerable resonance between his preliminary theorisation
and our proposed principles and practices of collaborative research. From that perspective,
we are pleased to include solidarity, emotional energy and stratified interactions among those
principles and practices. In addition, we have selected the following as preliminary
candidates for inclusion, on the basis that they provide credible grounds for facilitating
collaborative research that is also sustainable and transformative.

e Collaborative research needs to be ethical, by which we mean that team members’
interactions with one another and the other participants and stakeholders in their
research must be clearly and demonstrably based on ideals of mutual respect,
beneficence and facilitation.

e Collaborative research needs to be reflexive, by which we mean that team members
must be willing and able to submit their interactions and relationships to ongoing
scrutiny to monitor the impact and effectiveness of their collaboration.

e Collaborative research needs to be scholarly, by which we mean that team members
must be committed to engaging in and publishing research about their interactions and
relationships, in order to share their experiences and reflections with interested others.

e Collaborative research needs to be sustainable, by which we mean that the benefits and
outcomes of such research must exceed the labour and other inputs required to
undertake and publish the research.

e Collaborative research needs to be synergistic, by which we mean that insights and
understandings gleaned from the activities of the research must be genuinely collective
and unattainable by individuals or dyads.

e Collaborative research needs to be transformative, by which we mean that team
members must be committed to positive and productive change within the team as well
as in their interactions with multiple others.

We acknowledge that in this list we have made no explicit distinction between principles
and practices. Indeed, we see each of these principles aligning with specific practices arising
from particular circumstances and contexts, rather than our being able — or wishing — to
prescribe them. On the other hand, each of the subsequent chapters takes up one or more of
these principles and demonstrates its or their operation in situated practice. Furthermore, our
synthesis of the principles above begins to address the three questions posed in the
introduction to this chapter — questions to which we return in the final chapter.

Conclusion
This chapter has distilled several selected principles and mooted associated practices of
sustainable and transformative collaborative research. We see those principles and practices



as helping to constitute a framework for interrogating the examples of collaborative research
outlined in the remaining chapters in the book. That is, with varying degrees of explicitness
the principles and practices elaborated here underpin the multiple conceptual and
methodological resources and the empirical examples encountered in the following chapters.
They are also revisited in the final chapter in connection with the three questions introduced
earlier in this opening chapter.

In Chapter 2, Robyn and Karen employ contemporary Mandala theory to examine their
own research relationship and to consider a process for mapping constraints and enablers in
the construction of a research community. Warren and Patrick use Chapter 3 to explore
various conceptualisations of capacity-building vis-a-vis notions of risk that have a varying
impact on the likely success — or otherwise — of individual research teams. Chapter 4 is the
vehicle for Karen, Robyn and Patrick to unpack the intended nexus between research
collaborations and social action through reference to the concept of collective mindfulness.

In Chapter 5, Mark and Linda present findings from their analysis of a collaborative
concept map created by the research team members to highlight some of the less tangible and
immediately evident aspects of their interactions. Catherine, Mark and Patrick reflect in
Chapter 6 on their first exercise in authorial collaboration and evaluate its utility at the time
and its continued relevance to their collaboration. Chapter 7 enables Warren, Robyn and
Patrick to consider their recent relationship as doctoral student and supervisors from the
perspective of superaddressees.

In Chapter 8, Robyn and Warren pose a number of questions related to the ethics of
collaborative research, particularly connected with relational ethics. At least some of those
questions are taken up in Chapter 9 by Linda, Catherine and Patrick, who explicate their
responses to the statements “To me, good research is ...”; “My research benefits ...”; and
“Ethical collaborative research involves ....” Finally, all of us reassemble in Chapter 10 to
reflect on the intervening issues in writing a collaborative research book and what that might
mean for sustaining a synergistic research team; we also revisit the three questions and the
proposed principles and practices outlined in this chapter.

Each chapter, including this one, concludes with some suggested strategies for sustaining
synergies as well as with some further reading. The strategies are intended to facilitate
focused discussion and to highlight differences as well as similarities between the readers’
research teams and this one. This is in the spirit of ongoing conversation and dialogue. We
would be delighted to learn how your research teams operate and the principles and practices
that you find useful in animating and enacting them, just as we have found it useful — and at
times challenging — to examine our collaborative research and our efforts to research
collaboration, thereby helping to sustain our and others’ synergies.
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Strategies for sustaining synergies
e Brainstorm and then research multiple definitions of “collaboration” and “collaborative
research”; list those definitions most closely related to your research team and reflect
on why that is so.



e Discuss your preliminary answers to the three questions outlined here as framing the
book.

e Locate your fellow team members and yourself on the academic research and identity
landscape depicted in the chapter and consider what that location means for the
challenges and opportunities facing your research.

e Elaborate your own set of principles and practices of collaborative research and
compare them with the ones listed here.

e Topic for debate: “The proposition that the research team is greater than the sum of its
parts is rhetorical rather than realistic.”
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