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Co-Producing Knowledge 

A Narrative Review of Collaboration 

Chris Holligan & Andrew Killen 1 

 

              Abstract 

             The subject of research collaboration is a field of academic research. It contains a 
multiplicity of strands. In this narrative review the interests of scholars committed to 
this field are investigated. Greater interest on the ‘hard’ sciences and their 
collaborative practices dominates the literature. The issue of whether research 
productivity in terms of outputs in journals is enhanced is one topic. The concept of 
knowledge co-production (KCP) is an epistemological framework pervading the field; 
academic-industry collaboration is another focus bearing down on research impact. 
The review tracks the international dimensions of collaboration within higher 
education globally.  It is against this broad context that our modest qualitative, 
research collaboration, reported at SERA took place. The author’s experience of 
harmony offers an optimism where others may ‘find themselves’. It is a venue where 
scientific and professional capital meet and mix. Future ethnographic studies may 
critically probe dynamics of collaborations including areas of potential taboo 
connected with vexed issues of authorship. The ethical and scientific implications 
around identifying the authenticity of authorial attributions on papers in high stakes 
performance review cultures should not be downplayed. Stories about 
collaborations are inseparable from the vulnerability of career credential statements 
in CVs and on websites. The integrity of knowledge is dependent upon contribution 
claims being truthful. Ethical governance in academia is incomparably different and 
decidedly vulnerable when benchmarked against weight of governance in other 
domains where the law operates in earnest.   
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Introduction 

The purpose of this review is to provide a broad context for our SERA paper. That paper is 
about a joint research collaboration around the production of conference and journal 
articles. We are far from being along in this landscape. ‘Research collaboration’ as a search 
term yielded 3,581, 654 ‘hits’ in the University of Edinburgh’s Discover Ed library search 
engine. Adding ‘social sciences’ to this search engine reduced these millions to 1,598, 911. 
This figure declined to 889,110 when ‘educational research’ was added to the term 
‘Research Collaboration’. Using the filter ‘Peer Reviewed Journals’ with ‘Research 
Collaboration’ yielded 1,550,010 results. Focusing upon ‘Research Collaboration in 
Educational Research’ as the search term with ‘Peer Reviewed Journals’ as the filter 
produced 443,350 results; with a different filter ‘Theses/Dissertations’ the search yielded 
166,188 results. These data highlight research collaboration is extensive and as the review 
illustrates, it is across a globally interconnected academic field.  

Our collaborative research is based on an Autoethnographic (Ellis and Bochner, 2000) 
account of a research project, ‘Democratic Experiences of Children in an Urban Primary’, 
carried out in an urban primary school in Scotland.  The principal premise of an 
ethnographic approach is the study of a group of people (Abbot, 2014).  First and foremost, 
and consistent with the philosophy of autoethnography, the research was merely telling a 
story about a group of people.  An Autoethnographic researcher is not declaring a scientific 
truth but rather providing, as described by Dyson (2007), their creative construction of a 
reality, which they have lived through.  A feature of the methodology and, on reflection 
from the research and writing process is the need to explore, respond and reflect upon 
experiences, features of autoethnography highlighted by Smith, included the need for 
‘patience, quietness, openness, sensitivity’ (Smith, 2013: 43). 

Engagement with the methodology had helped future collaboration. Eliis and Bochner 
(2000) claim that autoethnography ‘… demands self-questioning in deeper ways and leads 
to a better understanding of others’ (2000:738).  This in turn impacts on one’s ability to 
engage more effectively in collaborative research.  In particular it encourages a reflective 
nature and willingness to seek collaboration to enhance knowledge of the research process. 
Plato (2000:315) said ‘the life without examination is no life’. Mezirow (1991) suggests 
reflection can help us become more aware of challenges that we currently fail to deal with 
effectively.  Brockbank and McGill (2007) argue articulation of our ideas, through 
collaboration, with others is central to the development of an open, critical perspective.  
Autoethnography has been the stimulus for this change and supported me towards being a 
more reflective and less passive researcher.  

Knowledge sharing is believed to be conducive to research effectiveness and productivity 
(Adams et al, 2005). On the other hand, policy or management pressures to work with 
others challenges academic freedom and autonomy. Reading Steve Fuller’s (2005) book The 
Intellectual made me aware of new ways of seeing and valuing one’s contributions to 
academia and the public.2 This ‘collaboration’ was helpful as a counterpoint to the arid 
pragmaticism afflicting what he perceives to be a commodified higher education sphere. 
The ideas in his distillation inspired me to value one’s own worth and not to expect 
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affirmation through neo-liberal inspired performance appraisal. Collaboration includes 
engagement with ideas found in conversation and print. Fuller describes the importance of 
learning to see things from multiple points of view. He argues for the importance of fighting 
for the truth in public debate. He teaches us to be aware of power relations that restrict the 
opportunities of others to learn and which limit student’s academic freedom. Fuller as 
intellectual states “I write as an intellectual in academia, which increasingly looks like a state 
of exile from the intellectual world” (p.2).  

A personalized intellectual collaboration is still an undoubted source of energy (Fuller is 
empowering) despite it going unrecognized in a research collaboration literature whose 
constructs typically report two parties or more who are actively engaged with one another 
over a period of time on shared tasks set out on employment workload protocols. Fuller’s 
CV indicates involvement with theories. He has an impressive range of single authored 
outputs. Philosophical giants such as Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) are associated with 
no joint authored books or papers, ‘collaborating’ instead with eminent student disciples 
and learned societies.3 Many Nobel Prize winners in the sciences and economics 
collaborated with one or two peers, but some contributed to knowledge on their own. That 
the Nobel Prize in Literature recognizes only individual merit suggests ‘discovery’ in the 
humanities entails a less fathomable scaffolding than is found in a scientific lifeworld. 4 

Research collaborations are accidental, serendipitous, planned or a combination of these 
origins: An email sent to an author complimenting their paper; chatting at conferences 
delegates find common ground and like talking to one another are a few examples that can 
inspire decisions to collaborate. Mobile numbers and email addresses exchanged signal a 
willingness to reach out and to work together. They could begin inside a university where 
each party collaborates to gain more credentials to advance employment goals and/or 
academic capital by creating a joint authored paper, sometimes this exercise illustrates not 
academic motivations, but a mutuality born of earlier exchanges of support. Thomas 
Hobbes (1588-1679), the political theorist and student of the science of human nature, set 
out in his treatise on government, entitled Leviathan (1651), the view that human beings 
always acted from self-interest, a desire that, he argued, was very strong (Ross et al, 1974). 
Hobbes sought to discover the principles that govern the social world (Bunce, 2013).  In the 
contemporary social world individual researchers have opportunities to activate 
collaborations with esteemed repositories of knowledge: The British Library offers research 
collaborations enabled by research expertise.5 The British Academy supports research 
collaborations, - the Government’s levelling up agenda is an existing focus.6 Palgrave 
McMillan, the publishers, support global collaborations.7  

                                                           
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ludwig_Wittgenstein.  
4 https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/lists/all-nobel-prizes/.  
5 https://www.bl.uk/research-collaboration/research-expertise.  
6 https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/news/new-collaborative-research-programme-focused-on-levelling-
up-and-social-infrastructure/.  
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Although each author in the SERA presentation commenced their collaboration within 
separate and distinct institutional cultures, they share values as GTCS registered teachers. 
That career background does not make them immune from hierarchic control exercised by 
the ‘strategic university’. The particularities of academic freedom and trajectories of 
‘relevant’ collaborations are enacted within audit cultures whose functionaries may, for 
political reasons, only support projects deemed to conform to prescribed strategic plans 
(Deem, 2008; Jones et al, 2020). Research collaboration does not occur in a policy or 
employment vacuum which does not necessarily impede their integrity and worth, a 
situation that we happily think reflects our own collaborative outcomes. 

Research Collaboration: International findings 

Research collaboration has intensified in the last three decades encouraged by European 
Union research policies that includes developing the EU as a “research area” (CEC, 2004, 
2007 cited in Abramo, et al, p. 156). Knowledge co-production (KCP) within academic-
practitioner or other research collaborations is a means to address elusive goal, research 
impact. The ideal of knowledge co-production is beset with challenges one being the 
resource power asymmetries of partners (McCabe et al (2021, 604). Lukes (2004) three 
faces of power include: decision-making power exhibited by policymakers; non-decision-
making power sets the agenda in debates and thirdly ideological power where people’s 
thoughts are controlled. The neoliberal managerial university may impose varieties of Luke’s 
framework which collaborators are best mindful about prior to collaborating. McCabe et al 
(2021) using interviews with academics and practitioners funded by the Australian Research 
Council Linkage Scheme projects examined Lukes types of power and how they influenced 
knowledge co-production; often power which is hidden is most effective (Lukes, 2021). The 
ability to control debate impacted what was seen as a valid and worth taking seriously. 
Jenkins and Lukes (2017) describe this process of pre-emptying of ideas the power of 
occlusion.  

McCabe et al draw upon Lukes’s (2005) tripartite model of power finding shortcomings in 
projects meeting the knowledge co-production ideal arguing this arose from structural and 
normative sources (especially, “resource power conditions”) shaping collaborative 
interactions in Australian business schools based in universities. McCabe et al found 
academics and practitioners believed in the superiority of academic knowledge which 
implicated structural and normative power into the KCP dynamic. McCabe argues that 
academics need a better understanding of power in research relationships with 
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practitioners. Normative power prevailed throughout the projects as practitioners 
seemingly submitted to academic project leaders despite this conflicting with their “real 
interests” (McCabe et al, 2021, 622). Key decisions made early in the project development 
phase meant practitioners became resigned to not challenging academic’s decision-making.  

Knowledge co-production is a framework designed to address the theory-practice gap 
combining academic and practitioner knowledge in the research process (Banks et al 2016). 
These authors argue KCP enables research to address ‘big research questions’ that lie 
outside the capacity of either party and, through the practitioner loop linkage the academic 
partner has a reduced risk of drifting off into abstract or irrelevant studies. Theory and 
practice are seen as two different, complementary forms of knowledge. Inevitable conflicts 
and tensions between the parties are seen as a source of creativity (McCabe et al, 607).   

Moving to US to the theme of scientific productivity scientific collaboration is a cornerstone 
of the performance of individuals and institutions, especially in terms of publication outputs 
by the American universities (Abramo et al 2009, p. 158; Lee et al, 2005). Significant 
energies support collaborations some of which harm collaborators, exploitation or unethical 
behaviors being evidenced (Bozeman et al 2012; Sonnenwald, 2007). The division of labor 
amongst (large) research groupings is seen as a source of higher productivity. Identifying the 
determinants of research projectivity three attributes were identified: 

• Personal: the age, gender, and education of researcher 

• Institutional: the size of faculty & infrastructures 

• Environmental: policies, funds, staffing 

In the US (1988-1992) faculty size associated with productivity as it gave researchers more 
opportunities to collaborate (Dundar et al 1998). Personal and environmental factors in the 
Australian system also combined to generate high levels of productivity (Ramsden 1994). In 
certain disciplines (biomedical) collaborations enabled scientists to work on several projects 
simultaneously (Bordons et al 1996). Establishing a research group was advantageous as it 
enabled more participation in funded projects and a higher likelihood to publish in 
esteemed international journals (Abramo et al, p. 158). Collaboration is not however 
without difficulties and stress. That said, problematics are not inevitable, and on the 
contrary as we found it, working collaboratively is a positive challenge, rewarding by 
bringing something new into the world.  

Barriers to collaboration have been eased by ICT reducing the “proximity effect” meaning 
they tended to be amongst collaborators sharing geographic affinity. Abramo et al (2009) 
describe In Italy an increase in academic research collaboration prompted by policy 
fostering networking. Abramo et al (2009) utilized a bibliometric methodology that equated 
collaboration with the co-authorship of scientific publications. Factors encouraging 
collaboration included:  

• Increase in scientific specialization 

• Complexity of investigated problems 

• Costs of scientific equipment  

• Easier access to public financing 
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• Aspirations for prestige and visibility by working with renowned research groups 

• Opportunity to gain higher productivity 

• International collaborations esp. increase scientific performance 

Their empirical analysis found of 78 Italian universities involved in scientific-technological 
disciplines had three measurable outcomes: 

• Collaboration (foreign collaborators) was associated with high impact journal 
publication 

• In the physical sciences over 95% of all publications were collaborative 

• Collaboration intensity was correlated with productivity especially in mathematics 
and computer science  

The ‘impact factor’ turn in academia seen in the UK’s Research Excellence Framework (REF) 
makes relevance to societal issues an index of quality in academic research output. 
Collaborations outside universities will undoubtedly increase in tandem with policy-makers 
intolerance of research not seeming to sufficiently ameliorate social and economic 
problems. Bozeman et al (2013) distinguish between traditional collaborations (academic) 
that extend knowledge (knowledge-focused) and those delivering obvious economic value in 
enhancing industries competitiveness and wealth creation (property-focused). They define 
collaboration as: ‘‘social processes whereby human beings pool their human capital for the 
objective of producing knowledge.’’ (p.3). The notion of knowledge-exchange is associated 
with exploiting ideas developed in academia and applying them with industry partners to – 
for example -technological or life science concerns. 

Chronological age difference characterizes trajectories of nuance: In the US younger 
researchers are considerably more productive, as are mid-career academics. The impact of 
having collaborations among older academics does not – comparatively speaking - enhance 
their output (Lee and Bozeman 2005, cited in Bozeman et al, p.). Membership of a scientific 
peer group connected to industry gives for younger researchers an “imprinting” effect when 
they collaborate early in their career (Bozeman et al, p. 7). Aside from age, gender impacts 
collaborative behavior: in the US females (without tenure) collaborated more with female 
peers with similar status suggesting a common bonding interest or ‘enemy’ - job insecurity. 
Men also collaborated on instrumental criteria; individuals with a collaboration strategy 
have more collaborators; omen typically have more collaborators than men and women 
they are inclined towards interdisciplinary collaboration, a result discovered in a Dutch 
university (Bozeman and Gaughan, 2011).  

Governance around collaboration matters - there is “organic” voluntary collaboration and 
collaborations developed by fiat, imposed by managements. Some claim collaboration 
works best when it is voluntary (Merlin 2000). A mentor collaboration strategy is 
characterized by working under the supervision of an established academic (Bozeman et al 
p.15). Academics who are settled in their roles are more likely to collaborate, a behavior 
that does not however guarantee their being more productive (Lee et al 2005). Projects 
spanning many universities are more prone to negative outcomes unless collaborators meet 
face-to-face and have established communication policies (Cummings et al, 2005). Some 
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find the key to success in productivity lies, not in the number of collaborators, but the 
extent to which they invest energy in the network (Liao, 2011). The question is how porous 
is the network and what are criteria to join it? How are collaborators selected?  

Work ethic attribution operates where selection is based on capacity to respect project 
work schedules; mentoring criteria govern the behavior of experienced academics when 
selecting ‘early career’ researchers; individual and group reputations impacts the allure and 
attractiveness of a collaborative nexus; the buddy collaborator dynamic is connected with 
familiarity and liking others. Finally, the strategic collaborator selects those with 
complementary skills (see Bozeman et al, p. 18).  

Time writing and administering grants are important potential obstacles to collaboration as 
is the general academic workload of inviduals.  So-called ‘Teaching-led’ universities (UK 
post-1992 group) will experience these issues in different ways from the research intensive 
(UK Russell Group). Larger research-led universities have more capacity to foster internal 
collaborations and internal networks, especially in the biomedical field (see Bozeman et al, 
p.34). Haley et al (2022) explored internationalisation agendas in universities. That agenda 
was pursued in this study between a northern European university and one in Africa; 
collaboration entailed data sharing, co-authoring, methodologies, data collection and 
analysis (Kaye, et al, 2019;  Secret et al, 2011). Such collaborations are opportunities for the 
“soft power” of the North (Europe) to be exploited to harvest their interests beyond a mere 
a research agenda. The term ‘knowledge diplomacy’ captures the zeitgeist whereby policy-
makers may aim to deepen the economic and symbolic capital of a university through 
promoting international collaborations (Knight, 2015). Collaborations sometimes have, in 
Goffman’s terms, a front and much less transparent political back story.  

The research collaboration literature draws attention to the importance of the first stages of 
a collaboration where relationship building processes are required. Internationalisation has 
become a key feature of “global” university branding. It emits signals of academic quality 
and a caring ethical orientation to supporting the world community. Through internationali-
sation, it is argued, global issues are more readily addressed. Knowledge systems in the 
North are perceived as research intensive, by contrast, in the South they are perceived as 
depended on the north (Altback, 2006). Building trust and personal relationships as well as 
academic are a sine qua non of a collaboration’s success (Delgadillo, 2016; Sutton et al 
2012). Matters that require attention during initiating any collaboration include:  

• Clarify motivations 

• Shared values 

• Clarify goals 

• Fostering an communicative ethos 

• Defining responsibilities  

• Document resourcing  
Haley et al were motivated to collaborate on the basis of finding common interests in inter-
nationalisation’s agendas in the higher education sector. They developed their collaboration 
by addressing the following, Heron’s (1996) model informed their adoption of this process 
whose elements are listed below: 

• Linking co-researchers 

• Through emailing reflect on the collaborative initial ideas 

• In person meetings in Sweden 
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• Interviewing one another  

• Gain the support of university managements 

• Agree the timing and frequency of meetings 
Haley et al conclude:  “Successful international research collaborations are those where pos-
itive relationship building, trust, a willingness to learn and mutual respect are central. In 
contrast, unsuccessful collaborations are those where the needs of either partner are ne-
glected (p.13).  
 
DISCUSSION 
 
The review’s first area of concern focussed upon the vexed issue of power which can colour 
academic and interpersonal interaction. It impacts the dynamics of collaborations. Lukes’s 
model of power is invaluable as an audit tool for collaborators to use should conflicts arise 
and it may help pre-empt them. Power differentials may be inevitable in many collabora-
tions as individuals and institutions vary along the axis of resource strength and authority. 
The personal attributes of collaborators, the politics of universities and their systems of fi-
nancing research will add uncertainties to an already complex landscape.  
 
Another theme found in literature is the dominance of scientific collaborations in the STEM 
areas as opposed to collaboration in the arts, humanities and social sciences. Search engine 
‘hits’ drew attention to a differentiated field. The longevity of collaborative conventions in 
the ‘hard’ sciences whose needs may cry out for multiple expertise and depend upon access 
to scarce expensive resources may mean they represent a unique niche in academia  Differ-
ences intrinsic to the epistemologies and social cultures of disciplines other than ‘hard’ sci-
ences may mean collaboration there has a different profile.  Some may emphasize serendip-
itous working, individual creativity, immersion in book reading and models of the writer as a 
free-thinking intellectual. The positivist methodologies of the ‘hard’ science are inclined to 
being generalizable facilitating the ease with which partnership is underpinned by a scien-
tific conventions enabling them to transparently pursue ‘big research questions’.  
 
Other themes of general interest in the literature were the variables of age, gender and ge-
ographies of research collaborators and collaborations. Younger academics apparently col-
laborate more than older more established academics. The strength of social networks may 
facilitate productivity. Processes of reputation building and scientific capital management 
govern the behaviour of some academics.  Older academics may have different working 
practices relying less upon collaborating in fields known to them. The age variable holds ca-
reer and intellect implications. In terms of geographies of research collaboration the issue of 
proximity has been a facilitator, but that may vary by personality, discipline and life-style 
construct.   
 
Finally, it seems our knowledge of collaborations among dyads and larger groups in the hu-
manities and social sciences is more limited compared with the STEM areas. Collaboration 
may have taken on a managerial mantra and if so it is important to be circumspect about 
policies that press its importance without making clear the rationale is attainable and worth 
the extra stress and effortfulness. The evaluation by the University of Cardiff of Scotland’s 
Applied Educational Research Scheme (AERS) found that this centrally funded complex na-
tional collaboration were beset with inadequate and confused management arrangements 
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and strategic direction. AERS, despite extensive funding and longevity had very few ‘hard’ 
indicators of impact such as academic journal paper outputs especially in high impact pres-
tigious journals (Taylor et al 2007).  
 
Associated with the politics of collaboration and impact terrains is interdisciplinarity, in 
some contexts it presents as the panacea for the resolution of longstanding complex socie-
tal issues which might of course be true in certain cases. Finally, from my personal experi-
ence the glue that has enabled my different collaborations, over more than a decade, in-
clude goodwill, shared values, complementary capacities, tolerance of different working 
timescales and the pleasure that comes with companionship on a shared and interesting 
task. Sometimes collaborators become friends. I recommend collaboration in principle. In 
practice whether it engages your attention will depend upon the options that your perceive 
available to you. To collaborate means you have to be accepted by others. They have to 
choose you at some point. Typically, collaboration amounts to a social exchange process 
where, as in other human relationships, estimations of what parties promise and bring to 
the collaboration table are addressed with energy.  
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