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INTRODUCTION (taken from the conference brochure) 

The International Society for Third Sector Research (ISTR – www.istr.org) is a major 
international association promoting research and education in the fields of civil 
society, philanthropy, and the non-profit (third) sector. 

 
ISTR’s eleventh international conference (http://www.istr.org/?Muenster), hosted by 
the University of Muenster (Germany) focused on the theme of ‘Civil Society & the 
Citizen’. In recent years, the future of society as such has become a pressing concern. 
While security issues seemingly dominate government action, more and more nation 
states are coming under pressure from their own citizens. Some political analysts 
have diagnosed a crisis of representative democracy and argued for a stronger role 
of civil society. 
 
Citizen action, citizen initiatives, and protest movements have gained in importance. 
Citizen participation has become a key issue for governments, with a plethora of 
different meanings attached to it. Furthermore, the question of what civil society can 
bring to the table in attempting to attack the global challenges of the 21st century, 
has become a point of particular attention. While some governments and the 
corporate sector would like to see civil society primarily in the role of service 
providers, citizens are increasingly aware of the political mandate of civil society. 
 
Given this scenario, the conference addressed and discussed the following 11 themes: 
 

 Emerging areas of theorising and practice 

 Civil society and citizen participation – addressing public issues 

 Philanthropy and giving 

 Volunteering 

 The role of protest movements 

 The role of civil society in the context of revolutionary developments 

 Legitimacy vs. legality of civil society action 

 Developments in government policy and the regulatory environment 

 Policy-making: the contribution of civil society 

 Civil society and democracy 

 Collaborative governance and civil society 
 
Please note: The ISTR uses the terms ‘third sector’ and ‘civil society organisations’ 
(CSOs) interchangeably; the terms are also used in this way throughout this report.   
 
 
 
 

http://www.istr.org/
http://www.istr.org/?Muenster
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REASONS FOR ATTENDING 
 
There were several reasons for my attending the ISTR conference: 
 

1. I had secured space to present a poster on my recent research undertaken as 
part of an MSc in Voluntary & Community Sector Studies at Birkbeck College, 
University of London. The poster (Democratising research: Collaborative 
advantage in research collaborations between universities and civil society 
organisations) and associated material can be found in the Appendix0. 
Essentially, the research focuses on how to improve the efficacy of research 
collaborations between universities and civil society organisations (CSOs) 
 

2. Through my job as a public engagement officer at the University of Bath, I’m 
interested in, amongst other things, the role of universities within civil society 
and how, alongside CSOs, they might contribute towards a shared goal of 
social justice. I believe that the efficacy of research collaborations depends in 
large part on having a strong understanding of the other partner; a better 
appreciation of CSOs should help to strengthen collaborative research 
 

3. In line with (2) above, I was interested in exploring how developments in civil 
society might overlap with engaged research agendas – what might CSOs be 
able to learn from us and what might we learn from them? Social research 
doesn’t operate in a vacuum and so we need to be attuned to similarities and 
differences across organisations   
 

4. Finally, the conference provided a rare opportunity to learn of developments 
in other countries; I was interested to hear international perspectives and to 
consider whether these might have any implications for situations in the 
United Kingdom 
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USING THIS REPORT 
 
This report has been written with two key audiences in mind: 
 

 Engaged researchers (no matter the discipline) already collaborating with, or 
wishing to collaborate with, CSOs 
 

 Public engagement professionals (such as myself) who support researchers 
to engage others with their research 

 
Chiefly, I hope that the report will: 
 

 Help researchers and professionals develop an enhanced understanding of 
CSOs and their strengths and challenges 
 

 Provide useful prompts / reflection points for those thinking of undertaking 
research collaborations with CSOs 
 

 Support researchers and professionals to think about similarities between 
their own roles (particularly in relation to change agency) and those found 
within CSOs 
 

Throughout the conference, I attended a variety of talks under four of the 11 
conference themes as follows:  
 

1. Civil society & citizen participation: Addressing public issues 
2. Civil society & democracy 
3. Emerging areas of theorising & practice 
4. Collaborative governance and civil society 

 
I’ve captured key points from the talks I attended under each theme so that the 
reader can pick and choose those of interest. Each theme has a number of ‘find out 
more’ sections – links to conference papers, relevant websites, and the contact 
details of key speakers.  
 
Finally, dotted throughout the report are ‘reflection points’. These are questions / 
ideas that occurred to me both during the sessions and whilst writing this report. 
They are meant merely as prompts for thinking as the answers are likely to be 
context-dependent. 
 
I’m more than happy to discuss the content of the report with anyone who’s 
interested – you can reach me at e.stevens@bath.ac.uk or on 01225 385326. 
 
 

mailto:e.stevens@bath.ac.uk
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THEME (1) – CIVIL SOCIETY & CITIZEN PARTICIPATION: ADDRESSING PUBLIC ISSUES 
 
(A) Engaging people in research: The WhyNot! citizen research group (CRG) 
 
The WhyNot! Older People’s Research Group was launched in 2007 by Anglia Ruskin 
University. To date, four cohorts of older people (over 50s) have been trained to 
design and deliver research projects linked to the University’s Faculty of Health, 
Social Care & Education. The group was initiated when an alumnus of the Faculty, 
now working in local government, approached Professor Carol Munn-Giddings with 
the desire to increase the voice of older people in local service provision. 
 
Each cohort receives 15 days of training on the research process. Following this, 
Faculty academics provide arms-length support, leaving the cohorts free to choose 
an initial area of research, and to design an appropriate plan. Cohorts range in size 
from around 10 – 20 participants; Cohort (1) was recently involved in the training of 
the latest cohort, Cohort (4). 
 
The CRG has delivered around 20 research projects for diverse partners including: 
 

 Essex Country Council 

 The NHS in South Essex 

 Local library services etc 
 
Why involve citizens in research? 
 
 
Enhances the likelihood that research outcomes will be adopted: CRGs pay enormous attention to the 
applied nature of their research, to its impact on policy and practice 
 

 
Increases the relevance of research to stakeholders 
 

 
Empowers group members; harnesses a desire to make a difference in their lives and the community’s 
 

 
CRGs fit a broad shift in UK society towards localism, to the conception of citizens as active service 
users rather than as passive service recipients 
 

 
Improves research design as takes into account the needs of recipients 
 

 
From certain epistemological stances, involvement of citizens improves the quality of data collected 
and of data interpretation, through the incorporation of lived experiences 
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At Anglia Ruskin, WhyNot! members have demonstrated increased: 
 

 Knowledge of research methods 

 Social capital 

 Social networking 

 Ability to contribute to social care projects affecting their communities 

 Understanding of broader social care issues 
 
But this is not to suggest that there haven’t been issues. For example, Professor 
Munn-Giddings found that: 
 

1. WhyNot! members sometimes struggled with the notion of commissioned 
research as they were used to designing and delivering their own projects 
rather than being given pre-designed projects to work on  
 

2. WhyNot! members sometimes needed encouragement / support to be open 
to others’ perspectives rather than to let their own passions bias how and 
what they researched  
 

As a researcher, Professor Munn-Giddings was attuned to the danger that the 
extensive research training offered to the WhyNot! members might cause them to 
end up thinking exactly like researchers, losing sight of their lived, practitioner 
experiences. She’s tried to keep these experiences alive through encouraging 
members to reflect on their research in the context of their practical knowledge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

REFLECTION POINT 

 

Members of CRGs are chiefly there to enhance their lives and / or that of their 

community whilst students undertaking public engagement with research might be 

more interested in enhancing their careers.  

 

Do people’s motivations for undertaking public engagement with research matter? Do 

differing motivations have differing effects on outcomes? 

 

Find out more: 
 

Professor Carol Munn-Giddings, Anglia Ruskin University 
– carol.munn-giddings@anglia.ac.uk 

 
WhyNot! Older People’s Research Group: 

http://www.whynot1.org.uk/ 

 

mailto:carol.munn-giddings@anglia.ac.uk
http://www.whynot1.org.uk/
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(B) Measuring results: Problems with performance management frameworks 
 
Dr Lehn Benjamin from the School of Philanthropy, Inidiana University-Purdue 
University Indianapolis, presented some of her observations on the pressures felt by 
CSOs in the United States to demonstrate results to funders.  
 
She noted that these pressures have meant increasing numbers of CSOs are 
measuring their performance through standardised frameworks, frameworks that 
focus on measuring outcomes rather than learning and that fail to capture the 
expressive work of CSOs (e.g. citizen engagement).    
 
Performance management frameworks tend to:  
 

1. Assume clients are passive recipients of services 
2. Assume that all staff do is deliver services 

 
Frameworks therefore fail to capture that clients have agency (i.e. they may be 
active recipients), and that staff often engage in proactive partnership-building and 
working which are crucial to ensure successful outcomes.  
 
When staff and clients work together, they may face dilemmas at various stages 
(these can be termed dilemmatic spaces, ambiguous contexts where individuals have 
to resolve tensions in ways that align with their own values): 
 
 

 
Stage of partnership 

 

 
Dilemma 

 

 
Establish mutual relationship 

 
Balancing professionalism (and professional 
motives) with egalitarianism 
 

 
Setting an agenda 
 

 
Knowing when to challenge your 
collaborator and when to let go 
 

 
Taking action 

 
Offering support without creating a 
dependent relationship 
 

  
 
The kind of dilemmas above, and the way that partners resolve these, are not 
captured by performance management frameworks and yet the failure to address 
such dilemmas can have negative impacts on the success of collaborations. 
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REFLECTION POINTS 

 

To what extent might the dilemmas above be replicated in research collaborations? 

 

Are there implications for the Research Excellence Framework (REF), a performance 

management framework that focuses on the impacts ON society of research? 

 

Do researchers currently receive the kind of training and support that will help them 

to deal with some of the dilemmas outlined? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Find out more: 
 

Dr Lehn Benjamin (Associate Professor, Philanthropic 
Studies) – benjamin@iupui.edu  

 
IUPUI Lilly Family School of Philanthropy - 

http://www.philanthropy.iupui.edu/  

 
 

mailto:benjamin@iupui.edu
http://www.philanthropy.iupui.edu/
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(C) Learning from the self-help groups (SHG) model  
 
Dr Thomasina Borkman from the Faculty of Sociology & Anthropology, George 
Mason University, has been researching self-help groups (SHGs) in the United States 
for the past decade, and presented some of her observations on these groups. 
 
SHGs are defined as:  
 
Peer-led, voluntary groups who share their lived experiences through stories and in so 
doing, provide mutual support – e.g. Alcoholics’ Anonymous (AA) 
 
The example of AA is a particularly influential one in the United States where the 
group is credited with: changing public attitudes to alcoholism; helping recovery 
rates; influencing professional treatments; and securing widespread, positive 
portrayals within popular culture. AA groups have generated significant social change 
in their local communities, empowering their members to make more active civic 
contributions.      
 
Additional benefits to patients involved in SHGs include: 
 

 The transition from ‘victim’ to ‘actor with agency’ 

 A normalising of their identity and associated de-stigmatisation  

 Developing new social networks 

 Giving something back to help peers (volunteerism) 

 Family and friends freed of having to give as much support 

 Training for citizenship – increased self-confidence; willingness and ability to 
‘speak out’; enhanced self-esteem 

 

 

REFLECTION POINT 

 

Some of the benefits listed above might equally apply to those taking part in patient 

and public involvement (PPI) initiatives; might there be comparisons between the PPI 

literature available and SHG experiences? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Find out more: 
 

Dr Thomasina Borkman (Emeritus Faculty, Sociology) – 
tborkman@gmu.edu  

 
George Mason University, Sociology & Anthropology - 

http://soan.gmu.edu/  

 
 

mailto:tborkman@gmu.edu
http://soan.gmu.edu/
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THEME (2) – CIVIL SOCIETY & DEMOCRACY 
 
 
(D) Is there a common value base for CSOs? 
 
Professor Benjamin Gidron is the founder and director of the Israeli Centre for Third 
Sector Research (see: http://cmsprod.bgu.ac.il/Eng/Centers/ICTR) and has been 
researching issues pertaining to the Third Sector and related topics for 25 years. He 
presented a thought piece as to potential common value bases for CSOs. 
 
His starting point was that CSOs are often conceived as protectors and promoters of 
civil society, undertaking several (if not all) of the following functions: 
 

1. Provision of services 
2. Promoting participation and building social capital 
3. Social change and innovation (social enterprise) 
4. Promoting social accountability through advocacy 

 
In terms of the advocacy role, CSOs may become advocates themselves or train 
others to be so, thereby producing active citizens. 
 
Professor Gidron proposed two overarching values for the Third Sector: 
 

1) Tolerance to difference emanating from the democratic ideal of freedom of 
association. Organisations have to tolerate and respect that other 
organisations may have different opinions to them 
 

2) Protecting and promoting the civic interest wherein citizens shape society 
through activism, entrepreneurship and philanthropy 
 
 

 
REFLECTION POINTS 

 

Understanding the distinct roles of CSOs might help researchers to elucidate how, 

and in what areas, they could work with CSOs – e.g. how might a specific piece of 

research help to build social capital? 

 

To what extent does engaged research share similar values to CSOs in particular, 

in terms of promoting and protecting civic interest? 

 

How might engaged research help foster a society marked by activism and (social) 

entrepreneurship? 

 

http://cmsprod.bgu.ac.il/Eng/Centers/ICTR
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Find out more: 
 

Read the conference paper here: 
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-

ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Gidron,_Benja
min.pdf 

 
Israeli Centre for Third Sector Research: 

http://cmsprod.bgu.ac.il/Eng/Centers/ICTR 

https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Gidron,_Benjamin.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Gidron,_Benjamin.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Gidron,_Benjamin.pdf
http://cmsprod.bgu.ac.il/Eng/Centers/ICTR
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THEME (3) – EMERGING AREAS OF THEORISING & PRACTICE 
 
(E) Academic knowledge & social practice: Activist academics & knowledge  
 
Ethnographic research has been undertaken by doctors Hilary Yerbury and Nina 
Burridge at the University of Technology, Sydney, to uncover how ‘activist 
academics’ (i.e. those undertaking research in conjunction with CSOs) conceive their 
role in bringing knowledges together to generate social change.  
 
The researchers were alert to broader societal contexts affecting academics in 
relation to this agenda: 
 

 
Contextual issues 

 
Exemplified by … 

 

 
The mission of the Academy 
 

 
A move from scientific knowledge to applied 
knowledge (often with a focus on enterprise) 
 

 
The role of scholarly knowledge in society 

 
A shift from ‘the’ authority of the Academy 
to a recognition of multiple authorities in 
society 
 

 
The relationship of the academic to activists 
in society 

 
The need to capture what happens to the 
knowledge produced and to be able to 
present it to a variety of audiences 
 

 
The relationship of the academic to 
knowledge creation 

 
Research outputs increasingly being 
measured – certain (applied?) research thus 
seen as of ‘more value’ 
 

 
Understandings of the impacts of scholarship 

 
Capturing stories / narratives of impacts on 
policies, on organisations etc 
 

 
Through their research, doctors Yerbury and Burridge have produced four composite 
identities of the ‘activist academic’ in the Australian setting: 
 

1. Younger academics – new to the profession and trying to establish their 
professional identity. There’s pressure to publish but they’re also motivated 
by social change, by ethical practice, and so look to engage. 
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2. Academics who teach (usually after a successful career in a professional field) 
– motivated to build up an identity of being a ‘good’ teacher with a passion for 
social change. They conceive their students as citizens, teaching them as such. 
 

3. Mid-senior academics that successfully combine scholar-activist identities in 
a balanced way – they undertake large amounts of collaborative research with 
communities and have strong networks. Yet their impact can be difficult to 
measure and they may be under threat in the Australian context. 
 

4. Senior academics – scholar-intellectuals who are well-respected by the 
Academy. They often leverage extensive policy impact. 
 

 

 

REFLECTION POINTS 

 

To what extent can the composite identities in Australia translate to academic 

identities in the United Kingdom? For example, do early career researchers manage 

to successfully balance scholarly activities with activist ones, or does the scholarly 

take precedence? 

 

How could engaged research change agents use academic identities to shape the 

work that they do (e.g. in tailoring training / messaging to people at different stages 

of their career)? 

 

Are there different identities across disciplines, or a concentration of certain types 

within certain disciplines? 

 

How might the impact agenda shape academic identities? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Find out more: 
 

Dr Nina Burridge – nina.burridge@uts.edu.au 
Dr Hilary Yerbury – hilary.yerbury@uts.edu.au 

 
Read the conference paper here: 

https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-
ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Yerbury,_Hil

aryNEW.pdf 

mailto:nina.burridge@uts.edu.au
mailto:hilary.yerbury@uts.edu.au
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Yerbury,_HilaryNEW.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Yerbury,_HilaryNEW.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Yerbury,_HilaryNEW.pdf
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(F) CSOs as producers & users of research 
 
Dr Rachel Hayman is Head of Research at INTRAC – an international non-
governmental organisations (NGO) training and research centre that exists to 
support and strengthen civil society (www.intrac.org). In her role, she oversees the 
centre’s research activities and provides advice on research methods, monitoring and 
evaluation approaches and trends affecting the sector. From this perspective, she 
presented her thoughts on evidence and its use by NGOs.   
 
A challenging context 
 
In the last five years, NGOs have been subject to increasing calls for evidence of 
impact from: 
 

 Donors  

 Beneficiaries 

 Internal management 
 
The increased demand for evidence is linked to a greater focus on results and on the 
generation of ‘better’ evidence. For NGOs, this ‘better’ evidence is seen as deriving 
from quantitative methods, methods that are somewhat of an anathema to the 
sector. Thus, much NGO research is contracted out.  
 
NGOs commonly state the following issues when engaging in research: 
 

1. Lack of resources and capacity (particularly, the time to undertake and to use 
research) 
 

2. Lack of appropriate knowledge and skills (lacking a research ‘mindset’ to ask 
the right questions, to gather the right data etc). Generally, NGOs are good at 
data collection but not at analysis, at deciding what to do with the data 
 

3. Prioritisation of research (senior managers not valuing research or wanting to 
use it to fulfil a predetermined end) 

 
How can NGOs contribute to research? 
 
NGOs can be research data ‘goldmines’. For example: 
 

 Service delivery activities (i.e. programmes) can be studied to explore ‘real-
life’ conditions, to test assumptions etc 
 

 Service delivery monitoring records that can be mined, although with due 
care to the content, reliability and accessibility of these records 

http://www.intrac.org/
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NGOs are particularly interested in policy research for market-oriented / selfish means 
– for example, to: 
 

a) Enhance their organisational reputation with donors 
b) Gain reputational advantage through the production of research  

 
 

 

REFLECTION POINTS 

 

Clearly, NGOs can provide a willing collaborator for researchers but, in their work 

with NGOs, researchers may wish to consider: 

 

 Issues re: research objectivity – how open is the NGO to being challenged 

or are they looking for research that meets a predetermined end? 

 The University’s discursive power – the power of its brand / reputation – 

and how this might appeal to the NGO 

 The desire for more quantitative (social) research 

 Whether they might act as capacity builders for the NGO in particular, with 

regards the use of resultant research (thereby increasing its impact) 

 

NGOs might also be open to the use of citizen science tools, mobilising their 

extensive volunteer base to generate and analyse data. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Find out more: 
 
Dr Rachel Hayman (Head of Research, INTRAC) – 

rhayman@intrac.org 
 

INTRAC (International NGO Training & Research 
Centre) - http://www.intrac.org/ 

mailto:rhayman@intrac.org
http://www.intrac.org/
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THEME (4) – COLLABORATIVE GOVERNANCE & CIVIL SOCIETY 
 
 
(G) Recent experiments with collaborative governance – the role of intermediary 
organisations in collaborative governance in Japan 
 
Dr Mikiko Shimaoka from Waseda University, Japan, presented some findings from a 
recent research project on how intermediary organisations, in the role of facilitative 
leaders, promote and forge collaborations amongst various actors (including CSOs).  
 
In this role, intermediary organisations act as change agents and, in facilitating 
collaborations, they take on one or more of the following four roles: 
 
 

 
Change agent role 

 
Exemplar activities 

 

Catalyst  Leading stakeholders by presenting specific objectives 

 Staying ahead of the innovation curve 

 Involvement in / facilitation of key discussions and 
debates 

Solution giver  Acting as highly-specialised agents within an organisation 

 Drawing on broad knowledge for a variety of ends 

 Presenting solutions based on stakeholders’ strengths 

Process helper  Promoting information-sharing amongst stakeholders 

 Creating shared understandings amongst stakeholders 
from different backgrounds 

 Facilitating discussions 

 Setting up negotiation opportunities 

 Providing space for collaboration 

 Creating a conducive environment for collaboration 

Resource linker  Linking stakeholders with others from the same, and 
different, sectors 

 
 
Strategies for facilitative leadership necessitate:  
 

 Boundary spanning (working across sectors) 

 Collaborations between generalists and specialists 

 Having a shared vision 

 Demonstrating fairness and neutrality in the collaboration 
 
Facilitative leadership has impacts on social capital. A facilitative leader can help 
instigate / develop both ‘bonding’ social capital (the social ‘glue’ that helps people to 
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get by) and ‘bridging’ social capital (the social ‘lubricant’ that helps people to get 
ahead). In doing so, they help to build both capacity in organisations and professional 
skills in individuals. 
  
 

 

REFLECTION POINTS 

 

There may be elements of change agency in engaged researcher role – for example, 

inspiring / influencing other researchers to undertake engaged research. To what 

extent might the four change agent roles feature in engaged research? 

 

Are there change agent roles that should be prioritised within the higher education 

sector or ones that should be avoided? 

 

Do change agents adopt different roles at different times? Are there times during 

research collaborations where a particular change agency role should take 

precedence? 

 

Do engaged researchers have a role to play in building social capital through their 

engagement? How conscious or not are researchers that they may be already be 

doing this through their research, and are they able to capture related impact?  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Find out more: 
 

Dr Mikiko Shimaoka (Waseda University, Japan) – 
m.shimaoka@aoni.waseda.jp 

 
Read the conference paper here: 

https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-
ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Shimaoka,

_MikikoNEW.pdf 

mailto:m.shimaoka@aoni.waseda.jp
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Shimaoka,_MikikoNEW.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Shimaoka,_MikikoNEW.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/istr.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/MunsterAbstracts/Shimaoka,_MikikoNEW.pdf
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(H) The impact of neo-liberalisation – The emergence of third sector corporations in 
the UK? 
 
How might neo-liberalisation (as both an economic and political project), be affecting 
CSOs and their relationships with the public and private sectors? 
 
Dr Mike Aiken, a freelance researcher for the Open University, has charted the 
impact of neo-liberalisation on the third sector since the 1980s and commented on 
three overarching trends: 
 

1. A rise in partnership approaches between CSOs and, in particular, the public 
sector (this is usually couched within an efficiency / cost-saving agenda) 
 

2. A rise in contract culture (in particular, with CSOs bidding to deliver services in 
the social welfare field) and associated performance management regimes 
 

3. CSOs sitting alongside the private sector as either collaborators or 
competitors 
 

Dr Aiken notes a tension between CSOs acting as their own independent voices, with 
space for counter-hegemonic functions vs. their becoming an integral part of the 
social economy. He feels that this is an uneasy tension to manage.  
 
The implications for CSOs of the neo-liberal project are many and varied, including: 
 

 Contracts getting larger and larger so that bigger CSOs are better positioned 
to deliver them than smaller, grassroots organisations 
 

 Bigger CSOs being more likely to win contracts over smaller CSOs (as they 
have the capacity and history of delivery), and shaping themselves specifically 
to win contracts 
 

 The private sector, with their competitive edge and larger resources, 
increasingly winning contracts over CSOs 
 

 A decline in advocacy and campaigning as CSOs fear ‘biting the hand that 
feeds them’ (i.e. fear to challenge funders) 
 

 The transition of larger CSOs into corporate-like behaviours – e.g. the 
preponderance of business language and tools in CSOs and the evolution of 
social enterprises; the dominance of people with private sector backgrounds 
on boards of trustees etc 
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REFLECTION POINTS 

 

How might knowledge of these trends affecting CSOs help researchers in their 

approach to such organisations for collaborations (and indeed, help them to consider 

the impact of neo-liberal agendas on the higher education sector)? For example, 

researchers might note that: 

 

 CSOs are already open to / skilled in partnership working  

 

 CSOs may expect contractual relations; they may be less used to loosely-

coupled collaborations 

 

 CSOs will be under pressure to demonstrate the impact of any research 

collaboration, particularly back to service users 

 

 Smaller CSOs may be particularly grateful for the support / capacity that 

researchers can offer 

 

 It’s likely that CSOs will be interested in research that evidences the 

effectiveness of their work, research that could be used to report back to 

funders or to secure new funding 

 

 There’s the opportunity to work with CSOs to strengthen their waning 

advocacy / campaigning structures to ensure that (counter-hegemonic) voices 

are still heard in society 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Find out more: 
 

Dr Mike Aiken (Co-operatives Research Unit, 
Open Unviersity) – mike.aiken@open.ac.uk 

 
Co-operatives Research Unit - 

http://cru.open.ac.uk/index.php 

mailto:mike.aiken@open.ac.uk
http://cru.open.ac.uk/index.php
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SOME CONCLUDING THOUGHTS FROM THE CONFERENCE 
 
By attending the conference, there were evident similarities in the impact of 
neoliberal trends on both CSOs and higher education institutions. For example: 
 

 Both sectors are under increasing pressure to demonstrate the impact of their 
work, yet there are challenges associated with existing impact measure 
frameworks in particular, their inadequacies in measuring collaborative ways 
of working. Such ways of working can have significant impacts on the success 
or otherwise of project outcomes 
 

 The rise in contract culture has led to both sectors needing to manage 
tensions in ‘speaking truth to power’ versus being nervous to ‘bite the hand 
that feeds them’ 
 

 The rise in collaborative working across sectors is viewed as a means to solve 
wicked issues in society. Organisations in these sectors therefore have 
existing experience of partnership working and, in many cases, share similar 
goals with regards social justice 
 

The importance of collaborative working was a strand that ran through the 
conference’s themes. It is hoped that this report will help enhance the efficacy of 
research collaborations by providing researchers with a better understanding of the 
issues and challenges faced by potential CSO partners. Efficacy in part lies in 
collaborators taking a more reflective approach to their work, being sensitive to 
differing ways of working at differing stages of partnership in order to respond to / 
reduce differing challenges. 
 
Collaborative ways of working have implications both for the structures of 
collaborating organisations and for the (professional) identities of individuals 
involved. The role of individuals as change agents and as facilitators of collaborations 
appears particularly important. Time invested in considering these issues and others 
raised in this report’s reflection points would, it is suggested, be time well spent.      
 
 
 
Please note: Abstracts for all conference sessions can be found on the ISTR’s website 

at: https://istr.site-ym.com/?MuensterAbstracts 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://istr.site-ym.com/?MuensterAbstracts
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APPENDIX 
 

DEMOCRATISING RESEARCH: FACILITATING COLLABORATIVE ADVANTAGE IN 
RESEARCH COLLABORATIONS BETWEEN UNIVERSITIES & CIVIL SOCIETY 

ORGANISATIONS 
 
As part of the conference, I presented a poster based on some small-scale research 
that I undertook for my MSc in Voluntary & Community Sector Studies at Birkbeck 
College, University of London.  
 
The poster can be found at the end of this report, and an overview of the research is 
below. I’m more than happy to discuss the research further with anyone who’s 
interested, as I’m continuing to develop my thinking in this area as part of a 
professional doctorate in Education.  
 
If you wish to discuss, you can contact me at e.stevens@bath.ac.uk; 01225 385326. 
 
Theoretical concern & wider literature 
 
In the last decade, the higher education (HE) sector in the United Kingdom has seen 
increased emphasis on the ‘public engagement’ agenda and consideration of how 
this agenda might benefit civil society (Robinson et al, 2012; Wolff & Davies, 2010; 
Goddard, 2009; Shaheen, 2011; Abreu et al, 2009). The agenda focuses on the myriad 
of ways in which the activity and benefits of HE and research can be shared with the 
public in mutually beneficial ways.  
 
Research collaborations are examples of mutually beneficial engagement activities; 
civil society organisations (CSOs) may collaborate with universities on research. In 
doing so, they are able to draw upon universities’ intellectual assets to address public 
issues such as community, social, cultural, human, and economic development 
(Stanton, 2007). Collaborations can provide credible evidence for CSOs to use in 
advocacy and / or to demonstrate the impact of their work, evidence vital for funding 
bids (Robinson et al, 2012). Additionally, collaborations can be a process of learning 
for those involved and lead to informal processes of professional development (Tett 
et al, 2003). 
 
Effective collaborations enable CSOs to reflect their own needs, priorities and 
responsibilities within research (CCPH, 2006). Community members involved also 
have the opportunity to share their knowledge from their ‘lived experience’ 
(Armstrong & Banks, 2012: 6). In this way, research collaborations involve knowledge 
exchange – the sharing of learning, ideas and experiences between VCSOs and 
academics (Abreu et al, 2009).   
 

mailto:e.stevens@bath.ac.uk
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Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) theory of collaborative advantage (CA) recognises that, 
through collaboration, you are no longer limited by your own resources and expertise but 
can add value through joining with others. It is a theory aimed at influencing managerial 
practice and so is of direct relevance to the role of researchers in managing collaborations 
with CSOs. In investigating this role, literature on inter-organisational learning (Larsson et al 
1998) and on power (Hoggett et al, 2006) is important, as a means to frame the impact of 
these variables on the extent of knowledge exchanged and / or co-produced between 
partners within research collaborations – i.e. on the extent of the CA to be had.  
 
Methodological approach 
 
The study adopts a qualitative, case study approach investigating three cases of 
research collaborations between the University of Bath and regional CSOs. Evidence 
is drawn from eight interviews and from research reports related to the cases.   
The general analytic strategy was to follow the theoretical proposition of CA. Within 
the strategy, the specific technique of cross-case synthesis was used which allowed 
comparison across the three cases, identifying similarities and differences.   
 
Main arguments & supporting evidence 
 
The study finds that CA in terms of inter-organisational learning is apparent in 
research collaborations, but in differing ways between university and CSO 
participants. Researchers were broadly motivated to collaborate by professional 
drivers such as improving their research and developing an existing research interest. 
Conversely, CSOs were driven more by strategic issues such as demonstrating the 
impact of their work and improving services: 
 
CA can be enhanced by how individuals interact when collaborating, in ways that 
increase ability to either transmit or receive knowledge. But individual or 
organisational behaviours may also limit ability to transmit or receive knowledge, 
thereby reducing CA. In particular, power dynamics and the inter-relationships 
between university and CSO participants, impact upon CA.  
 
Main conclusions 
 
The study suggests that, whilst CA is existent across the cases, it could have been 
extended further through a more reflective approach to collaboration, one allowing 
for double-loop learning and a reflection on role to address power differentials. 
Findings proffer suggestions as to how researchers can maximise CA in future 
collaborations and thus they have potential to influence practice. 
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