Sibbald et al. Implementation Science 2014, 9:176
http://www.implementationscience.com/content/9/1/176
Implementation
Science

RESEARCH

Open Access

Research funder required research partnerships: a
qualitative inquiry
Shannon L Sibbald1,2*, Jacqueline Tetroe3 and Ian D Graham4,5

Abstract
Background: Researchers and funding agencies are increasingly showing interest in the application of
research findings and focusing attention on engagement of knowledge-users in the research process as a
means of increasing the uptake of research findings. The expectation is that research findings derived from
these researcher-knowledge-user partnerships will be more readily applied when they became available. The
objective of this study was to investigate the experiences, perceived barriers, successes, and opinions of
researchers and knowledge-users funded under the Canadian Institutes of Health Research’s integrated
Knowledge Translation funding opportunities for a better understanding of these collaborations.
Methods: Participants, both researchers and knowledge-users, completed an online survey followed by an
individual semi-structured phone interview supporting a mixed methods study. The interviews were analyzed
qualitatively using a modified grounded theory approach.
Results: Survey analysis identified three major partnership types: token, asymmetric, and egalitarian.
Interview analysis revealed trends in perceived barriers and successes directly related to the partnership
formation and style. While all partnerships experienced barriers, token partnerships had the most challenges
and general poor perception of partnerships. The majority of respondents found that common goals and
equality in partnerships did not remove barriers but increased participants’ ability to look for solutions.
Conclusions: We learned of effective mechanisms and strategies used by researchers and knowledge-users
for mitigating barriers when collaborating. Funders could take a larger role in helping facilitate, nurture, and
sustain the partnerships to which they award grants.
Keywords: Grants, Partnership, Qualitative research

Background
Researchers and funding agencies are increasingly showing
interest in the application of research findings and focusing attention on engagement of knowledge-users in the research process as a means of increasing the uptake of
research findings. This general approach to research is being referred to by terms such as collaborative research
[1,2], participatory action research [3-5], action-oriented
research [6], community-based research [7], engaged
scholarship [8,9], mode 2 knowledge production [10,11],
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and co-production of knowledge, despite each having its
own subtle uniqueness. The Canadian Institutes of Health
Research (CIHR) coined the term integrated knowledge
translation (iKT) to refer to this concept of researchers
and knowledge-users working collaboratively to address
research questions [12]. The expectation of iKT research
is that research findings derived from these researcherknowledge-user partnerships will be more readily applied
when they became available.
To promote this approach, funding agencies have developed iKT funding opportunities. The CIHR has three
of such funding opportunities: Partnerships for Health
System Improvement (PHSI), Knowledge Synthesis
(KRS), and Knowledge to Action (K2A) (Table 1). Similarly,
the National Health and Medical Research Council
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Table 1 Descriptions of CIHR iKT funding opportunities at time of the study
CIHR iKT
funding opportunity

Description and purpose

Funding

Definition of
knowledge-user

Partnerships for Health
System Improvement
(PHSI)

To support researchers and decision makers
conducting applied research that will be
used by health system managers and/or
policymakers to strengthen Canada’s
healthcare system

$600,000 total over 3 years;
applicants must additionally
secure a minimum of 20% of
grant awarded by CIHR from
other partners

Healthcare policymakers
and decision makers

Knowledge Synthesis (KRS)

To support production of scoping reviews
and syntheses that provide an overview
of the state of knowledge on a topic;
inform knowledge-users of lack/existence
of evidence when making decisions;
and guide researchers to primary
research

$100,000 for up to 1 year
(synthesis); $40,000 for
up to 1 year
(scoping review)

Healthcare decision makers
and other researchers
(will vary based on
research topic)

Knowledge to Action (K2A)

To accelerate the translation of knowledge
between researcher and knowledge-user in
order to move knowledge into action, as
well as learn about the knowledge
application process

$200,000 over 2 years

Healthcare policymakers

Descriptions adapted from CIHR’s ResearchNet: http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/47332.html#a6.2.

of Australia (NHMRC) has Partnership Projects and
Partnership Centres, and the UK National Institute for
Health Research has the Collaboration for Leadership
in Applied Health Research and Care (CLAHRC) funding opportunity.
The CIHR undertook an evaluative inquiry on its three
iKT programs with the aim of increasing its understanding
of researcher-knowledge-user partnerships. The inquiry
involved three steps: (1) a focused literature review, (2) a
survey, and (3) qualitative interviews with a subsample of
those surveyed. The focus of this paper is on the qualitative component of this inquiry (i.e., the interviews) with
the purpose of addressing the gap in understanding the
nature of partnerships and their impact on the process of
knowledge translation. The specific questions guiding our
analysis were as follows: (1) what types of experiences in
partnering relationships occur with iKT grants, (2) what
are the perceived barriers to partnerships, (3) what leads
to successful partnerships, and (4) what is the perceived
impact of partnered research?
The literature review focused on the existing literature
regarding partnership research in general. Articles were
found by searching using keywords, exemplar article
bibliographies, reference mining, citation snowballing,
and forward searching; we searched within databases
and the grey literature. In total, the focused literature
review identified 82 articles, 48 of which dealt specifically with researcher-knowledge-user partnerships [13].
For our purposes, we focused on researcher-knowledgeuser partnerships related to the research/project team
as required by the funding opportunities. The literature
review identified ten dominant barriers to successful
partnerships, including inadequate resources, concerns

about the quality of the research, compatibility of problem
solving styles among partners, level of trust between
partners, turnover, power and status imbalances between researchers and knowledge-users, knowledge and
skill imbalances among partners, competing agendas between researchers and knowledge-users, differences in
availability and contributions, and lacking financial or
personal incentives for conducting partnership research.
The focused review of the literature informed the development of the survey for CIHR iKT grant recipients, as
well as the qualitative interviews [14].
The survey consisted of 41 closed-ended Likert-scale
questions that pertained to eight areas of inquiry; these
areas included partnership details, study design, partnership
outcomes, required partnerships, partnership processes,
information sharing, next steps, and factors facilitating
partnerships [15].
The interview guide was designed to explore respondents’ perceptions of the partnership process in general,
the presence of challenges and barriers, how successful
partnership research differs from non-partnered research, whether required partnerships impact the quality
of research, and how CIHR can better foster this impact
(interview questions available upon request).

Methods
Two hundred and twenty-four CIHR iKT grants (KRS,
PHSI, and K2A funding opportunities) were awarded between 2005 and September 2009 (n = 224 grants). Emails
were sent to the 224 principal investigator researchers and
204 principal knowledge-users involved in these grants and
who had provided email addresses on the application to invite them to participate in our online survey (posted in
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English and French). The emails were received by 203 principal investigators and 161 principal knowledge-users (the
email addresses of 21 principal investigators and 43 principal knowledge-users were no longer operational; we did
not attempt to track down those unable to be contacted)
(91% and 79% rate of successful contact, respectively). Of
those who received the emails, 173 principal investigators
and 110 principal knowledge-users completed the survey
(response rate of 85% and 68%, respectively). A purposeful
sample of 25 researchers and 25 knowledge-users was
drawn from those responding to the survey (representing
about 18% of the survey respondents) based on willingness
to participate in a semi-structured interview, conducted in
English. Participants were contacted by a research assistant
via email. Interviews were conducted over the telephone,
audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim (see Figure 1).
An iterative thematic analysis of the interview transcriptions was carried out (a modified grounded theory

Figure 1 Flow chart of researcher and knowledge-user recruitment.
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approach). Data analysis proceeded with two research
team members reading the transcriptions once to identify and list the dominant themes expressed by the participants. Next, all research team members went through
a vetting process whereby themes were assessed. To
focus our analysis of the interview data, we used the participants’ responses to four questions from the survey to
categorize the type of research partnership. Participants
who answered negatively to all questions were categorized as token (researcher dominant). Participants who
answered positively to all questions were categorized as
egalitarian (researcher and knowledge-user lead). Participants who answered positive to some and negative to
some questions were categorized asymmetric (researcher
lead with some knowledge-user engagement) (see
Table 2). Themes were first analyzed by questions and
then reviewed by type of partnership. Any discrepancies
were discussed and resolved; when needed, we returned
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Table 2 Survey questions to categorize type of partnership
Number Knowledge-user survey
8

Researcher survey

Question

Answer options

Question

Answer options

To what extent did your partnership
on this study bring your expertise as
a knowledge-user into the research
process?

• Not at all

To what extent did your partnership
bring knowledge-user expertise into
the research process?

• Not at all

• A little

• Somewhat

• A lot

• A lot

• A significant amount

• A significant amount

• Too early to tell
10

13

16

How long did it take you to develop
trust in your relationship with your
partner?

• A little

• Somewhat

• Too early to tell

• Weeks

How long did it take you to develop
trust in your relationship with your
partner?

• Months

• Weeks
• Months

• Years

• Years

• Still haven’t really
done that

• Still haven’t really
done that

Please specify how long
and what it took to
develop trust.

Please specify how long
and what it took to
develop trust.

Who was involved in the following
aspects of this study?

• Researcher(s) alone

Who was involved in the following
aspects of this study?

• Researcher(s) alone

A. Shaping the research question(s)

• Collaboration with
researchers leading

A. Shaping the research question(s)

• Collaboration with
researchers leading

B. Deciding on the methodology

• Collaboration with
knowledge-user(s)
leading

B. Deciding on the methodology

• Collaboration with
knowledge-user(s)
leading

C. Data collection and tools for development

• Collaboration with
both leading equally

C. Data collection and tools for
development

• Collaboration with
both leading equally

D. Interpreting the study findings and crafting • Knowledge-user(s)
messaging around them
alone

D. Interpreting the study findings and
crafting messaging around them

• Knowledge-user(s)
alone

E. Moving the research results into practice

E. Moving the research results into
practice

F. Widespread dissemination and application

F. Widespread dissemination and
application

To what extent do you agree with this
statement?

• Strongly agree

To what extent do you agree with this • Strongly agree
statement?

“I learned a lot from my research partner
while working together on this study.”

• Agree

“I learned a lot from my knowledgeuser partner while working together
on this study.”

• Agree

• Neither agree nor
disagree

• Neither agree nor
disagree

• Disagree

• Disagree

• Strongly Disagree

• Strongly Disagree

to the original data to ensure accuracy and rigor of the
identified themes.
The CIHR conducts evaluations under the auspices of
the Treasury Board Secretariat Policy on Evaluation, and
the data collected are ethically authorized under the
Values and Ethics Code for the Public Service and the
Privacy Act. Hence, evaluations are undertaken without
Research Ethics Board review. Respondents were assured
that their participation was voluntary and confidential,
and decision to participate did not impact their current
or future CIHR funding.

Results
Among the 25 researchers and 25 knowledge-users purposefully drawn from the total survey respondents, we
interviewed 24 researchers and 25 knowledge-users
(n = 49; response rates of 96% and 100% respectively).
Of those participants, six researchers and six knowledgeusers were “matched pairs”, meaning they participated in
the same grant. Thirty participants were female (61%) and
19 were male (39%). Nine (18%) of the participants had
been awarded K2A grants, 24 (49%) the KRS grants, and
the remaining 16 (33%) had been awarded PHSI grants.
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These relative numbers were proportional to the overall
population of iKT grants awarded in the time period under
investigation. Sixteen (33%) participants had completed
their grants, and the majority (n = 31; 63%) did not yet finish their grants (two participants did not respond to
whether they had completed their grants).
In an effort to better understand these types of required
partnerships and to draw out lessons to apply to partnerships in general, we looked at partnerships as they functioned in three groups: (1) egalitarian, (2) asymmetric, and
(3) token.
Egalitarian partnerships were those that were more
equal and participatory in nature, and involvement in the
partnership was congruent or symbiotic. Fifteen participants (six researchers and nine knowledge-users; 31%)
were in an egalitarian partnership.
Twenty-seven respondents (16 researchers and 11
knowledge-users; 55%) were classified as being in an asymmetric relationship, defined as researcher lead with some
knowledge-user engagement. Nearly all participants in
asymmetric partnerships remained very positive about the
partnership process and outcomes despite acknowledging
the challenges.
Seven (three researchers and four knowledge-users;
14%) participants were part of a token partnership, or one
that was very researcher dominant. Of these seven, five
(71%; or 10% of the entire sample) reported the partnership as being extremely unfavorable.
We present the results in four major themes discovered through our analysis: (1) partnering process, (2)
challenges to patterning, (3) facilitators of successful
partnerships, and (4) impacts of partnering. Within
each theme, subthemes are discussed; quotes are provided in text to provide illustrative, verbatim examples
of the results. Researchers are identified by “R” and
knowledge-users by “KU”; both are followed by the respondent’s unique identifier.
Partnering process

When asked to describe the process of forming their
partnership, 35% (n = 17) of respondents emphasized
that their partnerships grew from a sharing of common
interest. The majority of partnerships (over 75%) were
initiated based on established relationships; seven of 49
(14%) participants had not worked with their current
grant partners before. Thirty percent (n = 15) of respondents said that applying for funding as a formal partnership was a natural next step. Most respondents reported
having a positive partnering experience; five of 49 (10%)
respondents reported having a negative experience. Participants described the partnership as “enriching” and “fulfilling” (R03). Participants’ negative experiences were often a
result of either a poorly defined partnership (i.e., what the
partnership is, will be, or should be) or poorly defined
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roles within the partnership: “[This] partnership was put
together really artificially, and… it just didn’t end up being
an effective partnership at all” (R9). Knowledge and skill
imbalances were discussed as the corollary of having diverse perspectives and experiences within a partnership:
“[T]here has to be a knowledge and skill imbalance
amongst team members if it’s a partnership, you each have
a different skill set to bring to the table or there’s no point
in having the partnership” (KU31). Both the researchers
and the knowledge-users reported using their different
skill sets and learning from one another to create an efficient and productive partnership:
So having this partnership and having [researchers]
involved…just shapes the research differently and…
I’m sure that what’s going to come out of our research
will be more relevant to our knowledge-users compared to if I would have been the only one thinking
about the research question. (KU47)
For participants in our study, three common factors
enabled the formation of the partnership. They were as
follows:
(1) An acknowledged need
[There] was this need, or wouldn’t it be great if a
number of us from the four different provinces could
come together to address [the same topic]…? That
was something that everybody had worked on, on
diverse projects over the past few years and this had
come up as a potential gap. (KU16)
(2) Existing infrastructure
[T]here was already a committee in place, there was
already…decision-maker buy-in to this and it was just
sort of matching…the opportunity to conduct really
more rigorous research on an issue that had already
been identified by the organization. (R14)
(3) Appropriate timing
[W]hen this project came up…it was well-timed from
our perspective because we had a variety of tools that
we wanted to finish off or implement and…the
community of interest, like the people who were
affected by the disorders we’re trying to deal with,
were starting to feel comfortable with the types of
technology that we’re doing. (KU31)
Participants often reported using a “networked network”
approach to finding new partners in an effort to create a
stronger and more relevant partnership. For example, one
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researcher noted that they used “snowball sampling” (R44)
to expand the partnership: “So each of us had some contact… [and] we had people on the team who we knew had
certain contacts, and they brought in people”. Partnerships
were dynamic in nature and often changed throughout the
course of the project. The most salient example of this
was using personal and professional networks to expand
the partnership at various stages of the project:
[W]e’ve also engaged some newer people, so for
example one new site that was involved that wasn’t
involved in the beginning, joined us and… have taken
a very active role in the writing up of the manuscript.
(R27)
While the non-linear nature of partnerships was apparent in all partnership categories, egalitarian partnerships tended to be more open in their acceptance
of this. Some asymmetric partnerships accredited their
successful partnering process due to long-term or
existing relationships; however, others in this category
seemed to struggle through the growth phase in trying
to sort out “who does what”. It was not apparent as to
when a token partnership developed (early on in the
grant or even pre-funding). However, it was obvious
there were more barriers to overcome.
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Role clarity

A significant barrier identified by both researchers and
knowledge-users was a lack of clearly defined expectations
and roles. Researchers more so than knowledge-users saw
role division as a minor barrier to having a positive partnership experience; many acknowledged “equal but different” roles. Researchers described the challenge of having
to take on “the bulk of the work” (R08):
The biggest imbalance was that with decision-makers
[knowledge-users] on the grant, you’re really taking
the bulk of the work. Decision-makers, they tend to
be there more in an expert advisory capacity. They
don’t have the research skills, so I would say there is a
bit of unevenness. (R05)
The majority of partnerships were driven by the researcher; knowledge-users were involved to varying extents, often contributing in more of an advisory capacity.
This created a tension for some, where knowledge-users
expected more involvement:
It’s appalling to me…that you’re asked to write letters
of support for these researchers and sometimes you
never know if the grant was funded, and you then
don’t even know that it’s done…. So I think it is a
power imbalance…. The researchers are in control.
(KU29)

Challenges to partnerships

When we asked participants about common barriers to
partnerships, just under half of respondents encountered
some form of barrier and typically identified one or two.
Some respondents acknowledged barriers as part of the
process:
[T]hey might not be major barriers, but they are in
the mix, I think. There are issues that have to get
negotiated over time. Those are…the realities, the
kind of on-the-ground-realities that one faces as
you’re trying to really move knowledge into practice.
(R23)
Most felt that they may not surface as an actual impediment to the project or partnership: “There may be a
barrier but it may not be a concern to people. They may
just accept it, recognize it; they may not tie it to the outcome” (KU31). In a few cases, the barrier identified was
considered detrimental to the partnerships.
The three most common barriers perceived by participants were role clarity, organizational change, and cultural
differences. Budgeting concerns were discussed by some
participants less frequently (for example, use of funding to
attend conferences and lack of funding for research administration work).

Others felt that it facilitated the partnership:
I would say [the researcher] was the initiator, did the
bulk of the work and my role was more of a
consultant, reactive kind of role. (KU08)
Most maintained that the role division was a minor
barrier to having a positive partnership experience. Some
felt that the role division reflected a power imbalance,
whereas others felt that it facilitated the partnership. In
some cases, respondents perceived the role division as
an entrenched and serious hindrance to genuine partnerships, leading to a deeper concern of both partnership
and project sustainability.
[I]t’s almost like the partners become very dependent
on you, that they don’t take on the knowledge
exchange or the knowledge, integration,… so we felt
in a way that we were just continuing to enable them
to take a bit of a back seat because we were always
there to support the initiative. (R23)
Organizational change

Organizational change was identified as another a challenge
for participants, though more so for researchers:
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[O]ne of the biggest issues we faced was just so much
organization change happening, it was really, really
very, very difficult to work within…. We have the
same players, but we had a real change in context, an
organization change, and that created a lot of
instability within the system itself. (R23)
Turnover was identified as a challenge and reason for
needing to find new partners. While several researchers
acknowledged turnover as an expected part of working
with knowledge-users, it became a significant challenge
in operationalizing the grant for a few:
And then a new director came in without any
background in health for research and she became my
boss. She was uninterested in the research,… so that
was essentially severing the ties and we thought we
would try to kind of rebuild them and she was an
obstacle. (R06)
Turnover due to administrative changes was also cited
by both researchers and knowledge-users as creating a
minor challenge.
Cultural changes

All participants were aware of the challenge brought
about by the expectations of universities to produce certain deliverables versus the potential positive impact of
different deliverables on actual practice:
I can’t imagine how [competing agendas amongst
team members] cannot be a barrier because
academics get rewarded for different things than
private or public non-research. (KU31)
The challenge became more of a barrier when it was
not discussed openly and transparently:
[T]he experience, it is frustrating sometimes when…
different agendas are at play…and these agendas are not
lining up…. [A]gendas of the researcher [are] shaped
and formed to… a great deal by the institution in which
the researcher is located,…the agenda of a communitybased agency and the representative of that agency….
[T]he agenda of the government partner is often times
reflected by the political agenda of the day…. [T]he
frustrating part is because the agenda is not clear or it is
not revealed. It is not disclosed. (R03)
When alignment of research goals was not present,
challenges ensued:
The problem was [the knowledge-user] vision was
really different from what this process could
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accomplish, and it was very different from what I had
anticipated and wanted out of the project. (R09)
Lack of time, or differences in how time is spent, was
another prominent barrier for our participants. Time
lapse between grant application submission and funding
was discussed as an institutional challenge, especially
given the time sensitivity of issue or solution-driven research. Knowledge-users and researchers were in agreement that time sensitivity of issue-driven research poses
a challenge to how the research is done.
Differences in financial agendas also came up as a challenge for a few participants:
[My partner] tells me that his position as a
[knowledge-user] is not…funded; his mandate is not
research. So when he does research, there’s a cost to
the organization. [T]here [are] some lack of financial
incentives or personal incentives there. (R01)
Perhaps the most significant barrier identified by both
researchers and knowledge-users in token partnerships
was the lack of clearly defined expectations and roles,
leading to frustration and negative experiences. Asymmetric partnerships also struggled with role clarity, but
to a lesser extent; instead, differences in how time is
spent came up as a bigger challenge. For egalitarian partnerships, organizational change and competing agendas
were most often described as barriers.
Facilitators of successful partnerships

While nearly all participants had experienced some form
of barrier, the majority also discussed factors that contributed to both lessening of barriers as well as improving the likelihood of success. The four most commonly
discussed factors were (1) established relationships, (2)
alignment of goals/objectives, (3) skilled researchers, and
(4) communication.
Established relationships

Seven of 49 (14%) partnerships were completely new;
however, the majority of participants had some form of
pre-existing partnerships. For many interview participants,
having an established relationship meant that issues and
barriers had been worked out prior to beginning the grant:
[We] had set up over the years all these good
relationships allowing us to get access to different
people through different tools and things like that, so
it was kind of like it was sitting there ready. (KU31)
Participants explained that often with established relationships comes a higher degree of trust:
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[I]f you have partners with whom you have worked
before, you have truly created, you know, a trustbased relationship before you take on a project….You
strengthen that partnership. (R07)
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that a skilled researcher (the “principal investigator”) with
strong leadership and facilitation skills is paramount in
dealing with barriers.
Communication

For some, trust was not only the foundation to a successful project, but also key in mitigating barriers: “If
there’s a trusting relationship that each of the…partners
knows their role, and is engaged in playing that role well,
I don’t think the other barriers or challenges actually
need to come about. So foundation is trust” (KU30).
Alignment of goals/objectives

Participants felt the partnerships were better set up to succeed when researchers’ interests were well aligned with the
agendas of knowledge-users’ organizations. Knowledgeusers expressed that having a shared interest facilitated the
ability to take advantage of funding opportunities. Researchers saw alignment with appropriate knowledge-users
as essential in ensuring successful research projects:
In terms of…figuring out which partners we wanted
to be involved with and nurturing the partnership, it
was pretty apparent that we had to have like
somebody who was in charge of [our target
population] and…involved in [our target agencies]
because those are groups that are really looking to
push evidence-based practice. (R39)
Alignment with the broader “research agenda” was
also acknowledged (mainly by researchers) as being
important:
It does require an awful lot of collaboration and…
there’s a relatively small group of researchers involved
in health services research in Canada,… so it becomes
a bit of an incentive for people in practice to align
themselves with them. (R12)
Part of alignment is also being flexible to the changes that
occur. A third of respondents raised the need to recognize
that both partnership and project targets must be flexible
and adaptable to contextual issues. While the majority of
these respondents were researchers, knowledge-users were
also aware of the challenges when the project was not
flexible.

Participants acknowledged that regular, multi-modal
communication was an important aspect of successful
partnering. Both researchers and knowledge-users referenced various means of communication, including meetings in person or via video/web/teleconference, as well
as sending project updates and summaries by email,
newsletters, and blogs. There was consensus that of utmost importance is that communication is regular and
that all partners are kept informed.
An entrenched division is also what contributes significantly to the “token partnerships” in which the
knowledge-user plays a minimal role in the project as
a whole, receives little communication from the researcher, and ultimately feels that they were asked to
participate merely as a means for the researcher to acquire funding. Token partnerships did not seem to be
conducive to producing successful partnerships; despite this, there were examples from both researchers
and knowledge-users who acknowledged the important
role that partners had in the grant. An important precondition for success in asymmetric partnerships was
precise alignment between researcher interest and objectives of knowledge-users’ organizations. Egalitarian partnerships were those characterized by equal participation,
as well as congruent and symbiotic involvement by both
parties. Participants from egalitarian partnerships often
used a “networked network” approach to identify new
knowledge-users and community partners.
Perceived impact of partnerships

Interview respondents were asked if required partnerships had more impact in comparison to grants not requiring partners. Two thirds of respondents (both
researchers and knowledge-users) answered yes. The
remaining third either said no or that they were uncertain. Many respondents agreed that the area of potential
“impact” is where research funders need to be having a
more significant role. One suggestion was to make the
partners more accountable not only to the research, but
also to the partnered relationship. Other participants
suggested more supervision from the granting agency
throughout the partnership and grant:

Skilled researchers

Many participants acknowledged that it is often the more
experienced researchers who apply for iKT grants; in this
sense, these researchers are not only adept at partnering
but also truly understand the principles of collaborative
research and “whether or not you see those problems occurring” (R05). Many knowledge-users shared the belief

To ensure that the partnerships are taken seriously, it
has to be part of the adjudication process, and
funding ultimately has to be somehow tied to the true
engagement They have to know the extent to which
those researchers are going to engage their partners.
(KU26)
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Participants said it was sometimes difficult to measure
the impact of partnership research due to the divide between impacts in the academy and those of the “real
world” (KU17):
In that context a report that might actually have more
impact in, in producing changes in the community or
in the government than a peer-reviewed paper could
ever do. But it’s not recognized in the university environment, so that can be quite frustrating. (R20)
In a few cases, participants said there had not been, nor
would there be, any impact from the partnership. This
most often stemmed from knowledge-users having a minimal role in the project, receiving little communication
from the researcher, and ultimately feeling that they were
invited to participate as simply a means for the researcher
to obtain funding. Both knowledge-users and researchers
considered these relationships detrimental.
Despite it being understood differently by researchers
and knowledge-users, impact was commonly discussed in
four ways: as (1) cultural change, (2) improved research,
(3) research uptake, and (4) partnership sustainability.
Impact as cultural change

Many knowledge-users felt “cultural change” (KU15) regarding research in general was an important impact of
the partnership. The partnership was seen as bridging
the divide between academic research and the real world
of policy, practice, and the community:
I think that the impact of having academic partners is
that we at least begin to make sure that academics
understand the realities of the practice environment,
and that we don’t have this ivory tower in the
academia and the real whatever in the practice setting.
(KU12)
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Knowledge-users and researchers often talked about
the general learning about partnering in research:
The initial plan was not necessarily carried out as
expected, but it’s also the learning process that comes
with such, such research proposals. (R15)
We had their input in the grant proposal. It works
well because you know what they are looking for and
you, you try to adapt the strategy to the kind of
evidence they want to see at the end, so this is a
successful approach. (R26)
Impact as research uptake

Participants who felt partners were engaged from the
outset of the project (including proposal writing and the
study design phase) also talked about knowledge-users
feeling they had more ownership of the results and uptake. Both researchers and knowledge-users discussed
the multiple perspectives and experiences of partnership
research facilitating a broader reach of the results to
multiple audiences:
So the more that people are engaged in the
development of the research, the more likely they are
to a) hear about the results and b) think about ways
of up-taking that result because they’re invested in
it.... The more you’re invested in something, the more
likely you are to pay attention to it. (KU29)
Impact as partnership sustainability

Participants were upfront that many of the impacts of
their current research might not be immediately seen;
however, many knowledge-users were hopeful for continued impacts. For some participants, the egalitarian nature
of the partnership was seen as being more important than
the impacts of the research project. Similarly, partnership
sustainability was felt to be just as important as the research outcomes:

Impact as more relevant research

There was agreement by most researchers that having the
partnership with knowledge-users makes the research impacts more relevant and “geared towards some important
policy or program decision-making” (R04).
Many respondents felt that the required nature of the
grant facilitated a more formal partnership, and in turn,
the formalization of the partnership necessitated conditions favorable to greater impact. This included improving
the broader knowledge-user perspective of researchers:
This type of grant involving partners is very, very
useful, very important and it really should increase the
credibility of researchers in the whole health care
environment because you know, this gets us away
from us being in the ivory tower. (R25)

I knew when we were applying that the partnerships
would help the… program. Developing the
partnership for its long-term benefits was more
important than sticking to the project exactly. (R6)
While roughly half of respondents maintained that their
partnerships and relationships would remain intact once
projects had been completed, there were also feelings from
researchers that knowledge-users needed to be able to sustain a project beyond the formal grant partnership:
[T]his kind of relates to the sustainability of the
partnership and we really believe that at some point
that these initiatives have to get sustained on their
own; that we can’t continue to just be there you
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know, continuing to beat the drum, move the
initiative forward; that they also have to significantly
commit resources, time, etc. (R23)
For most participants, the discussion on impacts in
token partnerships surrounded trying to make the partnership better from the outset and acknowledging the
potential of these partnership grant opportunities. Many
respondents felt that the nature of the grant facilitated a
greater formality and symmetry that allowed for the
partnership to have more impact on the research and results. In some cases, the partnership being egalitarian in
nature was perceived to be more important than the research project impacts in and of themselves.

Discussion
Perceptions about partnerships

In 1979, Caplan stated that researchers and policymakers
“live in separate worlds with different and often conflicting values, different rewards systems, and different languages” [16]. Despite this, researchers and policymakers
(or “knowledge-users”) are now working together in an
effort to improve the practical application of research,
sometimes encouraged to do so by funding opportunity
requirements to include a knowledge-user. It was clear
through this study that researchers are aware of the importance of doing research with knowledge-user partners; for many in our study, partnership was understood
as the new “way of doing research”. Even knowledgeusers were aware of the current push to make research
more relevant and connected to the real world: “I don’t
know of any academic researchers who do not seek out
partners in practice; it just is not the way of doing research in Canada any longer” (KU12). Knowing this, we
sought to better understand how partnerships are actually functioning (developing, maintaining, sustaining) in
this new environment. Our study supports the literature
that researchers and knowledge-users share parallel
views regarding the dimensions of partnerships [17], and
ultimately, both feel that the benefits of partnerships
outweigh the costs and barriers. Within this new environment there has been discussion around the potential
for “genuine” collaboration in required partnerships. For
our participants, collaborations were most often genuine.
However, some felt that the forced nature of the partnerships was not conducive to true collaborative research
and that it was more of a “game”, “not based on the
principles of meaningful collaboration” (KU14).
Despite many of our participants using “existing” relationships to form partnerships for the grant, partnership
formation was not always obvious. Our research confirms that partnerships form in a non-linear, evolving
manner [18]. This non-linear nature of the partnership
process was more apparent in egalitarian partnerships.
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Literature on partnership formulation is lacking, however [19]. Several authors have reported on “pre-cursor
events/people” (such as a workshop or research liaison),
as well as financial incentives (such as new grant money
[20]) as impetus for or facilitators to initiate partnerships
[21]. It was not clear as to when token partnerships
began to form (whether early in the grant partnership or
even before funding), but it was evident that further barriers needed to be surmounted.
Perceived barriers

While barriers were experienced by all participants in this
study (i.e., not unique to one type of partnership), egalitarian partners seemed to have an ability to focus on the relational and trust roles and placed a greater emphasis on
overcoming the barriers as opposed to simply encountering them. Our analysis also revealed that barriers identified
in the literature review were not entirely present. While
cultural differences [18], time constraints, contextual issues, multiple demands [18], and staff (knowledge-user)
turnover [22] seemed to be real barriers for our participants, they did not readily talk about barriers of resource
constraints [23] or concerns about decreased research
quality [24]. In a few instances, the notion of barriers was
re-interpreted positively: Although they existed, barriers
did not surface as an actual impediment to the project or
partnership. We believe this finding is due to the fact that
most of such partnerships developed out of established,
trusting relationships. This “we-can-sort-it-out” approach
was more representative of egalitarian and mature relationships. For the participants in an established relationship, issues and barriers were worked out prior to beginning the
funded project. However, this finding does not imply that
only new partnerships experienced problems: Despite the
barriers, many newly formed partnerships were able to
mitigate these in an attempt to ensure their partnerships
were both meaningful and productive. Favorable outcomes
(such as increased use of research) have been shown both
when partners knew each other prior to formalizing their
partnerships [22] and when partners did not know each
other in advance [25].
Partnership roles

Partnerships that were more successful at role clarity
also seemed to be a part of long-term or existing relationships. Others seemed to struggle through the growth
phase in trying to sort out “who does what”.
In many partnerships, knowledge-users took on an advisory role; for some, this was acceptable and expected.
For others, however, this presented as a major challenge
and a feeling they were not part of a true partnership. It
is very important for partners to have a definition of
both individuals’ roles in the broader partnership so that
role confusion does not impede partnership success.
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In particular, it is worth noting that due to the nature of
the KRS grant (whereby the grant recipient conducts syntheses or scoping reviews), the researcher is often in a leadership capacity. This capacity varies however: For instance,
sometimes the researcher is in charge of “researcher responsibilities” like methodology, data collection, review,
and analysis, while the knowledge-user “partners are not as
intensely involved” (KU03). In other instances, the researcher takes on what might be construed as an overseer
role. When expectations and roles are not clearly delineated from the outset, partnerships can break down: Two
of the five negative experiences reported were attributed
largely to mismanaged expectations and roles.
In terms of nurturing and maintaining partnerships, this
study supports existing literature that indicates the need
for both consistent communication and clearly defined expectations and roles from the outset [5]. Respect for the
diverse contributions of researchers and knowledge-users
and accounting for the time constraints of knowledgeusers were also emphasized by our respondents.
There was no consensus in our study, nor is there
clear guidance in the literature to indicate if knowledgeusers or researchers should be responsible for sustaining
a partnership. This should be determined depending on
the goals of the project or the partnership.
Moving forward: initiation and sustainability

As researchers and knowledge-users navigate partnerships,
funding agencies play a role in supporting and possibly developing partnerships. As we have seen in this study, there
is no one best approach to partnerships. However, we have
also shown there are a few key considerations that work to
support a more successful partnership outcome: (1) a partnership built on an existing relationship, (2) alignment of
researcher and knowledge-user agendas, (3) having a
skilled researcher involved in the grant, and (4) regular,
multi-modal communication. Granting agencies should
consider these factors in adjudication, but should also
consider providing guidance and support for partnerships
wanting to excel in these areas.
Research funders could help foster the development of
new partnerships by facilitating the interaction of researchers and knowledge-users by matching people and organizations with strong interest similarities. They might
also consider taking a role in maintaining already formed
partnerships by checking in and promoting egalitarian participation by both partners. More research is needed to elucidate how this might be effectively accomplished. To
improve results of grant-funded partnerships, funding agencies should consider that (1) planning grants tend to enable
the development of relationships and partnerships, (2)
short-term grants favor opportunist partnerships, and (3)
longer-term grants may encourage ongoing partnerships
and sustainability of partnerships. There is also potential
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value in supporting ways to encourage researchers to partner with organizations, rather than solely the individuals
within organizations who may move around or leave the
organization.
Possibilities for supporting partnerships and facilitating their formation could include having “partnership
plans” to help direct the path of the partnership and accompanying considerations to assist with overcoming
barriers. Funders should consider their role in mediating
partnerships and developing partnership plans.
Study limitations

The expectation of iKT is that research findings derived
from these researcher-knowledge-user partnerships will
be more readily applied when they became available. At
the time of our study, most grants had not been completed so respondents did not really know yet about what
would be applied (or not). This also explains our focus on
process and relationships because our participants could
speak to that. More research is needed post-grant on
research-knowledge-user partnerships to further examine
this expectation.
Our study is not meant to be generalizable to all
researcher-knowledge-user partnerships. The partnerships
evaluated in this research were primarily positive, which
most likely contributes to minimizing challenges and barriers that may have arisen (only 10% of participants had a
negative experience). Our sample may be biased toward
researchers and/or knowledge-users that are already in
successful partnerships or those who are adept at dealing
with the barriers.

Conclusions
The goal of this study was to focus on the insights of researchers and knowledge-users who participated in funded
partnership research. We found that partnerships come in
many forms and the process of partnering is often an organic, non-linear endeavor. Through all of this, the challenges and barriers reported in the literature do not seem
to hold up with partners who were successful in the grant
competitions studied. This is perhaps due to existing and
long-term relationships that may have been viewed positively by the grant reviewers and contributed to the success
in the competitions. While many barriers can be mitigated
and challenges overcome in researcher-knowledge-user
partnerships, changes in both funding arrangements and
academic performance criteria to value researcher engagement with knowledge-users could promote and empower
effective partnerships with impact.
Abbreviations
CIHR: Canadian Institutes of Health Research; iKT: Integrated knowledge
translation; PHSI: Partnerships for Health System Improvement;
KRS: Knowledge Synthesis; K2A: Knowledge to Action; NHMRCA: National

Sibbald et al. Implementation Science 2014, 9:176
http://www.implementationscience.com/content/9/1/176

Health and Medical Research Council of Australia; CLAHRC: Collaboration for
Leadership in Applied Health Research and Care.
Competing interests
At the time of data collection and analysis JT and IG were both affiliated
with CIHR. SS has no competing interests.
Authors’ contributions
JT and IG conceived, designed, and coordinated the study. SS contributed to
the study design and prepared the initial draft of the paper. All authors
performed the analysis and read and approved the final manuscript. JT was a
Senior Advisor in knowledge translation at CIHR at the time the study was
conducted; currently, she is retired.
Acknowledgements
We would like to acknowledge the work of Agnieszka Grudniewicz for
organizing the sample for the interviews and the surveys as well as the work
of Cassie Fischer, who conducted the interviews. We also want to thank all
of our participants who gave so freely of their time.
Funding
The project was in part supported by a CIHR grant to IDG (IOP 123548).
Author details
1
Faculty of Health Sciences, Western University, HSB334, 1151 Richmond St,
London N6A 5B9, Canada. 2Department of Family Medicine and Schulich
Interfaculty Program in Public Health, Schulich School of Medicine and
Dentistry, Western University, London N6G 2 M1, Canada. 3Canadian
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), Ottawa K1A 0 W9, Canada. 4University of
Ottawa, Ottawa, Canada. 5Ottawa Hospital Research Institute, Ottawa,
Canada.
Received: 4 June 2014 Accepted: 13 November 2014

References
1. LeGris J, Weir R, Browne G, Gafni A, Stewart L, Easton S: Developing a
model of collaborative research: the complexities and challenges of
implementation. Int J Nurs Stud 2000, 37(1):65–79.
2. Denis JL, Lomas J: Convergent evolution: the academic and policy roots
of collaborative research. J Health Serv Res Policy 2003, 8(Suppl 2):1–6.
3. Jenkins C, Pope C, Magwood G, Vandemark L, Thomas V, Hill K, Linnen F,
Beck LS, Zapka K: Expanding the chronic care framework to improve
diabetes management: the REACH case study. Prog Community Health
Partnersh 2010, 4(1):65–79.
4. Jagosh J, Macaulay AC, Pluye P, Salsberg J, Bush PL, Henderson J,
Greenhalgh T: Uncovering the benefits of participatory research:
implications of a realist review for health research and practice. Milbank
Q 2012, 90(2):311–346.
5. Macaulay AC, Commanda LE, Freeman WL, Gibson N, McCabe ML, Robbins
CM, Twohig PL: Participatory research maximises community and lay
involvement. North American Primary Care Research Group. Brit Med J
1999, 319(7212):774–778.
6. Kothari A, Birch S, Charles C: “Interaction” and research utilisation in health
policies and programs: does it work? Health Policy 2005, 71:117–125.
7. Eisinger A, Senturia K: Doing community-driven research: a description of
Seattle Partners for Health Communities. J Urban Health 2001, 78(3):519–534.
8. Van de Ven AH: Engaged Scholarship: A Guide for Organizational and Social
Research. Oxford: University Oxford Press; 2007.
9. Bowen S, Graham ID: Integrated knowledge translation. In Knowledge
Translation in Healthcare: Moving from Evidence to Practice. 2nd edition.
Edited by Straus E, Tetroe J, Graham ID. Oxford, UK: Wiley Blackwell/BMJ
Books; 2013:14–26.
10. Nowotny H, Scott P, Gibbons M: Mode 2′ revisited: the new production of
knowledge. Minerva 2003, 41:179–194.
11. Gibbons M, Limoges C, Nowotny H, Schwartzmann S, Scott P, Trow M: The
New Production of Knowledge: The Dynamics of Science and Research in
Contemporary Societies. London, UK: Sage; 1994.
12. Guide to knowledge translation planning at CIHR: integrated and end of
grant approaches [http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/documents/kt_lm_
ktplan-en.pdf]

Page 12 of 12

13. Sibbald S, Kothari A, Rudman D, Dobbins M, Rouse M, Edwards N, Gore D:
Partnerships in public health: lessons from knowledge translation and
program planning. Can J Nurs Res 2012, 44(1):95–119.
14. Sibbald S: Integrated Knowledge Translation Partnerships. Ottawa: Canadian
Institutes of Health Research; 2010.
15. Tetroe J: Required versus inspired partnerships: report on a survey of
researchers and knowledge-users holding integrated KT grants
[http://ktclearinghouse.ca/files/ktcanada/Tetroe%20KT%20Canada%20Feb%
2010%202011%20-%202.ppt]
16. Caplan N: The two-communities theory and knowledge utilization.
Am Behav Sci 1979, 22:459–470.
17. Ross S, Lavis J, Rodriguez C, Woodside J, Denis JL: Partnership experiences:
involving decision-makers in the research process. J Health Serv Res Policy
2003, 8(Suppl 2):S26–S34.
18. Goering P, Butterill D, Jacobson N, Sturtevant D: Linkage and exchange at
the organizational level: a model of collaboration between research and
policy. J Health Serv Res Policy 2003, 8(Suppl 2):14–19.
19. Kothari A, MacLean L, Edwards N, Hobbs A: Indicators at the interface:
managing policymaker-researcher collaboration. KMRP 2011, 9(3):203–214.
20. Antil T, Desrochers M, Joubert P, Bouchard C: Implementation of an
innovative grant programme to build partnerships between researchers,
decision-makers and practitioners: the experience of the Quebec Social
Research Council. J Health Serv Res Policy 2003, 8:35–43.
21. Légaré F, Borduas F, MacLeod T, Sketris I, Campbell B, Jacques A:
Partnerships for knowledge translation and exchange in the context of
continuing professional development. J Contin Educ Health Prof 2011,
31(3):181–187.
22. Denis JL, Lehou P, Hivon M, Champagne F: Creating a new articulation
between research and practice through policy? The views and
experiences of researchers and practitioners. J Health Serv Res Policy 2003,
8(Suppl 2):S44–S50.
23. Walter I, Davies H, Nutley S: Increasing research impact through
partnerships: evidence from outside health care. J Health Serv Res Policy
2003, 8(Suppl 2):58–61.
24. Bartunek J, Trullen J, Bonet E, Sauquet A: Sharing and expanding academic
and practitioner knowledge in health care. J Health Serv Res Policy 2003,
8:S62–S68.
25. Golden-Biddle K, Reay T, Petz S, Witt C, Casebeer A, Pablo A, Hinings CR:
Toward a communicative perspective of collaborating in research: the
case of the researcher decision maker partnership. J Health Serv Res Policy
2003, 8(Suppl 2):20–25.
doi:10.1186/s13012-014-0176-y
Cite this article as: Sibbald et al.: Research funder required research
partnerships: a qualitative inquiry. Implementation Science 2014 9:176.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

