Resources for International Comparative Research

Chapter 7 - Managing international comparative research

Summary
The management of international teams in projects that cross national and sociocultural boundaries requires wide-ranging knowledge and skills that many researchers have had to acquire from direct experience. This chapter revisits the issues raised throughout the book to provide guidance for the effective management of projects that cross national, societal and cultural boundaries. It examines how the composition and coordination of research teams across disciplines and countries impact on research design and implementation. In addressing issues of funding for international comparative research, the chapter explores the implications of disciplinary classifications for access to funding, project management and cooperation. The conclusion offers a tentative assessment of the contribution that international comparative social sciences and humanities research can make to scientific inquiry, international understanding and the global socioeconomic knowledge base.



Reflective questions
The questions raised in the first part of the chapter (pp. 143–56) are intended to guide readers through the issues raised elsewhere in the book regarding research governance.

1. What were the main challenges confronting international research teams in the 1960s and 1970s, the solutions pursued in the 1980s and 1990s, and the lessons that can be drawn for researchers today (pp. 143–6)?

2. What are the key components in the code of practice proposed for achieving high professional and ethical standards in the conduct of international research projects in Europe, and how applicable is such a code to other parts of the world (pp. 146–9)?

3. What factors do project leaders need to take into account in building an international team of researchers (pp. 149–54)?

4. What do you understand by ‘intellectual styles’ and ‘traditions’, and ‘research cultures’ (pp. 150–3)?

5. How can differences in intellectual styles and traditions, and in research cultures, affect the conduct of international cooperative research (pp. 153–4)? 

6. What are the additional research skills and strategies that need to be brought into play throughout the research process in managing international comparative projects designed to cross national, cultural, linguistic or societal boundaries (pp. 155–6)?

The questions relating to the second and final parts of the chapter (pp. 156–67) address issues of funding, dissemination of findings for international comparative research projects and the contribution of international research in the social sciences and humanities to the knowledge base.

7. How do the requirements of funding bodies impact on the design and conduct of international research projects (pp. 157–9)?

8. Why are disciplinary classifications relevant to funding opportunities and dissemination strategies (pp. 159–67)?

9. How would you assess the contribution made by international (comparative) research to scientific inquiry, international understanding and the knowledge base in contemporary societies (pp. 167–9)?



Practical questions
Putting the theory of research governance into practice is a challenging exercise; the following practical questions are designed to provide a checklist for managing international comparative research projects. You can also refer to the International Social Research Methods Case Studies (particularly Sections 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 1.11 of the Framework) to find out how other researchers have dealt with the issues raised in this chapter.

1. Supporting international comparative research projects
1.1 What sources of background information and secondary data are you drawing on in preparing the research proposal?
1.2 Which funders or sponsors are you intending to approach and why?
1.3 If you are approaching more than one funding body, how will you need to adapt the proposal for different funders?
1.4 What problems do you expect to encounter in applying for funding, and how will you deal with them? 
1.5 What level of resourcing are you seeking (duration, budget, scope and scale of the research)?
1.6 What are the contractual arrangements stipulated by the funding body (duration of funding, staged payments, scheduling of meetings, room for negotiation, reporting requirements)?
1.7 What are the requirements of funders concerning the number and nature of partners and/or units of comparison, and the distribution of project management responsibilities?
1.8 How do the requirements of your funders or sponsors influence and constrain the scope of the project (choice of the research topic and question, team structure, research design, units of comparison, methods, findings and outputs)?
1.9 To what extent is funding tied to policy relevance and policy impact, and are you expected to address policy issues in the research? 
1.10 How much leverage will you have in making changes to the research design and methods in the course of the project?
1.11 What are the support staff needs (research, administration, translators, trainers) for the project?
1.12 Do you expect to receive support from your institution? If so, will you be charged for it against your project budget?
1.13 Are you planning to engage a project manager?

2. Project coordination and team building
2.1 Will you be managing the project by yourself; together with a home team; in conjunction with researchers from other institutions in your own country and/or across sectors; or in conjunction with partners and/or key informants based in other countries?
2.2 Will you be acting as the overall project coordinator?
2.3 How many people does the team include and what is the mix in terms of status, time available for the project and length of contract?
2.4 What is the disciplinary mix of team members, and to what extent is it determined by the funders, the research questions and the methods to be used?
2.5 What research skills and competences do you and your team members need to have?
2.6 What are the expectations of researchers from different disciplinary and cultural backgrounds in terms of the objectives, research design and methods to be used in the research project?
2.7 What are the implications of team size and composition for the organization of work ’packages’, venues, timing and duration of meetings and budgeting?
2.8 What strategies are you putting in place to manage communication, meetings, the division of labour, deadlines for submitting deliverables at various stages in the project, the final report and the dissemination of findings to different audiences?
2.9 What arrangements are you making to deal with researchers from different disciplinary, linguistic and cultural backgrounds (intellectual traditions, methodological preferences, contentious concepts, attitudes to authority, cultural bias, time-keeping, drafting of reports, institutional demands)?
2.10 How far are team members involved in the choice of research design and methods, and in their development in the course of the study?
2.11 How are junior researchers being accommodated and encouraged? 
2.12 How will team members who lack experience in writing reports, writing in English or in using particular research methods be supported and trained?
2.13 If your project involves fieldwork, who will conduct it and how will they be trained?
2.14 What languages do team members speak, and what is the common language?
2.15 If English, what are the implications for the research process, and how are they being managed? 
2.16 Do you personally have in-depth knowledge of the languages and cultures of the units of comparison?
2.17 Who will write up the data analysis and findings, draft and edit reports?

3. Ethical and professional standards
3.1 What are the legal requirements with regard to ethical standards in the countries, societies or cultures where the research is being conducted, and in applicable international law (conflicts of interest, data protection, permissions, libel, intellectual property, procurement and confidentiality)? 
3.2 What arrangements are you making to ensure that these requirements are met?
3.3 What arrangements are you making to avoid social and personal harm (discrimination, consent)?
3.4 How will you ensure that researcher and other forms of bias will be avoided?
3.5 How are you planning to check for accuracy, consistency and comprehensiveness in data collection, reporting, analysis and interpretation?
3.6 How are you planning to validate the findings?
3.7 How will you organize the analysis, interpretation and validation of data to ensure that your findings are objective, robust and accessible to the relevant target audience?
3.8 How will you ensure that your findings meet the requirements of different target audiences?
3.9 How will you deal with any findings contested by team members or which are unexpected, contrary to received wisdom and/or likely to be unwelcome to funders and stakeholders?
3.10 If your brief was to examine the potential for policy learning and policy transfer, what strategies will you employ to ensure that your findings are feasible and applicable? 
3.11 How will you assess the extent to which you achieved your project’s aims and objectives?
3.12 How will you assess the research process, the impact of decisions taken during the research design and implementation stages in the research and any adjustments made in the course of the research?
3.13 How will you deal with the effect of any bias from the disciplinary and intellectual traditions, and research cultures of the team members on the findings of the research?

4. Disseminating findings
4.1 What are the requirements of your sponsors regarding acknowledgement of their support and release of the findings?
4.2 What are your dissemination strategies?
4.3 Who will be your target audiences (academic, policy, media, other stakeholders at local, national and international level)?
4.4 What strategies will you employ to ensure your project and dissemination plan takes account of the perspectives of different policy stakeholders?
4.5 How will you demonstrate accountability to funders?



Hot tips
To maximize the success of an international comparative research project, you are advised to:

· consider appointing a project manager with appropriate training and experience in the management of international comparative research projects;

· devote time to building a committed, professional and self-aware international research team;

· ensure that team members are aware of the challenges they will face, possess complementary skills and share common objectives and a common language;

· ensure that team members have a sound knowledge and understanding of the cultures and languages of the countries or societies you have selected as comparators;

· insist that all the contributors to contextually embedded comparative projects have prior experience of working across languages and cultures in international teams, making them aware of the issues they will have to deal with, and the invisible work involved in international research projects;

· capitalize on diversity, while avoiding the formation of cliques;

· ensure that team members fully understand the requirements of those funding and commissioning the research;

· ensure that internationally recognized ethical and professional standards are observed by researchers from the participating countries;

· be mindful of the institutional and personal constraints on participants (overload, insecurity, unpaid time of academics), including from different sectors (researchers in the commercial sector with no leisure to develop or reflect on the process) and plan the scope of the project accordingly;

· remain alert to time management issues and be realistic about time available for project management;

· promote understanding of regional diversity, and seek to develop synergy and effective cooperation between researchers from different scientific and cultural traditions;

· make provision for contingencies at the planning stage;

· encourage reflexivity about method and process among researchers throughout the project and be transparent in reporting methodological issues;

· foster good practice in international comparative research by allowing time for the development of training materials for researchers with less experience of working on international projects;

· allow for intensive discussion of concepts, scrutiny of interpretations among team members, research subjects and stakeholders;

· create opportunities for bilateral cross-border fieldwork, collective analysis and interpretation of data, and the participation of team members in the drafting of interim reports using the Internet;

· factor into project planning the time needed for the confrontation of findings obtained by combining a variety of methodological approaches;

· identify potential users of the research and make plans for dissemination at an early stage in the process;

· foresee a range of deliverables;

· avoid collecting new data in the final year, write up reports and findings and publish as you go along;

· be mindful of the implications of using social media and Internet market research, and of issues of informed consent when publishing findings;

· remain pragmatic and flexible, and be prepared to compromise.



Supplementary materials
Most of the additional materials relating to this chapter are available through web links either to institutions that support the commissioning and funding of international team projects in the social sciences and humanities, or to sources of information about research ethics and professional standards. A few articles and chapters can usefully be added to the literature referenced in International Comparative Research on topics discussed in the chapter.

Additional reading
Feng, Y. and Jament, J. (2008) ‘Can ethical guidelines be international? Students’ dilemmas researching education in China and India’, Research Intelligence (British Educational Research Association), no. 104: 24-25.

The British Educational Research Association advises research students in Education to comply with UK-based ethical guidelines. Attention is drawn in this article to the appropriateness and sufficiency of these ethical guidelines for international students from countries such as China and India, who may encounter a range of ethical dilemmas that are additional or culture-specific compared with those envisaged for the UK. The authors therefore address the question of whether ethical guidelines from one country can be applied in another country. In other words, they ask whether ethical guidelines can be international.

Iphofen, R. (2009) Ethical Decision Making in Social Research: a practical guide, Basingstoke/New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

As announced by the title, this book provides a practical guide to ethical decision making in social research. The author supports and guides readers throughout the research process: from designing research proposals and submitting them for ethical scrutiny to anticipating ethical dilemmas that might arise while research is being planned, conducted and reported. Researchers are encouraged to anticipate harms and benefits at the outset of a project, and then to continue to monitor ethical concerns throughout the life of the project. The book draws extensively on case studies of ethical decision making, grounding moral problems in real-life examples. A template is provided to assist in the development of a robust research proposal, and a list is presented of useful websites, some of which are noted in the web linksfor this chapter. The book provides an 'ethical review checklist', which guides ethical thinking at each stage of a research project.

Lewis, S. and Brannen, J. (2011) ‘Reflections on working in cross national teams’, in I. Jojer and S. Hojer (eds), Familj, vardagsliv och modernitet, Goteborg: Goteborg Universitet, pp. 275–86.

This chapter explores some of the issues that arise in international research, especially when it involves relatively large teams of partners, for example in EU Framework Programmes. The authors show how international teams bring diverse assumptions to projects, reflecting the institutional organization of research in different countries, the relation between research and policy, and cultural and intellectual traditions. They provide examples of the ways in which the epistemological assumptions, methodologies and competencies of team members shape the research process. They deal with issues of academic seniority and hierarchy within teams, languages, styles of communicating, expectations with respect to publication and sensitivity to ethical issues.

Manning, S. (2010) ‘The strategic formation of project networks: a relational perspective’, Human Relations, 63 (4): 551–73.

In this article, the author develops a relational practice perspective on the strategic formation of project networks as organizational forms, based on structuration theory and an in-depth case study of a European researcher and his project network. Project networks are defined as strategically coordinated sets of longer-term, project-based relationships. The author shows how project entrepreneurs advance in their careers from project partners to coordinators,learning to apply and combine certain practices through which they gradually transform part of their emerging professional networks into project networks with increased coordination capacity. These practices include making and renewing project-based contacts, pooling potential project partners, and maintaining coreproject partnerships.



Weblinks
The web links listed here will take you to the relevant pages of the main European social and humanities research funding agencies and to organizations that produce ethics guidelines and/or provide project management training.

The web links listed here will take you to the relevant pages of the main European social and humanities research funding agencies and to organizations that produce ethics guidelines and/or provide project management training.

European funding agencies
European Commission, Directorate General for Research and Innovation, Social Sciences and Humanities 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/social-sciences/funding_en.html
European Commission, Researchers in Motion (Euraxess) 
http://ec.europa.eu/euraxess/index.cfm/general/index
European Research Council (ERC) awards 
http://erc.europa.eu/
European Science Foundation (ESF), Social Sciences 
http://www.esf.org/research-areas/social-sciences/grants-calls-applications.html
European Science Foundation (ESF), Humanities 
http://www.esf.org/research-areas/humanities/research-activities.html
European Science Foundation, ERA-NET Humanities in the European Research Area (HERA) 
http://www.heranet.info/
European Commission ERA-NET, New Opportunities for Research Funding Agency Co-operation in Europe (NORFACE) 
http://www.norface.org/
UK Research Office in Brussels (UKRO), funded by the UK Research Councils 
http://www.ukro.ac.uk/Pages/UKRO.aspx
Ethics, professional standards and project management (several of these references were supplied by Ron Iphofen)
Association of Research Managers and Administrators (ARMA), Professional Development Framework 
http://www.arma.ac.uk/Professional%20Development%20Framework/pdf%20intro.xhtml
European Commission, Information Society Technologies (IST) Programme, Professional and ethical Codes for Socio-Economic Research in the Information Society 
http://www.respectproject.org/main/index.php
European Network of Research Ethics Committees (EUREC) 
http://www.eurecnet.org/index.html
ESRC Research Ethics Framework (2010) 
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/_images/Framework_for_Research_Ethics_tcm8-4586.pdf
International Network of Research Management Societies (INORMS), Project Management and the Employment and Training of Project Managers 
http://www.inorms.org/
UK Research Integrity Office’s Code of Practice for Research 
http://www.ukrio.org/what-we-do/code-of-practice-for-research/
