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Background and context  

In 2019, Partnership for Young London, the Centre for Youth Impact, and London Youth came 

together to make research with and for young Londoners more joined up and more directly 

applied to youth provision. This collaboration was generously supported by the City Bridge Trust 

as part of its Cornerstone Fund.  

 

To work towards this aim, the partnership co-ordinated a range of activities over a two-year 

period including: 

● Convening a network of researchers and practitioners interested in research to discuss 

research aims and agendas, share their current work, and invite opportunities for 

collaboration; 

● Financially supporting community youth organisations to carry out small research 

projects and encouraging that research to be undertaken in collaboration with 

researchers; 

● Commissioning research on the evidence and impact of open access youth provision and 

detached youth work; and 

● Delivering training to youth practitioners on applied research methods. 

 

Through these activities we sought to: 

● Support researchers and practitioners from community youth organisations to make 

connections and build relationships through research; 

● Improve practitioners’ capacity to fully engage with, interpret, and apply research in the 

context of their work; and 

● Identify gaps in evidence and support local research to begin to generate insight into 

those gaps.  

 

Disruption from the COVID-19 pandemic meant that not all the activities that we had planned to 

facilitate, such as events and student research placements, were possible. In recognition that 

maintaining strong collaboration is a challenging process, we agreed to refocus our work to carry 

out this rapid piece of research exploring collaboration between researchers and community 

youth practitioners. We wanted to better understand the elements that enable and constrain 

collaboration to develop a set of recommendations to enhance relationships between researchers 

and community youth practitioners in the sector. 

 

Overview 

Throughout our work together, our partnership has focused on the role and benefits of 

collaboration, which we defined as working in partnership towards resolving a complex challenge. 

This extended both to how colleagues from Partnership for Young London, the Centre for Youth 

Impact, and London Youth worked with one another, and the project activities aimed at enhancing 

the conditions that support good collaboration within the youth sector in London. The hypothesis 
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that underpinned our project theory was that research, when undertaken collaboratively between 

researchers and practitioners, is more powerful and more likely to be practically applied to 

improve provision for young people. We refer to this as ‘collaborative research’: involving co-

ordination between research, institution, practitioner, organisation and communities.  

 

Working collaboratively, and achieving positive outcomes through collaboration, does not happen 

automatically. It takes intention and effort, and brings its own challenges. It’s difficult to make 

collaboration happen without shared energy, commitment and a willingness to name and address 

tensions where they arrive. Transformative collaboration calls for a high level of alignment across 

all areas of activity, leadership and communication. It is a form of collaboration that seeks to do 

more than mitigate or manage existing challenges, and rather to actively disrupt and reimagine 

how we work.  

 

In June – July 2021, we spoke to seven people from community youth organisations and four 

professional researchers (both academics and consultants) about their experience of collaborative 

research, through semi-structured interviews and a focus group discussion. These people were 

recruited for the research through the project partnership’s networks and the research activity 

that took place through the broader project.1 The themes explored through the semi-structured 

interviews and focus groups focused on their motivations for getting involved in collaborative 

research, and their perceptions of barriers and enablers.  

 

Interviews lasted for 45 minutes and the focus group discussion lasted for one hour. They were 

recorded and transcribed, and written up using rapid thematic analysis. This paper provides a 

summary of the findings from this field work, and the advice offered from both practitioners in 

community youth organisations and researchers for how to make the most of collaborative 

research.  

 

While people’s experiences and perspectives are varied, some dominant themes did emerge. 

Overall, people spoke positively about their experiences of collaborative research. Respondents 

felt that collaboration increased the chance of research being ‘impactful’: that is, leading to useful 

insights that are acted on to achieve positive change. Additionally, respondents spoke about the 

process of research being a more inclusive, positive experience for participants (i.e., those ‘being 

researched’) when it was carried out in collaboration.  

 

During the conversations, there were many parallels drawn between collaborative and 

participatory research. These concepts and ways of working are not interchangeable though, and 

it is important to note that coordination (and even with the intent for really deep collaboration) 

between research and practice does not necessarily create an empowering, participatory and co-

 
1 Through this project, five small grants were provided to community youth organisations to carry out 

research. They were encouraged to carry out their research in collaboration with a researcher (academic or 

consultant) and in some cases the project team made the initial introductions between the researchers and 

community youth organisations.  
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created research process or experience. Powerful collaboration should, however, make this more 

likely.   

 

Many of the findings and recommendations in this paper are not necessarily unique to 

collaborative research but are true of collaboration more widely. They serve as reminders that 

collaboration is an intentional process and that the value of paying careful attention to what may 

at times feel like “the basics” should not be underestimated.  

 

Motivations for collaborative research 

Amongst those we talked to in preparing this paper, the motivations for carrying out research 

collaboratively tended to be primarily practical in response to their context. This was particularly 

true for practitioners in community organisations, where capacity and skills gaps were likely to be 

a day-to-day reality. Partnering with an academic or research organisation offers clear 

opportunities to draw in these skills, grow capacity (and potentially knowledge for the future) and 

expand the scale and reach of research. The implementation benefits were important for 

researchers too – primarily through the potential to reach ‘respondents’ and engage young people 

and communities – but motivations were also philosophical. Researchers felt that collaborative 

research was more likely to be ‘useful’ and generate insights that had greater applicability in 

practice. Similarly, researchers felt that collaborating with community organisations was likely to 

make their research design more participatory.  

 

Motivations for collaborative research 

For community youth organisations For researchers 

● To respond to capacity and skills 

needs/gaps within the organisation 

● To reach people to take part in the 

research  

● To expand networks 

● To reach people to take part in the 

research  

● Desire for research to be useful 

● To make research more participatory  

 

 

There was a clear relationship between these motivations and the nature of research that was 

then carried out, and the structure of the relationship that supports it. For example, when 

motivations to collaborate were driven by a need to fill a capacity or skill gap within a community 

organisation, the type of research was more likely to be focused on the organisation’s own 

delivery and the partnership would resemble a client-consultant model. Outputs would include 

needs analyses, programme evaluations, and intelligence gathering, and would directly inform the 

design and delivery of provision for young people.  

 

Both delivery organisations and researchers identified reaching people – and potentially those 

who are seldom heard in their work - to take part in research as a motivation for carrying out 
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research collaboratively. Both groups felt that by working collaboratively, they reduced their 

chances of operating within an ‘echo chamber’. They recognised that new partners and 

collaborators brought existing networks and relationships to their work that could be engaged for 

the benefit of the research, and also opened doors for future collaboration.  

 

Academic researchers at times seek out collaboration with community youth organisations to 

apply their research skills to a recognised challenge or injustice about which they were passionate, 

and that community organisations are already working on.  

 

“Initially, motivations were from a practitioner perspective to improve services and help 

people – still the same motivation, but with a researcher hat on”. – Academic Researcher  

 

Shared values and interests 

It is important to note that collaboration takes many forms, and may not result in a flat structure 

or equal power dynamic. Some of the collaboration models shared with us during the research 

looked very much like a consultant-client relationship. However, strong relationships and values-

alignment were still considered vital for the research to be successful – it was this focus that 

differentiated collaborative research from more traditionally-commissioned evaluations. Many 

respondents expressed that it was important the experience was mutually beneficial and 

engaging. 

 

“Shared purpose with commissioned researchers – aligned perspectives and values in the 

commissioning process comes through. Good, commissioned research is collaborative, even 

if you’re not equal stakeholders because you want their experiences and values to be 

brought into the research”. – Freelance Researcher  

 
“Our CEO had worked with [a research consultancy] before and was aware of their 

experience with delivering research with young people. At the time [our] organisation was 

just our CEO with a laptop. They recognised that a research consultant was required and 

there wasn’t the reputation or standing to work with a university partner. We needed their 

advice and someone to deliver it [the research]. We maintained that relationship, which 

helped us create a longitudinal message”.  –Manager, community youth organisation 

 

 

Expanding networks  

Expanding networks and engaging with new people through the research activity was a key 

motivation for both the individuals from community organisations and the researchers that we 

spoke to. Both groups regarded the other as ‘gate openers’ to new relationships and perspectives 

that they felt would enhance the research activity and its impact. 
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“Increasing sample size [through collaboration] lets us get a wider range of data so that it’s 

not completely biased by groups I have access to. From my perspective, it’s thinking about 

the networks I have and making sure that I don’t replicate results because I’m speaking to 

the same people again and again”.  - Youth Worker at community youth organisation  

 

Making research more participatory 

Academic researchers in the focus groups acknowledged academia’s shortcomings in carrying out 

research through participatory approaches – i.e., “doing research on people not with people”. This 

creates and entrenches a power imbalance in how evidence is generated and applied. There was a 

motivation from the academics who took part in the focus group to challenge this power 

imbalance, feeling that the research process can be improved through participatory approaches 

that lead to “joint knowledge creation.” Collaboration with community youth organisations in a 

way in which power between researchers, practitioners and participants is authentically shared 

was viewed as a route towards inclusive, participatory research practice.  

  

University research impact 

There are unquestionably external drivers that motivate both researchers and practitioners to 

engage with research collaboratively. While many of the respondents spoke about the drive for 

collaboration coming from their own experiences, they also acknowledged the external forces at 

play. The youth sector is experiencing demand to improve the quality of sector-specific evidence 

and working with a professional researcher is viewed as a practical way of improving the quality of 

research – and the credibility of findings - generated by and within organisations.  

 

For academic research in a university context, there is a motivation to collaborate with community 

organisations as a route towards achieving ‘research impact’: a demonstrable change in social, 

political, or economic behaviour or policy because of research findings. Universities assess the 

impact of research outputs, and therefore academics must be mindful of how research they 

produce will be actionable within society.2 Working in collaboration with a community-based 

organisation is a way that academics can align their research with the needs and interests of an 

organisation and/or the communities they serve, and therefore increase the likelihood that insight 

generated will be applied. The University of York provides resources and an infographic that 

resembles a theory of change for research impact. It outlines ‘routes to impact’ as: 

● dissemination; 

● engaging key stakeholders; 

● involving possible end users; and 

● co-production.  

 

 
2 https://www.york.ac.uk/staff/research/research-impact/impact-definition/ 

 

https://www.york.ac.uk/staff/research/research-impact/impact-definition/
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Impact, however, extends beyond the transfer of knowledge and into the application of research 

into practice. Collaboration – a deeper approach to working together to solve complex social 

challenges -  can support these identified routes to impact through bringing tacit knowledge and 

insight together with academic research, drawing on the strengths of each, to use research 

processes and findings to influence positive change.  

 

Enablers of collaborative research 

Enablers of collaborative research are very similar to enablers of other collaborative efforts, and in 

many ways reflect the values and ethics of the youth sector as a whole: high quality relationships 

and strong alignment of aims and values underpin many collaborations. When respondents spoke 

of collaborations that they didn’t pursue, it was often because they didn’t trust that it would be a 

mutually beneficial or impactful venture. 

 

All respondents acknowledged that these key enablers don’t ‘just happen’, but rather are 

intentionally facilitated. Clear lines of communication and structures for regular progress reviews 

were described as key enabling factors.  

 

While this report aims to highlight the conditions that enable collaboration and put forth 

recommendations for enhancing those conditions, it would be remiss to not acknowledge some of 

the barriers to collaboration in research specifically, some of which are structural. A key barrier 

that was discussed in both interviews and the focus group was that securing the funding research, 

and subsequently getting it off the ground, operates at radically different paces within the 

community and academic sectors. Academic research tends to take much longer to initiate, 

whereas community-based research often sits within short-term, small pots of funding. This is 

important in managing expectations in collaborative research and particularly the feasibility of 

such projects.  

 

Practices that enable collaboration 

There are structures and practices that can be designed into research to support collaboration 

and increase the likelihood that the collaboration will be meaningful. These actions lean into 

people’s motivations for collaborative research and enhance enabling features.  

 

Many of these actions should take place at the early stages of the collaboration. It is essential that 

all parties considering a collaboration are fully informed and able to decide whether the 

collaboration will be meaningful and mutually beneficial.  

 

Be attentive to nurturing authentic relationships 

In practice this means:  

● Being upfront about intentions for the nature and duration of the relationship; and 
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● Being respectful of young people’s experiences, and rather than extractive or exploitative.                 

 

“Take time to embed into a community and build relationships – not as an engagement tool, 

but because you believe in it as a process and then you can start thinking about the 

research”. – PhD student           

 

“For me if it’s going to be participatory it’s breaking down those barriers of who’s the 

researcher and who’s the researched. This takes quite a bit of time and space and sharing to 

do” – Academic Researcher  

           

When establishing a collaboration, be transparent and respectful from the outset 

In practice, this means: 

● Respecting the experiences and expertise of all involved without placing a particular 

perspective or ‘way of knowing’ on a pedestal or valuing it above; 

● Being as clear as possible about research aims, timelines, and input from all parties at all 

stages (for example, in research design and analysis); and 

● Establishing how the research will be beneficial to everyone involved – it is important that 

both the process and output are valuable. 

 

“In terms of agenda setting, I don’t think I’ve been involved in what is seen as collaborative      

research that doesn’t involve a lot of conversations about agenda setting. Who starts that 

depends on the approach. A lot of the approach starts with the community partner 

organisations because they want something done for example, an evaluation. Everyone has 

an agenda, and when an organisation approaches you as a researcher, you have to know 

that and have those important conversations about what they really want. What are the 

questions that they are grappling with that they would like answering? Sometimes the 

agenda setting comes through conversations about setting those questions and openness to 

changing those questions. Through that, you can test whether the partnership is going to be 

viable”. – Academic Researcher  

 

“You can’t control or change people’s agendas, but you can make sure that people know why 

they’re there and what their boundaries are”. – Freelance Researcher  

 

Establish clear roles and boundaries 

In practice, this means: 

● Knowing one’s remit, and being open about strengths that one can bring to a 

collaboration while equally recognising what is beyond the scope of one’s role; and 

● Being clear about where there is flexibility within the research and where there isn’t. 
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“Be aware of your role and where your remit ends, and where you should lean into capacity, 

skills, and relationships in a very equitable way.” - Manager at community youth 

organisation 

 

“In my experience, the extent to which accountability has been shared is mixed. There’s 

usually one lead organisation, particularly if there is funding involved. Probably works 

better, especially for getting stuff done. There needs to be some shared accountability, and 

without it there can be lip service to collaboration. Shared contracting about roles and 

expectations is important”. – Freelance Researcher 

 

“We both have something to offer. We understand the needs of both roles and seeing where 

you can work together and can see where you can work together on things”. – Youth Worker 

 

Align the research and community youth organisation’s activities 

In practice, this means  

● Being mindful of practitioner capacity and the fact that research is very often in addition 

to their day-to-day workload;  

● Making sure that safeguarding is embedded into the research practice and ethical 

assessment;  

● Building genuine incentives and benefits for young people to take part in the research; and  

● Ensuring that there are opportunities for youth voice to influence the research design and 

analysis.  

 

“Academics and other researchers need be understanding of youth organisations’ situation, 

especially with service cuts, need to understand that the organisations that are so stretched 

but want to help might be doing grassroots work, and have no capacity on the youthwork 

side… being clear what you can help with and even saying no in a short email is helpful too” 

– PhD student 

 

“Some of the best things that we’ve done have been people have come along and talked with 

young people, things that actually take off for young people if they get the chance to have 

the conversations [with researchers] themselves”. – Youth Worker  

 

“They [researchers] are coming to you [young people] and wanting you use your lived 

experiences. Even though that might be their profession or what they’re studying, the 

research that they’re coming to gather from you is your actual lives or things that you’ve had 

to witness, don’t let it be a thing ‘oh we’re just coming to you to speak about your lived 

experience’ or whatever, ….what can you gain from them it is a two way thing, what kind of 

opportunities can you get”. – Youth Leader in a community youth project 

 

Build in structures for continuous review and improvement 
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In practice this means: 

● Creating structured safe spaces to review what is working well and what isn’t; 

● Attending to relationships by keeping lines of communication open and contact frequent; 

● Responding to concerns about the research as they arise, and openly working on 

solutions; and 

● Establishing, and sticking to, shared accountability systems that foster an openness to 

critical feedback and a sense of safety with it. 

 

“Whether it’s a lead organisation or a good chair, you do need to make sure that people are 

moving forward and to manage the process and meeting agendas that come up. This has 

implications for funding and structure of the research team”. – Freelance Researcher 

 

Conclusion  

Effective collaboration brings a range of benefits to the process, experience and learning from 

research. Whilst it is clear that many of the values and behaviours that underpin collaborative 

research also apply to collaboration more broadly, the emergent and dynamic nature of research 

calls for more intention and attention to the ‘health’ of the collaboration throughout. This involves 

recognition and respect for the different roles held and played by researchers and community 

youth organisations, and the motivations that bring them to collaboration in the first place. For 

collaboration to be authentic and meaningful, it must be nurtured and supported with 

appropriate resource and benefit for all partners. 

 

As a key motivation for collaborative research is to enhance the quality and impact of research, it 

should be unpinned by a strong theory of change that surfaces any assumptions about the role of 

collaboration within the project. Outlined within that theory should include: 

● the context in which the research is taking place, and what all partners know about the 

experiences, needs and wants of research participants;  

● the aims of the research in impact terms; 

● what each partner brings to the collaboration that contributes towards those aims and 

how they will put this into practice; and 

● the key change mechanisms that underpin and drive the impact of the project.  

 

Having these elements set out clearly when the collaboration is forming not only supports 

building consensus around roles and responsibilities, but also provides a framework with which to 

review the collaboration at meaningful points.  
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The Centre for Youth Impact is a community of organisations that work together to progress 

thinking and practice around impact measurement in youth work and services for young people. 

Our vision is for all young people to have access to high quality programmes and services that 

improve their life chances, by enabling embedded approaches to impact measurement that 

directly inform practice. Our work, therefore, is dedicated to three objectives, together with our 

expanded networks and other organisations from across the youth sector: curating the debate, 

building the movement and shaping the future. 

 

Find out more about the Centre for Youth Impact at www.youthimpact.uk and follow us on 

@YouthImpactUK. 
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