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Overview 
 

Collaboration between researchers can often be beneficial or essential for 
the successful completion of a research project and can enhance the 
quality/impact of research outcomes. Collaborations can be cross 
institutional, Group or Element. Some examples of research collaborations 
are provide in the side bar below (p3). Griffith University encourages such 
collaborative efforts. Even though most research collaborations are 
successful, unfortunately some fail or result in a dispute. This sheet 
contains some practical tips to avoid some of these problems. 
 
 

National guidelines 
 

The national reference standard for research integrity is the Australian 
Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (2007). Section 8 the 
Australian Code discusses collaborations across institutions. This should 
also be considered a useful reference also for collaborations that are 
internal to the University.  
 
 

University policy 
 

The University has implemented, and clarified our implementation of, the 
Australian Code with the release of the Griffith University Code for the 
Responsible Conduct of Research.  
 

As per the Australian Code, Griffith University has established policies 
and arrangements with regards to collaborative research. This Research 
Integrity Resource Sheet is a reference for both external and internal 
collaborative research. 
 
 

General principles 
 

Griffith University researchers are expected to approach collaborations 
in a collegiate manner, in good faith, honestly, respectfully, with integrity 
and observing a good communicative approach. 
 

Almost without exception there must be appropriate 
recognition/acknowledgment of the contribution of all collaborators (such 
as a reference in a research output) – this is the case even if they were 
paid for that work (e.g. as a research assistant). 
 
 

Discussion between collaborators 
 

Communication is always a key component of effective and successful 
collaborations and the best way to mitigate against the possibility of 
disputes between collaborators. 
 

As early as possible there should be a discussion between collaborators, 
covering the key issues (see Matters to cover below). 
 

 
 

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20for%20the%20Responsible%20Conduct%20of%20Research.pdf
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20for%20the%20Responsible%20Conduct%20of%20Research.pdf
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm


Research Integrity Resource Sheets 
  

  No 8 
Collaborative work: Practical tips - page 2 

 

  

 
 

 

 Web site  
   

 

w
w

w
w

.g
riffith

.e
d

u
.a

u
/re

s
e
a
rc

h
/re

s
e
a
rc

h
-s

u
p

p
o

rt 

s
e
le

c
t 'R

e
s
e
a
rc

h
 In

te
g

rity
' 

On the site you 
will find: 
 

A link to the 
Australian Code 

 

A link to the 
Griffith Code 

 

The Information 
Sheet series 

 

Links to animal 
ethics and 
welfare resources 

 

Links to human 
research ethics 
resources 

 

Other resources 
 

Contacts 

 

 
Further resources 

are being developed 
so check this site 

regularly 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

Nature of an agreement 
 

In most cases, when researchers first decide to collaborate the last 
prospect on their mind is the possibility of a discord between them. The 
idea that an agreement needs to be made about research integrity 
matters might feel strange/unnecessary, but the simple (and sometimes 
bitter) reality is that even well intentioned and experienced collaborators 
can have very different assumptions about matters such as the ownership 
of data and can form different understandings from discussions. If there is 
a dispute the parties having a record of an agreement can be essential 
(see Disputes between collaborators below). 
 
The recommendation that collaborators reach an agreement on research 
integrity matters does not imply that there should be a contract or other 
legally binding document signed by the collaborators. Indeed proposing 
need for and the creation/signing of such an agreement could be 
counterproductive (changing a collegiate working relationship into some 
more adversarial in nature). It also can result in the mistaken assumption 
that the collaborators’ only rights/protections/responsibilities are those 
discussed in the ‘legal’ document. 
 
In most cases an agreement should be in the form of a discussion to 
establish a shared understanding of the matters discussed at Matters to 
cover see below, then confirmed by an email exchange between the 
collaborators. This email can then be filed for later reference. The 
collegiate discussion and agreement is far more important and positive 
than a formal legal contract. 
 
 

Matters to cover 
 

The matters to be discussed by collaborators and the content of the 
agreement must be project specific and reflect the specifics of matters 
such as who the collaborators are and what their roles will be, the 
research design, funding/support, the outputs, context and other factors. 
Nevertheless this section outlines some suggestions of what collaborators 
could usefully discuss and should appear in the agreement. 
 

Roles 
 

A project might require a number of roles – some of which are described 
below, but most projects should have a chief/lead investigator. Where 
there are specific tasks required (e.g. obtaining ethical clearance) there 
should be shared understanding of which collaborator is responsible for 
that task. This is an opportunity to reflect upon the workloads/demands 
upon individual collaborators and whether everyone is comfortable with 
how tasks are being divided. 
 

Intellectual property 
 

Matters to consider is whether the work/outputs will utilise any existing 
intellectual property from the collaborators, what new intellectual property 
will be generated during the project, who will then own the intellectual 
property and can all the collaborators continue to use that intellectual 
property after the conclusion of the work. Researchers are encouraged to 
consult Griffith Enterprise if they are uncertain about these matters. 
 

https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/research/griffith-enterprise/contact-us?REF=1987453B88697C65CD0BE546A3A9F3D87B38A28B123C493C4E575ACF0007
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 Examples of collabortions  
   

 
o A Griffith University 

researcher working with a 
colleague from another 
institution on a single 
study. 

o A Griffith University 
researcher undertaking a 
Gold Coast arm of a large 
multisite project being 
conducted across 
Australia. 

o A Griffith University staff 
member will be advising 
on the questions in a 
survey being used by 
researchers from another 
university and he will 
provide advice on de-
identified data collected 
with that survey. 

o A Griffith University 
student will assist 
researchers from another 
institution with the 
translation of recruitment 
and informed consent into 
another language. 

o A Griffith University asks a 
researcher from another 
institution to conduct a 
qualitative study for her, as 
a node of an 
epidemiological study of a 
genetic disorder. 

o Three Griffith University 
researchers from different 
Groups will be 
collaborating on a project 
exploring the impact of an 
environmental group on 
the attitudes and 
behaviour of decision 
makers and the 
mainstream media 

o A Griffith University 
student is engaged to 
produce an interactive web 
application to disseminate 
the results of a project 

 

   

 

 

Conflicts of interest 
 

Any conflicts of interest (whether they relate to individual collaborators, 
some or all of the collaborators) should be discussed, how and to whom 
they will be disclosed, any strategies to manage the conflict (e.g. 
changing the research design) and whether a conflict makes a project 
untenable. 
 
Refer to RIRS #5 for more about conflicts of interest, including a 
link/discussion about Griffith University conflicts of interest policy. 
 

Data management 
 

The collaborators should discuss the site(s) where data will be stored, 
ownership of the data, whether all collaborators have access to all, some 
or none of the data, ownership of the data, and whether the data can 
utilised for future endeavours (e.g. would this require the agreement of 
all collaborators?). 
 
The discussion about the above is perhaps an opportunity to discuss 
whether any ethical or regulatory requirements apply to the data, 
security considerations, back-ups, transport and retention/archiving. 
 
Refer to RIRS #4 for more about the responsible management of data. 
 

Institutional policy 
 

The collaborators should discuss what (if any) policies and 
arrangements apply to the work. This might be Griffith University 
policies/arrangements, of the home institution of external collaborator, or 
of any institution with a duty of care/governance responsibility for the 
sites/potential participants/facilities that will be utilised. This discussion 
should cover any implications for the design of a project, any 
approvals/agreements that are required, and which collaborator is 
responsible for ensuring this occurs. 
 

Permits/licences/regulatory approvals 
 

Depending upon the research design and other factors a project/the 
investigator may require permits, a license or some other form of 
regulatory approval for the activities. The collaborators should ensure 
there is a shared understanding of what requirements apply, which 
collaborators are responsible for obtaining the permit/license/approvals 
and what impact that might have for the timeline of the project. 
 

Safety 
 

Some projects will involve safety considerations for one, some or all of 
the below: 

 the participants or other identifiable persons/animals; 

 the researchers or other members of the University 
community; 

 the University; or 

 the environment. 
 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/668565/integrity05-CoI.pdf
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Conflict%20of%20Interest%20Policy.pdf
http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/658094/integrity04-Data.pdf
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 Tips for collaborators  
   

  Have an early discussion 
with the other collaborators 
about the matters 
discussed in this Resource 
Sheet; 

 Approach this discussion 
in good faith; 

 Ensure the roles and tasks 
of the collaborators have 
been clearly established; 

 (If you are the Chief/Lead 
Investigator) Follow up this 
discussion with a 
colleagiate email with an 
précis of what was agreed; 

 (If you are another 
calloborator and the 
Chief/Lead has not sent 
the kind of email discussed 
above) Respectfully 
suggest that they do so; 

 (If you are another 
collaborator) Respond 
promptly, in good faith and 
integrity to the email 
discussed above; 

 Complete agreed tasks in 
a timely and professional 
manner, in goodfaith and 
with integrity; 

 Treat research integrity as 
a core component of the 
design and conduct of 
quality research; 

 Abide by the agreement 
reached and conduct 
yourself in accordance 
with the Griffith Code; and 

 Encourage your 
colleagues to also qbide 
by the agreement reached 
and conduct themselves in 
accordance with the 
Griffith Code. 

 

   
 

 

 

The collaborators should discuss whether any risk management 
strategies can and should be used, whether the risks/harms will be 
monitored, and the degree to which the benefits of the research (e.g. 
contribution to the body of knowledge) justify the risks/safety 
considerations. 
 
When a project requires ethical clearance the above matters will be key 
considerations. Depending upon the research design health & safety, 
insurance/indemnity or biosafety approval may be required. 
 
The collaborators must have a shared understanding of these matters 
and the responsibilities of the collaborators (see The responsibilities of 
collaborators below). 
 

Ethical considerations 
 

The collaborators should discuss whether Griffith University’s research 
ethics arrangements apply to the project and whether ethical review is 
required (see Booklet 17 of the GUREM) and whether any other 
arrangements apply (such as ethical review from the home institution of 
the other collaborators. 
 
There should be a shared understanding of any ethical issues, any 
research design features to manage them and the responsibilities of the 
collaborators. This may require training, supervision and/or mentoring for 
some members of the team. 
 

Planned outputs (authorship, acknowledgements) 
 

When there are planned outputs (publications) arising from collaborative 
research there must be a shared understanding of the role of each 
collaborator, whether they will be co-author of the output, the order of 
authorship or how the contribution of the collaborator will otherwise be 
acknowledged. 
 
Collaborators must adhere to the principles of publication ethics 
(including honesty and avoiding self-plagiarism). 
 
See RIRS #3 for more about authorship and RIRS#2 for more about 
publication ethics. 
 

Future outputs 
 

The collaborators should discuss what will be done for future outputs 
directly related to the collaborated work, outputs that are 
progressions/’next steps’ from the collaborative work, or generally build 
upon the work. Generally this will include indicating whether all or some 
of the collaborators will be invited to contribute as a co-author or how 
they will otherwise be acknowledged. 
 
 

The responsibilities of collaborators 
 

Collaborators must conduct themselves as per the accepted norms for 
her/his discipline, honestly, ethically and with integrity. The University 
expects students and staff to treat other collaborators respectfully and 
 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/research/research-services/research-ethics-integrity/human/human-research-ethics-manual-2014
http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/658067/integrity03_authorship.pdf
http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/658066/integrity02_Publication.pdf
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Manager, 
Research Ethics 
and Integrity 
 

Rick Williams 
ext: 54375 
rick.williams@griffith.edu.au 

 

Policy Officer, 
Human Research 
Ethics 
 

ext: 58043 

 

Policy Offficer, 
Animal Research 
Ethics 
 

Dr Amanda Fernie 
ext: 56618 
a.fernie@griffith.edu.au 

 

Systems and 
Support Officer 
 

Ext: 54855 
research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 

 

   

 

 

 

 

act in good faith, to adhere to University policy and to not bring the 
University into disrepute 
 
 

Ongoing good communication 
 

Good communication is vital to the success of collaborative research, 
and is characterised by timely, honest and respectful dialogue. 
Collaborators must promptly advise their colleagues of any development 
that impact on the progress/continuation/conduct of the work (e.g. a site 
withdrawing its permission for the project to be conducted on their 
premises/with their clients). 
 
Even if a matter appears not to be significant (e.g. a participant for the 
Griffith University component of a study withdraws and indicates she 
feels the recruitment/consent materials were deceptive when they 
described the time/effort expected of participants) students/staff are 
encouraged to err on the side of caution and promptly inform of 
collaborators about the development. 
 
 

Disputes between collaborators 
 

It is believed that practices/strategies described in this sheet will be 
helpful in avoiding disputes occurring. Nevertheless disputes can 
develop and can be acrimonious. 
 
Having discussed early in a collaborative effort the approach to the 
research integrity matters discussed in this resource sheet it hopefully 
will be possible to reach a mutually agreeable resolution. These 
discussions should be approached in good faith. Where this is not 
possible the parties should consult with the Group’s Dean Research to 
see whether he/she can mediate a resolution. 
 
Some disputes must be formally reviewed centrally and reviewed with 
regard to imposed corrective action. 
 
Refer to RIRS #12 for guidance with regard to alleging a breach of 
responsible conduct, or RIRS #13 on responding to such allegations. 
 
 

Scope of these guidelines 
 

These guidelines apply to all Griffith University research, regardless of 
whether the work requires ethical or biosafety clearance, the expertise of 
the parties, the methodology/design used, the funding for the work 
and/or the nature of the alleged breach. 
 
 

 
Produced by the Office for Research © 2015 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/678472/integrity12-breaches_complainants.pdf
http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/675195/integrity13-breaches_respondents.pdf

