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Abstract

There has been an increase in the size and range of North–South health research partnerships since the 1990s. Current

literature tends to stress the need for partnership and associated principles, but recognises the difficult context of

structural inequality and historical legacies. Critics point to continuing neo-colonialist attitudes to research, which are

unhelpful for the development of mutually beneficial collaborations. Such dynamics have parallels with the European

folktale of Cinderella and the Ugly Sisters, the latter using their advantage of wealth and position to exploit their step-

sister. Little literature is available on how to address this situation for the principles of partnership to be integrated into

project design, implementation and dissemination. This article examines processes and dynamics within North–South

collaborations in health research through two different case studies presented from Northern perspectives. Each case

study focuses on distinct aspects of research collaborations. The first, a North–South partnership project in Bangladesh,

highlights issues of capacity building, use of data and publications. The second case, a Doctoral study in Thailand,

examines the reliance on contributions by Southern partners, responsibility to the local setting and the practice of

reciprocity. The article then turns to Southern researchers’ reflections, explored in semi-structured interviews, on themes

identified by Northern researchers as important concerns in research collaborations. The authors conclude that

advantage should be taken of the fact that Southern and Northern colleagues often share similar values regarding

research collaborations, but difficulties exist in implementation partly due to historically rooted and current

inequalities. Practical arrangements are suggested which may help to address the commonly assumed roles of the North

as ‘provider’ of funding and ideas, and of the South as ‘receiver’ in an environment with little scope for action.
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Introduction

When Northern authors reflect on their experiences in

North–South research partnerships, they tend to em-

phasise principles of partnership, such as ‘equality’,

‘capacity building’, and the ‘sharing of responsibilities’

(Costello & Zumla, 2000; Edejer, 1999; Lewis, 1998;

Maclean, 2000; Maina-Ahlberg, Nordberg, & Tomson,

1997; Nuffield, 2002; Ogden & Porter, 2000). However,

structural inequalities exist which prevent the realisation

of such ideals. Northern privileges persist, based on

historical dominance over the South and continued

Northern economic advantage (Appadurai, 2000; Ogden

& Porter, 2000; Rakowski, 1993). Research and devel-

opment expenditure is concentrated in the North, with

only 10% of health research money spent in the South,

although 90% of the global burden of disease resides

here– the familiar 10/90 health research gap (Edejer,

1999; Ramsay, 2001).

Northern and Southern authors have evoked the

terms Western imperialism, orientalism and (neo-)
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colonialism for processes of indirect control exerted by

the North (Braveman, 2001; Dhareshwar, 1998; Her-

nandez-Aguado, 2001; Lang, 2001; Said, 1979; Staven-

hagen, 1993). A range of examples have been provided

of how such control manifests itself in North–South

research collaboration. This includes the fact that

research funding available in the South tends to

originate from the North. In such cases, research and

action priorities as well as methodological standards

typically comply with the cultural and scientific tradi-

tions of Northern institutions along with their prevailing

ideological perspective (Avil!es, 2001; Benatar, 2002;

Braveman, 2001; Chambers, 1995; Impact-International,

2000). Such funding can be linked to agendas neglecting

the needs of developing countries (Brehm, 2001), also

reflected in mission statements of major donor agencies.

For example, Poole (2001) refers to USAID describing

itself as an ‘agency that conducts foreign assistance and

humanitarian aid to advance the political and economic

interests of the United States’ (p. 156).

Simultaneously, ‘ideas originated in Southern coun-

tries do not receive the deserved attention in the global

debate and are seen with no confidence while, in fact,

they have potential to rebuild local patterns of develop-

ment.’ (Barreto, Almeida-Filho, & Breilh, 2001, p. 158)

Furthermore, authors from the South may be presented

as being influenced by Northern ideas (Rakowski 1993).

Another problem area identified is the assumption of

Northern superiority, especially related to capacity

building. It has been observed that ‘much of the

discourse on capacity-building is tinged with a ‘subtle

paternalism’ which assumes a comparative advantage of

NNGOs [Northern NGOs] in the South.’ (Lewis, 1998,

p. 505) In other words, the North comprises experts, and

the South needs capacity-building. It is hardly ever

acknowledged that substantial Southern capacity al-

ready exists and is readily utilised by the North or that

the North would also benefit from having its capacity

built. In a rare example, Ogden and Porter (2000) refer

to building each other’s capacity when explaining their

experiences of North–South relationships, stating ex-

plicitly that their Southern colleagues were themselves

experts in their research field. Lewis (1998) expresses the

need for viewing capacity-building in terms of ‘shared

skills and ideas openly exchanged’ (p. 505). Further-

more, he questions the commonly assumed strength of

Northern NGOs, where we may also find significant

weaknesses in organisation and capacity.

Conventional assumptions around the notion of

‘capacity building’ may have a detrimental impact on

intellectual ownership. Examples abound when North-

ern researchers using data sets did not credit the

Southern fieldworkers; where problems arose when

reports and papers were not shared with the country

from which they originated, and where already existing

analyses by the original researchers were used but

without proper acknowledgement (Rakowski, 1993).

Infringements on intellectual ownership can constitute a

barrier to Southern publications in international jour-

nals, a situation possibly aggravated by review processes

and constitutions of editorial boards which may favour

the North (Koch-Weser & Yankauer, 1993). Such

dynamics bring to mind the European folktale of

Cinderella and the Ugly Sisters, the latter using their

advantage of wealth and position to exploit their step-

sister.

This article examines processes and dynamics within

North–South research collaborations through two

different case studies, both representing Northern

perspectives. Each study focuses on distinct aspects of

or viewpoints on, research collaborations. The first, a

North–South partnership project in Bangladesh, high-

lights issues of capacity building, use of data and

publications. The second case, a doctoral study in

Thailand, examines the reliance on contributions by

Southern partners, responsibility to the local setting and

the practice of reciprocity. This is followed by Southern

researchers’ reflections, explored in semi-structured

interviews, on themes identified by Northern researchers

as important concerns in research collaborations.

Methods

The article is based on evidence from two case studies

and seven individual interviews with Southern research-

ers. The two case studies, using a reflexive analysis

(Hollway & Jefferson, 2000), explore experiences of the

Northern authors in two different types of research

partnership with the South. First, a multi-national,

publicly funded project bringing together research teams

from Britain and Bangladesh and, second, a doctoral

study where a British student conducted fieldwork in

Thailand supervised by a senior staff member from a Thai

university. From the findings of the case studies, a semi-

structured interview schedule was designed to explore

Southern researchers’ views on the topic of North–South

partnerships. Interviews were arranged with six research-

ers in Bangladesh and one in Thailand. All interviewees

were known to the authors through their research

contacts and all had significant experience in North–

South collaborations. The interviewees were given space

to discuss issues beyond those covered by the schedule, an

approach in accord with qualitative methodology

(Mason, 1996; Sapsford & Jupp, 1996; Silverman,

2000). Further, feedback from our Southern colleagues

to a draft version of this article has been incorporated.

A North–South partnership project in Bangladesh

This first case study describes a publicly funded

collaboration between a British and a Bangladeshi
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research team. Critical reflections on this experience

highlight issues around capacity-building, use of data

and publications.

In 1999, the European Commission awarded funding

for a multinational research project which aims to

promote safe motherhood in developing countries by

increasing skilled attendance for everyone (SAFE). The

funding agency had approached the director of a

research centre in Aberdeen (UK) to submit a proposal

in this area. The selection of the topic was partly

prompted by the fact that increasing the proportion of

deliveries with skilled attendance is being advocated by

the Inter-Agency Group for Safe Motherhood as a

crucial intervention to reduce maternal mortality and

serious morbidity in the short to medium term. The

initial proposal inputs had been generated primarily by

the ART, including aims, objectives and methodology

outline. The lack of Southern contributions at this very

first stage can be accounted for by the closer proximity

to and visibility of colleagues, time pressures and

deadlines, and perhaps an assumption that Southern

colleagues would agree to the broad principles of the

project once the money was secured.

The research centre in Aberdeen co-ordinates the

work of five project partners in the South, who accepted

collaboration in the application phase. One partner is

based in Bangladesh, where an assessment of the

delivery care needs of the poorest women had to be

conducted. Local researchers, preferably at the start of

their careers, were to be employed to undertake the

fieldwork. It was considered that this work would allow

the researchers to enhance their experience, thus directly

promoting capacity-building.

The Aberdeen Research Team (ART) comprised a

Clinical Senior Research Fellow, who had spent several

years as a consultant in Bangladesh, and developed

some cultural insights, but had limited knowledge of

Bangla. There was also a research fellow with a Ph.D. in

Social Policy and extensive experience in qualitative

research methods applied in the North, but not the

South. The Dhaka Research Team (DRT) consisted of

two local researchers and their manager from a large

and internationally renowned NGO. One of the

researchers held a post-graduate degree in Medical

Anthropology from a Northern University. She had

extensive fieldwork experience in her native country with

the research target group (rural, often illiterate women),

which the ART lacked.

The ART had consulted with an International

Advisory Group (with members from the North and

the South), prior to a first meeting in Dhaka between the

ART and the Bangladeshi partners at which the DRT

was informed of the project development and the ART

of the results of a DRT-led literature review. Five days

were set aside for discussions about suitable research

instruments and their design, for which the ART had

already prepared some draft proposals. The research

instruments were to be agreed upon and piloted (with

the visiting Northern researchers adopting the role of

observers) and then amended as required.

At the outset, the DRT highlighted the wealth of

existing relevant literature, well known to them, but

largely unfamiliar to the ART. Communication between

the ART and DRT on research activities was sometimes

difficult. ART inquiries about the kind of data a focus

group or an interview had yielded often received a brief,

standard reply. ‘Nothing new has been elicited, but

everything is already known through other studies’. The

data collected during this pilot phase seemed superficial,

interviews and group discussions lasting sometimes less

than 15minutes. Limited notes were taken during focus

groups. Few changes were made to the final draft of the

group and interview schedules and the pilot study report

produced remained at a general level, lacking compre-

hensiveness and detail. On reflection, the ART con-

sidered the possibility that the DRT regarded the

research topic—conceived in the North—as a lesser

priority in Bangladesh, with consequent reductions in

their motivation to participate, at least initially. After

several discussions regarding this issue, this possibility

was dismissed by a DRT member:

‘The research topic did not affect the participation of

the Bangladeshi team. Indeed, in the beginning, there

was a gap in ideas. Since the Northern partners were

not familiar with the situation of Bangladesh, the

research design and instrument they developed in

Aberdeen were not that suitable. [y] Therefore the

members of the Southern team were puzzled what to

do. [y] Besides some words were used in the research

instrument which were not acceptable for the South-

ern researchers, such as ‘non-western belief’. How-

ever, since the Southern researchers were the local

people, from the very beginning, they had a better

understanding of the situation. In fact, it is the reality

that none of the Northern partners are experts on

culture and values of the Southern society (though

they presume so), therefore there is a gap in ideas.

Hence, in true partnership the research design and

instrument should be developed through discussion

between the Northern and Southern partners.

The Northern partners should also be sensitive

about their use of words, as sometimes their patron-

ising feelings are expressed through their words.’

(DRT, 2002)

To some extent, this critique could be taken into

account. Discussions between the ART and the DRT

resulted in jointly selected research methods and

techniques for the main study. The substantial experi-

ence of the DRT in Participatory Rural Appraisal

(PRA) techniques and their willingness to utilise PRA,
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were crucial. Indeed, the DRT and several of their

Bangladeshi colleagues were proven right in emphasising

that the use of PRA could shed new light on an old

problem. Moreover, the application of the qualitative

methods in different geographical areas generated new

findings. In short, the main study conducted by the same

researchers as the pilot study was of excellent quality.

The data collated was rich and all interviews and

discussions had been recorded and transcribed. A

subsequent visit by one member of the ART confirmed

that the DRT had thought carefully about the inter-

pretation of the research findings, and was keen to

discuss the policy implications for the local and national

contexts, which they understood much better than their

Northern colleagues.

With regard to the dissemination of findings, guide-

lines for dissemination plans at international, national

and sub-national level were initiated by an ART

researcher, drafted with a partner from the South,

circulated to all partners for comments and feedback,

and revised accordingly. The guidelines state that all

data should be available to all partners. Where

collaborative work relies on data in a different language,

the relevant research partner could be asked to deliver

the data analysis, and support the process of interpreta-

tion. Agreement for such a process should be sought at

the stage where a partner proposes a new paper, and

when the involvement of each partner is clarified. In any

instance of use of data collected by a second party, the

proper crediting of researchers must be ensured (follow-

ing international journals’ practice), and co-authorship

offered where appropriate. An ‘anticipated publications

list’ was distributed to each researcher involved in the

study, with a note encouraging researchers to add titles

as appropriate. The list was completed according to

individuals’ wishes to assume a lead-author or author

role. Some of the listed ‘anticipated topics’ were part of

the contractual obligations of ART, as co-ordinator, to

the funder but additional topics were added, mainly by

the Northern researchers.

The project also aimed to contribute to strengthening

networks, thereby facilitating future South–South part-

nerships. The ART regularly produces newsletters in an

effort to introduce partners to each other, and to keep

everyone updated on the work being carried out by

colleagues. In the final stage, a project partners’

evaluation meeting and a workshop are scheduled to

consolidate contacts and increase opportunities for

collaboration.

Concerning dissemination and implementation, it has

been a priority of the study to contribute to strengthen-

ing safe motherhood in countries in which large numbers

of women die in childbirth. Efforts have been under-

taken to involve relevant policy makers at different

stages of the research, and to ensure that the research

findings reach key decision-makers. Partners have been

encouraged to publish in native languages and to target

a range of audiences, to disseminate their findings in at

least one national conference, and to ensure feedback to

all individuals and organisations involved in the

research. Some project funds are available for such

activities. What immediate issues emerge from this

collaboration?

Capacity utilization and capacity building

The collaboration clearly challenges the conventional

use of the concept capacity-building. It was through

existing capacity in the DRT, which the ART could tap

into, that aspects of the research design were finalised in

a manner which seemed to maximally benefit the

Bangladeshi situation despite the constraints of more

firmly fixed project components. The fact that the

Bangladeshi researchers are native speakers of the local

language and benefit from cultural insights constituted

additional assets (Eade, 1997; Jentsch, 1998), which

strengthened the research, as well as the capacity of the

Northern colleagues.

The assumption implicit in many collaborative studies

that capacity needs to be built in the South while

Northern researchers are always ‘perfectly qualified’

does not hold. It undermines the opportunity for change

when Northern personnel, as ‘capacity providers’ are

unable to admit to need, and Southern researchers, as

‘receivers’, are not acknowledged for existing capacity.

The situation is exacerbated if the message is that

Southern need is caused by inferiority of abilities rather

than simply a skills or technology deficit. Such percep-

tions can also shape issues around the use of data and

publications.

Use of data and publications

The claim that North–South research collaborations

tend to have neo-colonialist aspects has perhaps most

pertinence when it comes to data proprietorship, and the

proper acknowledgement of individuals’ contributions.

Northern inputs are often overemphasised, while South-

ern contributions are neglected. As a DRT member

observed:

‘In my experience, there is always a hidden question

about the role of the partners in this regard. The

Southern partners are the active participants in all

research activities from designing to data collection and

producing the first draft of the report. By using those

findings, the Northern partners put themselves as first

authors, and publish one paper after another. [y] It

appears that the South is the data collector and the

North steals those data and takes advantage of it. It is

taken for granted that the North will always be the first

author and the South will be fortunate if they manage to
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get recognition as fourth author. Should this be in a real

partnership?’ (DRT, 2002)

The dissemination guidelines which were developed in

the project are to prevent problems with intellectual

ownership, whilst also acknowledging that authorship

issues arise even before an article is written. Who is

given the opportunity to contribute, and thus potentially

qualify as an author, is important. It is easy for research

co-ordinators to exploit their central role, reserving for

themselves the preparation of the most promising

publications. In our collaboration, more publications

were proposed by Northern researchers. This may have

reflected the fact that they were in a more favourable

publishing climate, with longer contracts and perhaps

less urgency to have major simultaneous involvement in

various projects, or in quick sequence.

With some papers still being written or reviewed, the

ultimate success of the technique of listing for equitable

distribution of authorship is still undecided. Notwith-

standing, the guidelines have been a good device for

creating a forum which allows people to bring their

expectations to the table, and to negotiate in the case of

competing claims.

A Northern doctoral student in Thailand

This second case study is based on the experience of a

doctoral study, which brought together a doctoral

student from the North with experienced academics

and novice researchers from the South. It examines the

requirements of a doctoral degree, paying particular

attention to the reliance on contributions by Southern

partners and responsibility to the local setting. Further

to this, it offers some solutions to the central theme of

partnerships through the practice of reciprocity.

In 1996 a doctoral study was undertaken in a

therapeutic community for ex-drug users in Bangkok,

Thailand. The study was conducted by a student

registered at the University of Aberdeen, UK, super-

vised by a member of staff at Aberdeen and by the

Director of a Research Centre at Chulalongkorn

University, Thailand. Although the broad aim of

researching drug rehabilitation methods in Thailand

had been identified prior to the student being accepted

onto the doctoral programme, the details of the study

were to be developed in Thailand with the link super-

visor. The study comprised a series of six qualitative

interviews with 43 rehabilitating drug users. The inter-

views were conducted by four Thai research assistants,

and then translated by four Thai colleagues.

The ‘team’ which supported the doctoral student

comprised research advisors and assistants. The advisers

had a wealth of knowledge of research into drug misuse

in Thailand, and many years’ experience of living and

working in the North or with Northern partners. The

doctoral researcher and the research assistants had no

previous experience of working in this type of culturally

diverse environment, although all had experience of

working with drug users and were conversant with an

open-ended interview style.

Research assistant training was delivered by the

researcher and a Thai colleague in both English and

Thai. It would have been more time efficient to have

trained the research assistants in Thai only but this

would have excluded the student from the vital task of

training and supervising them, and rendered control

over the fieldwork harder to maintain. It would also

have made it more difficult to form a working relation-

ship, even obscuring types of communication problems

until the interview stage when it would have been more

difficult to rectify them. In short, the bilingual training

process was crucial for the relationship between the

doctoral researcher and the assistants to develop.

The assistants worked as cultural interpreters (Tem-

ple, 1997) during the interviews with ex-drug users, and

Thai academics translated the interview transcripts

allowing the student to question them on certain

interpretations which had been made (Alvarez & Vidal,

1996; Esposito, 2001; Hatim & Mason, 1997).

Throughout the study, she tried to ensure that benefit

was derived by all. The training and supervision she

provided in qualitative research methods allowed the

assistants to practise new techniques. In the longer term,

contact has been maintained, and the British student

was able to help one assistant find a studentship in

Aberdeen. Other benefits occurred when the researcher,

a native English speaker, supported Thai colleagues in

scanning abstracts, editing reports and papers written in

English and providing opportunities for others to

improve their spoken English. Finally, the Southern

colleagues had a rare opportunity to teach the Northern

student Southern concepts and methodological choices,

instructing her, for example, on how to negotiate the

hierarchical network in Thailand (Holmes & Tangtong-

tavy, 1995). What can be learnt from this case study for

the purpose of fulfilling the responsibility of reciprocal

benefit?

Contributions from Southern colleagues and the

requirements of a Doctoral Degree

The respective contributions to be made by partners

in an international collaborative study should be

discussed and outlined in the agreement made at the

outset of a project (Ettore, 2000; Maina-Ahlberg et al.

(1997); Ogden & Porter, 2000). In the case of a doctoral

study, however, the requirement that students’ theses

have to comprise ‘work done by themselves’ as an

original and significant contribution to the field of study

(Phillips & Pugh, 1995) complicates matters. Important

contributions by local people will have to be relied upon
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to make possible the conduct of a study in a country

where the student is neither fluent in the language nor

culturally an ‘insider’ (Whyte, 1955). How can the student

ensure having the level of control over and input into the

research process required for a doctoral study? Possible

solutions may lead to a task becoming more complex

than would be necessary in a different context, as the

bilingual training process detailed above demonstrated.

The need to communicate effectively is present in any

collaborative venture but is often taken for granted.

Only recently have issues of translation and interpreta-

tion been re-examined and the link between power and

responsibility highlighted (Alvarez & Vidal, 1996;

Birbili, 2000; Hatim & Mason, 1997). In this case,

Southern partners provided the capacity for the North-

ern student to be involved in all aspects of the study. The

temptation to then exploit local capacity is always

present. Cases have been recorded of researchers using

local people’s insights and work with no attempt to

reciprocate (Edejer, 1999; Odzer, 1994; Rakowski,

1993). Such an approach is not only unethical, but also

unlikely to lead to long-term collaborative relationships.

If the Southern partner is left without benefits, and

possibly damaged by the continual draining of resources

by Northern researchers, this will make the path more

difficult for others to follow.

Responsibility to the local setting

Ethical guidelines exist to maintain good practice

throughout research projects. Although these guidelines

often pertain to the research participants, (see for

example the British Sociological Association (BSA)

code of Ethics (BSA, 2002)), there is good reason to

extend these to North–South research partnerships

where a troubled history of exploitative research

demands particular sensitivity. Ensuring mutual benefit

is a necessary aim if the relationship is to be balanced,

but this process cannot always entail reciprocating the

same kind of service. After all, the student is learning the

craft of research and it is for successfully achieving this

that the doctoral degree is awarded (Phillips & Pugh,

1995). Hence, the type and level of reciprocation will be

constrained by the limited experience of the student, as

well as by the requirements of the doctoral degree.

Open negotiations, accountability, and learning from

each other are crucial to all collaborations, but these

practices are more difficult to ensure in a doctoral study

where there are fewer formal structures and where

outputs mainly benefit the student, despite the reliance

on Southern researchers’ capacity. This tension can be

addressed however, for example, through the develop-

ment of new themes related to the main doctoral area,

on which joint authorship could be agreed. This was the

case with a joint paper written by the doctoral student

and a Thai academic (Pilley & Perngparn, 1998). While

dissemination of information in the local language

would have been desirable in order to facilitate reviews

and changes of practice and policy at local level, the

financial limitations of a doctoral degree may make this

dissemination process prohibitive.

Interviews with Southern researchers

This final section presents the main findings from

interviews conducted by Northern researchers with

Southern colleagues on their experiences with North–

South research collaborations. The main themes in-

cluded ‘initiating research and setting an agenda’, ‘equal

relationships’, ‘authorship and other benefits of re-

search’, ‘capacity building’, ‘management’ and ‘guide-

lines for research partnerships’.

Initiating research and setting the agenda

All interviewees acknowledged that most projects

involving Southern and Northern partners were initiated

by the latter. One interviewee with an NGO background

explained that in a country like Bangladesh not all NGO

staff have the academic background to generate

proposals. She added that once Southern researchers

have participated in a project with the appropriate

support, they may have acquired sufficient skills to

devise their own project.

An internationally recognized researcher highlighted a

difficulty arising when research agendas are set outside

the country: ideas which stem from donors or Northern

researchers are sometimes suitable for a country, at

other times not. He responded by critically examining

proposed projects, and to ask for the revision of any

identified flaws. He never had to turn down collabora-

tion offers on this basis. Another interviewee described

the problem of donors outlining an area of study

considered of lesser importance by local experts. He

proposed a format where researchers themselves design

a study based on their knowledge. As long as all partners

are then equally involved, who initiates a project is of

minor importance. Similarly, a senior researcher con-

sidered project initiation less of an issue than a partner-

ship of fulfilled obligations and accountability.

One interviewee explained difficulties with some

funding agencies’ terms of reference, which require

Southern researchers to ‘adjust ywhat we perceive as

national need to the kinds of thoughts and decisions that

go on in the system which you work with internation-

ally. It’s difficult.’ Emphasising the importance to

maintain academic credentials he commented:

‘You can’t be what I call a kind of beggar, begging for

technologies and crawling after new things. You have to

make clear your credibility, your integrity about the

academic priority. y If you keep following funders,
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their will, their beck and call, you become a shadow.’ He

also reported cases where a change of direction in a

research project due to, for example, changes in the local

situation, met with ‘strong words’ of disapproval from

managers. Dealing with the attitudes of funding

providers from a ‘receiver’ situation could be intimidat-

ing without sensitive managers

Equal relationships

Interviewees emphasized the importance of equal

relationships in research collaborations. One researcher

commented on his experience of a problematic, untrust-

ing relationship, ‘I think mistrust was simply a state of

consciousness y the affluent country and the poor

country.’

By contrast, a senior manager of a development

organisation in joint collaboration with a Northern

grant holder reported that she had appreciated her views

and comments being sought and discussed on all

research issues. She enjoyed the fieldwork, not least

because the two collaborators shared the daily routines,

for example taking the cooking in turns. The Northern

colleague was described as having made sacrifices, such

as staying in a simple house and sharing a room.

Although her colleague knew some Bangla, the Bangla-

deshi researcher conducted all the interviews, carried out

the social analysis appropriate for the local context, and

gave the local presentations. Moreover, she was invited

to Britain to present the work together with her research

partner, which she regarded as a real recognition of her

efforts. This was contrasted with her experiences with

some Northern consultants, especially those who had

come in a team from large consulting firms and who

evaluated projects carried out by local NGOs (see also

MacLean, 2000). Some consultants had involved the

interviewee in a token fashion, lacking genuine interest.

‘Some people maintain a wall. There is a sentiment in

their minds that they know better than us. This is very

discouraging. Even if you have this in your mind, you

should not express it like that.’ The interviewee praised

those consultants who showed openness to understand-

ing a situation, for example, a person who went into the

field, took notes of all the confusions he experienced,

and later asked the interviewee to clarify.

In addressing the problem of consultants imposing

their own agenda even when they poorly understand the

issues involved, one interviewee suggested that Southern

organisations should take the initiative in planning the

consultant’s schedule. A senior researcher commented

that, although he had never experienced problems with

Northern colleagues, junior researchers might not be

given the same respect. He stressed the importance of

‘ground rules’ as a prerequisite for equal participation in

joint research, allowing Southern researchers to guide

Northern colleagues in local matters and to be involved

throughout the research design, analysis, dissemination

and implementation. Such continuous involvement in all

aspects of a research project was also recommended by

two other researchers.

Authorship and other benefits of research

Interviewees recalled positive and negative experi-

ences of benefits derived from research collaborations.

Often, they emphasised the need to give priority to

implementing research findings before considering any

other benefits.

One interviewee considered she benefited from colla-

boration with a Northern researcher academically

through discussions, especially with regard to analysis.

In accord with two other interviewees, she described her

Northern collaborator as having gained an enhanced

reputation resulting from published articles, one of

which was co-authored with her. She pointed out

however: ‘My interest is not in putting my name, but

in putting the issue.’ Another interviewee gave an

example of how he benefited from a research project,

where each participating country provided a chapter to a

book then published in the North written by the

principal investigators, and then sent to a multi-national

steering group for final editing.

A senior medical officer from an NGO described her

collaboration with a consultant in very positive terms,

but then reported that disagreements arose related to

authorship, which left the Southern researchers disap-

pointed. Although a scoring system was employed to aid

decisions over the sequence of authors’ names, it was

difficult to resolve the differences.

The Thai interviewee emphasised different issues

concerning publications, especially that access to litera-

ture and/or a particular approach to thinking often not

understood by review panels for journals based in the

North, leads to disadvantage. ‘We may be looked upon

as though we are unsystematic sometimes. It is a

different system. y You know, people never realise

that we work in abstract. We work in philosophy. We

work with thoughts and ideas through the abstract all

through millenniums. Look at the Chinese cultures, it is

all written down, created in abstract and a little bit of it

becomes science.’ He later recommended ‘to measure the

value of science with human values, not just with the

yardstick of science.’ In other words, he expressed

disapproval of the culturally specific way in which

Northern reviewers evaluate Southern research. He also

stressed that, ‘when one works with academic agencies in

Thailand, for the purpose of development, you are not

working for basic research for the world. We are

perhaps being selfish, but this is because of our

existence.’ A point similar to the emphases placed by

Bangladeshi researchers on the importance of working

for development.
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One senior researcher stated that, it is the community

which should benefit or its members can be regarded as

deprived, and the researchers’ mission unfulfilled:

‘Scientists often forget about this, and are carried away

by scientific rigour, but neglect implementation.’ The

importance of implementation was also noted by a

senior researcher who regretted that Northern agencies

often selected issues which had no immediate implica-

tions for action.

Building capacity—learning from each other

All interviewees identified the need for Northern

researchers to build capacity in the South. Three

interviewees mentioned the need for strengthening

Southern capacity for analysis and publication. One

interviewee thought that, without capacity building, the

North would dominate analysis and publications, areas

in which he regarded the South as currently weak.

Another emphasised the importance of a continuous

process of capacity building, transferring new innova-

tions to developing countries, but not in a stopgap

manner. He gave an example of having experienced

capacity building (albeit on a one-off occasion) when in

the context of a North–South research partnership he

and his colleagues were invited to London to participate

in a data analysis workshop. Such an experience was not

shared by a third interviewee, who explained that

deadlines impose real constraints on capacity building

which require proper planning of a project to ensure that

enough time is reserved for this.

Other reported problems included Northern staff

sometimes arriving with inadequate qualifications. It

was recommended that visiting consultants should

participate in some cultural orientation and learn the

local language, if only at a basic level, to avoid

frequently occurring problems, especially during field-

work. Northern researchers should visit often and for as

long as possible, with extended stays in the rural areas

where rapport needs to be built with community

members.

It was commented that Northern researchers some-

times refuse to accept the advice of their Southern

colleagues, as when Northern colleagues insisted that a

research project with children on a culturally sensitive

subject (sex education) could be carried out if enough

rapport could be established. However, the attempt

backfired when community members disapproved of

the subject area their children discussed, leading to the

Southern partner’s organisation being discredited in the

community.

Management

Some interviewees spoke of culturally sensitive issues

which the management of research collaborations can

bring to the fore. One interviewee found that the

management structures in Bangladesh were more

hierarchical than would be the case in the North, which

he saw as beneficial as it imposes ‘checks and balances’:

if hierarchy means contributing to the work of a junior

researcher, this is positive. Hierarchy can thus be

understood in two ways: in terms of guidance and in

terms of management. Hierarchy as a management tool

only would not serve the purpose.

Another interviewee emphasized from personal ex-

perience that human resources should be managed by

culturally sensitive local staff with the same value system

as local researchers, whereas the technical management

side could be overseen by the North. Such an arrange-

ment had overcome mistrust and misunderstanding at a

supervisory level between his and the Northern team. He

recommended frank discussion to address these pro-

blems—an approach also suggested by another research-

er and implied by most.

Guidelines for North–South research partnerships

All interviewees found the topic of North–South

research relationships important, and some identified

the need for extra support. One interviewee argued that

North–South research issues needed the kind of atten-

tion which should lead to ‘guided diplomacy’. Guide-

lines should clarify from the beginning the roles and

major responsibilities of each side. This may mean that

the North is not fully engaged in project implementation

and that the South adopts a lesser role in the data

analysis. But both sides should know each others’

strengths, weaknesses and expectations.

Another interviewee also thought that such guidelines

could be useful, and suggested a list of additions, such as

the continuous involvement of both partners, respect for

and knowledge of each other’s culture, recognising the

importance of implementing findings for development,

alerting funders to take this into account and ensuring

that consultants have appropriate qualities.

Conclusion

Existing literature has emphasised the need for South

and North research collaborators to work in partner-

ship, but it is unclear how such an aspiration can be

realised in a context of structural inequalities. The first

case study hinted at difficulties of unhealthy dynamics

resulting from an unequal funding situation, even with

well-intentioned grant holders. Where Northern part-

ners have initiated a project, and led the project design,

practical problems can arise, such as the (mis)use of

scarce resources for projects which address relatively low

Southern priority issues. Once the ‘active’ and ‘re-active’

roles have been allocated (and accepted), it can be
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difficult to break the pattern. Clearly, a case can be

made for changing funding formats to allow Southern

researchers easier access to resources for their own

scientifically identified research agendas, and to relieve

them from the constraining and intimidating ‘receiver

situation’ one interviewee referred to. To some extent,

more power is being transferred to Southern researchers

as funding agencies increasingly render funding condi-

tional upon the active involvement of Southern partners,

strengthening interdependence between North and

South.

Perhaps with the exception of Southern researchers’

emphasis on the development value of research, which

was contrasted with Northern eagerness to publish, it is

encouraging to see consensus emerging in Northern

literature and expectations voiced by Southern inter-

viewees on the aspirations and values for collaborative

arrangements. There is still a gulf, however, between

rhetoric and reality. While our interviewees made some

references to positive collaborative experiences where

more equitable relationships were realised, there had

also been disappointments and perceived risks. Strate-

gies to address potential domination by Northern

colleagues included action to shape processes and

agendas, for example, by proactively planning the

schedules of Northern visitors, by being aware of and

using their own bargaining power, and by offering

conditional collaboration only. Obstacles interviewees

found difficult to overcome centred on limited access to

information, and the persistent, strong reference to

Northern values and yardsticks by international journals

when the merits of Southern manuscripts are assessed,

which worked to their disadvantage. Koch-Weser and

Yankauer (1993) noted this issue when they ‘reviewed

the authorship characteristics, editorial processing, and

final fate of 126 papers dealing with data from countries

other than the United States and Canada and submitted

to the American Journal of Public Health in 1989. [y]

Authors from developed countries had higher accep-

tance rates than authors from developing countries, but

the highest acceptance rate (36%) was for international

health papers with joint authorship from both developed

and developing countries.’ (p. 1618)

Review processes, as well as the constitution of

editorial boards, need to be assessed to ensure more

appropriate levels of Southern representation. Measures

to improve the information capacity in the South could

include subsidised journal subscription rates and in-

creased free electronic access (Horton, 2000; Vass, 2001).

Furthermore, Northern collaborators need to engage

in continuous scrutiny of their practices, from the

definition of the research problem to the dissemination

of findings. Given that researchers’ career advancement

may depend on publications, this issue merits care-

ful attention. The first case study illustrated the

importance of creating forums to discuss past and

future contributions to papers, with agreed-on guide-

lines, as an important means to elicit individuals’

expectations, and to open up opportunities in an

equitable manner.

Existing literature also pointed to Northern domina-

tion in the area of ‘capacity-building’ through a

particular one-sided interpretation of this concept. Both

case studies demonstrated how the employment of local

researchers in the South and recognition of their

capacity contributed to strengthening Northern capa-

city. Emphasising only the benefits enjoyed by one

partner, and neglecting this partner’s contributions or

the benefits reaped by the other, reinforces the stereo-

type that the North gives and the South receives. It also

focuses on a perception of Southern weaknesses, rather

than Southern skill deficits. The Southern researchers

we interviewed mentioned distinct areas in which they

felt they could benefit from capacity building but

also noted that, processes designed to strengthen

capacity are not always satisfactory, and may never

move beyond rhetoric. This situation is particularly true

where capacity is a means to an end to complete the

research task instead of looking to the future needs of

the South. Furthermore, they found lesser acceptance by

some Northern researchers that their capacities also

required building, or that they could learn from the

South.

This is deplorable, since effective Northern and

Southern researchers will be able to make substantive

contributions both to a project and to the capacities of

their research partners. There will be sets of capacities

(whether skills or technology) which are unique to a

partner, and obligations to share such particular aspects

of capacity. This should not imply that the partners

whose capacity is being built lack general capacity or

ability. If partners’ strengths and capacity-building role

are neglected, this can result in the stagnation of

research agendas and the persistence of the status quo

of inequality.

In any research context, taking responsibility and

actively seeking shared and equitable benefit cannot be

trusted simply to happen. Especially in doctoral

research, the arena in which an academic learns the

profession, it is important to instill good working

practices early on. Suggestions have been made through-

out this article on how guidelines may help to increase

transparency, accountability and mutual benefits. These

guidelines can equally serve as a checklist to prevent

intentional and unintentional misconduct, and to

promote ‘reflective and good practice’. Indeed, it might

well be reflective practice by individuals and research

groups which could have wider rewards, eventually

affecting, even transforming, institutional arrangements

and practices. We will then be able to leave behind a

situation of inequality which the advantage of wealth

and position can easily perpetuate.
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