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Feedback on the NHMRC Guide on 
Collaborative Research 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on Collaborative Research guide. 

AAMRI supports the development of a Collaborative Research guide to help assist 
researchers and institutions in meeting their responsibilities with respect to the Australian 
Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research. There are a number of welcome initiatives 
within the guide to help researchers understand the importance of formalising arrangements 
for collaborative research projects. However, as currently compiled there is a risk that the 
prescriptive nature of the guide could result in some future collaborations being 
hampered. 

AAMRI has identified two related potential negative impacts the guide could have on 
collaborative research. 

1. There could be a negative impact on early-phase collaboration, with researchers 
being tied-up in legal red-tape, well before their project has had enough time to 
establish its feasibility, objectives and direction. 

2. Collaborations more broadly and particularly with international researchers could be 
hindered by insisting that researchers or institutions commit to what might be legally 
binding collaboration agreements. This could particularly be the case where 
researchers or institutions are not used to a culture where formal legal agreements 
are required for collaborative ventures, particularly with respect to early-phase 
and/or smaller projects. 

To overcome these two potential negative impacts, it is recommended the guide be changed 
to: 

1. Recognise that not all types of research collaboration require formal research 
collaboration agreements. 

2. Develop advice for researchers to help them manage early-stage 
conceptualisation and collaboration. 

3. Develop suggested guidelines for researchers to help them determine when an 
early stage collaboration has turned into a project that might require a research 
collaboration agreement. 

4. Provide greater guidance on the different forms research collaboration 
agreements can take, and in particular, how simpler agreements might be more 
appropriate for smaller or more straight forward collaborations. 

5. Acknowledge that research collaborations usually arise from interactions 
between researchers, and that research organisations cannot be aware of all 
potential new research collaborations. 
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1. Recognise that not all types of research collaboration 
require formal research collaboration agreements. 

1.1 Acknowledge that exploration and early-phase collaboration can take place 
without formal collaboration agreements 

It is unrealistic to expect researchers and institutions to always have in place a collaborative 
research agreement prior to the start of any research collaboration. It is unlikely that a 
collaboration agreement could be put in place for any project during the first stage of the 
eight stages of research collaboration (as outlined by the US Office of Research Integrity). 
Furthermore, it is not always clearly defined or known in advance as to when a project moves 
from conceptualisation and into other phases, as collaborative research is not always 
undertaken in such a deliberative fashion. 

Collaborations can be organic, and the nature of them can develop over time. Many 
collaborations emerge from conferences in the form of discussions, sharing material and 
data, and very early-stage exploration of potential research areas. This can also involve some 
experiments being undertaken as researchers seek to establish the feasibility of an ongoing 
collaboration. Often these collaborations are unfunded, and their precise objective and 
anticipated outcomes can be undefined at this point. Therefore, putting in place a 
collaboration agreement too early is not feasible or necessary, and could stifle progress. 

1.2 Recognising the nature of different types of collaboration 
The guide notes that collaborative research takes place in many different ways, and that 
collaboration agreements can take various different forms (such as contracts, exchange of 
letters, research plans signed by all parties). However, the guide does not adequately 
recognise the appropriateness of different types of collaboration agreements with respect to 
different types of collaboration activity. The guide assumes that all types of collaboration 
require formal and legalistic types of collaboration agreements. The guide should provide 
more specific advice as to what types of research collaboration agreements are necessary for 
different types of projects. For example, the collaboration agreements when participating in a 
large Cooperative Research Centre should differ greatly to that of a small unfunded 
exploratory research project. Other forms of collaboration, such as collaborating on 
literature review project might not need any formal agreement. 

2. Develop advice for researchers to help them manage 
early-stage conceptualisation and collaboration. 

2.1 Best-practice during early-stage collaboration 
Early-stage collaborations are built on trust and good-will, particularly in the 
conceptualisation phase. It is unrealistic to expect the formal and legalistic types of research 
collaboration agreements of the sort the guide outlines on page 3. Instead the guide should 
provide examples of best practice in how to manage such early-stage and informal 
collaborations. 

2.2 Recognising when a research collaboration agreement is needed 
The guide should provide guidance on how to recognise where a collaboration has grown 
from the point where informal agreements are sufficient to where formal collaboration 
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agreements would be of value. As outlined above, depending on the stage of a project and the 
nature of collaboration, research collaborations agreements are not always appropriate. 
However, there can come a point where a project grows or becomes more complex and a 
research collaboration agreement should be considered. It would be helpful for the 
guidelines to provide some clarity of the criteria around whether a collaboration agreement is 
needed – such as: 

a) When a funding body requires an agreement to be in place (NHMRC and other) and 
when significant funds, such as philanthropic donations, are being distributed from a 
lead organisation to other parties for the purposes of a collaboration; 

b) When there is already a commercial focus to the collaboration; 
c) When any of the collaborating parties are bringing background IP to the collaboration 

that has significant value 

 

3. Provide greater guidance on the different forms research 
collaboration agreements can take, and in particular, how 
simpler agreements might be more appropriate for 
smaller or more straight forward collaborations. 

 

3.1 The minimum areas for a collaborative research agreement on page 3 should 
be suggested areas only 

On page 3 of the guide the minimum areas for a collaborative research agreement to cover 
are outlined. This is a useful list but many of areas listed are inappropriate for some projects, 
while other areas can only be determined once the collaboration has developed to a further 
stage. Instead of specifying these as minimum requirements the guide should instead make 
it clear that these are only examples of issues that researchers and institutions should 
consider when developing an agreement. 

3.2 Provide clearer guidance as to what type of collaboration agreement is needed 
for what type of collaboration 

The guide needs to make it much clearer that the expectations as to whether a research 
collaboration agreement is needed or not, and what form it should take will necessarily differ 
according to the scale and size of a project, as well as the extent of a collaboration. 
Collaborating on large multi-year projects that will expend millions of dollars and involve 
multiple teams of researchers is a very different proposition to a couple of researchers 
collaborating on synthesising the literature for a review article. Researchers undertaking 
routine collaborative activities should not have their work held up, or feel discouraged from 
collaboration, by being required to enter into legal agreements. 

To assist, the guide could better differentiate between these very different types of 
collaboration and the different types of agreements (if any) that would be most appropriate. 
For example, the guide could state that for smaller projects an exchange of emails briefly 
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outlining roles and expectations would suffice. Whereas for large NHMRC funded research 
involving multiple parties the  

4. Acknowledge that research collaborations usually arise 
from interactions researchers, and that research 
organisations cannot be aware of all potential new 
research collaborations. 

 

4.3 The guide should acknowledge that institutions cannot be aware of all 
collaborations taking place between researchers 

In section 3.1 it states that research institutions have a responsibility to ensure that a 
collaborative research agreement is in place prior to the commencement of a research 
project. However, it is unrealistic to expect institutions to be aware of all collaborations being 
undertaken by researchers. This is particularly the case for early-phase collaborations, or 
collaborations where there are no joint-funding issues to be managed. Instead this part of 
the guide should be changed so that institutions are instead responsible for ensuring that 
researchers are aware of their responsibilities under this guide, and for assisting in 
developing formal research collaboration agreements when these are needed. 
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