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It’s about us: Collaboration in the ECRM
Introduction
I once went to a conference in Queensland, a sunny state in Northern Australia. The
opening address was delivered by the local minister for roads in the Queensland
government. Addressing the august and attentive audience, he looked around and pointed
to the glorious sunshine and glittering swimming pool we could all see outside. “What,” he
thundered, “are all you silly bastards doing sitting in here when you could be outside
enjoying that? Well anyway, have a good conference.” That was his total invited address.
Hopefully mine will make at least as much sense.
So why are we sitting here when we could be enjoying Caen and Normandie? A blessed
relief from the work pressures back home, travel to interesting places and the company of
good friends – these are good reasons to attend ECRM.
But we have more serious purposes – to gain new ideas, to test our own and to identify
opportunities to collaborate. I would not be here if it weren’t for my collaborative
colleagues, Marie Ashwin and Alan Hirst, who have very kindly made me very welcome in
their research networks.
We take it as axiomatic that collaboration is desirable and useful to our research careers.
But what are the arguments in favour of collaboration and which are against? Well, here are
some suggestions in favour of research collaboration. Wray (2002) claims that collaboration
occurs because teams are better able to access scarce resources needed by researchers.
Indeed if you are building the large hadron collider at a cost of $7.5 billion Euros, that may
make sense. May I suggest that in our domain, research projects are not funded at that
level. And indeed Wray shows that physical sciences have higher rates of collaboration than
the social sciences. But even here he showed that around 75% of papers in cognitive
psychology were co‐authored. When I looked at the 2010 editions of the European Journal
of Marketing I found 85% of the 81 papers were co‐authored. In contrast, of the 40 papers
in the European Management Journal 68% were co‐authored. So collaboration is rife,
though variable, in European business research too. But multi‐million, let alone multi‐billion
projects, are not a plausible explanation for our collaborative efforts in business research.
We’re cheap!
In fact, Wray suggested there were five main reasons for collaboration. First, collaboration is
said to increase the quality of research. Certainly teams have the opportunity for on‐going
internal peer review, plus the ability to expand the pool of expertise in areas like analysis or
subject matter knowledge. Wray presents some evidence that multi‐author articles are
disproportionately often cited compared with their lone (or is that lonely?) authored papers.
Second, Wray observes that collaboration opens opportunities not available to individuals.
Grants can be shared and data can be collected in the many locations of the co‐authors
either within or without Europe. Thagard (1997) claims that collaboration increases
“explanatory” coherence – in other words, knowledge is gained by authors workshopping

findings and spurring each other on to better and more insightful concepts and theories.
Thagard’s paper amusingly was published in the journal Noûs – surely a multilingual play on
words indicating both knowledge and collaboration.
Third, says Wray, the findings in multi‐authored papers are more likely to be remembered,
both because there are more memories around and also because the more the outcomes
are discussed the better embedded in memory they become … and probably more often
cited and the more often noted in textbooks.
Fourth, collaboration seems to lead to greater productivity among researchers. Those with
the most collaborations were typically more successful in their careers. Wray also claimed
that collaboration has accelerated the growth in knowledge. Enabling technologies such as
the internet and electronic journal databases give support to that view. Wray noted the
emergence of “invisible colleges” of colleagues who typically work together, form
specialisations and get many papers out. But in business research, more than three authors
is considered uncommon, unlike the physical sciences who typically include many more
authors on shorter papers. Collaboration is also affected by reward schemes in academic
institutions. In my university, we originally computed research outputs by dividing each
individual’s share of publications. Single authorship meant a 100% share. Including other
authors who only had a peripheral role diminished share and hence militated against
collaboration. Now every collaborator gets to count each publication as their own –
encouraging collaboration and larger teams.
Fifth and finally, Wray notes the role collaboration plays in encouraging the development of
new researchers who join established teams. I suspect in business research, this is less
common than in physical sciences where programs of research are on a grander and longer
time scale. Wray observed that collaborative teams tended to persist where researchers
were epistemic equals, that is, the main players overall made a similar contribution to
knowledge. That stands to reason, people who are, to use a vulgar term, parasitic of the
work of others may find themselves excluded from teams.
Wray also pointed to some risks with collaboration. The first is the diffusion of responsibility
for knowledge development. He also talked about the demotivating effect that
collaboration can have on some individuals in teams. We only have to see what happens
when we give our students group assignments to see these processes at work. The Voice
Group (2008), a research consortium that uses that title, not individual author names and
who are active in qualitative marketing research note the stresses caused by the politics and
emotions of teamwork. You put three or more humans together, I suggest, and such fraught
outcomes are likely. They require good management and leadership skills by those in the
role of being first among equals. Wray also points to a bias among funding agencies towards
greater levels of collaboration. In 2009 five of us applied for a FP7 grant from the European
Union. I was staggered that one of the criticisms of our application that was that the
collaboration “only” involved researchers in five countries in the EU – an example of this
“more must be better” way of thinking.
Next, Wray points to the danger that the “invisible colleges” become more like the college
of cardinals – reserving power and funding to themselves, thus making it harder for
outsiders to join the college club and get funding. I certainly see elements of this in my own
country’s grant funding system where past “reputation” makes or breaks a grant

application. Undoubtedly you also see this in your systems. For example, Mattsson (et al.,
2010) noted that most of the EU FP7 funding in life sciences goes to collaborative groups,
but they tend to be geographically adjacent and to exclude non‐European countries.
So given these issues, what patterns of collaboration can we observe within the ECRM? I
want to share with you an analysis we have made of ECRM 2010 and 2011. Who works with
whom? What countries partner? It’s a European conference – so what about interlopers like
me from outside its boundaries? Is there evidence of recidivists (or is that re‐conference
ists ) who return to the scene of past crimes (that is, past conferences)? Let’s have a look at
what we can find.

Papers and Posters 2010 and 2011
First, let’s examine some basic data. This is based on the first three authors. Apologies, I
have left out authors four and beyond – though this was rare anyway. This is a neat
conference, just 75 papers and posters spread over two days. But a big difference this year
is fewer authors for the papers, suggesting a decline in collaboration since last year.

Author Honour Roll
Yes, we have re‐conference‐ists. Of the three first authors on any paper, the Honour roll
shows only 20 names that appear in both years. Now some may attend and not present. Is
this a typical pattern? If so, do people attend to find collaborators, then work with them
away from the conference? Would we like to have the same people back each year?

Gender
Of the authors, the majority are female with no clear bias as to who is first or second
author.

Methodology
Here is a view of “methodology” defined as the philosophy of inquiry. We only have data
from 2010, but 2011 looks similar. Largely this is a qualitative conference, but positivists
and mixed methodologists like me are allowed in too.

Qualitative Methods
Here are the qualitative methods used. Again, we only have data for 2010. Case studies
and individual in‐depth interviews predominate. But we also see some use of projective and
elucidation techniques, like photo sorts.

Quantitative Methods
Here are the comparable data for quantitative methods. Surveys dominate, but other
papers also focus on analysis techniques. There are few experiments.

Other Methods
Quite a few papers are conceptual and others subscribe to mixed methods. A few are about
matters epistemological and methodological.

Keywords
We found over 200 keywords used in 2010. I have enclosed them in the Word file that
accompanies this address if you would like to see them.

Collaboration
Collaboration 2010 & 2011
Now let’s look at collaboration more directly. Of the 148 papers, nearly half are sole
authored. This is a surprisingly high figure to me, especially if you look at social science
journal articles where I guesstimate this would be no higher than 10 to 15 percent. Perhaps
ECRM functions as a sort of “speed dating” service where you out on display what you have
to offer to prospective partners – or should I use some other equally egregious metaphor?
Or perhaps some authors are proudly single?

Hopefully what is going on here is actually innovation – ECRM offers a forum to test new
ideas and approaches. Certainly when we read the ECRM papers we see some quite radical
methods and methodologies.
More research is needed here, don’t you think?

Region of Authors
Well, this is a European conference, that’s what you would expect, with a slightly higher
proportion of European authors this year than last.

Top Ten Countries
Now we get a rather different view of the ECRM. The UK dominates, followed by Australia.
With Malaysia, South Africa, India and the USA where much or all of the language of
instruction is English, this presents a very Anglo view of ECRM. I’m a UK citizen, but live in
Australia. It’s wonderful to be welcomed here, but where are all the other Europeans? Are
we missing on the opportunity to mix minds, metaphors and methods?
To take a myopic perspective for a moment, there is a downturn in Australian participation
this year at the very time when (for Australians) the Australian $ exchange rate is at
historical highs against the Euro. Alas, Australia has just suffered its equivalent of the RAE,
called ERA (Excellence in Research Australia) which has led to many universities banning
conference papers and penalising staff for submitting them. So what universities will now
fund is crucial to the survival of ECRM and like conferences. In Europe, we have seen
Business Schools slashing funding for business research and conferences.

So what is the value of ECRM to us personally and our universities? Can we protect its
future?

Two Author Collaboration
The chart lists the country of the first author. We see overwhelmingly that when
collaboration occurs, it is within the same country. However, there is more cross‐
institutional collaboration. So are these people who have previously worked together, then
moved on – or is there some other mechanism? We don’t know.

Three or More Collaboration
Mainly collaboration occurs in house and in the same country. Perhaps it is too difficult to
organise otherwise when the numbers get large.

What Might we Collaborate About?
We wanted to look at key themes and concepts used in the conference. I took the abstracts
from 2010 and the paper and poster titles from both 2010 and 2011. The 2011 abstracts
were not available, so there is a natural bias to 2010 in the results I’ll show you. Before I did
the analysis, I removed obvious words like “research” and “this paper” as they contribute
little extra information in this context.
I used Leximancer software. This is an inductive analysis procedure that looks for the
proximity between key words and concepts, creating an interesting visual map.

Let’s see what happened.

The ECRM Concept Map
Key organising themes are shown on the left. Essentially “data” connects to all the other
themes, whereas the further you go down the list, the fewer the connections.
Evidently we are interested in our raw data as well as our methods to collect and analyse it.
We are in the business domain and interested in work and organisations. Consumers and
non‐profits do not get much attention. Finally there is a strand about teaching research to
higher degree by research students.

Include More Minor Themes
That’s more detail here, but it is harder to interpret.

Concepts
Another way to look at the data is to focus on the concepts – basically these are subservient
to the main themes and mostly connected to a single theme. As you might expect, there is a
lot of emphasis on method and techniques here – after all, this is the ECRM! Other parts are
about substantive topics – business and organisations are prominent among them.

Concept Cloud
Concept clouds are now common, with the bigger the font the more important the theme.
Concepts are clustered around the theme. This is another viewpoint of the same data.
So having seen all this, we should now be armed with knowledge of what is presented at
ECRM, the specific topics of interest and the methodologies of preference. So what does
this mean for the future of collaboration?

Future Collaborations at ECRM
We know from the work of Wray and others that collaboration is efficient in terms of
outputs and helps build citations and careers.
But we also see at ECRM that the potential for collaboration is mostly untapped. This is
especially so between countries. Even cross‐institutional collaboration could be better.
There are people out there interested in what you are doing and willing to work with you!
Some of them are in this room as I speak. I suggest to the 2012 organisers at the University
of Bolton organisers that they consider ways to foster collaboration and reunions of past
participants.

Let’s do some simple maths. Assume 90 participants at ECRM. That gives us 4005 possible
pairs of collaborators in teams of 2. And if you can manage teams of 3, there are 117,000
possible teams. If each team produced just one paper there would be thousands of
academics beating down the door wanting to be a part of the action at ECRM!

Well maybe no quite so many papers will be produced, but I do urge you to seek out and
listen to all the wonderful ideas your colleagues have to offer, form academic liaisons and
multiply. It’s interesting, it’s fun and it’s immensely rewarding.

And above all else enjoy everything that ECRM and Caen has to offer!
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