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Executive summary 
 
There is growing recognition of the importance of international research partnerships in 
addressing some of the greatest challenges of our times. With the increasingly complex and 
fast-changing nature of many development challenges, such collaborations are seen as 
potential vehicles to deliver solutions and innovation. International partnerships enable 
researchers to share their knowledge and combine their expertise to address complex 
problems that are increasingly cross-disciplinary in nature. Furthermore, collaboration allows 
researchers to access much-needed resources, especially funding, to develop innovative 
interventions. 

This paper reflects on how project support activities contribute to the overall success and 
impact of multidisciplinary international research partnerships. It draws on a survey of 14 
project managers implementing activities that form part of the Global Challenges Research 
Fund (GCRF) Growing Research Capability call launched in 2016 by the Research Councils 
UK (RCUK) now known as UK Research and Innovation (UKRI). GCRF is a £1.5 billion 
fund, which supports cutting-edge research and innovation to address the global issues faced 
by developing countries. It is designed to harness the expertise of the UK’s world-leading 
researchers, focusing on: funding challenge-led disciplinary and interdisciplinary research; 
strengthening capability for research, innovation and knowledge exchange; and providing an 
agile response to emergencies where there is an urgent research or on-the-ground need. The 
Fund forms part of the UK Government’s official development assistance (ODA) commitment. 
 
In particular, the paper draws attention to four key themes that emerged from the survey:  
 
1. Culture and context – Where we work very much matters for how we work. The 
professional setting in which different members of an international partnership operate, 
including the Global South and the UK, is unique and grounded in the history and cultural 
expectation of the respective countries and communities. Working with teams from different 
countries and cultures is necessary to address global challenges and to ensure that ownership 
by partners in the Global South is at the centre of project activities.  

 
2. Organisations – In addressing global development challenges, international research 
partnerships need to evolve to be inclusive of partners in the Global South and the Global 
North. It is therefore important to employ mechanisms that support the formation and 
maintenance of such partnerships. Organisational capacity must be established early on so 
that all parties are aware of potential limitations and pitfalls at a point when these can still be 
addressed effectively. 

 
3. Project support teams – The role of a project support team is increasing in importance 
within international research collaborations as the complexity, size and requirements of 
consortia widen. Increased logistical support, monitoring and evaluation (M&E), stakeholder 
engagement, capacity-building, communications and dissemination, and impact assessment 
are required – all of which may call for specialist skills to be deployed, alongside the traditional 
‘researcher’ role in project teams. Decisions on the project support component and the 
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resources allocated to this are hugely important in the development and smooth running of 
large consortia.   

 
4. Communication and interaction – Communication is key to providing effective and 
impactful project support for international partnerships. Ensuring all team members are 
connected, engaged and ‘on the same page’ will help to support fruitful and meaningful 
collaboration. Miscommunication risks misunderstanding, which can inhibit partnership-
building and reduce the ability to progress project deliverables.   
 
The paper further highlights what has worked well and the challenges faced by GCRF Grow 
projects as the pioneer cohort. It identifies successes and issues spanning the project design, 
set-up and implementation stages. Key recommendations include the following:  
 
Project design 

● Involve non-academic staff from the project design stage.  
● Be transparent with all partners about financial and contractual processes.  
● Undertake a thorough analysis of project support requirements prior to award.  
● Consider different project support roles and the availability of resource persons. 
● Budget adequately for communication costs. 

 
Project set-up 

● Co-design project management tools, i.e. communication and engagement strategies.  
● Conduct proportionate due diligence. 
● Understand each partner’s strengths and limitations. 
● Create a formalised network of project management support, which involves major 

partners in all representative countries. 
 
Project implementation 

● Include project support staff in technical meetings and updates throughout.  
● Build in moments of reflection throughout the life of a project. 
● Create knowledge-sharing opportunities. 
● Be flexible to change or add in project support roles. 
● Embed project support within international partner institutions.  
● Mix up communication methods and continue engagement throughout the project.  

 
All in all, the paper suggests that the project support component needs to be planned hand-in-
hand with all other components of an international research project and led by someone 
competent in the field. Project support must be resourced to function successfully and should 
be integrated as a project progresses. To conclude, the paper offers key recommendations 
disaggregated by roles for the development and implementation of large-scale international 
and interdisciplinary research collaborations. Whilst these recommendations may not seem 
like new ideas – and, in fact, might be classified as common-sense ideas in many cases – the 
way in which these are applied to the development of research collaborations is critical. 
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Section 1: Introduction and context  

GCRF Grow: a focus on international partnerships  
  
The Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) is a £1.5 billion fund launched in late 2015 as 
part of the UK Government’s official development assistance (ODA) commitment. The first call 
for applications from this fund was the ‘Growing Research Capability’ (‘Grow’) call announced 
in 2016. The call’s primary goal was to strengthen capacity to undertake research in both the 
UK and the Global South, with a view to addressing 12 challenge areas that were inspired by 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
  
Specifically, the call aimed to:   
  
...support excellent research that addresses the challenges faced by developing countries, 
informing evidence-based solutions through:   

● challenge-led disciplinary and interdisciplinary research   
● strengthening capacity for research and innovation within both the UK and 

developing countries by supporting excellent research and researchers   
● providing an agile response to emergencies where there is an urgent 

research need.1  
  
Underpinning the above was a mandate to build ‘meaningful and lasting’ partnerships between 
UK research organisations and partners in the Global South. The call explicitly encouraged 
collaboration with different types of organisations including non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), governments and the private sector, alongside research and higher education 
institutions to ensure the involvement of a broad range of stakeholders and experts. This 
allowed the call to go beyond a traditional research grant to address global challenges, 
prioritising capacity-building and strengthening existing or forging new research links.  
 
Furthermore, consortia were encouraged in the original call to spend significant time 
collaborating prior to proposal submission to identify the research need and project design, 
and build partnerships during the inception phase. Co-funding was not mandatory, but 
applicants were also encouraged to find ways for partners to contribute in-kind through 
channels such as staff time, access to facilities and cash contributions.  
  
From the GCRF Grow call, 37 projects were awarded a total of £225 million. Each project is 
led by a UK institution working in a consortium with overseas partners (a total of 69 countries 
are represented across the cohort), starting in October 2017 and running for just over four 
years until December 2021. Partnership-building and capacity-strengthening in both the UK 
and member countries of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s 
Development Assistance Committee (OECD DAC) are explicitly assessed by UKRI through 
the annual ‘Researchfish’ submission. This includes narrative responses to the GCRF 

 
1 UKRI (2016) ‘Global Challenges Research Fund – RCUK Collective Fund’. Swindon: UK Research and Innovation 
(https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/UKRI-22102020-growing-research-capability-to-meet-the-
challenges-faced-by-developing-countries.pdf).  

https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/UKRI-22102020-growing-research-capability-to-meet-the-challenges-faced-by-developing-countries.pdf
https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/UKRI-22102020-growing-research-capability-to-meet-the-challenges-faced-by-developing-countries.pdf
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Collective Fund on achievements against six indicators, namely: equitable partnerships, 
capacity-strengthening (of which there are two indicators), global networks, interdisciplinarity 
and addressing relevant global challenges.  
  

Paper overview  
  
In this paper, four project support staff from three of the GCRF Grow projects reflect on the 
role of project support activities and how they contribute to the overall success and impact of a 
multidisciplinary international partnership. In October 2019 – and therefore prior to the COVID-
19 pandemic – project managers from the 37 GCRF Grow projects were invited to participate 
in a survey on their experience of providing project support across the six GCRF reporting 
areas. Detailed responses were received from 14 project managers. Some follow-up 
interviews were conducted with one of the programme teams. 
  
Four themes emerged from the survey: culture and context; organisations; project support 
teams; and communication and interaction. Each theme is addressed in turn in the next 
section, highlighting what has worked well and the challenges faced by GCRF Grow projects 
(as the pioneer cohort); successes and issues spanning the project design, initiation and 
implementation stages; and recommendations in each case. It is hoped that the lessons 
distilled from these experiences will be of use to future applicants to global challenge funding 
calls (both in the UK and overseas) who are looking to build international collaborative 
partnerships that go beyond traditional research.   
 
The paper further seeks to add to the guidance available around the project support 
requirement needed to set up and implement large-scale international collaborations. It makes 
suggestions for how project management should be co-designed alongside the elements of 
scientific research, arguing too that it should be resourced and considered in consultation from 
the outset.  
  
It should be noted that this paper is written very much from the perspective of UK-based 
project managers, partly because a Project Manager role was mandated at every UK lead 
institution. Respondents were asked to share the survey with colleagues in their partner 
organisations overseas, but no responses were received.  
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Section 2: Emerging themes   

Culture and context  
  
Where we work very much matters for how we work. The professional setting in which 
different members of an international partnership operate, including in the Global South and 
the UK, is unique and grounded in the history and cultural expectation of the respective 
country and community. Working with teams from different countries and cultures is necessary 
for addressing global challenges, as is ownership by partners in the Global South and their 
central role in project activities.  
 
This finding is exciting and enlightening, and it is clear that diverse international partnerships 
bring many positive benefits for project design and implementation. However, it is not without 
challenges, and respondents noted that culture and context, as well as resulting differences in 
expectations, can hinder the ability to achieve the overarching objectives of collaborative 
partnerships and projects.  
  
The sub-sections that follow explore how different cultures and contexts can support project 
design and implementation, as well as identifying challenges to reflect on and respond to 
during pre- and post-award stages. As expected, the responses from the survey suggest that 
each country has a unique cultural context but there are some recurring themes, such as 
hierarchy, which deserve particular attention.  
  

What has worked well?  
  
A focus on equitable partnerships and co-creation  
‘Equitable partnerships’ is a strong focus of all GCRF Grow projects and is an indicator 
against which each team is evaluated by the funder. This has meant that all teams, regardless 
of culture and context, should aim to work together as true equals. As such, project planning 
and implementation are strongly informed by the contexts and capacities of the countries in 
which projects are operating.  
 
The survey responses suggest this focus has been particularly important for empowering 
partner voices. A majority of the respondents highlighted that management and governance 
meetings have representatives from each partner, which allows everyone to input on topics of 
interest relevant to their context and to contribute to decision-making.   
 
Establishing an early career researcher network across all countries has similarly proved 
helpful in giving a voice to those who would not usually speak up. Rotating project meetings 
and capacity training events between different partner countries increases the feeling of joint 
ownership and provides an opportunity for each team member, regardless of where they are 
based, to experience different cultural contexts.    
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A focus on capacity-building  
Capacity-building lies at the core of the GCRF Grow projects. The survey responses suggest 
that when this focus extends to project support staff and not just academics, team members 
can better understand the different cultures and contexts in which administrative staff operate, 
and hence perform better. This understanding ultimately helps to improve project design and 
implementation.  
 
For example, one respondent highlighted that a baseline assessment of research 
management capabilities in each institution at the beginning of the project allowed them to 
understand country-specific needs. In turn, this has helped to improve research management 
structures to support administrative activities.  
 
A few projects noted that in-person visits for support staff also increased awareness of each 
other’s operational policies and procedures as well as country-specific issues and challenges.  
This was predicated on finding a balance between ‘asking’ how overseas partners operate 
and not just ‘telling’ them what is expected of them. And this approach worked best when the 
visits were a two-way exchange. Indeed, there are certain reporting procedures under the 
terms and conditions of the grant that must be adhered to, and the receiving of this information 
by the project lead – who, contractually, reports directly to the funder – needs consideration 
and joint agreement.  
 
For example, one project noted that international support staff were hosted by the UK 
institution for a week-long training on all aspects of grant management, which was mostly 
delivered by teams within the university’s research support office. In addition, UK teams 
visited their peers and counterparts at international institutions to learn more about their 
operational practices, although this was not common practice across all projects.  
  

What has been challenging?  
  
Embedded hierarchy  
Most survey respondents noted a hierarchical culture within organisations as the most 
pressing challenge. This means that some team members, typically junior research staff or 
project support staff, are simply not able to make decisions or share their opinions, or they feel 
uncomfortable breaking the hierarchical structure to make their voices heard.  
  
There are obstacles to direct peer-to-peer learning and some partners have been reluctant to 
allow junior staff to engage in capacity-strengthening activities. In some cases, junior 
researchers may not take the initiative to apply for travel funds for research visits or 
international conferences and therefore miss out on important opportunities.  
  
Varied levels of capacity  
Uneven levels of skills, knowledge and experience in research management and 
administration across different countries were also noted by respondents as a challenge to 
effective project implementation. This was at both the individual and institutional levels.  
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Unsurprisingly for large-scale projects, the composition and expertise of support teams in 
each country vary from institution to institution. For example, a few respondents noted that 
their overseas counterparts have struggled to invoice for payment as they are not used to this 
practice for research funding. Some institutions do not have finance departments dedicated to 
research projects and therefore tracking invoicing, updating budgets and providing financial 
reports can be a huge logistical and administrative challenge.   
  
In some cases, overseas partners do not have dedicated project support teams, which leaves 
academics (often junior researchers) to manage administration and finance activities that they 
have received little or no training on, as well as also completing their own research tasks. 
Whilst some projects noted that they have specifically tackled this challenge by providing 
bespoke training on research management and administration, this was not common across 
all teams.  
  
As a result, many respondents noted that project support teams in partner organisations look 
to their UK counterparts for guidance and instruction. Often, they wish to be provided with a 
list of activities to be carried out, as opposed to leading and taking the initiative to develop 
their own plans. This unsettles the equal partnerships that the Grow projects seek to build. 
  
  
Poor connectivity  
Many respondents noted poor online connectivity as a key challenge to project 
implementation. The lack of a sustained, high-quality internet connection and power outages 
caused by extreme weather conditions, inconsistent infrastructure or load shedding has meant 
that some partners have not been able to fully participate in virtual meetings, for example.   
 
One organisation noted that they have endeavoured to address this challenge by allowing 
partners to spend a portion of their budget on generators that provide a more reliable power 
supply and therefore improve connectivity.  
 

Recommendations  
 
Project design 
 

● Early involvement of non-academic staff from project inception. Programme 
support teams from both UK-based and overseas partners should be included in 
conversations during bid development to understand fully the culture and context in 
which each team is operating. This will ensure that dedicated professionals 
responsible for legal, financial and administrative set-up are aware of different 
processes and expectations (i.e. whether advance payments are feasible ahead of 
the approved award) and can plan accordingly.  

  
Project set-up 

● Co-design project management and communication tools. During set-up, a project 
support representative from each team (both in the UK and internationally) should 
collaborate to co-design the governance structure as well as processes, policies 
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and tools required for reporting and communication. If the budget permits, this 
could be supplemented by in-country visits based on a two-way exchange of 
knowledge that respects diverse approaches. There is no one-size-fits-all 
approach, so any agreed structure, process and tools must be flexible and 
considerate of in-country contexts.  

 
Project implementation 

● Include project support staff in project meetings and updates throughout. During 
project implementation, there is a need to ensure that support teams are included 
alongside their academic counterparts in project-wide meetings about research 
activities and deliverables and that they are continuously involved in updating 
project reports. This will ensure that project activities and outputs are feasible, 
realistic and achievable in each country.   

 

Organisations  
  
The GCRF Grow call encourages UK institutions to work in international partnership, yet to 
what extent do these institutions employ mechanisms to support the formation and 
maintenance of such partnerships? A strong theme emerging from the survey was the 
capacity and willingness of organisations to respond to what, in many cases, was a new way 
of working in partnership. As such, this section focuses on institutional factors rather than 
individual and staffing issues, which are addressed in the ‘Project support teams’ section 
below.  
 
The number and type of partners varies greatly across the GCRF Grow cohort, in line with 
project size and aims. Most consortia involve additional UK partners alongside overseas 
organisations that cover universities, NGOs, government departments and multilateral 
organisations. The majority of projects that responded to the survey had selected their 
partners and established partnerships at the proposal design stage, with 4 of the 14 
respondents having changed or added partners during the project set-up period and beyond. 
The feedback on how these connections between organisations have progressed has 
revealed examples of best practice and solutions in the face of challenges, as well as barriers 
to maintaining effective partnerships throughout the design, set-up and implementation 
stages.  
  

What has worked well?  
 
A flexible approach to forming partnerships 
As the first funding call from the GCRF, the specifications of the Grow call took an innovative 
and flexible approach to partnerships, allowing for new partners to be added as projects 
developed, rather than having this in place at the project design stage. This allowed lead 
partners to consider the most effective consortium for the global challenge being addressed 
and to respond flexibly to new ideas and innovations during the inception phase of their 
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project. The administrative burden for overseas partners, in particular, can be high, so this 
also afforded more time for these processes to be completed. 
 
Collaboration and co-design 
Those responding to the survey who had the time and resources available to engage in a 
collaborative project design process with overseas partners indicated that this created a 
dynamic that has been beneficial across the consortium later on. Equitable partnerships have 
also been prioritised in governance structures, with key partners being included in strategic 
groups such as executive boards.  
 
Other examples of best practice in maintaining and strengthening partnerships include the 
establishment of country-level working groups that allow organisations in the Global South to 
collaborate, share knowledge and feedback to the UK institution on organisational challenges. 
These smaller fora help to ensure input from all organisations, some of which may be less 
confident in asking questions or seeking clarification in larger groups, particularly when joining 
UK-hosted meetings remotely. 
 
In addition, organisational assessment exercises conducted on some GCRF projects have 
involved collaborative work to identify areas where capacity needs to be strengthened – one 
project conducted a baseline assessment of research management structures at partner 
institutions specifically while another examined a range of areas (financial management, 
governance, human resources and advocacy/communications) and jointly developed a work 
plan to address these. This approach allows challenges to be addressed in a supportive 
manner, while the process in itself can serve to make partnerships more robust.  

 

What has been challenging?  
Building consortia   
The type of partner and their location has played a key role in consortium-building within the 
GCRF Grow cohort. UK universities are well-versed in dealing with other UK universities and 
research institutions, as well as responding to UK research council calls and implementing 
projects in line with their guidance. They also have dedicated financial and human resources 
in place to respond to such calls, which is often not the case for overseas partners. In some 
instances, existing partnerships with, for example, overseas universities meant launching the 
GCRF Grow project with partners was relatively straightforward. Yet the innovative nature of 
the call and many of the projects meant that the partners being brought into consortia were not 
necessarily universities and so they were unaccustomed to working in partnership with UK 
institutions. Some survey respondents reported that this led to delays and some frustration in 
the project inception phase. 
 
Funder deadlines  
Exacerbating the above was the tight timeline for submission of bid documentation between 
the Expression of Interest and proposal phases. In some cases, this led to the omission of 
potential partners at the proposal development stage. Though the funder’s flexibility allowed 
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the later addition of new partners, this lack of involvement at the project design phase created 
an inequitable dynamic that is still reflected in project implementation.2 

 
Maintaining partnerships  
Aside from these hurdles in the design and set-up phases, the key challenges fed back by our 
survey respondents relate primarily to the demands placed on overseas partners by the funder 
and UK lead organisation in terms of managing payments and other financial processes. The 
call specified that a UK research organisation must lead the consortium and manage all funds 
allocated internationally. The allocation of such funds is also at the discretion of the UK lead 
organisation, thus setting the tone for the ensuing partnerships. UK-based organisations have 
been found to have a low risk appetite which, in some cases, has created a barrier to 
overseas partners who lack the resources and institutional infrastructure to respond 
effectively.  
 
Contractual processes have also been stringent for the Grow projects, which is 
understandable given the level of scrutiny government funds are subject to. However, this can 
prove crippling for overseas organisations with smaller teams managing a large portfolio of 
multiple international projects. An example from one project’s due diligence processes 
includes a UK university requesting evidence of a particular type of insurance that does not 
exist in the partner’s home country. In some cases, demands for due diligence processes by 
UK institutions led to some partners being unable to sign the collaboration agreement as they 
were not in a position to accept the funder’s terms and conditions (and hence had to withdraw 
from responsibilities agreed at the design stage). Other organisations took considerable time 
(sometimes years) to pass due diligence checks, which prevented them from being formalised 
as a partner until late in project implementation.  
  

Recommendations  
Key advice and best practice emerging from the research in terms of addressing potential 
challenges in inter-organisational working include:  
 

Project design  

● Early involvement of non-project staff at the lead institution. Within the UK lead 
organisation, engage finance and contracts managers as early as possible to find more 
flexible ways of working with overseas partners including, for example, allowing pre-
financing as many overseas partners are not used to being paid in arrears. If possible, 
budget sufficient resources for dedicated finance administration support at the UK 
organisation as the work involved in communicating and following up on financial 
issues is significant. Investment in establishing counterpart links (where there are 
matching roles, i.e. finance officer to finance officer) is also beneficial.  
  

● Be upfront about financial and contractual processes. Even in the event that such 
initiatives in the UK institution are successful, the expectations of overseas partners 

 
2  Interviews with researchers on one GCRF Grow project, December 2019–January 2020. 
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should be managed from the outset regarding both funder and UK research 
organisation demands and requirements. This includes addressing practices that are 
commonplace in some sectors and regions such as per diems and subsistence 
allowances, but which GCRF discourages. This also provides an opportunity to 
encourage overseas partners to gain the most they can from the budget by 
incorporating sufficient overheads and a buffer on staff time.   
 

● Co-design and collaborate: Where possible, ensure that all elements of a project are 
co-designed (research, project support team, M&E processes). This groundwork can 
help to foster positive and collaborative relationships between organisations in the 
longer term.  
 
 

Project set-up   
 

● Proportionate due diligence: In response to challenges encountered in bringing on new 
partners through GCRF grants, one UK university adopted a ‘proportionate’ due 
diligence form to allow partners with a low financial involvement to avoid the demands 
placed on those with a larger budget allocation. This kind of approach can be 
considered when finalising partnership documentation.  
 

● Understand partners’ strengths and limitations: It is important to establish 
organisational capacity early on so that all parties are aware of potential limitations and 
pitfalls at a point when these can still be addressed effectively. The ideal window for 
this is the project inception phase – partners are often unwilling to be completely open 
about internal constraints when forming a new partnership at the bid submission stage, 
but an opportunity might be offered to discuss issues like due diligence and finance at, 
for example, a project launch meeting. This could then allow a capacity assessment 
exercise to take place early on and/or mitigation measures to be agreed upon 
collaboratively.   

 
Implementation   
 

● Build in moments of reflection: Hold regular partner reviews and – if of interest to 
partners – implement activities to identify challenges in the partnership and design 
project activities to address these. This is a key element of project legacy that funded 
research grants can support.  
 

● Create knowledge-sharing opportunities: Arrange meetings (in person or online) 
between finance and contracts staff across the consortium. Sharing experiences and 
understanding the realities faced by others can facilitate the process of addressing 
challenges collaboratively.   
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Project support teams  

The role of a project support team is increasing in importance within international research 
collaborations, as the size, complexity and requirements of research consortia widen. This 
component of an overall project team has evolved over recent years, particularly as funders 
are increasingly awarding grants for multinational, interdisciplinary research that needs to 
evidence impact. Increased logistical support, M&E, stakeholder engagement, capacity-
building, communications and dissemination, and impact assessment are required – roles 
which may all call for specialist skillsets to be deployed, alongside the traditional ‘researcher’ 
role in project teams.   

In the past, such project support roles might have been taken up by academics or researchers 
as an ‘extra’. But as their significance and visibility within international development projects 
has increased, specialist personnel are also being recruited or engaged to supplement the 
research teams. There are now growing career opportunities in knowledge brokering, M&E, 
project review, data management and impact assessment as these roles attract increasing 
funding within research consortia. Where a Project Coordinator or Administrator role within 
international collaborations were once enough, the involvement of specialised roles, such as 
Monitoring and Evaluation Officers, Data Managers and Communication experts now 
supplement the logistical and administrative support traditionally given to research consortia to 
help deliver higher quality and impactful research. This section of the paper focuses on the 
visibility and make-up of project support within consortia. 

Decisions on the project support component and the resources allocated to it are hugely 
important in the development and smooth running of large consortia. In some cases, project 
support roles are incorrectly defined and allocated well before a project commences, often 
without understanding the support needed. Because a good proportion of these international 
development projects are led by UK universities, they are often designed by academics, who 
have a varied range of experience and understanding of the project management 
requirements of large-scale international collaborations. It would be sensible for those 
responsible for building the teams and project plans at the proposal stage to engage with 
project management expertise to better understand the potential support and associated 
resources required. 

What has worked well? 
Dedicated project support roles 
Each of the projects that responded to the survey had a full-time Project Manager based 
within the UK lead organisation. This is not surprising as UKRI requested such a role in the 
pre-award phase, although it is notable that this was not mandatory within the initial Grow call 
but was added by the funder in the set-up phase. More than a quarter of the projects 
responded to this pre-award request by making adjustments to their budget during that phase 
to make sure they had a full-time Project Manager with the level of experience to match the 
responsibility envisaged for managing the consortium. This indicates that, on reflection, 
inadequate resources were allocated to this function in the original proposal by more than a 
quarter of the funded international consortia, but the flexibility of the funder allowed changes to 
be applied.  
 
The significance of a project management team should not be understated in holding together 
multiple components of a project, linking team members and activities, and interpreting and 
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applying rules and regulation across international boundaries. Indeed, a vital change that 
some Grow projects made post-award was to increase the project management component in 
partner countries. Survey respondents cited ‘on-the-ground’ coordination of activities in other 
countries as providing huge support to the successful implementation of a project, rather than 
relying on remote coordination from the UK. This support ensures that there is local context to 
the application of project activities around the world, while having a local point of contact can 
smoothen stakeholder engagement tremendously. This does mean that any project should 
consider what a successful project support team looks like for them, and where the 
components of it are located. 
 
Formalisation of project management 
Project management is increasingly given equal weight with the research component of large-
scale international projects and given its own place within project design. The survey 
responses indicate that many of the Grow projects allocated ‘Project Management’ as a 
distinct Work Package. In these cases, the project support team has its own deliverables, 
reporting requirements and representation in project governance mechanisms, which shows 
the value and trust given to these teams. 

Such formalisation of the project support role helps to develop relationships and collaborations 
across the project. In practice, these team members spend a good deal of their time working 
with researchers and therefore they should see each other as allies in achieving the overall 
goals of a project. 

What has been challenging? 
The structure of UK institutions 
The way that the lead institution’s professional services function appears to guide how some 
research projects structure their entire project management teams. Typically, academic 
(university) organisations appear to recruit a new Project Manager for each large research 
project – which is backed up by the number of adverts there were for Project Managers for 
GCRF projects (attributed under directly incurred funding) – rather than assigning existing 
project managers to them (attributed under directly allocated funding). A similar situation 
occurs for Project Support/Administrative Officers, and even for the specialist support roles. 

The survey respondents highlighted that non-academic project leads (i.e. research 
organisations such as think tanks or businesses), who are often set up more like a 
consultancy, have a central repository of specialist project support staff who can be assigned 
a certain number of days for specific activities, for example as M&E lead or Communication 
Officer on a project. This does not appear to be an option for universities, which means that 
institutional knowledge and expertise is less likely to be maintained, nor lessons transferred to 
new endeavours. 

The survey responses across the GCRF Grow cohort highlight increases in Project Support 
Officer roles to support the Project Manager. One project described how the administrative 
load – particularly including adherence to new due diligence agreements – meant that it was 
too much for the Project Manager to oversee the day-to-day management of a diverse and 
international research consortium, as well as to complete detailed and time-consuming 
responsibilities like travel bookings and other logistical arrangements. Such tasks prevented 
the Project Manager from using their specific expertise at a strategic level. 
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Project support within international partner organisations 
Less than half of the Grow projects have Project Management or other support positions 
funded within the partner organisations in other countries, and many of those that do, created 
these positions post-award once the scale of work and management need was understood. It 
is not clear, however, if all of the projects knew that that they could reallocate their funds to 
increase support staff in the Global South.  

The fact that additional support has been needed by some projects shows that, as much as 
you can plan a project support team at the proposal stage, adjustments are often needed once 
a project is awarded. In this sense, flexibility in the Grow inception phase as plans developed 
and the details of the project emerged in more depth, alongside a greater understanding of the 
requirements of the funders, was appreciated here. At the same time, however, the funder 
limited the proportion of funds that could be spent on management overseas. Furthermore, 
interpretation of this limit was mixed, with some projects maintaining that all support had to be 
included in the 20% indirect costs specified by the GCRF, while others argued it was specific 
to these projects and could cover additional staff roles. Clarity is needed in this area if similar 
large-scale projects are to be successful, but it is also important that some flexibility is given 
for the distribution of funds for project support as the trajectory of projects – and therefore 
associated support requirements – may alter over a project’s lifecycle. 

One of the shortcomings of the design of these large-scale international projects is that 
support teams are often not carefully scoped out in line with the activities and resources 
required. This is partially because, in many projects, the proposal is pulled together by 
academic teams who may not fully appreciate the level of project support required. To counter 
this, input should be sought at the proposal stage from individuals who are experienced in 
managing international consortia. Experience from some of the Grow projects shows that 
jointly discussing project support needs across partners in the Global South and the project 
lead in the UK better highlights where resources should be targeted. If this is done well and as 
early as possible, it can enhance impact opportunities across a project.  

The resource allocation and justification for project support teams need to be included at the 
proposal stage, yet the exact detail of the type of roles that are required by a project do not 
evolve until it is well underway. Consequently, it is advisable to put aside a flexible budget for 
these support positions so that, for example, an Impact Officer can join the team later in the 
project cycle. This approach can provide better value for money too. 

Recommendations 

Project design 

• Analysis of project support requirements prior to award. It is important that efforts 
are made at an early stage to understand the different expertise required within a 
project support team, and where those positions need to be situated 
geographically, so that they can be properly included within a project budget and 
resource plans.   

• Consideration of different project support roles and the availability of resource 
persons. An assessment of the current capabilities of institutions to provide project 
support can save both time and money. A key question is whether an institution 
has the specific expertise that can be assigned to a project, or – if not - whether 
new resource persons need to be recruited or contracted. 
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Project set-up 

• A formalised network of project management support, involving major partners in 
all representative countries. The inclusion of a project management component in 
each of the major countries within which a project operates will help to ensure the 
smooth running of large international consortia as well as enhance the potential 
impact of a project. The creation of a project management Work Package (or 
similar) with specific deliverables, roles and resources increases the validity and 
integration of project support within the wider project team.  

• Decisions on specialist versus generalist. The survey responses indicate that there 
is a mixture of individual generalist Project Support Officers across the Grow 
projects who cover multiple roles (i.e. communications, data management, M&E, 
finance) and also project support teams that comprise multiple members with 
specialist roles. Ideally, a decision should be made during the pre-award phase as 
to which approach is most suitable for a specific project. 

Project implementation 

• Flexibility to change or add in project support roles. Some specialist project support 
roles may only be needed for a short period of time to support specific activities. It 
may take some prior consideration to include these roles in budgets, but a project 
could reserve some resources to engage a specific consultant for six months only 
in a particular year of a project, for example. 

• Embedding project support within international partner institutions. The value of 
assessing project support requirements across the whole team and positioning 
resources with the correct skill set on the ground cannot be underestimated.  
Experience shows that these positions may not be identified immediately, but 
become more obvious as a project progresses.  

 

Communication and interaction  
  
Communication is key to providing effective and impactful project support for international 
partnerships. Ensuring all team members are connected, engaged and ‘on the same page’ will 
help to support fruitful and meaningful collaboration. Miscommunication risks 
misunderstanding, which can inhibit partnership-building and reduce the ability to progress 
project deliverables.   
 
This section explores how, where and when team members communicate and interact with 
each other within a project, but it also begins to examine how teams communicate beyond 
their project boundary and out into the worlds of policy and practice. The survey responses 
suggest there is no ‘silver bullet’ to ensuring successful communication across and beyond 
international partnerships. Instead, projects utilise a range of online and offline tools, which all 
require different resources – financial and personnel – to manage and run effectively.  
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What has worked well?  
  
Face-to-face communication  
The projects reported annual or bi-annual in-person meetings as part of project-wide 
workshops as a key component of their communication approaches. Of course, the ability to 
meet in-person has now been severely hampered by COVID-19 restrictions, but pre-COVID 
survey responses suggest that meeting colleagues face to face provides a unique opportunity 
to connect and build relationships, which ultimately helps to support collaborative working. In-
person meetings also provide Principal Investigators and Project Managers with a platform to 
communicate important administrative and governance updates that team members may have 
glossed over in email communications, for example.  
 
Some survey respondents noted that face-to-face visits and exchanges for the project support 
team, not just research staff, have proved incredibly valuable for deepening links and 
partnerships. These connections have helped to increase understanding and awareness of 
each other’s administrative challenges, which has ultimately helped to improve 
communication. Although such exchanges are not typically budgeted for, they are valuable for 
strengthening partnerships and ensuring smooth project implementation.   
 
It is important to keep in mind, however, that travel for in-country meetings is costly in terms of 
budget and time required, and also has environmental implications as international long-haul 
travel is carbon-intensive and contributes to global warming. 
 
Continuous connections  
Whilst there is no substitute for in-person meetings, the survey responses suggest that 
different online tools which go beyond email (and therefore avoid overloading already bursting 
inboxes) help team members to remain continuously connected. This approach can also 
provide value for money, particularly if travel budgets are constrained, and limits unnecessary 
carbon-intensive international travel.   
 
According to survey responses, the following key principles appear to work well:  
 
Be virtual  
Instead of constant email updates and requests for information that often remain unread – or 
misread without wider context – the projects indicated that they regularly use online meeting 
tools to bring teams together. ‘Zoom’ is one such tool (used by projects since early 2018, prior 
to its recent popularity as a consequence of COVID-19) that is used for project management 
meetings and research seminars alike.   

 
However, ‘being virtual’ is not without its challenges. More than one project noted that for 
some attendees it is often hard to participate fully in virtual meetings due to challenges with 
connectivity and the pace of meetings.   
 
Be social  
Most projects highlighted ‘WhatsApp’ as an important communication tool. The survey 
responses suggest that social media is used not just to raise a project’s profile as part of 
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external engagement activities, but it plays a crucial information-sharing role as well as 
keeping team members continuously connected.   

 
‘WhatsApp’ has an estimated 1.5 billion users worldwide but it is particularly popular in Africa 
because the simple and ‘data-lite’ interface means most people can access the platform even 
if internet connectivity is poor. According to some reports, it is the external communication tool 
of choice in Africa3. As most, but not all, Grow projects include an African partner, this may 
explain why more projects are turning to ‘WhatsApp’ to communicate with project partners.  

 
One project noted that finance colleagues ask questions and seek advice via this channel, 
while another noted it was useful for recruitment. Another project described how even a 
government minister – a key stakeholder whom the project wants to target and influence – is 
included in, and engages with, a project-specific ‘WhatsApp’ group.  

  
Whilst ‘WhatsApp’ might prove a useful tool for connectivity, it should be remembered that it is 
also a personal social media tool, which therefore raises questions of appropriateness for 
work-based activities. Consideration must be given regarding personal and work-life balance, 
and also whether this tool provides an ‘auditable’ trail of communication.  
 
Be available   
Ensuring project documentation – whether this be a project brief, research data or a travel 
policy – is easily and readily accessible by all team members regardless of their location was 
highlighted as good practice by most survey respondents.   

 
A range of different tools were described to ensure accessibility, some of which are free and 
others require an institutional budget and support. Examples include ‘Glasscubes’, ‘Microsoft 
Teams’ and ‘Slack’. If there is no budget for online project management tools, thought needs 
to be given to other tools that could be used and where the budget should lie.  

 
One Grow project has secured access to UK information technology (IT) systems for all 
international partners so that all project documentation is accessible to the full team. This 
appears to be a good solution, but it is not necessarily an approach that all institutions are 
willing to follow. Data protection concerns are important here.  
  

What has been challenging?  
The survey responses suggest that there is no substitute for in-person communication but 
travelling for in-country meetings is costly in terms of budget, time and environmental impact.  
 
Variance in international time zones means that virtual communication does not always 
provide a solution as it is sometimes not possible to find a time where all teams can be 
present simultaneously. In addition, problems with internet connectivity can limit engagement.  
 

 
3 Yinka Adegoke (2018). ‘WhatsApp’s slow-paced innovation is leading it to dominance in the world’s biggest 
markets’. Quartz Africa (https://qz.com/africa/1197682/whatsapps-slow-paced-innovation-is-leading-it-to-
dominance-in-the-worlds-biggest-markets/) 
 

https://qz.com/africa/1197682/whatsapps-slow-paced-innovation-is-leading-it-to-dominance-in-the-worlds-biggest-markets/
https://qz.com/africa/1197682/whatsapps-slow-paced-innovation-is-leading-it-to-dominance-in-the-worlds-biggest-markets/
https://qz.com/africa/1197682/whatsapps-slow-paced-innovation-is-leading-it-to-dominance-in-the-worlds-biggest-markets/
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In terms of communicating key messages to policymakers and practitioners on the global 
stage, some projects noted it is difficult to have one clear voice as the project includes multiple 
partners, disciplines and opinions based on different cultural contexts. This is not necessarily 
a problem, but it does require consideration and support.   

Recommendations  
 
Project design 

● Ensure communication costs are budgeted for. During initial discussions it is 
important to identify what potential partners require in terms of resources for 
communication and interaction within and beyond a project. This should include 
resources both in terms of people (such as whether to budget for a communication 
team), as well as tools (such as project management and communication tools 
including, for example, ‘MS Teams’, ‘Glasscubes’, ‘MailChimp’ and ‘Eventbrite’). It is 
important that the proposed budget reflects communication needs across all partners, 
not just the lead UK institution.  

  
Project set-up  

● Establish an operating procedure early on. Alongside governance models and data 
management plans, a ‘Communication Operating Procedure’ should be established 
that outlines how and when communication will occur, including responsibilities. This 
could set out the tools to be used, such as, for example, ‘Zoom’ or ‘MS Teams’, as 
well as what information should be shared and how it should be stored, including 
project briefs and minutes of team meetings. This document should be written 
collaboratively with all partners to ensure buy-in, but also to ensure that the tools and 
suggested procedure can be implemented practically in each country.  

● Co-design a strategy for communication and engagement. Such a strategy should 
focus on external audiences and should be developed at the start of a project to 
ensure the teams are communicating with relevant policymakers and practitioners 
from the outset. Again, it is important that this strategy has buy-in from all partners 
and teams and is properly resourced with a budget to produce outputs. This could 
include website design and development, copyediting and proofreading, typesetting 
and design, printing, and catering and venue hire for engagement events.  

 
  

Project implementation  
● Mix up communication methods and continue engagement throughout a project. 

Communication should include a mixture of in-person and virtual meetings to ensure 
regular contact whilst also providing space and time to deepen engagement and 
partnership in-person. Regular contact between partners and teams is important to 
maintain relationships and to deepen engagement, whether this be in-person or 
virtually.  

● Agree and stick to communication tools. Using a smaller number of communication 
tools and methods, for example ‘Zoom’ and ‘MS Teams’, which are agreed by all 
members will ensure that everyone can access important documentation and 
communicate with all team members. This means that everyone remains ‘in the loop’ 
at all times.    
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Section 3: Lessons learned and overarching 
recommendations  
  
This paper seeks to share lessons learnt during the development and implementation of large-
scale international and interdisciplinary research collaborations. It draws on the survey 
responses from a sample of project support staff within the GCRF Grow cohort and provides 
helpful recommendations across four themes: culture and context; organisations; project 
support teams; and communication and interaction. 

Whilst the recommendations may not seem like new ideas and, in fact, many might be 
classified as common-sense ideas, the way in which these are applied to the development of 
research collaborations is critical. It can be very easy to overlook the project support team or 
to make assumptions that the roles and services that they provide can be ‘slotted in’ around 
the main research component of a project at a later date. To take this approach would be a 
mistake.  

The project support component needs to be planned hand-in-hand with all other components 
of a research project, by someone competent in the field. Project support must be resourced 
to function successfully and should be integrated into a project as it progresses. Investing time 
during the pre-award phase to match project support requirements to the project narrative and 
plan pays off through the subsequent stages of a project. 

To conclude, we summarise key recommendations disaggregated by the different roles 
involved in project design and set up: 
 

● Principal Investigator/academic lead 
Do not forget to engage with experts in project support as you design your proposal 
and include sufficient funds for these activities within the project budget.  

● Other researchers 
Connect with your support team as an equal peer and get involved with project 
discussions and decision-making. For those supervising others, play a mentorship role 
for early career researchers and encourage them to become involved with project 
support teams and discussions also. 

● University/organisational leadership   
The project support roles outlined in this paper are more than just basic administration 
– they are a strategic element and crucial component for the success of large-scale 
international research projects. Invest in housing them within other strategic 
departments at your institution; build their capacity and capability; and do not see them 
as an ‘add-on’ to projects. Recognise the talent and knowledge of a support team. 

● Funder  
Ensure the design of your calls always caters for the strategic element of project 
support, both within the lead institution and partner organisations. Vibrant, efficient and 
professional networks of research support staff will ensure better research and 
potential for impact. Do not be restrictive in the funding structure and terms of your 
calls – allow for flexibility in design and resourcing. Recognise the talent and 
knowledge of a support team. 
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● Project Manager 
Be proactive in engaging with academics and wider institutional strategic plans for 
research funding – offer your services to structure resourcing on new proposals. Build 
relationships with other professional services and research management functions 
within your institution to provide harmonious delivery of a service. Shout loud and 
shout hard! Ensure you are placed centrally in project design. 

● Project/Research Support Office 
Support the academic team developing a project plan by regularly asking and advising 
where project support is needed. Do not assume an academic team will know this 
already. Be as proactive as possible, and consider yourself as part of the project team, 
rather than an outsider. 
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