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COLLABORATION IN EUROPEAN R&D PROJECTS  
The motivations for collaboration and partner choice in EU funded R&D collabora-
tion projects are at the heart of the workpackage 3. Within this theme, the teams 
from University of Surrey and ARC systems research have conducted qualitative 
and quantitative studies of the internal collaboration dynamics in research pro-
jects in FP5 and FP6. This newsletter represents a preview of the resulting re-
search paper.  

INTRODUCTION 

The EU Framework Programmes have 
significantly advanced international 
research collaboration in Europe. 
Collaboration activities between R&D 
organisations have intensified over 
time, as highlighted by increasing 
number, size and length of joint 
projects. The collaboration networks 
have shown themselves to be highly 
durable, both between individual 
researchers and between research 
institutions, continuing after the initial 
joint projects. Yet little is known of the 
internal life of EU-funded R&D 
collaboration projects. In this paper we 
take a closer look at such intra-project 
collaboration and focus on individual 
projects and researchers. We look at 
expectations and motivations of 
organisations in participating in 
collaborative R&D projects; we study 
criteria for partner choice in current 
and future R&D projects and we look 
at intra-project linkages especially in 
terms of doing joint research.   
(continued on page 2) 
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Figure 1: Example of an intra-project collaboration network within an 
Integrated Project in FP6 (Nokkala, Heller-Schuh et al. 2008). The 
nodes represent organisations, link width is related to the number of 
joint workpackages. Node color represents organisation type 
(green...universities, orange…research organisations, grey…other or-
ganisations), and node size refers to the number of workpackages 
involved. The red flag marks the coordinator of the project. 

 

THE NEMO NEWSLETTER 
The objective of the periodic NEMO Newsletter is to pro-
vide a platform of interdisciplinary information exchange 
and discourse for all sciences concerned with complex 
interorganisational R&D collaboration networks, and to 
promote the NEMO project worldwide. The Newsletter will 
offer regular insights into the NEMO project and docu-
ment its results including previews of NEMO publications.  

Other continuous features include the publication of short 
articles, comments on interesting links, and information 
about events or publications which are located in the area 
of our research. External contributions are welcome and 
should be addressed to the editor. The Newsletter is pub-
lished quarterly on the NEMO website   
http://www.nemo-net.eu  
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THE DATA 

In order to study intra- and inter-project link-
ages in communication and knowledge pro-
duction, we draw from three different sets of 
quantitative and qualitative data within the 
Fifth and Sixth Framework Programme. Quan-
titative data from a representative survey 
among FP5 participants on the researcher 
level provides the broad perspective of the 
patterns of collaboration and joint knowledge 
production. This survey was conducted in 
2007 as an on-line survey by the Austrian 
Research Centers GmbH. It yielded 1,686 
valid responses, representing 3% of all rele-
vant FP5 participants, and covering 1,089 
(12% of all relevant) FP5 projects.  

Two primarily qualitative datasets from the 
Framework Programme 6 include 22 in-depth 
qualitative interviews with researchers in 
seven projects in the EU’s New and Emerging 
Science and Technology programme (NEST), 
and 15 interviews in five Integrated Projects 
(IP’s) in three thematic areas: information 
society technology, sustainable development, 
and aerospace.  

The qualitative data allows us to concentrate 
on the in-depth analysis of the individual col-
laboration paths histories, motivations for 
cooperation and non-cooperation with specific 
potential partners, and descriptions of interac-
tion within the projects. 

RESULTS 

PRIOR PARTNERS PREFERRED COLLABORATORS 

Our results show that the most important fac-
tor in choosing a partner is prior collaboration 
either within previous FP projects, national 
projects or other R&D activities.  Favouring 
prior collaboration partner is based on know-
ing their abilities and being able to trust them 
to deliver required results in time. Other sig-
nificant criteria for partner choice included the 
potential partners having required comple-
mentary expertise to that of the coordinator 
and other partners. Partner choice was often 
described to be based on recommendation by 
already existing project partners or trusted 
colleagues, or on the scientific reputation of 
individuals. Recommendation and reputation 
were mentioned as criteria especially in terms 
of multidisciplinary projects, where the lead 
partner was not familiar with the other disci-
plines included in the project. Organisations 
with similar knowledge base and history of 
working in similar types of projects also 
tended to work together. Organisations out-

side of dense clusters are very eager to part-
ner with those inside cliques, and vice versa. 

We observed a strong coincidence between 
prior contacts, current collaborative links and 
intended joint projects. Reliable prior contacts 
are frequently repeated in form of intensive 
R&D relations within the current project and, 
additionally, often taken up again in future 
projects. Motivations to continue working with 
the same partners include both aspects re-
lated to the content of the research, as well as 
more personal aspects. In many cases, pro-
ject partners had further plans to continue 
with an application of the knowledge acquired 
in the current research project, or otherwise 
continue with a similar type of research with 
similar expertise. Sharing the intellectual 
property rights from the first project also ne-
cessitates cooperation in any application 
based on it. On the other hand, established 
relationships and trust, and generally success-
ful cooperation make it “natural” to continue 
cooperation. Although all types of participa-
tion in EU projects seems to have favourable 
influence on future collaboration opportuni-
ties, the coordinators and work package lead-
ers can especially seen as desirable partners 
for future collaboration. They were perceived 
to have greater visibility and contacts, and to 
possess useful experience in acquiring EU 
funding and steering the project. On the other 
hand, poorly performing partners were not 
invited to join future collaborations. 

LEARNING AND KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION FACILITATED 

BY COMMUNICATION 

The key cognitive functions in FP projects are 
learning and knowledge production. Learning 
appears in three different contexts. The cen-
tral aspect is content-related learning, e.g. 
the acquisition of a new scientific methodol-
ogy, but also communication-related learning 
e.g. to cope with different working cultures 
was mentioned, which seems to be especially 
important in interdisciplinary collaboration. 
Moreover, procedural learning – how to apply 
and participate efficiently in EU projects with 
the specific rules related to applications, as 
well as learning reporting, risk-control, man-
aging of international teams and coping with 
different organisational styles – is an impor-
tant dimension of learning for the partners. 
Learning how to play the EU game is addition-
ally one important aspect contributing to the 
desirability of former coordinators and work 
package leaders as partners also in future 
collaborations.  

The most important factors enabling the ef-
fective production of knowledge in research 
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projects are both intensive communication 
among the partners and the involvement of 
key individuals with high visibility and reputa-
tion. Communication is most easily facilitated 
within small research groups, be it in small 
projects, or in larger projects with small sub-
structures, such as formal work packages as 
well as informally developed collaboration 
structures. In a small group, communication 
is easier, trust between partners stronger, 
and working relationships more personal. Pre-
ferred project size was seen to be five to ten 
partners. 

A well-made contract with clear task division, 
making an effort to manage possibly emerg-
ing problems and emphasising communication 
and conscious collaboration between the part-
ners contributes to the cohesion of the project 
and to the willingness of partners to collabo-
rate. Trust, teamwork, the feeling of a shared 
purpose and good personal relationships, also 
contribute to the effective cooperation and 
successful project.  

DISCIPLINARY AND ORGANISATIONAL BACKGROUNDS 

MATTER 

In addition to project level factors, such as 
the size and management of the projects, we 
considered the perceived effects of the attrib-
utes of partners on the collaboration, such as 
the organisational and disciplinary background 
of the participants. Although the interviewees 
did not report the language spoken by part-
ners or their geographical distance as signifi-
cant factors in collaboration, the empirical 
results from the survey as well as from the 
Integrated Projects indicate that they still 
hamper collaboration in European projects. 
This discrepancy possibly indicates that the 
interviewees wish to consider these as secon-
dary elements in collaboration, which should 
be based on bringing together best expertise 
across Europe regardless of language or geo-
graphic background. 

Multidisciplinary cooperation is inspiring and 
enriching, although establishing a shared ter-
minology and understanding of the research 
questions is challenging and time consuming, 
especially in projects bringing together very 
different disciplinary fields. Inter-
organisational collaboration between different 
types of partners is likely to be hampered by 
different motivations or different institutional 
practises and norms, and facilitated between 
similar types of organisations, or organisa-
tions with similar, e.g. disciplinary, cultures. 
However, different dynamics were also some-
times seen as positive driving forces within 
the project, contributing to fruitful conflicts 

and forcing the partners to consider different 
types of perspectives and driving them to 
broaden the scope of outputs resulting from 
the project.  

Research based organisations are experienced 
in inter-organisational collaboration and or-
ganised to enable effective cooperation with 
external partners. This is, in general, not the 
case for small companies or municipalities, 
which are often involved as demonstration 
partners. Their organisational structure is not 
prepared and the participation in especially 
large EU projects represents a significant bur-
den in terms of paperwork and bureaucracy 
compared to the benefits in terms of the fi-
nancial support received and the promotional 
value of involvement in the project. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND POLICY 

Based on these findings we are able to formu-
late some basic rules about collaboration pat-
terns in EU R&D projects concerning partner 
choice, learning and knowledge production, 
and factors impeding and promoting collabo-
ration. These rules will provide the basis for 
modelling realistic sub-structures and proc-
esses in such projects and will be used in the 
SKEIN model, an agent-based model of net-
work dynamics developed within the NEMO 
project (see, e.g. NEMO Newsletter #5).  

In this way, the basis for a close-to-reality 
simulation approach to the dynamics of politi-
cally induced R&D networks is provided. Un-
derstanding the actor-centred motivations and 
collaboration rules and their role in structuring 
the collaboration networks will help design 
effective and efficient incentives for network-
based collaboration programmes in the future. 
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COMMENTS AND FEEDBACK 

We welcome feedback on our newsletter and 
work. Do not hesitate to contact us if you 
have ideas or comments about what you 
would like to see covered by the newsletter, 
or if you would like to write a contribution by 
yourself.  

For further information about the project visit 
www.nemo-net.eu or contact the Project Co-
ordinator: 

Dr. Matthias Weber 
Austrian Research Centers GmbH – ARC 
Department Technology Policy 
Tech Gate Vienna 
Donau-City-Straße 1 
A-1220 Vienna, Austria 
Phone: +43 (0)50 550-4561 
Fax: +43 (0)50 550-4599 
Email: matthias.weber[at]arcs.ac.at 
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DISCLAIMER 

CONTENT 

The publisher and the authors reserve the right not 
to be responsible for the topicality, correctness, 
completeness or quality of the information pro-
vided. Liability claims regarding damage caused by 
the use of any information provided, including any 
kind of information which is incomplete or incor-
rect, will therefore be rejected. All offers are not-
binding and without obligation. 

REFERRALS AND LINKS 

The publisher and the authors are not responsible 
for any contents linked or referred to in this news-
letter – unless they have full knowledge of illegal 
contents and would be able to prevent the readers 
of this newsletter from accessing those informa-
tion. If any damage occurs by the use of informa-
tion presented there, only the author of the respec-
tive information might be liable, not the one who 
has linked or referred to these information. 

COPYRIGHT 

The publisher and the authors intended not to use 
any copyrighted material for the newsletter or, if 
not possible, to indicate the copyright of the re-
spective object. 

PRIVACY POLICY 

The publisher may collect customer data from 
newsletter subscribers at the time of subscription 
to this service, such as name and e-mail address. 
The data collected will exclusively be used to pro-
vide the voluntarily requested newsletter service. 
As a general principle, no information gathered on 
subscribers is to be used other than for the provi-
sion of the voluntarily requested newsletter service 
and under no circumstances are third parties to be 
granted access to the personal details of subscrib-
ers; not withstanding legal obligations of the pub-
lisher. The use of published postal addresses like 
telephone or fax numbers and email addresses for 
marketing purposes is prohibited, offenders send-
ing unwanted spam messages will be punished. 

LEGAL VALIDITY OF THIS DISCLAIMER 

This disclaimer is to be regarded as part of news-
letter. If sections or individual terms of this state-
ment are not legal or correct, the content or valid-
ity of the other parts remain uninfluenced by this 
fact.  


