
RESEARCH Open Access

Evidence of commitment to research
partnerships? Results of two web reviews
Danielle de Moissac1*, Sarah Bowen2, Ingrid Botting3, Ian D. Graham4,5, Martha MacLeod6, Karen Harlos7,
Charity Maritim Songok8 and Monique Bohémier9

Abstract

Background: Partnerships between academic researchers and health system leadership are often promoted by
health research funding agencies as an important strategy in helping ensure that funded research is relevant and
the results used. While potential benefits of such partnerships have been identified, there is limited guidance in the
scientific literature for either healthcare organisations or researchers on how to select, build and manage effective
research partnerships. Our main research objective was to explore the health system perspective on partnerships
with researchers with a focus on issues related to the design and organisation of the health system and services.
Two structured web reviews were conducted as one component of this larger study.

Methods: Two separate structured web reviews were conducted using structured data extraction tools. The first
review focused on sites of health research bodies and those providing information on health system management
and knowledge translation (n = 38) to identify what guidance to support partnerships might be available on
websites commonly accessed by health leaders and researchers. The second reviewed sites from all health ‘regions’
in Canada (n = 64) to determine what criteria and standards were currently used in guiding decisions to engage in
research partnerships; phone follow-up ensured all relevant information was collected.

Results: Absence of guidance on partnerships between research institutions and health system leaders was found.
In the first review, absence of guidance on research partnerships and knowledge coproduction was striking and in
contrast with coverage of other forms of collaboration such as patient/community engagement. In the second
review, little evidence of criteria and standards regarding research partnerships was found. Difficulties in finding
appropriate contact information for those responsible for research and obtaining a response were commonly
experienced.

Conclusion: Guidance related to health system partnerships with academic researchers is lacking on websites that
should promote and support such collaborations. Health region websites provide little evidence of partnership
criteria and often do not make contact information to research leaders within health systems readily available; this
may hinder partnership development between health systems and academia.
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Introduction
The need for collaborative research approaches to address
the many and complex problems currently facing the Can-
adian healthcare system is increasingly recognised [1, 2].
In addition to partnerships between researchers from
diverse disciplines, intersectoral research teams, which in-
clude both researchers and various knowledge users, offer
many benefits for improved health service delivery [3–5].
While some approaches to knowledge translation focus
on transferring findings of research already completed,
integrated knowledge translation approaches to research
(like participatory research and engaged scholarship)
engage researchers and knowledge users (patients, clini-
cians, local communities, policy-makers, or health system
leaders and managers) in meaningful ways throughout the
entire research process [6]. Many potential benefits of this
approach have been reported for health systems and for
the partners involved. Research partnerships may improve
the quality of solutions [5] and enhance responsiveness of
health services to community needs [7]. Greater research
relevance and credibility may result in increased likelihood
that research will be applied in practice [8] and have
stronger impact [9]. Enhanced research capacity of both
researchers and knowledge users [4], greater understand-
ing of partners’ roles [9], personal and professional devel-
opment [4], and enhanced skills and networks [3, 4, 9]
may also result. Awareness of actual and potential benefits
of such research partnerships has led to requirements by
many major health research funders for greater participa-
tion by health system leaders in health research [10–13].
As a result, many researchers have sought research part-
ners within the health system.
Recent research has found that, while health system

leaders and managers often express support for the prin-
ciples of collaborative research and articulate a number
of potential advantages of such partnerships, there is
limited guidance for healthcare organisations in how to
select, build and manage effective research partnerships
[14]. Conditions associated with successful partnerships
have been identified [5, 8, 15–22], but research on this
subject is often based on assumptions of researcher-
driven initiatives [23] and fails to include health system
leaders’ perspectives [24]. Very little is known about
strategies for initiating and maintaining partnerships
between health organisations and academic researchers
to address issues of system organisation [25] – the focus
of our study.

Our study
“Building and Managing Effective Partnerships in Canadian
Health Systems Research” (Ingrid Botting, P.I.) is a multi-
phase, mixed-methods pan-Canadian study exploring how
health systems partner with researchers relative to the
design and organisation of the health system and health

services [26]. As a first step in this research programme,
the research team decided to identify current resources
available to support research partnership development as
well as to undertake a scan of how health regions across
Canada were responding to increasing expectations of
health system/academic partnerships. As an initial review
of the scientific literature highlighted limited guidance in
operationalising partnerships [14], the team decided to
undertake a review of the grey literature to identify other
potential resources available to support health systems in
such research collaborations. This was followed by a review
of health region public websites to determine what criteria,
requirements or standards of practice were required of re-
searchers for research partnerships to be considered. Ethics
approval was received from the University of Manitoba
Health Research Ethics Board.

Methods
Content analysis of two website types was conducted.
Research team members, all with integrated knowledge
translation expertise in health services, provided over-
sight of all phases of the study. Activities were con-
ducted between November 2017 and April 2018. Each of
the two web reviews is described separately below.

Web review 1 (Health system support)
This review aimed to identify resources or guidance for
research partnerships published on websites believed by
the research team to be those most likely to be accessed
by either health leaders or researchers interested in re-
search partnerships. Additional sites were included as
they were identified. These sites included Canadian and
well-known international websites that (1) address issues
of health system organisation and functioning, (2) are
home to Canadian research funding bodies or (3) are
sponsored by organisations promoting knowledge trans-
lation or evidence use in healthcare.
Inclusion criteria for the resources selected within

these sites was that they addressed both health system
change/health service organisation and the practical
issues of ‘how to’ establish or manage health system/aca-
demic partnerships. Exclusion criteria were resources that
(1) were limited to clinical research, researcher relation-
ships with communities or individuals, or collaboration
only among academic researchers; (2) were limited to end-
of-project (knowledge transfer) activities; or (3) addressed
only knowledge user capacity-building or assessment of re-
search capacity. All pages of each site were reviewed; initial
selection of potential resources was done by title or
description. Resources linked to these sites were also
reviewed. All applicable resources were assessed according
to a standardised template reflecting principles for effective
research partnerships identified through the literature and
such items included recognition of stages and diversity of
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partnerships, recognition of challenges in initiating and
maintaining research partnerships, and presence of specific
guidance for health systems in establishing and promoting
effective research team work (see Additional file 1).

Web review 2 (Canadian health regions)
This second review explored websites of all Canadian
health regions (n = 64). These structures, which include
regional health authorities, provincial health delivery
bodies, local health integration networks and the Inte-
grated Health and Social Service Centres (CISSS) and
Integrated University Health and Social Service Centres
(CIUSSS) of Quebec, are diverse in structure and size,
and reflect the provincial responsibility for health service
provision found in Canada. Sites specific to hospital or
health centres were excluded as the focus was on re-
gional organisation. This review focused on (1) evidence
of research partnerships by health regions; (2) messages
targeted to potential research collaborators; (3) extent to
which regional review processes demonstrate require-
ments for partnership, offer guidance or address partner-
ship issues; and (4) accessibility of information relevant
to research partnerships for academic researchers (i.e.
contact information for research personnel).
All pages of each site were reviewed using a standard

template exploring and documenting the following ele-
ments: stated commitment to research and interest in col-
laborating with academic researchers; evidence of research
collaboration; evidence of guidance for research partner-
ships; and overall messaging related to the importance of
research, evidence use and knowledge translation activities
(see Additional file 2). Availability of research support
services, as well as information and submission forms per-
taining to research review processes such as impact and
access assessment, ethical review within organisations and
formal approval by a Research Ethics Board, were noted.
As it was recognised that regions may be using re-

sources not linked to the public websites, key research
contact information was retrieved; email or telephone
follow-up to each region was conducted to confirm that
all relevant publicly available information had been col-
lected pertaining to research collaboration and guidance
to support research partnerships.

Analysis
Directed content analysis [27] was used to review, ana-
lyse and synthesise website content [28]. This method
was chosen as it is unobtrusive, context sensitive, simple
and economical [28]. This research method uses prior
research as guidance for developing initial codes, which
are revised and refined as analysis proceeds. A system-
atic classification process was conducted by coding;
themes and patterns were also identified. Separate struc-
tured extraction templates, based on evidence of factors

related to effective partnerships [14, 29–31], were devel-
oped by team members for each of the two reviews.
The templates developed for review served as the data

extraction tools for each web review. Qualitative analysis
was conducted using a deductive approach [32]. Analysis
and synthesis of data sources for the first review was
conducted by one researcher; other team members
undertook a second review of select sites. Analysis and
synthesis for the second review was conducted by two
researchers, in consultation with the research team
members. A summary matrix was created for regional
data collected to facilitate synthesis and quantification of
data collected through the review. The process of
contacting individuals responsible for research was also
documented. When direct contact information was not
provided, staff directories, online searches or general en-
quiry phone numbers or email addresses were used. Up
to two follow-up attempts were made after the initial
request for information. Frequencies and percentages,
calculated with Excel (Microsoft 2010), were used to re-
port quantitative findings.

Results
Web review 1 (Health system support)
Limited resources to guide research partnerships
While many websites referred to partners, collaborations
or sponsors, few resources providing guidance for effective
health system-research partnerships were found; most of
those found provided only minimal guidance and were
not developed for use by health leaders.
In total, 38 websites were assessed; from these, 46

potential resources guiding partnerships were identified.
Of these, only 12 met criteria to merit a full review and
only 10 provided concrete guidance. None was written
specifically for health system leaders; however, 4 were
written for a general or unspecified audience. Most audi-
ences identified were researchers [6], policy-makers [3] or
other audiences [2]. Seven noted that research may be
health system initiated; however, no guidance was given.
Most [9] provided some suggestions for establishing part-
nerships, but few of these were comprehensive and only
two gave more than a few suggestions for promoting
effective teams. Four focused on international develop-
ment work. Two were short, recent blog posts. Only one
resource directly addressed the topic of our research.
Most resources (such as webinars, courses or tools)

intended for knowledge users focused on developing
research-related skills of health personnel; few addressed
relationship building or the skills needed to establish
meaningful partnerships or influence research agendas.

Absence of resources for knowledge coproduction
The concept of knowledge translation (including terms
such as knowledge transfer, knowledge to action or
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knowledge mobilisation) was found frequently in this
review. Some useful links were provided to knowledge
translation theory. However, knowledge transfer (referring
to strategies to communicate research results on research
already completed) remained the dominant approach
found in resources reviewed. Resources to support know-
ledge coproduction were conspicuous by their absence.

Web review 2 (Canadian health regions)
Limited evidence of research partnerships
Overall, there were limited references to research collabo-
rations or to a role in research in the review of health
region sites. Generally, there was limited mention of, or
reference to, either research or commitment to evidence-
informed system design or organisation. Of the 64 health
region websites, 38 (59.4%) made no mention of research
on the front page. Few mission or vision statements men-
tioned a commitment to knowledge-to-action strategies
(i.e. knowledge transfer, knowledge translation/mobilisa-
tion) (n = 16, 25%), evidence (n = 17, 26.5%) or research
(n = 7, 10.9%).
Involvement in research collaborations was noted on

approximately half the websites (n = 31, 48.4%), although
specific examples generally referred to research of a clin-
ical, basic science or community/population health nature.
Formal affiliation to universities or research institutes was
more evident in Quebec websites, as were examples of
research collaborations. As might be expected, rural and
remote health regions across Canada were the least likely
to address research collaboration with academic re-
searchers. These regions were more likely to provide infor-
mation on community engagement, and regions with a
large indigenous population were most likely to provide
links to and emphasis on using specific ethical guidelines
for research with indigenous peoples.
There was a striking absence of evidence in this web re-

view of (1) stated requirement for partnership, (2) criteria
for engaging in health organisation research partnerships
and (3) assessment of collaboration between health re-
gions and researchers. Only two of the 64 regions (3.1%)
provided any evidence of guidance around research part-
nerships above standard review requirements, although
many did state a requirement for organisational or
programme approval. Less than one quarter (n = 15,
23.4%) provided website information related to research
support or facilitation services offered by the region. Infor-
mation of research review processes was readily accessible
on 39.1% of websites (n = 25). The majority of sites of
large- and medium-sized health regions provided research
review contact information or guidelines and/or forms for
ethics, research and access reviews; information on re-
search review processes and application forms, where
available, were remarkably similar.

Limited accessibility of health regions to researchers
Challenges were experienced in both identifying and
contacting individuals responsible for research in the
majority of health regions. Responsibility for research
was often unclear and direct research-related contact
information was often not provided (n = 45, 70.3%). At-
tempts to connect with the identified person on the
website were successful in less than 30% of cases. Me-
dian wait time for response was prolonged (18 days). In
25% of cases, no response was received, even after a
minimum of three attempts at making contact with the
individual responsible for research (in some cases, these
attempts were in addition to contacts made to identify
this individual) over a 10-week period. Email appeared
to be more effective than telephone contact. Proceeding
through a general phone number or website form was
least successful – individuals answering often did not
know who to refer to for research questions and some
did not respond at all. Where the only contact was an
ethics or research review committee, delays in response
to requests for contact were also common.

Discussion
These two web reviews were undertaken as preliminary
activities to inform a larger programme of research de-
signed to explore health system perspectives on research
partnerships with academia on topics related to health
system organisation. Some of the results reported here
were unexpected and provide insight into potential
barriers to such collaborations. Consistent with prelim-
inary findings of a scientific literature review [14], few
resources or guidance in how to establish and success-
fully manage research partnerships are made available
through health system support websites. Furthermore,
an absence of evidence of research partnerships with a
specific focus on health system design and organisation
and criteria required by researchers to collaborate with
health systems was observed in the review of Canadian
health region websites. While a number of authors have
acknowledged similar challenges in initiating and imple-
menting multi-sectoral actions [33, 34], there appears to
be less attention given to health system and research
partnerships. The absence of specific guidance and con-
crete examples of successful collaborations focused on
health system organisation suggests that effective research
partnerships may not be currently viewed as a priority by
health organisations.
While recent research stresses the importance of entering

partnerships with health leaders early on in the process to
improve research relevance and use [15, 18, 22], the major-
ity of resources identified on health system support web-
sites focused simply on dissemination of research at the
end of the study (knowledge transfer or end-of-project
knowledge translation) rather than on coproduction of
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research reflecting user concerns. This suggests that
research findings may not have been integrated into mate-
rials currently available. In addition, most resources were
directed to researchers or ‘knowledge translation’ practi-
tioners rather than to health system leadership.
There does, however, appear to be some indication

that change may be occurring, and that more attention
to ‘coproduction’ may be emerging. For example, leading
international organisations, such as the WHO Alliance
for Health Care Policy and Systems Research [35], are
providing consistent aspirational statements about the
importance of meaningful collaboration between the
health system and researchers while appearing to move
away from an emphasis on simple, one-way research
knowledge transfer. Such documents and dialogue that
these efforts spur may provide a needed foundation for
practical steps to support health system leaders in initi-
ating and managing research partnerships.
Recognising that public websites of health regions may

not post all relevant information either in report form or
links to guidelines, we attempted to confirm, with ap-
propriate contacts from each region, whether additional
materials were used. However, these follow-up requests
did not result in additional materials being found with
respect to either evidence of research partnerships or
processes supporting such collaborations. Furthermore,
contact with personnel within the health system with re-
sponsibility for research and/or relationships with aca-
demic researchers proved challenging. The difficulty in
identifying and making contact with these individuals
suggests that academic researchers may face significant
barriers in identifying and establishing relationships with
potential health system partners.
The observation that academic/health system partner-

ships appeared to be more apparent in Quebec may re-
flect the fact that, following the systemic integration of
health and social services in 2015, Integrated University
Health and Social Service Centres were created, improv-
ing visibility of the academic role in both research and
education within those health regions. However, further
research is required to determine whether these formal
academic affiliations have led to greater research collab-
oration, or whether such affiliations have been more re-
ceptive to system-prioritised research.
In general, absence of information on research/health

system partnerships in both reviews was in clear contrast
to the presence of general information and specific guid-
ance and information for health systems to engage in part-
nership with a number of other key stakeholder groups.
More information and guidance was found on community
engagement, particularly for engaging with indigenous
communities (e.g. Canadian Institute of Health Research
2013) [36]; patient engagement (e.g. Canadian Foundation
for Healthcare Improvement 2018) [37]; and research and

policy relationships in an international development con-
text (e.g. Canadian Coalition for Global Health Research
2017) [38] as well as professional, inter-professional and
inter-organisational collaboration (e.g. Agence de la santé
et des services sociaux de l’Abitibi-Témiscamingue 2010)
[39]. Reasons for this disparity in coverage require further
investigation.
A limitation to the review of health region websites is

that content of publicly accessible messages provided on
health region websites may not accurately reflect all ini-
tiatives or resources. However, as previously noted,
follow-up requests for information made to research
personnel in these regions confirmed the absence of spe-
cific guidelines for partnerships in most regions. This
limitation does not apply to the first (health system sup-
port) review as the websites analysed would be those
most likely to be consulted by health leaders and
researchers. Another limitation of both reviews is that
frequency of website updates and redesign means that
results of such reviews could vary on a monthly basis.
Monitoring of several sites since the reviews were com-
pleted indicates, however, that the observed trends are
still apparent.

Conclusion
This research, consisting of two focused web reviews,
found an absence of identifiable guidance related to health
system/academic research partnerships in websites that
could be expected to provide resources and support for
such collaborations. This finding does not reflect the
priority given to research partnerships by many health re-
search funding agencies. Canadian health region websites
provide little evidence not only of research partnerships
pertaining to health system organisation but also of
research partnership criteria in contrast to attention
directed towards other forms of partnerships. Difficulties
in determining research contacts within health regions are
common and may present challenges in the formation of
research collaborations. Further research is needed to gain
insight into whether Canadian health leaders partner with
academia and which strategies are used to foster such
partnerships.
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