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Executive Summary

® DOTS Framework: The paper introduces DOTS (Deciding together,
Optimising outcomes, Time to get to know one another, Sharing knowledge
and skills), a practical framework to foster sustainable research partnerships

between NHS Trusts and Higher Education Universities (HEUSs).

® Challenges in Collaboration: We detail the complexities of inter-
organisational research, including cultural and operational differences

between NHS and HEU settings, and propose solutions for these challenges.

® Dialogical Communication: Emphasis is placed on dialogic interaction as a
means of bridging organisational divides, encouraging mutual respect, and

building understanding.

® Sustainable Outcomes: DOTS enables effective knowledge transfer and
fosters professional development, benefiting both organisations and the

broader healthcare system.

Applying the DOTS framework can create sustainable and impactful research
partnerships, essential for bridging the gap between academic theory and
healthcare practice.




Developing sustainable knowledge partnerships: Joining the DOTS
between inter-organisational research

Introduction

Collaborative research between the UK’s National Health Service (NHS) Trusts and Higher Education
Universities (HEUs) is critical to advancing knowledge and improving healthcare practice. Yet, sustaining
these partnerships is often fraught with challenges stemming from differing organisational goals, cultures,
and operational processes. This article offers insights into overcoming these barriers, drawn from a three-

year commissioned research project aimed at evaluating professional advocacy in nursing and midwifery.

At the heart of the discussion is the DOTS framework—Deciding together, Optimising outcomes, Time to
get to know one another, and Sharing knowledge and skills—which we developed and applied to bridge
organisational divides. This narrative provides valuable lessons for professionals seeking to establish

resilient, collaborative research relationships.

Understanding the Landscape

The commissioning of research between NHS Trusts and HEUs is not novel, but its success hinges on
navigating a complex web of organisational differences. The described project, led by a collaborative team
of HEU academics and NHS leaders, sought to investigate the impacts of Professional Nurse Advocates

and Professional Midwifery Advocates within the NHS Trust.

Early in the project, it became apparent that the two organisations had divergent ways of articulating and
operationalising their research ambitions. While both shared a commitment to meaningful outcomes,
their priorities and processes reflected their respective institutional contexts. For instance, NHS team
members prioritised actionable insights to improve healthcare quality, whereas HEU academics

emphasised methodological rigour and theoretical contributions.

These differences necessitated deliberate efforts to cultivate mutual understanding, which became the

foundation for the DOTS framework.



Applying the DOTS Framework

Deciding Together

One of the first steps in fostering collaboration is ensuring that decision-making is a shared endeavour.
This involves clarifying objectives, establishing transparent communication protocols, and creating joint
governance structures. For example, the team developed a governance strategy encompassing data
sharing agreements, ethical protocols, and IT systems integration. Decision-making processes included
weighing the pros and cons of various approaches and fostering collective buy-in through regular

discussions.

Optimising Outcomes

Achieving meaningful results required breaking down tasks into manageable components, celebrating
small victories, and anticipating potential barriers. We highlight the importance of quick wins to maintain
momentum, such as establishing shared terminology and creating clear dissemination strategies for
research findings. This proactive and celebratory approach fostered team morale and facilitated smoother

collaboration.

Time to Get to Know One Another

Building trust and understanding between team members was critical. Time was dedicated to
understanding each other’s professional contexts, such as NHS operational challenges like winter
pressures and HEU priorities like publication timelines. A person-centric approach to task allocation
further helped to align individual strengths with project needs, promoting a sense of ownership and

inclusivity among team members.

Sharing Knowledge and Skills

Effective collaboration relies on recognising and valuing the diverse expertise that each team member
brings. The team identified skill gaps and provided bespoke training sessions to address them.
Knowledge-sharing mechanisms, such as shared databases and cross-organisational networking
opportunities, enhanced the team’s collective capabilities. This ongoing exchange ensured that insights

were not only generated but also translated into actionable improvements in healthcare practice.



Bridging Organisational Divides

We draw on Bakhtin’s theory of dialogical communication to illustrate the importance of respectful and
inclusive dialogue in bridging organisational divides. By prioritising conversations that encourage listening
and mutual learning, the team was able to foster a dynamic and adaptable research environment. This
dialogical approach transformed initial tensions into opportunities for innovation, creating a culture

where divergent perspectives were valued as assets rather than obstacles.

A significant example of this was the inclusion of an undergraduate intern in the project. Despite their
limited time and experience, the intern’s contributions were nurtured and celebrated, exemplifying the

team’s commitment to a collaborative, learning-oriented ethos.

Outcomes and Impacts

The application of the DOTS framework yielded numerous benefits for both organisations and the
individuals involved. It facilitated the translation of research findings into practice, bolstered professional
development, and strengthened networks across the NHS and HEU sectors. By recognising and addressing
the inherent complexities of inter-organisational collaboration, the project demonstrated how

sustainable partnerships can be built and maintained.

We also emphasised the broader applicability of DOTS, noting that its principles are transferable to various
contexts and settings. Whether applied in healthcare, education, or other fields, the framework provides

a structured yet flexible approach to fostering collaborative research.

Conclusion

Inter-organisational research requires more than just shared goals; it demands an active commitment to
understanding and valuing the unique contributions of all stakeholders. The DOTS framework provides a
practical roadmap for achieving this, enabling teams to navigate the complexities of collaborative research
with empathy and effectiveness. As healthcare systems face increasing demands for innovation and
accountability, frameworks like DOTS will be invaluable for bridging the gap between academic theory

and real-world practice.
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