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Be Explicit: Identifying and Addressing
Misaligned Goals in Collaborative
Research Teams
Nicholas Haas, Aarhus University, Denmark

ABSTRACT The misalignment of goals among researchers, external organizational partners
(OPs), and study participants is thought to pose a challenge to the successful implemen-
tation of collaborative research projects. However, the goals of different collaborative team
members almost never are elicited, making identification of misalignment and its potential
consequences a difficult task. In this evaluation of a United Nations Nonviolent Commu-
nication Program conducted in Bangladesh, the Maldives, and Sri Lanka, I collected
qualitative and quantitative data on OPs’ and study participants’ expected program
impacts. I find that there are differences in OP and participant goals and that misalignment
appears to bear some responsibility for participant dissatisfaction with the program. I also
observe evidence that as the program progressed, participants’ expected program impacts
began to more closely approximate those of the OPs. I conclude with thoughts on the
benefits of explicitly measuring research team goals and expectations and addressing their
misalignment.

The shift from individuals to collaborative research
teams driving knowledge production has been well
documented across academic fields (McDermott
and Hatemi 2010; Wagner, Park, and Leydesdorff
2015). Researchers today often find themselves

working with colleagues from different countries and partnering
with various external organizational partners (OPs), from govern-
mental agencies to nonprofits and survey firms (Haas et al. 2022;
Wagner, Park, and Leydesdorff 2015). For instance, Butler (2019)
found that 62% of field experiments—a method on the rise in
political science as in other fields—published between 2000 and
2017 in top political science journals involved some type of
collaboration between a researcher and an external partner.

Whereas collaborative research offers several potential bene-
fits, it also generates increased possibilities for confusion and
misalignment among both team members and the populations
they study. As Haas et al. (2022) discussed, divergences in the
goals, identities, and incentives of researchers, OPs, and the
populations they study are both common and, when unaddressed,
can result in ethical and practical challenges. These challenges can

be particularly exacerbated in the presence of power asymmetries,
a reality of many collaborations that nevertheless can lead to the
privileging of some goals over others—with those under study
particularly likely to lose out (Corduneanu-Huci, Dorsch, and
Maarek 2022; Haas et al. 2022; Herman et al. 2022).

This article focuses on OPs’ and study participants’ goals and
asks three questions.1 First, can we identify empirically the differ-
ences in goals between members of a collaborating OP and the
population under study? Second, when divergences in goals exist,
are some privileged over others, and does such prioritization affect
participants’ experience of the program? Third, what are possible
ways that researchers working in collaborative research teams
might seek to effectively address divergences in goals?

To answer these questions, I drew on insights from a collab-
orative study on Nonviolent Communication (NVC) conducted
between September and December 2021. The program—whichwas
being piloted by the OP with the goal that it later could be scaled
up and possibly evaluated with a randomized controlled trial—
brought together myself as a researcher; two United Nations
(UN) organizations (i.e., UN Women and the UN Development
Programme, or UNDP); three UN offices in the countries in which
the program was conducted (i.e., Bangladesh, the Maldives, and
Sri Lanka); numerous individuals and organizations involved inNicholas Haas is assistant professor of political science at Aarhus University. He can
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facilitating the program; and approximately 100 men and women
who participated in the program (Haas 2022).

Before the program began, I collected qualitative and quanti-
tative data on OP and study participant program aims, data that I
supplemented with midline and endline surveys and interviews
with study participants. First, I found evidence of misalignment of
goals between the OP and study participants. In particular,

whereas OP individuals prioritized gender-related issues, study
participants expressed a greater desire for the program to address
violent extremism in their communities. Second, I found that over
the course of the program, participants became more likely to
highlight gender issues as a reason to participate in the program
and less likely to highlight violent extremism—movement that
potentially is consistent with the OP’s goals receiving compara-
tively higher priority. Participants also expressed dissatisfaction
with a perceived lack of attention to the community. Finally, I
conclude with thoughts on how to address misalignment in team-
member and study-population goals, advocating in particular for
pre-program explicit elicitation and communication of expecta-
tions and aims.

This study extends the literature on practical and ethical
challenges in collaborative research in a few key ways (Haas
et al. 2022; Levine 2021). Most notably, whereas scholars have
highlighted potential issues with misaligned OP and study-par-
ticipant goals and speculated that negative outcomes are attribut-
able to this misalignment, data on parties’ aims almost never are
elicited and reported. By explicitly measuring individuals’ goals
for and experiences of a program, I explored empirically the
presence of such misalignment and its impact. Such explicit
elicitation, I argue, is a simple and yet potentially effective way
to address misalignment.

MISALIGNED GOALS AND EXPECTATIONS

Scholars have highlighted how researchers, OPs, and study par-
ticipants (knowingly or unknowingly) who engage in collabora-
tive research projects are driven by different motivations, goals,
and incentives (Haas et al. 2022; Levine 2021). For example,
researchers often operate according to a short time horizon and
aim to maximize their chances for obtaining a positive treatment
effect, and thus—under a system that tends to penalize null

findings—for publication (Haas et al. 2022; Levine 2021). In con-
trast, OPs often look for long-term, sustainable solutions to the
problems on which they are working.

Scholars often speculate that negative or, at the very least,
unintended project outcomes are attributable to misaligned goals
and expectations. For example, Haas et al. (2022) referenced a
study by Bryan, Choi, and Karlan (2021) in which the authors

partnered with a Filipino evangelical antipoverty organization to
evaluate the impact of its religious education program on poor
people. The authors observed that the program influenced not
only participants’ incomes but also their religious identification.
Although the outcome in this case may have been desired by the
OP, it may have been at odds with the expectations and aims of
researchers and the study population. The questions and projects

thatmotivate researchers, OPs, and development-aid donors often
have been criticized for their distance from the goals of those
under study (Herman et al. 2022).

Many studies report backlash to or negative experiences with
experimental treatments, indicating possible misalignment
between the goals and expectations of those implementing the
study and at least a portion of those randomly assigned to
receive its treatment. For instance, Blair, Karim, and Morse
(2019, 642) found evidence of backlash to increased police
patrolling in Liberia among those who the authors argued
“benefit from customary law.” Often, researchers note that they
did not anticipate such backlash, indicating a possible lack of
awareness of misalignment. Even when it does not cause harm, a
failure to account for misalignment in goals and expectations
can lead researchers and OPs to reach faulty conclusions. For
instance, whereas researchers and an implementing OP might
design an experiment to measure other-regarding preferences,
experimental subjects instead might perceive the game as an
opportunity to signal the need for development aid (Cilliers,
Dube, and Siddiqi 2015).

The growth in international research collaborations may fur-
ther exacerbate issues related to misalignment of goals. First,
collaborators who are geographically and culturally distant may
have more contrasting motivations, less prior knowledge of one
another’s constraints and aims, and may struggle to communicate
and address any inconsistencies. Second, power asymmetries may
privilege the goals of some individuals over others, leaving those
without strong advocates—often, the population under study—
particularly ill served (Corduneanu-Huci, Dorsch, and Maarek
2022; Herman et al. 2022). These asymmetries are common and
not limited to international studies or those of low-income coun-
tries by teams based in high-income countries. As Deaton (2020,
21) observed, “Even in the US, nearly all RCTs [randomized

controlled trials] on the welfare system are done by better-heeled,
better-educated, and paler people on lower-income, less-educated,
and darker people.”

Thus, there is good reason to be concerned about potential
misalignment of goals and expectations, which can lead to nega-
tive or undesired outcomes particularly among the study popula-
tion. However, researchers often lack data on parties’ expectations

Whereas collaborative research offers several potential benefits, it also generates increased
possibilities for confusion and misalignment among both team members and the
populations they study.

…researchers often lack data on parties’ expectations and goals and thus are left to
speculate about the role of misalignment on research outcomes.
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and goals and therefore are left to speculate about the role of
misalignment on research outcomes.

RESEARCH DESIGN

I studied a pilot NVC training program conducted in 2021 in
Bangladesh, the Maldives, and Sri Lanka. The training brought
together a diverse team that included a researcher, leaders from
multiple UN organizations and country offices, donors, an NVC
expert, facilitators and translators, and approximately 100 partic-
ipants.

NVC aims to improve communication between individuals by
helping them to identify their unmet needs and by endowing them
with the confidence to make actionable demands for those needs
to be addressed (see online appendix figure A1). The program was
conducted during nine full-day sessions (10 in Sri Lanka) divided
into different waves, with a few weeks elapsing between each, and
each successive wave becoming more advanced (see online appen-
dix table A1). Participants were recruited by UN country offices
and cooperating nongovernmental organizations.2 Sessions
included activities such as role playing and empathic-listening
exercises using material from the participants’ lives.

Before the program began, I conducted a survey with OP team
members and the study population. I then conducted follow-up
surveys with participants after the second wave (i.e., midline
survey) and the third wave (i.e., endline survey) of the program.
I supplemented qualitative and quantitative data from these
surveys with insights from semi-structured interviews conducted
with study participants and session notes. I recorded 148 com-
pleted survey responses from study participants (table 1). I also
was able to obtain survey responses from 13 members of the OP
team, including representatives from all three country offices, UN
Women and the UNDP, the NVC intervention leader, and pro-
gram facilitators.

I used a few different measures of individuals’ expected pro-
gram impacts. Both OP members and study participants were
asked to rank the following areas in terms of priorities for the
program: social cohesion, gender inequality, violent extremism,
and gender-based violence (see online appendix section B for
survey text).3 They also were asked to reflect in open-ended
questions on how a successful program impact would look. In
addition, study participants were asked to select and rank from a
set of possible reasons those that motivated them to participate in
the program. Subsequent waves of the survey aimed to modify
question wording as little as possible to effectively track changes
over time. For example, in the endline survey, participants were
asked to select and rank the reasons that they would give to
someone else who was considering attending the program.

Individuals who expressed interest in participating in the
program applied for a slot.4 Descriptions of expected program
deliverables were relatively vague andmentioned all of the priority
areas described previously. Because participants voluntarily
applied to take part in this program, I viewed their expected gains
from joining as reflective not only of their expectations but also of
their goals vis-à-vis the program.

RESULTS

What did OP team members hope to gain from the training
program, and did their goals match the desired program impacts
of study participants? Figure 1 compares rankings of priorities
before the program began for study participants (left panel) and
OP members (right panel). Although both groups appeared to
highly value social cohesion, differences emerged regarding
gender inequality and violent extremism. Specifically, 50% of
OP members ranked gender inequality as their first priority for
the program, compared with only 14% of study participants—a
difference that is statistically distinguishable from zero.5 In
contrast, 50% of study participants ranked violent extremism as
their first or second priority, totaling the same percentage of OP
members who ranked extremism as their lowest priority of the
four issues.6

I thus found evidence of misalignment of goals and expecta-
tions between study participants and OP members. Where mis-
alignment exists, do we observe—as the literature predicts—that
the aims of the OP are prioritized more heavily than those of study
participants? Figure 2 displays changes in the participants’ per-
ceived program priority areas from the pre-program baseline
survey to the endline survey, providing evidence consistent with
this expectation. Specifically, compared with the baseline survey,
study participants in the endline survey were more likely to state
gender inequality (comparatively more prioritized by the OP
before the program began; see figure 1) as a program priority
and were less likely to state violent extremism as a priority
(comparatively more prioritized by study participants). In con-
trast, I did not observe any evidence of over-time changes in
perceived priority for issues on which there was no misalignment
between participants and the OP (i.e., social cohesion and gender-
based violence).

It is interesting that even as both OP teammembers and study
participants prioritized social cohesion before the program began,
I also observed evidence suggesting that participants over the
course of the program lowered their expectations regarding its
impact on the broader community. Whereas 91% of pre-program
respondents chose “a desire to be involved in programs affecting
my community” as a primary reason for joining the program, this

Table 1

Study Participant Survey Respondents by Wave and Country

BASELINE SURVEY MIDLINE SURVEY ENDLINE SURVEY OVERALL

Bangladesh 22 (17) 17 (15) 19 (15) 58 (47)

The Maldives 27 (15) 9 (3) 19 (17) 55 (35)

Sri Lanka 32 (26) 22 (20) 20 (19) 74 (65)

Overall 83 (58) 49 (39) 58 (51) 190 (148)

Notes: Numbers indicate the total number of study respondents who started (completed) the survey. A few of the respondents’ countries could not be verified.
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percentage declined to 79% in the midline survey and to 62% in the
endline survey.7 Consistently, a large portion of endline respon-
dents reported that the program improved outcomes primarily for
participants only (8%) or for participants and their close contacts
only (35%). Consequently, study participants’ prioritization of
community outreach appears to have been somewhat at odds with
program design. However, it is unclear whether the shortcomings
were caused by misalignment between participants and at least
some members of the OP or due to a challenge in implementation
even in the presence of alignment.8

A final question concerns the effects of misaligned goals and
expectations on study participants’ experience and evaluation of
the program. I observed quantitative evidence that study partici-
pants for whom I expected misalignment to be greater had worse
perceptions of the program. For example, 58% of those who stated
pre-program that violent extremismwas amain priority—and who
were thus expected to be disappointed by a lack of program focus
on the topic—later stated that the program exceeded their expec-
tations. This compared with 88% of those who did not rank violent
extremism as a top priority.9

Many of the quantitative findings reported in this article are
supported by my qualitative data. First, mirroring figure 1, OP

members exhibited a greater pre-program emphasis on gender.
For instance, when asked to reflect on any desired program
changes, one respondent wrote that they hoped the program
would change “misconceptions surrounding gender equality and
how inequality many times contributes to fueling conflict.”
Another stated that they hoped for changes in beliefs such as
“women are inferior” and “men know best what serves the
society.” In contrast, when asked what they hoped to gain from
the program, study participants were far more likely to mention
violence—often with an application to the community. One study
participant’s response for desired impact was a common refrain:
“How to deal with violent cases and how to minimize violence
within the community.” Differences in focus were evident when
considering the frequency of terms relating to gender, violence,
and the community in open-ended responses to the question on
desired program impacts: 38% of study participants mentioned
violence in their answer, 29% mentioned the broader community,
and 20% mentioned gender versus 14%, 21%, and 36%, respectively,
of OP members.

Second, when asked in the endline survey to evaluate program
impacts, study participants tended to highlight issues more highly
valued by the OP, which again suggests a greater prioritization of

Figure 1
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OP goals. For instance, one respondent stated that the program
helped them to “know more about gender equality in my life.”
Another wrote that the program was most “useful for men.”Most
accounts highlighted individuals’ improvements in their personal
life as opposed to the broader community. For instance, one
participant shared how the program had improved their commu-
nication with their daughter; another reflected that the program
had allowed them to “reduce my personal conflict with me andmy
mind.”

Third, study participants’ complaints about the program and
areas for improvement often centered on issues—violent extrem-
ism and community impact—that my findings suggested were

not prioritized as highly by the program and implementing
OP. For instance, one study participant wrote, “I think we can
discuss more social issues…I would love to learn how I can
handle and should act in a more critical social issue like violence
in the name of religion.” Many noted a desire for more commu-
nity outreach. These findings provide additional evidence that
misalignment of goals led to some participant dissatisfaction
with the program. They also suggest that participants’ goals
began to approximate OP goals at least in part because

intervention content more closely mirrored OP priorities, as
opposed to being due only to participants better learning what
the OP wanted to hear.

CONCLUSION

This study presents evidence on the role of goals and expectations
using explicit measures elicited from members of a collaborative
research project. I found evidence of goal misalignment between
the OP and study participants; that where misalignment existed,
the goals of the OP seemingly received higher priority; and that
this misalignment led to some participant dissatisfaction with
program deliverables.

How can collaborative research teams address issues related to
misaligned goals and expectations? I posit that the explicit elici-
tation and communication of team members’ goals and expecta-
tions can provide two central benefits.

First, once misalignment in individuals’ goals has been iden-
tified, collaborative research teams can aim to adjust the program
design so that it better meets the needs of all parties. The program
under study in this article, for instance, could have been adjusted
to better meet study participants’ desires for a focus on violent

I found evidence of goal misalignment between the OP and study participants; that where
misalignment existed, the goals of the OP seemingly received higher priority; and that this
misalignment led to some participant dissatisfaction with program deliverables.

Figure 2

Over-Time Changes in Participants’ Perceived Program Priorities
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Note: This figure displays changes in individuals’ rankings of expected and perceived program issue-impact areas. For each area, rankings (dependent variable) are regressed on an
indicator variable for whether data are from the endline survey (=1) or the pre-program baseline survey (=0). Higher values indicate higher perceived program priority. Regression
results without (solid lines) and with (light) country fixed effects, as well as 90% and 95% confidence intervals, are shown.
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extremism and the community based on pre-program goal-
elicitation insights.

Second, even when misalignment in goals cannot be suffi-
ciently addressed to satisfy all parties, the advance communication
of this fact can align team-member expectations. In the example of
the NVC program, perhaps OP team members could have con-
cluded that the program could not address issues related to violent
extremism in the broader community. Communication of this fact
to study participants could have led them to adjust downward
their expectations on this issue, thereby reducing their likelihood
of disappointment.

Of course, the explicit elicitation and communication of
team members’ goals is not a salve for all issues. First, direct
elicitation is not always possible for all parties—for instance,
when study participants are part of a project without their
knowledge. In this event, it nevertheless can be valuable to
elicit and address misalignment in the goals and expectations
of a subset of team members (e.g., researchers or the OP).
Notably, not only were there differences within the OP in the
NVC study; some OP members also even conceded that they
did not have a clear expectation for how the program should
work or via which pathway. When direct elicitation of study
participants’ goals is not possible, research team members also
can rely on local knowledge and implementers, fieldwork,
baseline survey data, and other already-available information
and data sources to gain insight in advance of a program about
what study participants’ goals “might be.” Maintaining a con-
stant line of contact also helps to identify and address potential
mismatches as they arise.

Second, explicitly acknowledged goals may not be fully infor-
mative in that they fail to capture more implicit or sensitive aims
or pressures. Researchers can take steps to gain a fuller picture: for
instance, my baseline survey was conducted before individuals
were exposed to what other group members might view as a
socially desirable answer; I clarified that surveys were anonymous
and there were no “correct” answers; and I supplemented surveys
with in-depth interviews when I could probe further and intuit
more implicit signals. Researchers additionally can consider
adopting popular methods for eliciting truthful answers on sen-
sitive survey topics (e.g., list experiments).

Third, there are areas where only the communication of mis-
alignment may be insufficient. For instance, although this article
focuses on anOP and study participants—in part because I was the
only researcher on the project—researchers often operate on rela-
tively short time horizons and prioritize publication. To ensure
that both parties’ needs were met, the OP and I formally agreed
that I would deliver an evaluation report and that they would
allowme to retain any obtained data. Formalized agreements may
be necessary to address these more structural considerations (see
also Haas et al. 2022).
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NOTES

1. The second and fifth sections discuss researcher goals.

2. See online appendix table A2 for sample demographics.

3. By improving communication and understanding, it was theorized that NVC
would improve social cohesion and gender relations, and—particularly because
gender stereotypingwas viewed as amethod of encouraging radicalization—reduce
violent extremism. See online appendix section A.4 for program background
provided by the OP.

4. See online appendix section A.3 for a sample application form.

5. A two-sample test of proportions yields a z statistic=2.49, Pr=0.01.

6. A two-sample test of the proportions of participant and OP respondents who
ranked violent extremism as their fourth priority yields a z statistic=1.67, Pr=0.09
(Pr=0.04 for a one-tailed test).

7. A two-sample test of proportions comparing the baseline survey versus the endline
survey yields a z statistic=3.51, Pr=0.00.

8. The lack of community impact in the presence of individual learning also may
reflect a difference in partial versus general equilibrium effects of the program
(Barrett 2021).

9. A two-sample test of proportions yields a z statistic=1.93, Pr=0.05.
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