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The
Problem

▪Many social justice issues need 

research

▪Many NGOs want and need research

▪Many academics need their research 

to have impact + their lives to have 

meaning

▪ BUT, why then are Academic-NGO 

collaborations:

▪ So rare? 

▪ Often frustrating and disillusioning? 

▪ AND, what can we do to make them work?



My
Background

▪5 years studying low-wage migrant 

workers in Singapore

▪ Surveys of over 2,000 workers

▪ Qualitative interviews with over 300

▪ Published policy reports + academic 

papers

▪ Two hats:

▪ Academic: Assistant Professor of 

Sociology, 

Singapore Management University

▪ NGO volunteer: TWC2 Research 

Subcommittee



Four 
answers

How to bridge University-

NGO divide? 

1. Acknowledge different cultures

2. Acknowledge different interests

3. Make explicit agreements, with 

simple rules

4. Start dialogue about effective 

research



1. Acknowledge 
different 
cultures

▪Honesty about different cultures and 

stereotypes we have:

▪ Academics often feel NGOs:

▪ Appeal to emotion before facts and 

argument

▪ Not meticulous enough

▪ Prioritise justice over the truth

▪ Take on lost causes

▪ Don’t understand sacrifices academics 

make by associating with NGOs

▪ Don’t respect agreed boundaries, 

putting in jeopardy key relationships 

with policy players. 



1. Acknowledge 
different 
cultures

▪ Honesty about different cultures and 

stereotypes we have:

▪ NGOs often feel academics:

▪ Are detached from pressing social issues

▪ Lack empathy for immediate suffering

▪ Parachute in, with little idea

▪ Behave like experts, speak down to NGOs

▪ Take a lot from clients and NGOs, without 

giving in return

▪ People who want to keep good relations with 

governments

▪ Tell themselves convenient lies about 

neutrality, when it is just in service of power

▪ Equivocating on basic moral and ethical 

principles



1. Acknowledge 
different 
cultures

▪What to do about this clash of 

cultures?

▪Acknowledge:

▪ that there are many truths in both 

perspectives

▪ the perspectives arise from painful 

real experiences, bad collaborations.

▪Commit to interact on the basis of

▪ Equality

▪ Mutual respect 



2. Acknowledge 
different 
interests

▪Differences are not JUST cultural

▪Differences are also based in 

interests

▪These need acknowledgement and 

explicit negotiation



2. Acknowledge 
different 
interests

▪ NGOs interests include:

▪ Promoting advocacy and change

▪ Addressing raw injustices they see 

everyday

▪ For NGOs good research:

▪ Timely

▪ Communicates with public and policy 

makers

▪ Newsworthy

▪ Speaks to central policy and political 

debates

▪ Changes policy

▪ Raises public awareness



2. Acknowledge 
different 
interests

▪ Academics interests include:

▪ Career advancement

▪ Meeting needs of university

▪ Keeping access to policy makers

▪ For academics good research:

▪ High standards

▪ Circumspect conclusions

▪ Contributes to generalisable knowledge

▪ Published in high impact journals

▪ Wins internal and external grants

▪ Doesn’t cause trouble for our bosses or 

our contacts in government or industry



3. Explicit 
Agreements and 

Simple Rules

▪Acknowledgement, awareness, self-

consciousness, partial cure.

▪Explicit, simple agreements, 

another partial cure

▪Simple rules because they are 

memorable and easily 

implemented.



3. Explicit 
Agreements and 

Simple Rules

▪ Rules TWC2 uses:

▪ Clear ownership of research:

▪ Data, editing, acknowledgement, 

public release, usage

▪ Signed agreements with volunteers 

and collaborators

▪ No join projects. Either its yours (outside 

TWC2), or it’s ours (TWC2’s).

▪ Avoid university IRB/Ethics Committees. 

▪ Sacrifice journal publication

▪ Resources too high

▪ In Singapore they are site of censorship



4. Dialogue 
about effective 

research

▪Creating a research community 

requires creating shared 

understanding of what is “effective 

research” for social justice? 



4. Dialogue 
about effective 

research

▪Some principles of “effective 

research” for marginalised 

communities:

1. Value policy change

2. Don’t just value policy change

3. Value public awareness and movement 

building

4. Value evidence for experiences of the 

marginalised

5. Expose the myths of the powerful



4. Dialogue 
about effective 

research

▪Final story: When three days 

achieves more than five years.

▪ Issue: Collusion of private doctors

▪ Five question survey – one Friday night

▪ Facts:

▪ One in three workers receive four days or less 

MC at private doctor

▪ Same injuries later got average of 94 days of 

MC at public hospitals

▪ Front Page of Sunday Times – that Sunday


