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Collaboration can be defined as a mutually beneficial, well-defined relationship entered into by 

two or more individuals or organizations to achieve common goals. In research collaboration 

those goals are centered on sharing knowledge, ideas and experiences to produce joint scientific 

outcomes. National and international research collaboration is advocated for knowledge 

development and exchange and therefore incentivized by universities, government and agency 

funding.  The individuals’ incentive for collaborating often resides in inequality, some difference 

in capabilities that incentivizes at least one of the parties to pursue a collaboration agenda. 

Therefore, collaboration harbors expectations of empowerment in addition to the expectation of 

meeting a common research goal.   

This paper draws on two lines of theory, namely affordance theory and Sen’s capability approach 

(CA).  These specific theories are applicable because both explain concepts that imply an 

opportunity space and relationships between artefact and human agency. Collaboration can be 

considered as a product or as a process; both instantiations of collaboration present affordances, 

capabilities and challenges. For example, empowerment relates to the collaborations affordances 

and the collaborator’s agency.  The purpose of this paper is to understand the affordances, 

capabilities and the challenges that underlie sustainable inter- and intra-research collaborations 

between postgraduate students and between the students, supervisors and research mentors. The 

context is the design of a digital platform to support research collaboration between doctoral 

students from different Southern African universities.   

This study applied a case study approach to guide the data capturing performed during focus 

group discussions with ICT4D postgraduate students.  The analysis of the data provides insights 

into the affordances and  capabilities on the interpersonal (micro) and institutional (meso) levels 

when researchers navigate the constraints imposed by the infrastructural and behavioral barriers 

to collaboration.  The findings identify postgraduate students’ priorities when considering the 

collaboration support system’s affordances and highlight the critical indicators and constraints. 

The main contribution is an evidence-based explanation of the alignment between the 

affordances and the capabilities in research collaboration that could inform the design of 

sustainable research collaboration initiatives.


