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Background
• The New Zealand’s Biological Heritage National Science Challenge | Ngā Koiora

Tuku iho (BioHeritage), is one of eleven National Science Challenges (NSCs) 

established in 2014.

• Mission-led research, devolved funding in two ‘tranches’ (T1: 2014-2019 and T2: 

2019-2024), to a total of  $63.7m.

• Hosted by Manaaki Whenua Landcare Research, comprises 18 Challenge 

parties (all CRIs and Universities, Cawthron, DOC, MPI), plus many independent 

researchers





Our Approach:
Collective Impact

The commitment to a common agenda of a group of important 
actors from different sectors for solving specific strategic problems 
that will deliver enduring national benefit.

The need: create greater impact from science

Challenge role: Convene, Prioritise, Connect, Accelerate, Evaluate success



www.bioheritage.nz

• In Tranche 1 we ran a fairly ‘traditional’ MBIE style of contract

• Lots of detail, tables of milestones from year one 

stretching to year 4 or 5. 

• In Tranche 2 we wanted to do things differently

– doing science differently

– contracting science differently => more 

flexibility, ability to pivot, better suited to the 

highly collaborative nature of the Challenge, 

more in keeping with the BioHeritage values

Contracting approach

“It’s a pretty standard contract – just sign here, 

below, ‘…and hung by the neck until dead.’.”
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Relational contracting

Frydlinger et al. Unpacking Relational Contracts

• Today there is  a growing use of relational contracting - a formal contract based around a 
highly collaborative relationship where the parties consciously choose to make social norms 
contractually binding. 

• Not a new thing – the term dates back to the 60’s, when much of the business world ran on 
‘handshake deals’ : a ‘man’s* word’ in a brief letter, a handshake, or common ‘honesty and 
decency’ (as it had done for centuries).

• Around the same time lawyers began a trend to 
create more formalised “complete” contracts.  
We moved to transactional contracts, including
more and more detailed plans trying to deal with
an endless list of “what-if?” questions.

* Or woman’s (forgive me, this was the 60’s)

https://www.worldcc.com/Portals/IACCM/resources/files/9487_unpacking-relational-contractingv19-oct-11-2016.pdf
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However…

Frydlinger et al. Unpacking Relational Contracts

• Psychological research shows that we are not really that good at
planning, but at the same time we believe we are good planners. 

• If we try to build detailed plans into our contracts, but our plans 
are often flawed, we might not get the best result. 
(Frydlinger et al. refer to a ‘contracting fallacy’ )

• Add to this that in research we are working with unknowns, the notion of contracts detailing 
plans 4-6 years into the future becomes even more questionable.

• Supported by research showing how and when relational contracts out-perform 
conventional transactional contracts in terms of cost advantages, time, quality and innovation.

• Workshop with Challenge Parties:  High degree of trust, everyone was happy with the legal stuff 
         => Keep the basics (high level research aims, funding, timeframe…) and split out the research
              detail from the legal elements.

https://www.worldcc.com/Portals/IACCM/resources/files/9487_unpacking-relational-contractingv19-oct-11-2016.pdf
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• At the end of Tranche 1 we ran an extensive ‘Scoping’ process – took a year (longer than 

anticipated), and ended up a research output in it’s own right (report & paper*)

• EOIs invited from a wide variety of people, not just scientists

• People took part as individuals, not representing organisations, and brought input from 

their wider networks.  Paid people for their time.

• Each scoping group produced a report identifying research priorities for Tranche 2

• Process also helped us meet a lot of people, and informed choices of co-leads

Leading into Tranche 2…

*paper:  https://doi.org/10.1080/1177083X.2023.2227675

https://doi.org/10.1080/1177083X.2023.2227675
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~Traditional proposal
(but we pay researchers to do this,
not done for ‘free’ before contract)

Could work for MBIE 
Platforms, SSIF… which 
currently submit forward 
looking plans
(although probably much higher level)

Scoping process
informed
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Since details of the Work Plan will not be determined before this 

contract is signed, the parties agree that their relationship will be 

governed by good faith, mutual trust and confidence and that the 

Services will be provided in accordance with the BioHeritage Operating 

Principles and Values...

Wording from contract 



HIGH TRUST MODEL



“The flexibility and trust offered by the Challenge enabled us 
to work responsively to the timelines of our communities, 
work to needs on the ground, and build capacities when and 
where they are needed, which we think delivered much 
more appropriate and effective research outcomes”

Ocean Mercier
(Co-lead SO5 Novel tools for invertebrate control,
  4S Conference, Honolulu November 2023)
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“The BioHeritage contract model enabled the Eco-index to take an agile approach to its 
research and product development design.  Applied research rarely follows a linear 
pathway, with avenues of discovery shifting according to trial-and-error learning, new 
discoveries, and shifting technical, economic, and political contexts.  

The Eco-index relished the opportunity of being able to shift direction as needed based on 
open and flexible contracting arrangements and excellent feedback processes between 
the research team and challenge leadership.  This approach enabled us to exceed our 
original contracted deliverables by some margin as we were not ‘locked’ into ‘dead ends’ 
that would have otherwise wasted time and resources.”

John Reid
(Co-lead SO1 Eco-Index)
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BioHeritage approach, aims to…
• Trust and empower researchers - ability to adapt as new 

knowledge and opportunities arise

• Discourage a locked in mindset – that’s what the contract 

says, so that is what we will do…

• Encourage (and enable) regular review/refinement  of 

approach and direction

• Shift from ‘fortune teller mode’ – make detailed plan with 

critical steps/milestones many years into the future – follow 

plan ;   to…

• … a focus on desired outcomes, and actively planning and adapting

to give the best chance of delivering the best outcomes and impacts




	Slide 1
	Slide 2: Background
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13: Wording from contract 
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17: BioHeritage approach, aims to…
	Slide 18

