
 

158 
 

  



159 
 

The ISSUES Project: An Example of Knowledge Brokering at the 
Research Programme Level 

By Przybycien K., Beckmann K., Pratt K., Cooper A., Crishna N. and Jowitt P. 

Abstract     

This paper examines knowledge brokering as a method of knowledge transfer at the research programme 
level using the ISSUES project as an example. The analysis is undertaken in the context of existing theories 
of knowledge brokering, focussing on the three roles of knowledge brokers: knowledge managers, linking 
agents and capacity builders. To illustrate the nature of brokering at the programme level, the authors 
propose two models: the ‘one-to-one’ model, where brokers work with individual producers and users of 
knowledge, often supporting the transactional side of knowledge transfer; and the ‘many-to-many’ 
model, where brokers mediate between multiple producers and users of knowledge to encourage the 
formation of individual relationships. This latter model has particular relevance to large and complex 
research programmes. Using examples from the ISSUES project, the paper recommends that future 
applications of this approach may benefits from embedding knowledge brokering into the work of the 
research programme as well as coordinating it with other knowledge transfer schemes. 

Introduction: 

Recent governmental reviews (Lambert review (2003), Wary report(2006), Excellence 

with Impact (2007a)) consistently highlight the importance of knowledge transfer in 

academic research. Yet in the past funding for knowledge transfer available from research 

councils has appeared inconsistent and uncoordinated, causing confusion for researchers 

and end users alike (House of Commons Science and Technology Committee 2006). To 

overcome this, Research Councils conducted a review where groups of knowledge 

transfer schemes have been identified (RCUK 2007). They included: Dissemination, 

Placements, Secondments, Exchanges, Collaborative Research Fellowships and Research 

Brokering. This paper focuses on the latter grouping: ‘Research Brokering’. 

For Research Councils, brokering is achieved by employing ‘…a specialist who can 

identify opportunities for the commercialisation and exploitation of research and broker 

the linkages’ (RCUK 2007). However, this definition ignores other dimensions of 

brokering that may also be undertaken by collective bodies. In the policy context these 

might include ‘science advisory committees, Governmental research institutes, learned 

societies, consultancy firms, and think tanks…’ (Holmes and Clark 2008). Large research 

programmes funded by research councils may also benefit from tailored research 

brokering that extend the traditional dissemination and networking approaches. 
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 This paper explores how the ’many-to-many’ model may help to contextualise brokering 

activities performed at research programme level, and puts this in context with examples 

from ISSUES. 

Knowledge brokering  

Knowledge brokering refers to the ‘…processes used by intermediaries (knowledge 

brokers) in mediating between sources of knowledge (usually in research) and users of 

knowledge’(Bielak, Campbell et al. 2008). The general purpose of knowledge brokering 

is to improve knowledge exchange for the wider benefit of all (Bielak, Campbell et al. 

2008) but sometimes its aims can be much more specific and tangible, for example: ‘... 

to identify opportunities for commercialisation and exploitation of research’ (RCUK 

2007). In either case the pro-activity of the broker in making linkages between researchers 

and end users is implied. Brokering may occur between researchers and end users with 

commercial aims or may be undertaken for the ‘public good’, then filtering down to policy 

makers and practitioners who act on the evidence. By understanding the needs of involved 

parties, brokering can improve two-way information flow and thus better match between 

knowledge ‘push’ and knowledge ‘pull’ (Bielak, Campbell et al. 2008). Knowledge 

brokers can be individuals, projects, organisations or bigger organisational structures. 

They are the ‘intermediaries […] who link the producers and users of knowledge to 

strengthen the generation, dissemination and eventual use of […] knowledge’ (Bielak, 

Campbell et al. 2008). These activities fall roughly into three roles performed by 

knowledge brokers that Meyer describes as ‘knowledge managers’, ‘link builders’ and 

‘capacity builders’ (Meyer 2010). This categorisation provided a framework to analyse 

activities conducted by the ISSUES Project as a programme level knowledge broker. In 

the following sections this paper will describe the current role of knowledge brokers and 

introduce two new models for conceptualising brokering. This will be followed by an 

analysis of the ISSUES Project as a knowledge broker, illustrated with activities which 

cover its roles as a knowledge manager, linking agent and capacity builder. 

Models of knowledge brokering activities  

Analysis of the existing forms of knowledge brokering reveals two distinct models: ‘one-

to-one’ and ‘many –to-many’. The distinction is based on: the role of the broker; the 

method and purpose of brokering; and measurability. 
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The ‘one-to-one’ model 

 ‘One-to-one’ brokering aims to support a specific research finding or expertise being 

utilised in a given context and occurs between a specific researcher and end user. The 

involvement of the broker in this process is direct and practical. Their support covers both 

finding the right stakeholders for engagement, and leading both parties through the 

technical and transactional process of knowledge transfer. The purpose of their 

involvement is ‘to make things happen’ and make sure the engagement goes smoothly. 

Examples of this type of brokering are likely to produce immediate, tangible results and 

quantitative metrics. Such brokering is often applied when research findings are already 

defined, tangible and have potential to be commercialised. 

Currently, many funded brokering activities fall into the category of the ‘one-to-one’ 

model. They either have specific aims for finding opportunities for, and facilitating the 

commercial application of tangible research findings or academic expertise (examples 

from UK Research Council funded projects include: the Technology Translators at 

Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council or Research Translators at Medical 

Research Council) (RCUK 2007). Alternatively, end user driven brokers seek to find 

solutions for particular problems (2KT project(2008)). In both cases the activities lead to 

a specific research result, expertise or a specific end user problem becoming the driver 

for an interaction between the knowledge producer and the user 

 

 
Figure 28’One-to-one’ model 

The ‘many-to-many’ model 

‘Many-to-many’ brokering applies where many research findings are relevant to many, 

diverse end-user communities. This type of brokering is typical of a complex research 

programme concerned with multifaceted research questions. The findings are often less 

straightforward than a specific solution to a problem and they rather they support better 

informed decision making. The uptake of this knowledge can happen through gradual 

influence on end user practice and this in itself may eventually stimulate ‘one-to-one’ 

interactions and the resultant utilisation of research. It is difficult to measure the results 

of this type of brokering due to the more diffuse nature of its outcomes or lack of 



162 
 

awareness of the longer term effects. Indicators of activity provide measures of impact 

and therefore aid the assessment (Meagher, Lyall et al. 2008). Here brokers do not 

represent any individual findings, expertise or their application but look at them 

collectively, enabling and encouraging individual interactions but not getting involved in 

them. Therefore the brokering that occurs in the ‘many-to-many’ model involves creating 

an environment for engagement, rather than connecting specific stakeholders and leading 

them through the process of knowledge transfer.  

 

 
Figure 29 ‘Many-to-many’ model 

The SUE Programme  

The Sustainable Urban Environment (SUE) 1  programme provides an example of a 

complex research programme where knowledge brokering through the ISSUES Project 

has followed the ‘many-to-many’ model. The EPSRC funded SUE Programme consists 

of eighteen consortia, involving researchers from 40 UK research institutions. The 

original twelve consortia were known collectively as SUE 1. The consortia were 

categorised into clusters around four themes: Urban and Built Environment; Waste, Water 

and Land Management; Transport; and Metrics, Knowledge Management and Decision 

Making. These were followed by six further consortia, known as SUE 2, which are 

currently at their mid-way point. Each consortium is cross-disciplinary, combining 

research groups from different backgrounds.  

The ISSUES Project 

The ISSUES Project is the knowledge transfer arm of the SUE programme. It is a 

collaboration between Heriot-Watt University and the University of Cambridge. The 

ISSUES project facilitates the collective knowledge transfer of research outputs and 

outcomes from the SUE Programme to the potential end user communities from policy 

and practice. It began in January 2007 and will end in December 2010, spanning the end 

of the SUE 1 projects and ending half way through SUE 2.  

                                                 
1 www.urbansustainability.co.uk 
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The ISSUES Project as programme level broker  

Meyer’s classification of knowledge brokering roles as ‘knowledge managers, linking 

agents and capacity builders’(Meyer 2010) has been used as a framework to put the 

activities undertaken by the ISSUES Project in the context of its role as a ‘many-to-many’ 

knowledge broker (see Table1). Each of these roles informs and justifies the other, and 

so it ensures a holistic approach to the knowledge transfer process, addressing the critique 

of  many knowledge transfer and dissemination activities lacking strategic approach 

(Nutley, Walter et al. 2007). 

Table 1: Table of ISSUES Activities 

 Know
ledge 

m
anaging 

Linking 

Capacity 
building 

Information portal/search engine (SUE Gateway) X X  
Web directory of expertise (SUE Gallery of Experts) X X  

Online video portal (SUE Explains Vidiowiki) X  X 

Events (Ebbsfleet Challenge, Brave New City, etc.)  X X 

Movie poster  tour X   

Issues research based  publications and reports  X  X 

Feature articles about SUE in trade media  X X  

Summarising research portfolios into plain language X X  

Newsletters, postcards, events  X X  

SUE Exchange meetings for researchers   X X 

KTN network ‘_connect’ platform   X  

Advocacy meetings  X X X 

KT Guidebook for Researchers   X 

Impact training for Researchers    X 

Knowledge managers: searching, categorising, translating and redistributing knowledge  

 ‘Many-to-many’ brokering requires achieving a balance between generalisation, 

categorisation and a tailored approach. 

Research and Categorisation 

The initial stages of the ISSUES project focused on establishing knowledge foundations 

about SUE research, end-user audiences in urban environment and the processes of 

knowledge transfer itself. This exercise confirmed the existence of a gap between the 

supply and demand of knowledge in the urban environment (Moncaster, Baker et al. 2009, 

Crishna, Przybycien et al. 2010); the domination of a ‘knowledge push’ approach and use 

ISSUES Activity 

Knowledge brokering  
Activity 
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of printed formats in its execution; and the varying level of the perceived importance of 

knowledge transfer amongst researchers from relatively high to non-existent. It also 

revealed that academic jargon and an overload of information can be significant obstacles 

to knowledge uptake (Beckmann and Mason 2010). 

Translation of Knowledge  

The translation of knowledge in the ‘many-to-many’ context is an important and 

challenging task because the disciplines, language and information formats are varied and 

many. The translation of findings focused therefore on jargon free communication and 

use of common communication tools and formats. Knowledge translation occurred in 

various forms, from summarising research portfolios into plain language and distilling 

complex reports, to formatting the information using new media and online tools. Such 

translation activity can be exemplified by the SUE EXPLAINS Vidiowiki 2 . This 

interactive forum consists of a network of linked video summaries by researchers, policy 

makers and practitioners who explain their work in a three minute synopsis. Throughout 

ISSUES, use of new media technologies and communication techniques was aided by 

employing a journalist who had experience in research communication.  

Dissemination  

The dissemination of multiple research findings into multiple destinations was a feature 

of ‘many-to-many’ brokering. It involved the creation of a coherent representation of the 

SUE programme as a whole, as well as providing tailored information from specific 

consortia to specific locations. The approach consisted yet again of managing the balance 

between ‘pushing information out’ through collective or tailored broadcasting of SUE 

and stimulating ‘knowledge pull’, by ‘whetting the appetite’ of stakeholders.  

 

Effecting ‘knowledge push’ in the ISSUES Project 

The ISSUES project conducted general dissemination, aimed at diffusing information and 

raising the profile of SUE research amongst urban environment stakeholders and the 

general public. Traditional dissemination strategies such as printed and internet based 

marketing materials, newsletters and organised events were complemented by less 

                                                 
2 http://vidiowiki.com/feature/list/jqem67t/ 
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common approaches. Focus was placed on the creation of online tools, drawing on  earlier 

research findings that practitioners preferred access to new knowledge via the internet 

and ideally through one portal (Beckmann and Mason 2010). These also helped to create 

a coherent public interface for the SUE Programme.3 

The second part of the approach was targeted dissemination, which involved sending 

information to recognised sources of new knowledge for urban environment practitioners 

(Beckmann and Mason 2010) To date, over twenty articles have been published in trade 

journals and professional magazines. Finally, advocacy methods, such as meetings with 

government representatives (for example from Department for Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs, Department for Transport, Department of Communities and Local 

Government), were undertaken to promote SUE as a sound and accessible source of 

evidence for policy making.  

 

Generating knowledge ‘pull’ in the ISSUES Project 

The ISSUES Project also used methods to specifically attract or ‘pull’ potential end users 

towards research produced by SUE. An example of this was the ‘Brave New City’ event 

series, held in Edinburgh and London. The invited panellists were asked to introduce a 

clip chosen from the ITN Source broadcast footage provider to spark off their discussion 

of the Brave New City. The stature of the speakers attracted interest in the event from the 

outset and ISSUES used it to attract two media partners: The Architects’ Journal and IKT 

magazine, as well as a host of attendees who would be unlikely to attend a traditional 

academic dissemination event (The overwhelming majority (75%) of the audience were 

practitioners from both the private and public sector). This ‘Trojan horse’ approach to 

event dissemination ensured a more high profile panel, greater press coverage and 

attracted an audience not accustomed to attending ‘academic’ events or events about 

Knowledge Transfer.  

The ISSUES Project as a Linking Agent between Stakeholders 

In the context of the ‘many-to-many’ model the linking process needs to occur within the 

research community itself, as well as between the researchers and the end user audience.  

                                                 
3 The web based tools included: a) the ‘SUE Gateway’ portal, allowing practitioners to search for evidence and tools in the 
SUE Programme from one single online space; b) the ‘SUE Gallery of Experts’ providing summaries of and access to the 
expertise created by the SUE Programme in all areas of urban sustainability, and c) the SUE EXPLAINS Vidiowiki, featuring 
summaries of SUE research presented by SUE researchers themselves. 
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Creating links between the knowledge producers 

The size and geographical spread of the SUE research programme was significant, and 

because of this, one of the first tasks of the ISSUES project was to create a coherent ‘SUE 

identity’. This was achieved by publishing joint materials and creating a collective online 

presence such as the ‘Gallery of Experts’, where SUE researchers from across the 

programme feature as a collective body of knowledge on the urban environment. As well 

as creating these ‘virtual’ interfaces, ISSUES project provided opportunities for SUE 

researchers to meet, exchange experience and undertake joint actions by organising 

events. 

 

Creating links with end-user communities 

Due to the nature of the research, defining specific end users for research findings was 

challenging and resulted in a widespread approach to link building. End users included 

policy makers and practitioners from the fields of urban and transport planning, 

engineering, architecture, building and so on, each with their own modes and methods of 

practice. This diversity of practice across the public and private spheres is characteristic 

of the ‘many-to-many’ model. Linking SUE researchers with their diverse end user 

groups was achieved via several mechanisms and creating an environment for knowledge 

exchange and networking on both real and virtual platforms. Contemporary studies have 

suggested that the creation of informal contact and networks are the enabling factors for 

successful knowledge transfer (Holi, Wickramasinghe et al. 2008, Meagher, Lyall et al. 

2008)and therefore ISSUES sought to provide various opportunities for these to occur. 

The physical spaces, where researchers could meet the potential end-users of their 

research face to face, provided opportunities for pitching research findings, for discussing 

the varying communication channels and techniques, and establishing new contacts and 

networks. 

The ISSUES Project as Capacity Builders 

Earlier findings from the ISSUES Project suggest there is a lack of shared language and 

capacity on both sides to bridge the gap between research and end user communities. The 

ISSUES project focused predominantly on overcoming this problem by building the 

capacity of knowledge producers to ‘push’ the knowledge out in a way that would 
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stimulate knowledge ‘pull’ by end-users. This often included using tools reaching beyond 

media traditionally used in academia.  

The ISSUES project also aimed to contribute to a culture change which promotes 

embedding knowledge transfer principles within research agendas. In order to achieve 

this the ISSUES project delivered workshops designed to give researchers practical tools 

for achieving effective knowledge transfer and organised events where end-users were 

invited to explain their knowledge seeking habits, or where researchers exchanged their 

good practices in regard to dissemination (SUE exchange meetings). The capacity 

building activities will go towards the production of ‘The Knowledge Exchange 

Guidebook for Researchers’. 

Barriers  

The ISSUES project encountered some challenges in its role as knowledge broker for the 

SUE programme. Firstly, its role of programme level broker was never embedded in the 

knowledge transfer strategy at the consortia level. Therefore, building legitimacy in the 

minds of the researchers took time and may have caused a loss or delay to the impacts of 

brokering. This is a challenge recognised by other studies of knowledge brokering 

(Lomas 2007) and could be overcome by embedding the role of knowledge broker from 

the outset. Additionally because the ISSUES project was detached from the individual 

consortia in its role as broker for the whole SUE programme, it could not participate in 

the transactional part of the knowledge transfer. This programme level engagement may 

have stimulated the interest and action of the researchers and end-users to undertake the 

detailed one-to-one interactions but this process could be performed by the programme 

level broker themselves. The authors believe that closer integration of the programme 

level knowledge brokering with other knowledge transfer schemes and programmes 

funded by research councils, such as Support for Enterprise, Awards & Incentives, 

Follow-on Funding for example would extend the direct impacts of brokering, by 

providing tools and opportunities for ‘one-to-one’ knowledge brokering, new 

relationships and networks to develop into individual projects.  
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Discussion and conclusions  

This paper has investigated the role of knowledge brokering in the knowledge transfer 

process, using examples from the ISSUES Project. Traditional brokering fits into the 

‘one-to-one’ model, where the relationship between end-user and researcher is facilitated 

by the broker. However, programme level brokering may occur among many researchers 

and many end users. In this case, the three roles of the broker (knowledge manager, 

linking agent and capacity builder) must be adapted. ‘Many-to-many’ brokers aim to 

prepare and empower both researchers and end users to become involved in knowledge 

transfer, rather than conducting it for them. The paper identifies five features of 

knowledge brokering that distinguish it from other programme level knowledge transfer 

approaches.  

 

Knowledge Push and Pull  

Creating a ‘pull’ from end users can be increased by improving ‘push’ from researchers. 

Therefore capacity building activities focusing on researchers’ ability to better 

disseminate and engage in knowledge transfer are crucial. Finding the right balance 

between knowledge ‘push’ and ‘pull’ can be ensured by ongoing research and formal and 

informal feedback loops.  

 

Complementary approach  

The ISSUES Project created networking environments that encouraged the creation of 

one-to-one relationships, where instrumental use of knowledge could occur. In this way, 

the ‘one-to-one’ and ‘many-to-many’ models are not mutually exclusive. Rather, in order 

to create an environment for effective knowledge transfer, all these approaches must be 

adopted in concert. 

 

Ensuring Legitimacy 

Establishing the ISSUES Project as legitimate part of the SUE Programme and even 

establishing the importance of knowledge transfer itself in the minds of the researchers 

took time. This delay could have been avoided if the ISSUES Project had been embedded 

in the structure of the programme and its role made clearer to researchers from the outset. 

 

Being Heard in the Modern World 
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The ISSUES Project used modern communication technologies and references to popular 

culture to extend and regenerate traditional dissemination techniques. This has been due, 

in a large part, to the inclusion of a journalist on the ISSUES team  

 

Creating Programme Level Identity 

Part of the  ISSUES Project’s remit was the creation of a single identity for the SUE 

research programme, which helped end users distinguish the programme and its remit 

from other research and access researchers and findings more easily. It may also have 

strengthened links within the SUE, allowing synergies amongst SUE researchers and was 

in the interest of the funders who seek public recognition of the research they fund.  

 

In conclusion the analysis of the brokering activities conducted by the ISSUES Project 

has illustrated that ‘many-to-many’ broker offers a holistic and strategic approach to 

research programme level knowledge transfer. Embedding the broker into the research 

programme and enabling links with other knowledge transfer schemes may help 

maximise the impact of many-to-many brokering. 
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Introduction 
As the threat of irreversible climate change increases, research into all aspects of 

sustainability has become a priority and it is crucial that policy and practice is 

underpinned by sound evidence that stems from independent, academic research, a fact 

that is increasingly being recognised by UK government departments (Defra, 2006). 

However, not all evidence that originates from research is reflected in policy and practice 

(Nutley et al., 2007), which prompts the debate on how knowledge is transferred between 

sustainability research and its potential end-users.  

Perhaps itself a symbol of these barriers to communication, the meaning of the phrase 

‘knowledge transfer (KT)’changes with the context of the knowledge or research it 

describes and its intended end-use. KT can encompass anything from the unidirectional 

flow of evidence from a research group to a policy statement, or the commercialisation 

of research outputs for economic benefit. In the UK, the emerging importance of KT (or 

knowledge exchange) can be seen by the creation of the Research Councils UK’s 

‘Knowledge Exchange and economic impact programme’, a collaboration between the 

seven main research councils in the UK to ‘give increased external visibility to the 

impacts that flow from Research Council investments’ (STFC, 2009).  However, the gap 

between research and the end-users of research has itself long been recognised in many 

different fields (Hamilton Brown, 2004; Morrissey et al., 1997; Holi, 2009; Rynes et al., 

2001), and in order to develop solutions for the exchange of knowledge between 

researchers and practitioners in a sustainability context, it is important to understand the 

main barriers to, and drivers for knowledge transfer and the groups involved in the KT 

activity in this field.  

This paper presents some of the findings from research undertaken within the ISSUES 

Project (Implementation Strategies for Sustainable Urban Environmental Systems), 

which is working to ensure that the findings from research work carried out within 

EPSRC’s ‘Towards a Sustainable Urban Environment (SUE)’ research programme are 

understood and used by policy makers, practitioners and other end-users. Initially, the 

paper explores some of the main concepts (as published in the literature) underlying ‘the 

gap’ between research and policy and practice, followed by a practical investigation of 

the main KT barriers within the SUE programme and finally, a discussion of the 

implications of these barriers.  
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Literature review 

 
KT and the ‘great divide’ 

The existence of a gap between academics and practitioners has long been recognised, 

often referred to in the literature as the ‘great divide’ (Rynes, 2001) or the ‘grey zone’ 

(Holi and Wickramasinghe, 2009). Recognition of the problem by professional practice 

is inferred by the sector’s limited engagement with university research (House of 

Commons, 2006), while government and research councils seem to acknowledge the 

gap’s existence by investing in various measures supporting KT - the bridge between the 

producers and end-users of research. Davenport (1997) aptly describes the situation: 

“We have spent a great deal of time and money bringing water to the horse, 

but we don’t even know if he is thirsty and we have no idea how to get him 

to drink”. (Davenport, 1997) 

The gap has been broadly described as a result of two main reasons – first, an inherent 

difference in the way knowledge is created or used and second, the difference in the 

‘types’ of knowledge fostered on  each side.  

 

Theoretical knowledge vs. practical knowledge 

The differences between the communities of knowledge producers and knowledge users 

have been proposed to have their roots in the ‘fundamentally different frames of 

reference’ with respect to the type of information that requires or triggers action in each 

knowledge community (Rynes et al., 2001). These distinct cultures result from the fact 

that traditional systems of knowledge production were operating within the primarily 

cognitive, mono-disciplinary sphere detached from a practical context, where ‘problems 

were set and solved in the framework largely governed by academic interests’ (Gibbons 

et al., 1994). The world of practice, on the other hand, required knowledge that was 

accessible and applicable in very specific contexts, often with usefulness determining its 

value.  This division is also reflected practically in Moncaster et al. (2010), which 

concludes that practitioners do not consider academic depositories of knowledge as 

relevant sources of information and therefore prefer to reach out to sources directly linked 

to practice, such as professional magazines, opinions of colleagues or consultancies to 

acquire new knowledge. 
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Tacit vs. explicit knowledge  

Apart from the different ways in which knowledge is created, it is also worth considering 

the types of knowledge that constitutes the core of existence of both worlds. Academic 

research has been seen to predominantly produce ‘explicit’ knowledge, defined as fact 

based, quantifiable evidence ‘expressed in words, numbers, and other symbols’ (Hartley, 

1994), whereas, in practice, the most valued knowledge is described as ‘tacit’, 

experiential knowledge existing in those who work on a particular problem or within a 

particular context (Gibbons et al., 1994). However, dominance of one type of knowledge 

in each of these contexts does not exclude the importance of other types of knowledge. 

‘Tacit’ knowledge is present in the research practice both within and out with academia, 

which might suggest a closer link between ‘technologically advanced firms’ and 

academia than is ‘usually assumed’ (Gibbons et al., 1994). Similarly explicit knowledge 

lends itself to licensing and commercialisation (Gibbons et al., 1994) which, paramount 

for practitioners, is also of increasing importance to academic researchers.  

 

Theoretical bridging the gap - Models of knowledge transfer  

Recognition of the gap between research findings and their utilisation has fertilised a 

theoretical debate on the models of this interaction. This can be divided into two 

categories: instrumental and conceptual use. Instrumental use occurs when research 

impacts directly on policy and practice. Conceptual use refers to the ‘soft impacts’ of 

research on the process of decision making through changes in the knowledge, 

understanding and attitudes of people involved (Nutley et al., 2007). 

Some KT models encompass a ‘pipe-line’ interpretation, whereby there is one-way 

transfer of knowledge from its producer to the end-user. The knowledge transferred is 

assumed to be factual, unambiguous and straightforwardly applicable in practice (Nutley 

et al., 2007). Its utilisation tends to be instrumental, and it assumes that effective 

dissemination and availability of relevant research findings are sufficient reasons for 

practitioners to apply them.  This model has been challenged by others who see KT as a 

context based, complex process (Bielak et al., 2008; Nutley et al., 2007). These models 

recognise that communication between research producers and users needs to be a multi-

way dialogue, often with many different layers of ‘translation’ between the original 

knowledge created and those who use it (Bielak et al., 2008). 
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Practical investigation – barriers to KT within EPSRC’s Sustainable 

Urban Environments (SUE) research programme 
 

Background and Methodology 

The SUE programme has funded 18 research consortia 1 , each comprising multiple 

universities lead by one or more principal investigators. The ISSUES Project is a specific 

KT research group within the wider context of SUE, created to increase the uptake of 

research within target end-users. In order to understand the main drivers for and barriers 

to KT within SUE, two phases of qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted: 

firstly, with academic researchers from eighteen consortia; and secondly, with the end-

user groups identified as their target audience.  

 

Interviews with the academic community 

The first set of qualitative interviews was held with the principal investigators and 

representatives of each of the eighteen consortia. A list of open-ended questions was 

circulated beforehand and included questions on the level of collaboration with end-users, 

the drivers for and barriers to KT within the consortium, and examples of KT used that 

the interviewees felt were effective. 

These questions were complemented by ‘knowledge perception’ matrices (adapted from 

ICE, 2006) which analysed the interviewees’ perceptions of the supply and demand for 

new knowledge.  SUE researchers were asked to undertake a self-assessment of their KT 

activity, scoring themselves on the supply of knowledge from their consortium (see 

Figure 1). They were also asked to score their perception of demand for this knowledge 

from end-users (see Figure 2).  

                                                           
1 The SUE consortia have focussed on a variety of sub-themes within ‘sustainable urban environments’ including 
waste, water, pollution, renewable energy, buildings and the urban form, and spatial planning and design. 
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Interviews with target end-users of SUE research 

 

The results from the SUE interviews were used to map the main stakeholder groups within 

industry and policy that form SUE’s target audience. Main groups of stakeholders 

identified included: 

• Local Government / Local Authorities 
• Property Development Companies 
• Health Authorities  
• Utility companies 
• Housing professionals  
• Planning professionals  
• Transport professionals 
• Government Departments 
• Devolved Governments  
• Construction companies 
• Architectural Consultancies 
• Engineering Consultancies 

So far 26 stakeholders have been interviewed about how they acquire new knowledge and 

access research.  These stakeholders have had no contact with SUE researchers in 

Score 1 5 10

Aims
Aims of the research not 

clearly defined
Aims of the research 
adequately defined

Aims of the research very well 
and clearly defined

Targets
Potential end users not 

identified
End users identified

End users engaged with ideas 
of how the research could be 

applied

Context
Context of the research is not 

explained/implicit
Context of the research is 
understood and explained

Context of the research is well 
understood, explicit, and well 

explained

Interaction with 
potential users

Occasional lectures and 
meetings organised. Ad hoc 
support to conferences and 

workshop

Provides and reviews content 
for knowledge

Full engagement with 
specialist community is 

managed

Dissemination
Dissemination only through 

specialist journals
Dissemination not limited to 

journals

Dissemination through a wide 
range of relevant media and 

events

Networks and 
Capacity 
Building

Informal support provided to 
ad hoc meetings

A coordinated approach to 
dissemination meetings and 

conferences in place

Fully integrated networking 
opportunities identified, 

explored and encouraged

Figure 1: Knowledge Perception matrix used to assess the supply of new knowledge from 
academic research
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particular and their views, therefore, represent a general view of engagement with 

research in the fields outlined above. 

The first questions in the interview were structured and considered where and how 

respondents accessed new information on sustainability in the built environment, leading 

on to more open-ended questions on the role and effectiveness of research.  Interviewees 

were also asked to undertake a self-assessment of their position in relation to the demand 

for knowledge using the knowledge perception matrices, and to score their perception of 

academic 

researchers with whom they were collaborating (See Figure 2).  

 

 

Results 
 

Knowledge supply and demand as perceived by researchers and end-users  

The results from the knowledge supply and demand assessment can be seen in Figures 3 

and 4 below.  In both assessments academic and end-user scoring shows divergent trends.   

Score 1 5 10

Needs
No clear idea of any knowledge 

needs
Some idea of knowledge 

needs
Clear and expressed idea of 

knowledge needs

Plans
No plan in place for knowledge 

development
Some separate plans in place 
for knowledge development

Well integrated plans in place 
for knowledge development

Working 
Practice

Working practices are not 
coordinated and seldom 

reviewed

Working practices are 
coordinated and reviewed

Working practices well 
coordinated and regularly 
reviewed. Up-to-date best 
practice guidelines in place

Interaction with 
research

Limited interaction with 
research in relevant fields

Passive interaction with 
research e.g. through journals

Active involvement in relevant 
research

Knowledge 
drivers

Developing new knowledge is 
not important

Developing new knowledge is 
important

Developing new knowledge is 
fundamental

Knowledge 
acquisition

Knowledge is acquired through 
a limited number of 

inaccessible channels

Knowledge is acquired 
through a range of channels

Knowledge is acquired 
through a broad range of 

accessible channels

Figure 2: Knowledge Perception matrix used to assess the demand for new knowledge from 
end-users of research
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In the assessment of the supply of knowledge, academic respondents score their own 

performance in supplying knowledge much higher than is perceived by their end-user 

counterparts.  In the assessment of the demand for knowledge, the end-users of research 

End-user respondents Academic Respondents

Networks and 
Capacity Building

Informal support Coordinated approach Fully integrated 

Interaction with 
potential users

Occasional lectures/ad hoc 
meetings

Provides/reviews research 
content

Full engagement with specialist 
community 

Dissemination Specialist journals Not limited to journals Wide range of media and events

Context Not explained/implicit Understood and explained
Well understood, explicit, and 

explained

Interaction with 
peers

Limited interaction Regular interaction Regular two way interaction

Targets End users not identified End users identified End users fully engaged 

Figure 3: Knowledge Supply Assessment showing the difference in perceptions between 
academic and end-user respondents

Aims Not clearly defined Adequately defined Clearly defined

End-user respondents Academic Respondents

Knowledge 
acquisition

Limited number of innaccessible 
channels

Range of channels
Broad range of accessible 

channels

Interaction with 
research

Limited interaction Passive interaction Active involvement

Knowledge drivers
Developing new knowledge is not 

important
Developing new knowledge is 

important
Developing new knowledge is 

fundamental

Plans
No  knowledge development 

plan
Some separate plans in place Well integrated plans in place

Working Practice
Not coordinated/seldom 

reviewed
Coordinated and reviewed

Well coordinated and regularly 
reviewd. 

Figure 4: Knowledge Demand Assessment showing the perceptions of academic and end-user 
respondents

Needs No clear idea Some idea Clear and expressed idea
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scored their own performance in acquiring and using research similar to that perceived 

by their academic counterparts. 

Though the results of the matrices cannot be used to conclusively establish the 

performance of both groups in the ‘push off’ or ‘pull for’ knowledge, the results of the 

exercise certainly highlight the gap in each group’s perceptions. As seen in the supply 

matrix, academic researchers score themselves particularly well on the aims, context and 

dissemination of their research, whereas in these same fields target end-users allocated a 

low score to the researchers’ performance (as judged by their own experience).  

 

Perceived barriers to KT and engagement 

The major barriers to collaborative working and to KT between academia and end-user 

audiences emerging from the interviews can be seen in Table 1 below. The interviews 

highlighted several common issues, including timescale differences among academic,  

policy making and industry projects; lack of understanding and communication on both 

sides; lack of incentives for KT and collaboration; and considerable costs (both in terms 

of time and money) associated with engagement. These are discussed in more detail in 

Section 5. 

Table 1: Barriers to KT as cited by academic researchers within the SUE 

programme and representatives of their target audience 

End-user perspective Researcher perspective 

• Relevance  / 
applicability of 
research 

• Difference in 
timescales 

• Dissemination 
routes 

• Cost (in terms of 
money and time) of 
engaging with 
research 

• Format of research 
outputs 

• Lack of established 
relationships 

• Relevance of 
seminars / 
conferences 

• No incentive to disseminate beyond peer-
reviewed outputs / engage with end-users 

• Lack of understanding of target end-users 
• Insufficient time / resource for KT and 

engagement 
• Timescales / needs of end-users differ with 

those of research 
• Not enough expertise / training in KT and 

communication 
• Nature of research contracts 
• Private sector / public bodies have minimal 

time & budget for KT events, or for CPD 
• Insufficient support from government for KT of 

academic research 
• Reluctance of researchers to formally share 

their results with others 
• Communication issues arising from 

interdisciplinarity of research teams 
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• Lack of familiarity 
with academic 
research process 

• Insufficient prioritisation of sustainability by 
target end-users 

 

Examples of KT approaches from within SUE 

Interviews with SUE researchers also highlighted examples of effective KT practice (in 

the respondents’ experience). In the VivaCity2020 consortium, workshops within local 

authorities were held to understand the needs of practitioners. Interviewees from 

VivaCity2020 stated that this two-way communication ‘changed the focus’ of their 

research. The PURE consortium defined their overall research question through a scoping 

study in which research managers SNIFFER 2  were engaged to facilitate workshops 

between the research group and practitioners involved in the same area of work.  

Some of the other SUE consortia (VivaCity2020 and AUNTSUE) have tried innovative 

approaches to disseminating their work by commissioning artists to produce art to raise 

the profile of their research and help engage wider audiences.  

Using a ‘translation’ group was another method emerging from the interviews. SUE 

consortia SU:BRIM chose to disseminate some of their findings through a series of ‘user 

guides’ published by independent think tank CL:AIRE (Contaminated Land: 

Applications in Real Environments). This approach was also used by WAND, who 

engaged CIRIA (Construction industry research and information association) and the UK 

Water Industry Research newsletters to translate and disseminate some of their outputs.  

 

Discussion 

 
Barriers to KT and engagement 

 

Lack of understanding of the needs and activities between both groups 

Both sets of respondents perceived a general lack of understanding of each other as a 

barrier to effective KT.  In fact 39% of academic respondents believed that this was an 

obstacle to the uptake of research, and although only 4% of end-user respondents regarded 

their unfamiliarity with the academic research process as detrimental to KT, a third of 

these respondents perceived academic research to have little relevance to their work. This 

                                                           
2 Scotland and Northern Ireland Forum for Environmental Research 
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perception was attributed to industry’s apparent need for ‘quick win’ results over long-

term academic project and the reluctance of researchers to share research results mid-

project.   

Among the academic respondents, the perceived opacity with relation to the end-user 

included ‘not knowing how (what approach to use) to reach the right contact’ within the 

target end-user group. This was mirrored by end-user respondents who pointed out that 

the format of research outputs (23%) and dissemination approaches used by academic 

researchers (19%) hindered their uptake. Academic respondents also reported that 

insufficient expertise and training in KT and communication was an impediment. The 

researchers also pointed out that end-users’ research needs and priorities, which tend to 

be driven by changes in legislation, often alter and academic outputs extracted from long-

term projects are no longer as relevant to current policy and practice pressures as they 

may have been at the start of the project. 

This difference in the perceptions of SUE researchers and potential end-users is 

unsurprising and because it can attributed partly to a difference in understanding each 

other’s drivers, pressures and activities, reaffirms Rynes’ (2001) proposition that ‘the 

gap’ between research and practice is a result of the difference in frames of reference of 

both groups. 

 

Difference in project timescales  

The differences in the timescales of research projects and periods required by policy 

makers and industry to produce results was also perceived as one of the obstacles to KT 

by both researchers (28%) and by end-users (27%). Most research council funded 

academic projects typically last between four and five years, during which the researchers 

focus on a particular area. Results are generally disseminated towards the end of the 

research project i.e. in the third and fourth years.  In contrast, project timescales within 

industry and the policymaking environment tend to vary from anywhere between a few 

days to a few months. One example cited by an academic respondent highlighted the 

temporal mismatch in research focussing on regeneration and property development, 

whereby the 5 year research cycle contrasts with the 12 – 18 month development process 

and makes the application of research results to a particular development very difficult. 

 

The costs of engagement 
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End-user respondents (19%) observed that engaging with research can be costly, both in 

terms of time and resources.  Although some respondents did engage with research, due 

to the lack of remuneration, attendance at academic meetings was seen to decrease over 

time. As stated by one respondent: “if faced between an event arranged by academics, 

and an event where they (practitioners) may be able to win new work, they are going to 

choose the latter”. Academic respondents also identified cost constraints as a KT issue 

(33%). Although it was acknowledged that long-term collaboration and engagement with 

partners would be beneficial, many respondents reiterated the logistics and time required 

to develop relationships with end-users impeded their development within academic 

research groups.  As demonstrated by one respondent “Time take for staff (is the biggest 

drawback to KT) – KT takes time away from other (research) activities”.  

 

Lack of a conducive environment for KT 

By far the most often stated barrier to KT from academic respondents was the perceived 

lack of incentives for KT activity (50%). This was attributed to the pressure to produce 

peer reviewed publications due to the structure of the Research Assessment Exercise 

(RAE) in universities, the way career progression is set up within academia and the lack 

of drivers for wider engagement activities.  “Peer reviewed journal articles, which 

contribute to the RAE, and are sought by the research council grant process as indication 

of academic and professional standing, are not very useful fo wider dissemination” stated 

one academic respondent. Another respondent spoke of the ‘lower prioirty’ that wider 

dissemination takes as a result of academic papers having to be re-written, and their lack 

of quantifiable incentive to do this.  

A study by the Royal Society in 2006 into factors affecting science and communication 

reaffirms this conflict by emphasising that publication and ‘bringing in departmental 

funding’ are crucial to developing a successful scientific career. The study also cited the 

RAE as a negative driver for science communication (Royal Society, 2006). The 

emerging drive by the research councils to account for and increase the economic impact 

of research (RCUK, 2007) can be clearly seen by the requirement for KT activities and 

plans to be written into academic bids. However, that many of the academic respondents 

claimed that the way research projects are structured and the career progression drivers 

hinder wider KT activities, implies that this top-down movement is yet to completely take 

effect. 
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Bridging the gap – practical examples of effective KT approaches 

 

The examples of effective KT cited by academic respondents which include both the idea 

of ‘co-creation of knowledge’ and the concept of using ‘translatory or enabling’ groups 

have also been demonstrated by Thomson et al. (2009) and Nutley et al. (2007). These 

papers establish that engaging research users in the process of research ensures a sense of 

ownership of the findings and increases the chances of implementation, though increased 

engagement brings its own problems of how to maintain the quality of the research and 

credit the original researchers (Boaz et al., 2009). 

Bielak et al. (2009) describe a recent change in communication of science to include 

‘knowledge translation’ and ‘knowledge brokering’ – processes which include translating 

research results for various audiences and third party development of links and 

engagement between practitioners and research. The ISSUES project has developed an 

evidence based knowledge exchange strategy based on reviewing and understanding the 

best practice within the KT field and ISSUES research itself which includes both these 

concepts. ISSUES’ knowledge brokering activity has included short briefing meetings 

with Chief Scientific Advisors and industry leaders, using events to bring researchers and 

end-users together to interact against the context of a specific project (the Ebbsfleet 

development), high profile evening events to raise the profile of the research programme 

and a series of capacity building workshops with researchers to develop awareness of KT 

best practice and end-user needs. In terms of knowledge translation, the ISSUES team 

have used a journalist embedded within the team to redraft and publish the outputs from 

individual SUE projects in trade magazines, professional institution newsletters, e-

bulletins and the media.  

 

Summary and Conclusions  
 

Considering the evidence from the literature review and the results of the empirical 

research, it is clear that in order for policy making and practice to be based on evidence 

produced by academic research in the context of sustainability the gap between end-users 

and researchers must be bridged. Though the main barriers outlined above are specific to 

the sustainable urban environment research context, the findings from this exercise can 

be applied across different sectors. Inherent differences in academics and practitioners 
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due to differing backgrounds and timescales are an impediment to the uptake of research, 

as is the issue of cost and time constraints on the part of both groups. Use of third party 

translation services can go far in taking the pressure off researchers  to disseminate to 

wider audiences and can make sure research results are more easily accessible to 

practitioners and policy makers.  

The conflict for academic researchers between the motivation to produce ‘peer reviewed’ 

research and the desire to see that research used to drive change in the world off campus 

is fundamental to the whole debate about KT and exchange. New initiatives to deliver 

impact from research are emerging, but it is crucial that the drive for wider embedding of 

KT within research is aimed not only at the way grants are funded, but also at the way 

academic projects and departments are evaluated. 

The examples of KT cited by academic respondents as activities that they perceived to 

have an impact on their end-user audiences include the idea of ‘co-creation of knowledge’ 

and the concept of using ‘translatory or enabling’ groups, both of which are inherently 

part of a newer dialogue and engagement focused KT model, suggesting a shift is needed 

in the way research is defined and disseminated and that the idea of the linear, pipeline 

model is outdated. As is demonstrated by the ISSUES project, a transition to better 

understanding, collaboration and exchange of knowledge and experience between 

sustainability research producers and users can be achieved through the use of evidence 

based KT strategies.   
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