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“’Knowledge exchange’ emerged as a result of growing 
evidence that the successful uptake of knowledge requires 
more than one-way communication, instead requiring 
genuine interaction among researchers, decision makers, 

and other stakeholders”  
(Mitton et al., 2007).

WHY?

The concepts of knowledge transfer and exchange 
have undergone a considerable growth in importance 
over recent years. At the same time there has been a 
paradigm shift from knowledge transfer to knowledge 
exchange. This has involved a realisation that the use 
of research by practitioners and policymakers is not 
the exclusive result of findings being pushed forward 
by academics and researchers. Rather, knowledge 
exchange recognises that the flow of ideas is often 
an interactive process that demands communication 
between parties and information moving in multiple 
directions. Knowledge exchange, then, is a learning 
process for both researchers and the end-users of 
their research and can have benefits for all (Mitton 
et al., 2007).

This change in conceptualisation is underpinned by two 
significant changes in the way exchanging knowledge 
is understood. Firstly, there is an understanding 
that there is far more to knowledge exchange than 
dissemination. Traditional outputs such as journal 
publications and making presentations at conferences 
remain important of course, but there has been a 
growing awareness over the past fifteen years that 
knowledge spreads through a range of more informal 
channels, and that there is value for researchers and 
end-users in consciously utilising these.

The second key change is an increased awareness 
in the value of exchanging conceptual knowledge. 
Whereas knowledge transfer as a discipline is 
concerned with understanding the communication 
of explicit scientific findings and instrumental use of 
research, knowledge exchange has a wider scope 
that encompasses the more subtle effects of tacit 
knowledge in changing attitudes and thinking. 
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These guidance notes, being concerned with 
knowledge exchange, demonstrate how researchers 
can make an impact within these expanded definitions; 
how they can position their research to influence 
decision-making in government and industry, using 
both formal and informal techniques, through 
the exchange of both concrete and conceptual 
information.  

Research councils in the UK value knowledge exchange 
very highly. This was emphasised most recently in the 
Warry report, which recommended that UK research 
councils should further increase their emphasis on 
knowledge exchange and incentivise knowledge 
exchange amongst researchers (Research Council 
Economic Impact Group, 2006).  As a result, all seven 
research councils demand that researchers outline 
the potential impact of their work when making 
proposals. At its most basic level, researchers need to 
be cognisant of knowledge exchange and be prepared 
to engage with end-users if they are to have a realistic 
chance of securing research council funding.

This approach is commonplace in private and charitable 
funding schemes too. Applications to grant-giving 
bodies will almost always insist on an explanation as 
to how funded research will impact beyond academia. 
Consider the application guidelines for the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation by way of example; “The 
Foundation only funds research and development 
projects that have the potential to inform policy or 
practice in the UK, we do not fund knowledge for 
its own sake”(Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2010).
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HOW?

These guidance notes have been produced in order to help researchers find ways to translate 
their research into impact. Seven areas have been covered. They are;

»	 Involving Project Partners
»	 Using Personal Connections
»	 Impacting on Policymaking
»	 Using Knowledge Brokers
»	 Working with Mainstream Media
»	 Websites and Blogs
»	 Conferences and Events

A key rule that applies across these subjects is that it is beneficial to think about knowledge 
exchange as early as possible in the research process, and to continually revisit and reassess 
it. Researchers should make knowledge exchange a key part of their research plans from the 
start. By doing this, researchers can encourage more comprehensive knowledge exchange 
and reap the ensuing benefits. 
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These guidance notes have been produced by ISSUES, the knowledge 
transfer and exchange arm of the Sustainable Urban Environments 
research programme, which is funded and overseen by the Engineering 
and Physical Science Research Council (EPSRC). The ISSUES team 
have collated examples of successful knowledge exchange activities 
undertaken by the SUE consortia, and these notes feature such 
examples. It is hoped that readers will find these examples informative 
and instructive, and that they will serve to demonstrate the benefits 
that considered knowledge exchange planning can bring.

The ISSUES team have received valuable input and advice from a 
number of contributors. Particular thanks to Mike Cox (Heriot-Watt 
University), Ian Cooper (Eclipse Research Consultants), Jacqui Bullock 
(University of Cambridge), Joanne Leach, Chris Rogers (both University 
of Birmingham) and Keith Jones (University of Greenwich).
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“Brokering involves a range of different practices: the 
identification and localization of knowledge, the redistribution 
and dissemination of knowledge, and the rescaling and 
transformation of this knowledge. Brokering knowledge thus 
means far more than simply moving knowledge—it also means 

transforming knowledge”  

(Meyer, 2010)

WHY?

Knowledge brokers are necessary, or at least desirable because of the well publicised 
gap between research and end-user communities. The two communities theory outlined 
by Caplan can be addressed by a third agent, one which is located between the two 
communities (academics and end-users) and influences the flow of information between 
them (Caplan, 1979). This position is filled by knowledge brokers, and they perform three 
roles in achieving this task; “knowledge managers, linking agents and capacity builders” 
(Przybycien et al., 2010).

Such agents are knowledge managers in that they collate knowledge from a range of 
sources and present it concisely as accessible information; they are linking agents in that 
they bridge the gap between academia and industry and/or government; and they are 
capacity builders in that they improve researchers’ and end-users’ abilities to be effective 
producers and receivers of knowledge respectively. Increasingly, knowledge brokers in 
universities are recruited from industry so they can understand the needs and drivers of 
both sides.

In practical terms this involves a number of different tasks and as a result knowledge brokers 
are a heterogeneous group. For instance brokerage facilities linked to universities are often 
focussed on pushing researchers’ work on to a receptive audience, whereas members of the 
Europe-wide Science Shop network take local authorities and practitioners as clients, and 
direct them to the appropriate research for their needs. 

Engagement with knowledge brokers can have obvious short to medium term benefits for 
researchers. They can target audiences that might be beyond the reach of a researcher’s 
knowledge and contact base, and having one’s research presented to a particular audience 
can bring about benefits in terms of career prospects, finances and personal satisfaction. 

Knowledge brokering should be a two way process, and there may also be less obvious but 
longer term benefits. In an article about the role of knowledge brokers in policy making, 
Holmes and Clark suggest that as well as presenting research to end users, knowledge 
brokers are also involved in “facilitating the development of researchable questions to meet 
the needs of policy makers and communicating them to researchers” (Holmes and Clark, 
2008). In this way, engagement with knowledge brokers can bring about two advantages 
to researchers; in the short term it can increase the likelihood of research being utilised 
in society, and in the longer term it can help to devise a research direction that can yield 
relevant and usable outputs.

Using Knowledge Brokers
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Using Knowledge Brokers

HOW?

There are increasing opportunities for researchers, practitioners and policy-makers to 
engage with knowledge brokers. One important opportunity comes through initiatives run 
by UK Research Councils. RCUK oversees its own brokering service, the Local Authorities 
and Research Councils Initiative (LARCI). As the name suggests, this is primarily aimed at 
bridging the gap between academia and local government. Its strategy is largely based 
on encouraging local authorities to approach them and then directing them to relevant 
outputs or commissioning small research projects,  but it also offers pro-active opportunities 
for researchers through participating in consultations, peer reviews and advisory boards. 
Many of the individual research councils including EPSRC, ESRC, NERC and STFC also 
employ dedicated knowledge exchange professionals that offer various brokerage services 
to researchers seeking end-users and vice versa. The Technology Strategy Board oversees a 
number of Knowledge Transfer Networks, which act as a broker inasmuch as they offer a 
platform for academics to present their research to a potentially wide audience.

In addition, universities often have technology transfer offices; these normally offer a 
number of brokering services as well as advice on intellectual property, commercialisation, 
spin offs, and so on.
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RESOURCES

Details of the knowledge transfer and 

brokering activities of UK research 

councils:

Engineering and Physical Science 

Research Council (EPSRC): 

tinyurl.com/658dhuy 

Economic and Social Research Council 

(ESRC): tinyurl.com/63dfwfs

Natural Environment Research Council: 

tinyurl.com/67sn4vd

Science and Technologies Facilities 

Council (STFC): 

www.stfc.ac.uk/19384.aspx

LARCI: tinyurl.com/69zal3d

Science Shop: www.scienceshops.org 

Knowledge Transfer Networks:

ktn.innovateuk.org

Brave New City: tinyurl.com/5rfcpcg

The SUE programme encompasses a consortium dedicated to knowledge 

exchange, ISSUES. Part of its remit is to promote the research outputs from SUE, 

so that they can make an impact on policy makers and practitioners. In this way, 

they act as a knowledge broker, in that they take responsibility for bridging the 

gap between research and practice.

Brokering has taken a number of different forms throughout the ISSUES project. 

They have operated as a many-to-many broker, in that they have brought the 

findings of a number of the SUE consortia before a wider audience. These have 

involved events where researchers and end-users have been brought together. 

One example is their Brave New City event, where panellists were challenged 

to present their findings in an innovative and accessible way. Practitioners 

and policy-makers were invited and encouraged to take part with the aim of 

fostering connections between individuals and making end-users more aware of 

the work being done throughout the SUE programme. They have also engaged 

in more output focussed brokerage activities by attaining publicity for SUE 

project outputs in trade journals and even national newspapers. 

The transfer of knowledge from research projects into the industrial and policy 

arenas is a typical benefit of having a group with a mandate to familiarise 

themselves with the research being done, and the capability and responsibility 

to reach out to a wider set of interests.
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“Academic conferences provide a social space for 
people to present their work, learn about others’ 
work, and interact informally with one another”
(McCarthy et al., 2004)

WHY?

The ways in which conferences, events and symposia facilitate knowledge exchange fall 
broadly into two categories. The first category is dissemination – the key stated function 
of most events is to circulate information about ongoing or recently completed research 
amongst one’s peers. The unique strength of conferences is their responsiveness – they can 
be used by researchers to publicise or access cutting-edge developments at the forefront of 
their field. The comparatively short time period between research and dissemination is one 
of the reasons that over three quarters of researchers across a range of disciplinary groups 
regard conference presentations and proceedings as ‘very important’ or ‘quite important’ 
means of dissemination (Research Information Network, 2009).

Dissemination can take place through formal platforms involving oral presentations or poster 
displays, but the use of informal channels is becoming increasingly important. Conferences 
are not seen as fora exclusively for one-to-many broadcasts but also as opportunities for 
interaction and exchanges. Therefore, even rank-and-file delegates with no official capacity 
or presentation brief can spread their work through, for instance, question and answer 
sessions and informal socialising. Conferences offer the opportunities to disseminate 
information about ongoing work through the process of “mutual revelation” (McCarthy et 
al., 2004).

In the second category, knowledge exchange possibilities can arise from networking. It is 
widely known that building up a range of useful contacts plays a vital part in progressing 
an academic career, but networking can also bring about direct knowledge exchange 
opportunities. There is much more to knowledge exchange than dissemination alone. Nutley 
et al., for instance, identify a number of mechanisms for facilitating knowledge exchange, 
among them social influence and interaction (Nutley et al., 2007). 

The argument here is that social influence and interaction are vital mechanisms for 
transferring academic information in themselves, rather than techniques to enhance the 
dissemination of findings. For example, they posit that via interaction with researchers, 
practitioners develop a better understanding of research outputs and how to access them. 
Conferences are arenas that promote interactivity and sociability between academics, policy 
makers and practitioners, and by being involved researchers can improve the chances of 
their work being used in real-world applications.

Conferences and Events
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Conferences and Events

HOW?

Research by the ISSUES group has suggested that practitioners and policy makers view 
conferences primarily as opportunities for networking rather than learning (Mason, 2010). 
Therefore, it is crucial that attendees be as sociable as possible. This not only applies to 
the hours of the conference itself, but to the meals and drinks receptions that might go 
along with it. Depending on one’s preferences this may be a pleasure or a chore, but being 
disciplined in efforts to engage with a wide cross-section of attendees can be very beneficial 
in forging and maintaining connections. In professional environments, people regularly turn 
to their colleagues and associates for advice, so researchers will do well to use conferences 
to integrate themselves into practitioners’ circle of colleagues. Researchers can do this by 
making themselves known and contributing intelligently to formal and informal discussions. 

Additionally, conferences can be an excellent way to improve a researcher’s understanding of 
how their work can have an impact in future. Many conferences can be useful for learning 
more about what practitioners genuinely need, so that academic work can be better tailored 
to meet the needs of its potential audience.

Although they may be seen as less important and prestigious means of communication 
than oral presentations, poster displays are commonplace at academic conferences and 
can be particularly useful for early-career researchers. They offer opportunities for both 
dissemination of research findings and to relationship building. Their strength in comparison 
to oral presentations is that they offer a “more intimate forum for exchange” (D’Angelo, 
2010). Research into poster displays suggest that they need to have strong visual appeal if 
they are to draw the attention of delegates (surprisingly this is more important than subject 
area), and that they are much more likely to be successful if they are accompanied by the 
author (Rowe and Ilic, 2009).
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RESOURCES

SUE Dialogues Workshop: 

tinyurl.com/6xa2aum

One of the more interesting and successful SUE events was set-up by 
a group of researchers across several SUE consortia, who took matters 
into their own hands to promote greater interaction and awareness 
across the programme as a whole. The SUE Dialogues Workshop 
brought together consortia representatives, funders, practitioners 
and policymakers with the goal of advancing academic collaboration 
and developing an understanding of the future of research into 
sustainability.  

Key to this was encouraging socialising amongst delegates by having 
them stay in the same hotel, eat together and take part in interactive 
poster sessions, break-out assignments and discussions.  As a result, 
a number of delegates reported back to organisers that promising 
contacts had been made, acquaintances had been reopened and 
formative plans for collaboration had been drafted. This was essentially 
due to the informal knowledge exchange that took place over the two 
days, facilitated by the sociability that the conference fostered.

Stories from SUE
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“What emerges from studies of the field is that, 
above all, personal contacts are the most 
important source of information about research” 
(Nutley et al., 2007)

WHY?

A 2010 study of the construction industry by the ISSUES group revealed that ‘talking to 
colleagues’ was practitioners’ principal method of acquiring new knowledge. By using their 
personal connections researchers can access and become part of these informal networks 
of colleagues, and disseminate their knowledge amongst them. The role of individuals was 
highlighted by respondents in the ISSUES study as fundamental in knowledge exchange:  
“My experience is that knowledge is most commonly held in the heads of individuals and so 
direct contact is the best method of sharing information” (Moncaster et al., 2010).

Personal connections between researchers and professionals in industry and policy-making, 
that is the relationships between individuals above and beyond formal working obligations, 
promote reciprocal awareness which can be beneficial for both parties. Researchers can 
get a better idea of what end-users value, and give themselves the option of tailoring their 
research accordingly. End-users can get a clearer picture of what researchers are striving 
for, and thus have the opportunity to shape their professional activities according to 
evidence. Informal communication can reveal areas of shared interest, and thus throw up 
opportunities for fruitful collaboration, and it can help ensure that all sides of a collaboration 
are aware of others’ expectations, skills and limitations.

Person-to-person sources of information are as important to policymakers as they are to 
private practitioners. The relationship between research and policy has been described as 
“frequently ad hoc and informal,” so knowledge passed on through personal contacts can 
prove to be very influential (Percy-Smith et al., 2002). Government spending is being cut 
in virtually all departments at the moment, and as a result departments will have fewer 
resources to devote to research. In such a climate, knowledge that is disseminated through 
informal channels can be particularly significant.

Policymakers often need to access information quickly and therefore regularly fall back on 
their informal connections. This is one of the reasons why the Natural Environment Research 
Council state that informal interactions are, “arguably the most effective science-to-policy 
route and enhance all other mechanisms” (Clayton and Culshaw, 2009). 

The Importance of Personal Connections
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The Importance of Personal Connections

HOW?

As the Lambert Review of Business-University Collaboration noted “the best form of 
knowledge transfer involves human interaction” (HM Treasury, 2003). Therefore it is 
important that researchers give themselves opportunities for this human interaction to take 
place. Involvement in steering groups and forums, as well as internships and secondments 
obviously have value in themselves, but they also increase the likelihood of having the kind 
of “chance meetings” that the Lambert Review concludes are vital for instigating academia-
business collaborations. Similar benefits can be accrued by inviting policymakers or their 
aides to be part of existing groups.

It’s also important to ensure that you keep communication channels with policy makers and 
practitioners open and maintain relationships through regular contact. Policy makers and 
industry practitioners can often be very busy so proactivity is key here. It is worthwhile for 
a researcher to keep potential end-users informed of the subjects they are focusing on, in 
the event that they need information on that topic. Key to this is using opportunities for 
informal interaction effectively; researchers should be prepared to deliver a snappy summary 
of their research and findings whenever the chance arises.

While it’s important to make use of existing contacts, it’s also beneficial to have as wide a 
network as possible. It can be useful to have more than one contact in an organisation – 
this can avoid connections going cold if a key individual moves on. Having more than one 
contact in an organisation can also help with promoting work within the organisation and 
having it directed to the appropriate decision makers there.

Researchers should also bear in mind that building relationships can take time, and that 
the benefits of these relationships may not arise immediately. A degree of trust between 
contacts is crucial for mutually beneficial relationships, and this can be built up by offering 
assistance with other matters where possible. 
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RESOURCES

DISTILLATE research project: 

www.distillate.ac.uk

Personal connections have played an important part in the 
dissemination successes of the SUE consortia. There are many 
instances of this, but one notable example comes from the DISTILLATE 
consortium. They instigated contact with Murray Grant, at that time 
the chief policy officer at MerseyTravel, by requesting the company’s 
input into their steering committee. Mr Grant was keen to be 
involved in the steering committee and took an active interest in the 
consortium’s research.

He later moved on to a different company, becoming head of the 
Merseyside Travel Partnership’s Planning Unit. Some time later, when 
the partnership was starting to put together their 3rd Local Transport 
Plan, he steered the group towards using DISTILLATE guidance tools. 
Mr Grant was no longer involved with DISTILLATE in any official 
capacity, however his previous personal involvement encouraged him 
to direct his new employers towards their work. Thus, an organisation 
with no links to the DISTILLATE group came to use their products as a 
direct result of Mr Grant’s personal connections to researchers.  
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“Coming together is a beginning. Keeping 
together is progress. Working together 
is success.”  
Henry Ford

WHY?

Partnerships between researchers and the likely end-users of their research can take a 
number of forms. In some situations external partners can be integral parts of a research 
project, whereas sometimes they may play a more limited role or adopt a more reflexive 
approach. Regardless of their prescribed role, it’s important for researchers to see public and 
private sector partners as an opportunity rather than an obligation, and to maximise the 
benefits from their involvement.

Researcher-industry collaborations are becoming more commonplace. The reason for this 
is the realisation that involving end-users in partnerships is essential to the co-creation of 
knowledge, which can increase the relevance of a piece of research and make it more likely 
to be used outside academia. An additional benefit for researchers is that partnerships can 
also be conducive to the type of cross-sectoral, multidisciplinary work that is now well-
regarded by research councils and grant giving bodies. 

Policymakers and practitioners tend not to enter into partnerships for purely philanthropic 
reasons. Partnerships need to be mutually beneficial in order to ensure the involvement 
of external figures. These arrangements can be beneficial for end-users in different ways, 
for instance they can help to keep them informed about innovative developments in their 
industry, or they can help them develop ideas to bring back to their own organisations. 
For these partnerships to accrue benefits however, engagement needs to be genuine: if 
external partners are brought in merely as a token gesture, then they are unlikely to get 
much out of the arrangement. On the other hand, if partners are closely involved then the 
benefits of their involvement will become more apparent. This will make them more likely 
to continue to engage with the project, and hopefully be in a position to make meaningful 
contributions. 

Involving Project Partners
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Involving Project Partners

HOW?

Regularity and structure are often central to a partnership’s success. There has been research 
to suggest that decision makers are more likely to take an active interest in programmes 
where a minimum investment of time has been specified (Ross et al., 2003). To that end, it is 
wise to arrange regular meetings, and to try to ensure that key figures are present. Central 
to this is ensuring that a schedule of meetings is planned and adhered to. Partners should 
be made aware of the expected frequency of meetings and their obligations, to ensure 
committed participation. Ad hoc engagement is useful too, of course, but this can often fit 
in around a framework of more formal arrangements.

As with knowledge transfer in general, differences in timescales and languages can be 
a barrier to successful partnerships between academics and end-users (Nutley et al., 
2007). It is crucial that partners in any collaboration try to understand each other’s goals, 
backgrounds and levels of commitment to the project in order to establish more effective 
working practices.

Finally, partnerships should not be an afterthought in the research planning process. Input 
from the public and private sectors can help to establish a research direction that is more 
vital to the needs of policymakers and practitioners and which may also be more attractive 
to funders. Largely, the purpose of collaboration at the inception stage of a project is “to 
broaden the range of choices in defining problems and assembling methodologies” (Denis 
and Lomas, 2003). It should influence the research direction and inform future thinking and 
future project formulation.
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RESOURCES

Knowledge Transfer Partnerships - 

These are initiatives organised by the 

Technology Strategy Board that link 

universities and industry by employing 

‘associates’ to promote linkages and 

knowledge exchange: 

www.ktponline.org.uk

Urban Futures research project: 

www.urban-futures.org 

SUE consortium Urban Futures managed to make an early impact 
on practitioners, largely because of the way in which they engaged 
with their project partners. As part of their research, they developed 
a set of ‘future scenarios’, which are essentially projections of how 
cities in Britain might look in the future, if particular legislative and 
social pathways were followed. This was done so that the scenarios 
could be used to test the effectiveness of sustainability measures in 
diverse contexts. 
 
As part of their dissemination and collaboration plans, Urban Futures 
hold regular workshops and steering group meetings with their 
project partners. It was during one of these workshops that they 
announced their plans to develop the future scenarios. This idea 
appealed greatly to one of the project partners, engineering firm 
CH2M HILL. Their representative on the steering group had been 
considering how to incorporate an element of ‘futureproofing’ into 
their forthcoming projects. 

As a result of this participation CH2M HILL expanded their engagement 
with Urban Futures, in order to help make the scenarios robust enough 
to be used in their line of work. From this engagement, Urban Futures 
were able to enlist the services of a top professional in the field, and 
they were able to see their work being used in the sustainability 
planning of a multinational company. This was made possible because 
the engagement with their partners was genuine: they involved their 
partners in their affairs, and were prepared to make their collaboration 
closer when the opportunity arose.
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“I want to see more social researchers use their 
knowledge…to offer interpretations of what 
data actually means for policy. Who, after all, 
is better placed?”   
(Sue Duncan, Chief Government Social Researcher, 2005)

WHY?

Although the concepts of evidence-based policy and evidence-informed policy are not 
especially new, it is evident that policymaking is more directly informed by research, 
both commissioned and independent, than ever.  The increase in the use of research in 
policymaking has been ongoing in the UK for the last decade, perhaps initially spurred by a 
1999 white paper titled Modernising Government and a Cabinet Office report from around 
the same time (Duncan, 2005; HM Government, 1999; Cabinet Office, 1999). In addition 
to being a formal imperative in policymaking, it seems that the use of academic research 
is finding favour with individual politicians; “reliable evidence was seen to be able to give 
policy makers and Ministers confidence in their policy decisions and confidence to defend 
these decisions in parliament and to the media” (Campbell et al., 2007). Referral to sound 
research, then, gives confidence to decision-makers and legitimacy to their decisions.

The increased demand for expert input offers a tremendous opportunity for academics 
and researchers to make direct contributions towards policymaking. Official guidance 
demands that government departments, “draw on a sufficiently wide range of the best 
expert sources, both within and outside government”, yet interviews with policymakers 
have revealed that departments have struggled to find suitable sources of expert advice 
(Office of Science and Technology, 2005; Holmes and Clark, 2008). The gap between what 
policymakers need and what they can quickly obtain provides an opening for researchers to 
have their work make a genuine impact on society.

Researchers should also bear in mind that much research council funding is increasingly 
contingent on demonstrating plans for impact. Engagement with policymakers is a viable 
avenue for achieving this, and a track record of impacting on policy can be a great benefit to 
securing future research funding.

HOW?

There are a number of routes towards influencing policymaking, from informal personal 
communications with relevant individuals to involvement with specialised information 
organisations. Irrespective of the routes that are pursued, proactivity is key. Government 
work often demands a rapid supply of information and ministers and aides often have little 
time to search for information sources, so researchers should push forward their findings as 
much as is reasonable. 4
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4 Relationships with individual policymakers can be profitable, but effort will be required 
on the part of the researcher. It is important that relationships are maintained if a researcher 
wants to establish herself as a priority point of contact on a given subject.  

The alternative approach is to get involved in institutionalised information services such 
as the Parliamentary Office of Science & Technology (POST), the Scottish Parliament 
Information Centre (SPICe), and the Members Research Service (MRS) in Wales. There will 
possibly be local equivalents that may appeal to researchers. There are various ways in 
which researchers can get involved with these groups; as well as acting as an advisor or an 
expert on a permanent or ad hoc basis, there are opportunities in the form of internships 
and research council sponsored fellowships – these sorts of opportunities are normally listed 
on their website. Researchers may also find that All-Party Groups can present a chance to 
influence policy; these are groupings of UK government representatives that meet to discuss 
a particular topic in an informal setting. Researchers can contact the groups’ secretariats to 
find out if there are opportunities to contribute. 

Policymakers are normally more closely tuned-in to developments in the media than in 
academia therefore publicising work in mainstream outlets (and our guidance sheet on using 
the media may be helpful in achieving this) can bring about links to policymakers (Rowett 
Institute of Nutrition and Health, 2010). At the same time, it is important for researchers 
to keep abreast of policy trends – evidence will also be more desirable if it can be put in a 
useful and usable context.

It is also important that researchers manage their own expectations – researchers can 
help feed into policy decisions but they are not going to dictate them. With this in mind 
the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) of the UK recommend that researchers 
present a range of policy options rather than issuing imperatives – this style is likely 
to be better received (Clayton and Culshaw, 2009). Similarly, researchers need to take 
responsibility for presenting findings in an accessible, readable, concise style.
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RESOURCES

Dedicated research units for the 

parliaments of the UK, Scotland 

and Wales:

Parliamentary Office of Science & 

Technology (POST): tinyurl.com/6aogjne

The Scottish Parliament Information 

Centre (SPICe): tinyurl.com/6zwnr9t

The Members Research Service (MRS): 

tinyurl.com/6eqbekl

List of registered All-Party Groups:

tinyurl.com/62frpmf

SOLUTIONS research project: 

www.suburbansolutions.ac.uk 

As part of their work on transport and land use, the multi-institutional 
SOLUTIONS group organised a series of study trips to Freiburg, a town 
renowned for its exemplar sustainable living systems. This involved 
bringing together a group of planners and other local authority 
figures and taking them on a guided tour of Freiburg, highlighting 
the ideas and practices that have been so effective there. It proved to 
be an innovative and effective means of engaging with policymakers 
– it introduced them to the concepts behind SOLUTIONS’ work, and 
presented an example of how sustainable planning could work in 
practice, while at the same time strengthening relationships between 
academics and policymakers.

Interviews with participants have suggested that the trips have 
had a lasting impact on planning in the south of England, most 
notably at the ‘eco-village’ project in Cornwall where Freiburg has 
influenced certain design aspects (Pratt, 2010). As is often the case 
with government interaction, the impact has been subtle; participants 
mostly talked about the way in which the trips had changed their 
way of understanding and thinking about the challenges that they 
faced. This is typical of engagement with policymakers, inasmuch as 
researchers have had a significant influence on policymaking without 
dictating its direction.
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“Science blogs are a virtual water cooler for 
graduate students, postdoctoral associates, 
faculty, and researchers from a variety of 
disciplines and areas of inquiry”  
(Koupar, 2010)

WHY?

The role of websites and weblogs (blogs) in academia has continued to grow in significance 
over the last decade. Their attractiveness to academics, whether as individuals, small teams 
or large multi-institute consortia is largely rooted in their capacity to reach new audiences, 
beyond those that are likely to take an interest in academic journals. Crucially, they can 
provide a direct connection from academia to industry professionals, policy-makers and lay-
people without conveyance through traditional media outlets or other third parties. 

Additionally, blogs can serve as a “virtual water cooler” for academics and others interested 
in a topic, in that they offer a space for them to converge and converse. This offers 
an opportunity for community building within one’s own discipline and beyond. This 
community building can have benefits beyond disseminating research findings – through 
garnering feedback and interacting with others academics can refine ongoing work and 
develop new research ideas (Butler, 2005).

There is also a body of opinion that suggests that the application of new media to 
academia can be still more revolutionary. Blogs and websites can be seen as part of a 
reconceptualisation of the relationship between academics and lay-people. This argument 
posits that non-academics are no longer passive receivers of information; rather they have a 
participatory, interactive role. It thus represents, “a shift from public understanding to public 
engagement [and a] more open, egalitarian, and participatory science” (Kouper, 2010).

HOW?

Academic blogs are a fairly heterogeneous group, so academics can take a number of 
different approaches to blogging. There are no set criteria for how a blog should be written, 
so they can be to varying degrees personal, political, philosophical, didactic, or ostensibly 
neutral and research-based. While there is some value in an individual or department dryly 
reporting the outcomes of their research, producing something that is opinionated and 
engaging is likely to be of interest to more people. There can also be benefits to academics 
in expanding the scope of their blog beyond their specific area of expertise by combining it 
with different subjects. 4
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4 Publicising research through new media outlets can allow researchers more control in 
how their findings are “strategically framed”. The strategic framing concept emphasises 
the importance of the political and ideological contexts within which an argument is made, 
which then impact upon how that argument is perceived and understood (Nisbet and 
Scheufele, 2009). By using a blog to present research in the context of a wider argument 
and aim it at a particular demographic, researchers can potentially exert more control over 
how their research will be interpreted and employed, as opposed to adhering to the stricter 
editorial guidelines of peer-reviewed journals (Bubela et al., 2009). Researchers may find 
communicating research in this way can be effective means of both reaching and affecting a 
sizable audience. 

It is crucial, though, that academics give thorough consideration to the implications of 
presenting work in an ideological context. The shift away from the rigour of peer-reviewed 
dissemination can cast doubt on or even undermine the neutrality and indifference that 
is crucial to good research. This can have personal repercussions in that it can affect the 
interpretation of a researcher’s integrity and consequently their worth as an academic. In a 
worst case scenario, liability to legal action is a possibility since blog writers are, in effect, 
their own publishers.

Using the internet to reach a wide readership may involve a trade off between the rigour 
of pure academic work and the short cuts necessary for making findings accessible to 
lay-people. By making something simpler and more digestible, one inevitably loses some 
of the depth of meaning and thoroughness that is demanded of high quality academic 
output. Academics bloggers must be wary of simplifying their outputs in such a way that the 
findings are corrupted or biased by dint of omissions. 

It is crucial that blogging is seen as a knowledge exchange rather than a knowledge 
transfer activity. Rather than approaching new media as purely a one-way disseminatory 
platform, bloggers need to participate more widely. Key ways of doing this are posting 
messages on blogs and websites with similar subject matters, developing relationships with 
other bloggers, and interacting with posters on their own blog. Becoming a committed 
and diligent member of a community in this way is both a means of communicating one’s 
research and a learning opportunity in its own right. Similarly, it is important to have links 
to social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter, digg and so on, as well as prominently 
positioned buttons for RSS feeds. This encourages existing readers to effectively publicise the 
blog by sharing it throughout their network of contacts.
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RESOURCES

The SUE Blog: 

sustainableurbanenvironments.

wordpress.com 

Sites that might be of particular interest 

to researchers include Research Blogging, 

which is categorises and recommends 

blogs that deal with peer reviewed 

research, and PLoS ONE, which is an 

online open-access journal with an 

internal peer-reviewing service:

www.researchblogging.org

www.plosone.org

As part of its knowledge transfer activities, the activities of the SUE 
consortia were documented through a blog. This served two purposes. 
Firstly, it publicised the outputs and activities of the SUE programme. 
By bringing together news and information about the individual 
consortia and presenting this in an accessible style, it promoted interest 
across the various groups. Individuals who arrived at the blog with 
interest in a particular consortium could be directed through articles 
and links to the websites of other consortia working on research in the 
same areas.

Secondly, it served as an accessible space for researchers in the 
individual consortia to stay informed about the goings-on of fellow 
SUE researchers and consortia, and thus promoted inter-consortia 
cooperation and generated ideas for future research.
  

Stories from SUE



www.urbansustainabilityexchange.org.uk

“The ‘gold standard’ for academics is getting their work 
in a peer-reviewed publication, and that is absolutely as it 
should be. But if your research is high enough quality for 
a peer-reviewed publication, I can’t believe that it cannot be 
presented to a wider audience as well.” 

(Zarnecki, 2007).

WHY?

The notion of a gap between research and practice is well established, and the mainstream 
media can be a tool for researchers and academics to bridge this. Publicity through 
mainstream outlets such as television, radio and newspapers can obviously raise the profile 
of research in the eyes of the general public, but it can also play a substantive role in 
influencing the professional and governmental spheres (NERC, 2009).  

The media can be seen as a key part of the “connecting web” that links researchers to 
policy makers and practitioners (Rickinson, 2005). Therefore, researchers need not see media 
exposure as an ends to itself, but as means to reaching those in a position to put research 
into practice. Indeed it has been suggested that academics should see the mass media 
as “gate-keepers for the passage of their work into the public domain” (Rhind, 2003). 
In addition, research has shown an association between coverage of academic articles in 
newspapers and increased citations (Kiernan, 2003).

HOW?

Publicising research through the mass media can be a fraught business.  Academic outputs 
will inevitably undergo an element of translation before they can be presented to the 
lay-person, and this can lead to inaccurate reporting of findings. There is a danger of 
over-simplification that is particularly acute when research conclusions are conditional 
or nuanced. In addition, researchers also need to bear in mind that news organisations 
will likely have an agenda of some description, be that selling copies or something more 
ideological; research can be wilfully as well as unintentionally misinterpreted. For these 
reasons, it is important to seek assistance in dealing with the media. 

For many, the primary source of assistance will be a university press office or 
communications department. These are likely to be able to help academics prepare 
for interviews, time stories so that they match the news agenda and suggest suitable 
publications to direct research towards. They are also likely to be able to help publicise 
findings through internal publications and websites. Many universities will insist that you 
consult with them before engaging with the media on any issues that might impact upon 
the university’s reputation. Along similar lines, media training courses and grants are offered 
by many research councils (ESRC, EPSRC, NERC etc.). These may be available free of charge 
to researchers or academics whose work is research council funded. 4
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4 For academics wishing to take a proactive approach, one of the first steps will be to 
develop an understanding of the landscape, in terms of what media vehicles have an overlap 
in subject area with their own work, and who their audience is likely to be. Research that 
is more immediately relevant to their audience’s lives will be more likely to be picked by 
media outlets, so academics should consider what aspects of their findings will be most 
attractive and to whom. It is worth taking into account the potential audience’s level of 
knowledge, geographic location and likely interests, as well as its size and diversity.  Once 
the medium and audience have been identified, work can begin on adjusting the tone of 
any communications to match its intended context.

Finally, researchers need to be aware that journalists for television, radio and print media 
work on a radically different timescale to academics. The nature of journalists’ deadlines 
can mean that academics have to walk a tightrope - they need to respond quickly to 
journalists’ requests but also ensure that the university press office is consulted or fact-
checking is undertaken where appropriate. Academics should be accurate and realistic when 
giving timescales to journalists and be punctual when returning phone calls and such like. 
Ultimately, academics need to be as prompt as possible without allowing themselves to be 
pressured into making rash statements or failing to properly consult their press office.
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RESOURCES

Media training through UK research 

councils:

ESRC: tinyurl.com/5tga6b3

EPSRC: tinyurl.com/6leyftq

NERC: 

www.nerc.ac.uk/press/mediatraining.asp

Cityform research group: 

www.city-form.org/uk 

Media links to Cityform’s research:

New Scientist: tinyurl.com/6kf3dsr

The Guardian: tinyurl.com/5rd7lbs

The Daily Mail: tinyurl.com/5uzxecy

BBC Online: tinyurl.com/3xg45y

Media interest in academic findings can be unexpected and sudden; 
the Cityform consortium demonstrated how reacting positively to 
media interest can lead to increased exposure. One of many findings 
from their extensive research was an observation that there was an 
increased tendency for robins to sing during the night in urban areas 
that are particularly noisy. From this, they surmised that robins have 
adapted to urban settings by singing at times when the birdsong does 
not have to compete with city noise pollution.

This finding was picked up by the New Scientist magazine, a publication 
with a readership beyond science professionals. From there, the story 
spread to other media outlets. Interviews were done with a number 
of journalists, and the findings were subsequently publicised in The 
Guardian, The Daily Mail, the BBC’s flagship Today programme and BBC 
Online amongst others.

This publicity did not originate from a pre-planned strategy; the 
consortium’s activities were a reaction to the initial interest which 
was kindled by researchers making themselves available for interview. 
Following the initial exposure Cityform highlighted the story it by 
putting it on the front page of their website. This achieved two things 
– it made an attractive story increasingly visible and thus maximised 
media interest, and it provided a facility to direct those who were 
interested in the robins story to other research undertaken as part of 
the Cityform project.
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