
Article

The future of knowledge brokering:
perspectives from a generational
framework of knowledge management
for international development

Sarah Cummings
Athena Institute, Knowledge for Development Partnership

Suzanne Kiwanuka
Makerere University College of Health Sciences

Helen Gillman
International Fund for Agricultural Development

Barbara Regeer
Athena Institute

Abstract
Knowledge brokering has a crucial role in the field of international development because it is able to act as a
cognitive bridge between many different types of knowledge, such as between local and global knowledge.
Much of the research on knowledge brokering has focused on knowledge brokering between research, policy
and practice, rather than looking at its wider implications. In addition, there appears to be no literature on the
future of knowledge brokering, either within or outside the development sector. Given the apparent absence
of literature on the future of knowledge brokering, a discussion group was held with experts in the field of
knowledge management for development (KM4D) in April 2017 to consider their opinions on the future of
knowledge brokering. Their opinions are then compared to the generational framework of KM4D, developed
in a series of iterations by researchers in mainstream (non-development) knowledge management (KM) and
KM4D researchers. In this framework, five generations of KM4D with different key perspectives, methods and
tools have been identified. Based on the inputs from the experts in the discussion group, the future of
knowledge brokering practice in international development appears to resemble practice-based, fourth gen-
eration KM4D, while there is some evidence of the emergence of fifth generation KM4D with its more
systematic, societal perspective on knowledge. Given that the Sustainable Development Goals are providing
a universal framework which is relevant to both organizational and societal KM4D, a new systemic concep-
tualization of KM4D is proposed which brings both of these strands together in one integrated framework
linked to the SDGs. The SDGs also support the call for a new knowledge brokering practice with a greater
emphasis on brokering knowledge between organizational and societal actors.
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Introduction

On 1 September 2015, at the United Nations (UN)

General Assembly, UN member states ratified the Sus-

tainable Development Goals (SDGs), thus
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establishing a transformational agenda to address

the problems facing the global community. Broader

in scope than the Millennium Development Goals

(MDGs), the SDGs have “ . . . added several areas

of concern, such as economic growth, environmental

protection, peace, justice, and accountability. And,

unlike the MDGs, they were developed after wide

consultation with people from all sectors of society”

(Maurice, 2015: 1124). Thus, the UN and its mem-

bers states ‘are committed to achieving sustainable

development in its three dimensions — economic,

social and environmental — in a balanced and inte-

grated manner’ (United Nations 2015: 6). Ratifica-

tion of Agenda 2030 has been hailed by Frans

Timmermans, First Vice President of the European

Commission (EC), as ‘a historic event, and a signif-

icant step forward for global action on sustainable

development.’1 Agenda 2030 is probably the most

influential international policy of the current era.

To achieve this ambitious agenda, global efforts to

address the complex challenges identified by the

SDGs will need to make the most of new develop-

ments and insights related to the role of knowledge in

international development. Global knowledge shar-

ing, capacity building and innovation will have a key

role in the implementation of the SDGs because

‘ . . . knowledge can break down silos and be the most

natural integrative factor system-wide and for all the

stakeholders in the implementation of the 2030

Agenda’ (Dumitriu 2017: vi). Martinuzzi and

Sedlacko (2017) argue that policymakers, scientists

and others will need to collaborate if they are to

achieve the SDGs, and that knowledge brokering –

although they call it brokerage – will have an impor-

tant role in this process.

Against this background, the relationship between

evidence and decision-making is becoming ever more

challenging. According to the event ‘Evidence-

informed decision-making in a complex world’2 orga-

nised by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI),

UK, for a diverse panel of donor, academic and non-

governmental organizations in March 2017, the rise of

populist politics and attacks on international develop-

ment in a ‘post-truth’ environment may drive some

development donors towards simpler, more techno-

cratic definitions of impact. According to de Haan,

‘the widespread inability to resist “post-truth” and

“fake news” shows not only a severe lack of political

knowledge but also a problem with our local knowl-

edge’ (de Haan 2017: 31). Post-truth politics has the

potential to have a dramatic effect on knowledge

brokering because it undermines the importance

ascribed to evidence as the fundamental basis for pol-

icymaking. As a credible source of knowledge,

knowledge brokering is needed to counteract this

trend because:

Brokerage has multiple dimensions – it must be able to

deal with instant input in an emergency on one hand and

assist with fore-sighting and horizon scanning on the

other. Authoritative yet accessible, it must be able to

rise above the cacophony of competing claims and

social media trends. (Gluckman 2017: unpaginated)

This article considers the future of knowledge

brokering in the field of international development.

It also highlights the necessity for both organiza-

tions and professionals in international develop-

ment to adapt and respond to the developments in

their field of practice. This analysis of the future of

knowledge brokering is used to reflect on the valid-

ity of a generational framework for the field of

knowledge management for development (KM4D)

(Cummings et al, 2013).

Knowledge management for international
development

The field of international development is supported

by public and private finance. In total, public sector

development finance or Official Development Assis-

tance (ODA) reached USD 132 billion in 2015 (Orga-

nisation for Economic Cooeration and Development

(OECD), 2016), roughly equivalent to the Gross

Domestic Product of Kazakhstan.3 In organizational

terms, the field includes the international organiza-

tions, such as the UN organizations, the bilateral orga-

nizations, such as the Department for International

Development (DFID) in the UK and the US Agency

for International Development (USAID), as well as

international and national non-governmental organi-

zations (iNGOs and NGOs) which are concerned with

development. For the purposes of this paper, develop-

ment is defined as: ‘the synergy among millions of

innovative initiatives people take every day in their

local societies, generating new and more effective

ways of producing, trading, and managing their

resources and their institutions. The work of policy

makers and development agencies may contribute

greatly to the success of those initiatives, may shape

them, or may undermine those efforts’ (Ferreira,

2009: 99). Development knowledge is knowledge

which is relevant to development and includes global,
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national, regional and local knowledge. As authors,

we recognise a mismatch between the definition of

development above, which is focused on grassroots,

local activity, and international development which is

funded by the international community and partic-

ularly the governments of developed countries. The

cognitive bridge between local initiatives and the

international development sector has, to a large

extent, been created by new approaches to knowl-

edge management (Ferreira, 2009). The field of

KM4D is generally recognized as having started

some twenty years ago when the World Bank

launched its first knowledge management (KM)

strategy in 1996, followed by the publication of the

seminal World Development Report 1998/99,

‘Knowledge for Development’ (World Bank

1999). The justification for the World Bank’s KM

strategy was to provide decision makers with the

knowledge and ideas for more successful policies

because ‘we don’t yet have all the knowledge we

need to address some of the major challenges

before us’ (quoted in Parker 2000: 233). At this

time, there was also discussion of whether KM in

development organizations was a business strategy

or a development strategy (Kalseth and Cummings,

2001). From these roots, the field of KM4D origi-

nated in the mainstream of KM which focuses on

organizations and networks in the developed world.

KM4D focuses on the management of development

knowledge, and knowledge brokering represents

one key aspect of this field.

Since the emergence of KM4D, five generations

with different key perspectives, methods and tools

have been conceptualised (Cummings et al, 2013),

based on generations identified by other authors from

mainstream KM (Snowden 2002, Laszlo and Laszlo

2003, Koenig 2005, Huysman et al 2007) and KM4D

(Ferguson and Cummings 2007, Ferguson et al 2008)

(Table 1). The fifth generation is apparently charac-

terised by a growing awareness of multiple knowl-

edges and multi-stakeholder processes in the

solution of ‘wicked’ problems (Brown, 2008; 2011);

recognition of development knowledge as a global

public good and the development knowledge com-

mons (Cummings et al., 2011; Ferreira, 2012 respec-

tively); increased emphasis on the role of local

knowledge in development (see, for example,

Mansell, 2010, Cummings et al 2017, Brander and

Cummings 2017); an emphasis on cross-domain inter-

actions and knowledge co-creation (Ho, 2011; Ho

et al., 2012); and recognition of the importance of

complexity and emergence (Ramalingam, 2008;

Brown et al., 2013). All aspects of the fifth generation

of KM4D are strongly linked to the societal role of

knowledge rather than organizational KM practice.

Knowledge brokering

In the literature, knowledge brokering is seen as

complex, diverse and contextual (Conklin et al,

2013, Kislov et al 2017). Indeed, there are many

different definitions of knowledge brokering as is

explained below:

Table 1. Five generations of KM4D.

1: ICT-based 2: Organization-based
3: Knowledge
sharing-based 4: Practice-based

5: Development knowledge
system/ecology

Identifying concepts

Knowledge as
a commodity

Knowledge as an
asset within
organizations

Knowledge sharing
between
organizations

Knowledge processes
embedded in
organizational processes

Cross-domain knowledge
integration and knowledge
co-creation

Features

ICTs
Databases
Portals
Clearinghouses

KM audits
KM scans
Explicit and tacit

knowledge

Peer assist
Case studies
‘Best practices’
Inter- organization

communities of
practice

Role of social media
People-centric
Practice-based

Multiple knowledges
Multi-stakeholder processes
Global public good and

knowledge commons
Emphasis on local knowledge
Emergence and complexity

Adapted from Cummings et al. 2013.
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While models of knowledge brokering vary consider-

ably, a number of key features are discernible. Foremost

of these is the role of making connections between

groups of people to facilitate the use of research evi-

dence in policy making. Knowledge brokers build rela-

tionships and networks, and are well informed and up to

date on what is happening in their domain. Secondly,

knowledge brokers are trustworthy subject experts with

a high level of credibility. They are not advocates or

lobbyists for a cause, neither is their role simple com-

munication of information. Beyond this, the role varies a

great deal. Many more people engage in knowledge

brokering activities than have the title knowledge bro-

ker. (Jackson-Bowers 2006: 2)

This definition places emphasis on differing models,

relationships and networks, credibility and trust, and

the fact that many people engage in knowledge bro-

kering activities without labelling them as such. How-

ever, it limits itself to the brokering of knowledge

from research to policy. There has, indeed, been a

considerable amount of research on knowledge bro-

kering between practice, policy and research in the

field of international development. For example, the

Research and Policy in Development (RAPID) group

of the Overseas Development Institute (ODI), UK,

has published more than 467 publications on

‘research and policy in development.’ Through such

research initiatives with their varying terminologies

(knowledge intermediaries, knowledge translation

and knowledge co-creation), many insights have been

developed.

In international development, knowledge can be

brokered at very many different levels, not just

between research, policy and practice. For example,

Brown (2008; 2011) argues that all individuals are

part of different knowledge cultures, each with their

own types of content, forms of inquiry and languages

(Brown, 2008; 2011). Knowledge brokers at the

grassroots make linkages between these different

types of knowledge. Other development actors are

making links between local knowledge and scientific

knowledge, for example extension services aiming to

improve farming practices, and between local and

diverse sectoral knowledge, such as the health and the

agricultural sector. Given the crucial role of knowl-

edge brokering to international development as a cog-

nitive bridge between these different types of

knowledge, the future development of knowledge

brokering is an important area of concern for interna-

tional development as a whole but particularly for

organizations and KM4D practitioners. The urgency

of this issue has also been emphasized by the fact that

the first impetus for this paper came from research

commissioned by a prominent bilateral development

organization.

Methodology

A literature review is a recognised methodology for

investigating the development of an academic field.

However, there is very little scientific or grey litera-

ture on the future of knowledge brokering in interna-

tional development. For example, a search of ‘future

of knowledge brokering’ on Google Scholar yielded

two results, none of which were relevant4 while a

Google search of ‘the future of knowledge brokering’

combined with ‘international development’ yielded

only two references, neither being relevant.5

Although we could have done a systematic review

of the literature, a more pragmatic procedure

appeared to be to consult experts to gain their opi-

nions on the future of the knowledge brokering.

Given that a literature review provides ‘supporting

evidence for a thesis (argument) by treating previous

authors as “experts” and/or witnesses’ (Metcalf,

2003: 1), we decided to start with the testimony of

expert witnesses, linking the issues they raised to the

literature and to the main aspects of the KM4D gen-

erational framework. To explore experts’ insights on

the future of knowledge brokering, a discussion

group was held during a meeting of the Knowledge

Management for Development (KM4Dev)6 commu-

nity on 2 April 2017 at the Information Hub in Gen-

eva, Switzerland. There were approximately 55

participants at this meeting.7

KM4Dev is a community of practice of interna-

tional development practitioners who are interested

in KM4D and related knowledge sharing issues and

approaches. Founded by the International Develop-

ment Research Council (IDRC), Canada, in 2001,

KM4Dev currently has two community platforms:

an e-mail communication group with 2496 registered

members (6 December 2017)8 as well as a website

with 5013 members (6 December 2017)9. It is an

active group with online discussions and face-to-

face meetings. As Bator and Weatherly argue,

‘KM4Dev is a large, mature community that has had

continuous membership growth and weathered many

structural changes over the last 17 years’ (2017: 149).

Ferreira (2009) considers that members of KM4Dev

recognize the importance of knowledge to develop-

ment and also desire to change how development is
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being done, leading to his claims that it represents the

new Enlightenment:

KM4Dev has become a global network of development

agents who share the idea that knowledge can contribute

to the development of poor countries and groups in a

disadvantaged situation. KM4Dev is already playing the

role of a cognitive bridge for development agents world-

wide, and the demand of methodologies and tools of

development agents have shaped the flow of knowledge

among the members of the net. KM4Dev plays that role

with a high level of efficiency, providing reliable

answers to development agents on a daily basis, almost

in real time, and at very low cost. (2009: 105).

Many of the participants of the KM4Dev meeting

were KM practitioners working in UN organizations,

although staff members of NGOs, iNGOs and devel-

opment banks were also represented. This group of

professionals was present in Geneva to attend the

Knowledge for Development: Global Partnership

Conference which took place on 3-4 April 2017 at the

Palais des Nations, organised by the UN Joint Inspec-

tion Unit, the Knowledge for Development Partner-

ship and others. The KM4Dev meeting ‘piggybacked’

on the conference, giving conference attendees the

opportunity to reflect on their professional practice

on the day before the formal conference started.

The discussion group on the future of knowledge

brokering was held in the afternoon as part of an Open

Space session in which participants moved between

different sessions. All participants were invited to the

session ‘The future of knowledge brokering in inter-

national development’, scheduled parallel with

another session. Open Space Technology is a metho-

dology for organising events and conferences in

which the programme is decided on by participants

in real time.10 No formal registration was held for

those who attended the discussion group as is often

the procedure with Open Space. Generally, there were

9 participants with a seated core group remaining for

the whole period and a smaller, circulating group of

cross-fertilizing ‘bumble bees’. The informal partici-

pants’ list for this session which is available online

indicates that the session included some very experi-

enced KM professionals from, for example, the UN

Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the European Commis-

sion and the UN Development Programme (UNDP).

The discussion was open with no agenda apart from

the central theme, namely the future of knowledge

brokering. Notes were made on a flip chart on the

table – in knowledge café style – and afterwards the

notes were shared on the Google sheet on which all

sessions from the meeting reported.11

Results

The participants started by defining knowledge bro-

kering. They considered that knowledge brokering is

defined by its functions, namely adapting, translating,

connecting, acting as an intermediary, match-making,

convening of networks and professional learning,

connecting supply and demand for knowledge, cata-

lysing and facilitating. In addition, it was agreed

among participants that the word ‘broker’ means

‘adding value’. They considered that knowledge bro-

kering is particularly valuable at the level of ‘weak

signals’ where knowledge asymmetries are evident at

the boundaries between networks. In the theoretical

literature, these are known as ‘structural holes’ (Burt

1992). Themes raised by the participants included the

practice-based approach to knowledge management,

the role of inter-organizational communities of prac-

tice, multi-stakeholder processes, local knowledge,

funding difficulties and the role of the SDGs, which

we will discuss in more depth below.

The practice-based approach to knowledge
management

Participants’ comments on knowledge brokering very

much reflect the practice-based approach to KM

which ‘emphatically takes into account the specific

context in which knowledge is localized. The individ-

ual’s practices, situated at a community level, form

the central pivot of knowledge creation’ (Ferguson

et al, 2008: 10). This is a particularly relevant per-

spective for KM4D because it inherently includes the

social context in which knowledge is generated,

developed and applied. For most of these participants,

their context was the UN system with its potentially

hierarchical relations with other organizations in the

development knowledge system. From their perspec-

tive, participants recognised that the UN was becom-

ing more of a knowledge broker because the expertise

was very much present at the national level in devel-

oping countries. Participants also had a specific con-

textual understanding of their own organization’s role

as a knowledge broker.

Participants argued that the role of the UN organi-

zations is changing, partly because of the falling level

of operational finance. In addition, they considered

that the UN no longer needs to provide expertise

because there is sufficient expertise in developing

Cummings et al: The future of knowledge brokering 785



countries with every country itself being a ‘knowl-

edge centre.’ Instead, they considered that the UN

itself is developing its niche as a knowledge broker,

linking the knowledge of other parties. They empha-

sised the importance of the SDGs in facilitating this

process by providing a universal, external framework,

also for UN organizations:

SDGs are very relevant to the knowledge brokering

work across sectors because all organizations have the

same framework, the same Goals and a global mandate.

In this knowledge brokering role, however, partici-

pants argued that UN organizations do need to ‘walk

their talk’ by continuing to keep attention on internal

KM processes and to maintain an active role in imple-

mentation. Meanwhile, internal KM strategies and

implementation in the field were found to contribute

to the UN’s legitimacy as a knowledge broker. As a

one participant stated:

Knowledge management and knowledge sharing should

become the core mission of the UN in which they facil-

itate external knowledge because there is much more

knowledge outside the organizations than within them.

Inter-organizational communities of practice

The participants considered that inter-organizational

communities of practice have an important role to

play in the future of knowledge brokering. In partic-

ular, they were very positive about the role of

KM4Dev as an interorganizational community of

practice. They argued that the KM4Dev community

has an important role in facilitating connections

between professionals in the field of knowledge bro-

kering across and between organizations. For exam-

ple, they consider many development organizations

are concerned about losing the expertise of employ-

ees who leave their organizations as well as the fact

that consultants also have organizational knowledge

which becomes lost to the host organization. In

KM4Dev, individuals move between organizations

and consultancies, and their expertise is not lost to

the field.

Inter-organizational communities are included in

the third generation of KM4D. The recognition of the

importance of KM4Dev to the developing KM4D

practice is not surprising as many authors have iden-

tified its role (see, for example, Ferguson et al 2008,

Ferreira 2009, Brown et al 2013, Cummings et al

2013, Bannister et al 2017, Bator and Weatherly

2017) and many participants are, themselves, mem-

bers. Inter-organizational communities of practice

have also demonstrably kept their relevance to the

field of KM4D because a recent issue of the Knowl-

edge Management for Development Journal, linked to

the KM4Dev community, has re-visited the concept

of communities of practice, finding that it is still

relevant and represents ‘a degree of continuity of

thinking about [communities of practice] since they

first made their way into development discourse in

the mid-1990s’ (Bannister et al, 2017: 2). Consistent

with this emphasis on the role of communities of

practice, the participants have also stressed the

importance of trust and legitimacy in knowledge

brokering which resonates with recent challenges

on the value of evidence.

Multi-stakeholder processes

Participants emphasized the importance of multi-

stakeholder processes but they were particularly

focused on the role of the private sector in knowledge

brokering, although they did refer to the complemen-

tary role of NGOs and social entrepreneurs who were

able to facilitate links – themselves acting as knowl-

edge brokers – between the UN and local actors.

The private sector is increasingly being seen as an

important actor in development because of its poten-

tial to ‘scale up the interventions that have proven

most effective; to extend these approaches to new

fields and unreached people’ (UK Department for

International Development, 2011: 4). Reflecting this

emphasis, Agenda 2030 and the SDGs call upon ‘all

businesses to apply their creativity and innovation to

solving sustainable development challenges’ (United

Nations 2015: 34). Although the private sector is

often viewed as a cluster of homogenous actors,

roughly corresponding to multinational companies,

it is enormously diverse, demonstrated by an analysis

of private sector actors cooperating with the five

Dutch knowledge brokering platforms, ranging from

multinational corporations to small businesses (see

Table 2). Despite this growing emphasis, a recent

review by the Organization for Economic Coopera-

tion and Development-Development Assistance

Committee (OECD-DAC) indicates that ‘[t]he deci-

sion to partner with the private sector should be rooted

in a theory of change that establishes whether and

how the private sector is best placed to realise specific

development results’ (2017: 11).
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Local knowledge

The importance of local knowledge was mentioned

by the participants, although they also mentioned

that NGOs and social entrepreneurs were better

able to act at the grassroots than the United Nations

organizations. Although participants consider that

local knowledge is important to knowledge broker-

ing, they did not refer to structural gaps between

local communities and other development actors in

which local knowledge is marginalized see, for

example, Cummings 2017). Other commentators

have argued that UN organizations might be

drowning out local voices:

There are many cases where voices from local com-

munities and institutions are not taken seriously until

a UN organization raises the same issues. For how

long are UN organizations, the World Bank and other

big organizations going to continue using their sym-

bolic power to elevate issues that should be conveyed

by local communities and institutions? Symbolic

power in the form of logos and the convening power

of UN organizations represents a hierarchy of cred-

ibility which makes it appear what these organiza-

tions say should be considered the first truth,

followed by what comes from government authorities

and lastly, local community views. Even if intuition

from local communities are more authentic and reli-

able, symbolic power makes what comes from the

UN agencies and the World Bank more believable

to global audiences. (Dhewa 2017: 23).

One of the areas that was considered to be inade-

quately covered by the UN on the whole is local

knowledge, despite the fact that participants consid-

ered that the UNDP explicitly focuses on local knowl-

edge. Participants also highlighted the fact that local

language acts a barrier to knowledge sharing between

country offices and local people. They considered

that, at some point, technology may help in this regard

with automatic translation.

SDGs

Participants recognized that the SDGs are important

to knowledge brokering because they provide a uni-

versal external framework for development initiatives

in terms of mandate and goals. Indeed, most develop-

ment organizations are currently revisiting their orga-

nizational strategies and activities within the

framework of the SDGs. The international organiza-

tions, such as the Food and Agriculture Organization

of the United Nations (FAO) and the World Bank, and

the world’s largest aid donor, namely the European

Union and its member states, have embraced the new

agenda, re-framing their development efforts in the

light of the SDGs (Food and Agriculture Organization

of the United Nations 2015, European Commission

2015). However, a number of commentators have

argued that the SDGs do not pay enough attention

to knowledge (for an overview, see Cummings et al

2017). In consequence, a civil society initiative, led

Table 2. Private sector actors engaging with the knowledge platforms (Source: Authors).

Platform Sector Private sector actors Source

Share-Net Reproductive health representative on steering committee, Female
Health Company, Philips, Heineken, Dr
Monk

www.share-net.nl**

INCLUDE Social inclusion Members include African business
professionals, extractive industry, small
business

Lammers and de Winter
2017, www.
includeplatform.net

Security and Rule
of Law

Security Heineken International, Farmers & Co, coffee
sector in Kenya, Baghlan Sugar Co in
Afghanistan

www.kpsrl.org**

Food & Business food and nutrition security
and sustainable
agriculture

Social entrepreneurs, small business, young
entrepreneurs, private sector in Uganda

Lammers and de Winter
2017

VIA Water water and sanitation ICT companies, innovation hubs,* Plataforma
Moçambicana da Água (PLAMA)*, small to
medium enterprises

Lammers and de Winter
2017, www.viawater.
nl**

*includes private sector actors.
**websites were searched using Google: site:[website URL] private sector.
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by the Knowledge for Development Partnership, Aus-

tria, has developed an Agenda Knowledge for Devel-

opment which aims to complement the SDGs from the

perspective of knowledge (Brander and Cummings

2017). The Agenda Knowledge for Development with

its 13 Knowledge Development Goals (KDGs) pre-

sents a universal agenda from the perspective of

knowledge, focusing on both KM4D in organizations

and from a societal perspective (see Figure 1). If

broadly adopted, the Agenda Knowledge for Devel-

opment could provide a universal framework for

knowledge brokering in international development.

Discussion

A number of issues found in the KM4D generational

framework were identified by the participants; while

others were not. In addition, a number of issues were

raised which were not in the framework and could

enrich the framework. These issues will be discussed

in turn.

Issues in the generational framework

The participants identified five main concepts and

features that were part of the generational framework

(see Table 3). These include knowledge processes

embedded in organizational processes and practice-

based KM, both characteristic of the fourth generation

of KM4D. Participants also referred to inter-

organizational communities of practice, conceptua-

lized as being part of third generation KM4D, and

local knowledge and multi-stakeholder process, both

of which have been identified as being part of the fifth

generation. This appears to indicate that aspects of

third, fourth and fifth generation KM are continuing

to co-exist, predicted in the original conceptualization

of the generational framework.

New issues

A number of issues were raised by participants which

are not in the current generational framework, such as

funding constraints which are forcing organizations to

change in terms of their knowledge brokering ambi-

tions and the role of the SDGs. Funding, and particu-

larly continuity of funding, is an important issue for

knowledge brokering as has been described by Geoff

Barnard, former (1994-2005) Head of Information at

the Institute of Development Studies, UK:

Investments in knowledge and information need to be

seen in the same way as investments in clean water

systems, electricity supply grids or urban transport net-

works. These kinds of infrastructures are not something

that will be here today and gone tomorrow – we’ll need

them for hundreds of years ahead. The same is true of

the ‘knowledge infrastructure’ we’ll need to achieve the

SDGs. We’re not talking of a quick fix. We’re talking

about putting in place the systems, skills, behaviours and

networks that will support and sustain us for generations

into the future. And there will be a need for all kinds of

funding models – state funding, development assistance,

commercial models, pay-as-you-go, and sponsorship,

will all have a role to play. The point is that we need

Table 3. Concepts and features in the KM4D generational framework.

1: ICT-based 2: Organization-based
3: Knowledge
sharing-based 4: Practice-based

5: Development knowledge
system/ecology

Identifying concepts

Knowledge as
a commodity

Knowledge as an
asset within
organizations

Knowledge sharing
between
organizations

Knowledge processes
embedded in
organizational processes

Cross-domain knowledge
integration and knowledge
co-creation

Features

ICTs
Databases
Portals
Clearinghouses

KM audits
KM scans
Explicit and tacit

knowledge

Peer assist
Case studies
‘Best practices’
Inter- organization

communities of
practice

Role of social media
People-centric
Practice-based

Multiple knowledges
Multi-stakeholder processes
Global public good and

knowledge commons
Emphasis on local knowledge
Emergence and complexity

Adapted from Cummings et al 2013.
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to be thinking long term. We need to be taking knowl-

edge for development seriously and investing in it like

our lives depended on it – because, ultimately, they do.

(2017:13)

Proposing a new framework

In this paper, we have considered the future of knowl-

edge brokering using the conceptual lens of the gen-

erations of KM4D based on the understanding that

knowledge brokering is an important aspect of

KM4D. Looking at knowledge brokering from the

generational perspective appears to indicate that the

third, fourth and fifth generations of KM4D will con-

tinue to co-exist, something that was mentioned as a

possibility by the original authors. The fourth gener-

ation, focused on organizational practice, is very

much reflected in the future of knowledge brokering

identified by the participants, although the partici-

pants also identified the importance of multi-

stakeholder processes and local knowledge which

are to be found in the fifth generation. Given the

nature of international development with its intra-

organizational, inter-organizational and societal

perspectives, we propose a new systemic conceptua-

lization of KM4D which includes all three perspec-

tives, not based on generations but rather based on the

fact that these perspectives will continue to co-exist

into the future. The new systemic conceptualization

which we are proposing has two practice-based

elements, namely intra-organizational and inter-

organization, and integrates the societal components

which were previously seen as a separate fifth gener-

ation of KM4D (see Table 4). In this integration, the

SDGs, and also the Knowledge Development Goals

(KDGs, see Figure 1), provide a unifying framework

as has been proposed by participants of the discussion

group. Indeed, this new systemic perspective has been

made possible by the universal framework provided

by the SDGs to which all development initiatives are

currently aiming to comply.

What is the evidence of a newly emerging systemic

KM4D? First, many scholars and practitioners have

emphasized the societal aspects of KM4D as has been

discussed previously (see, for example, Brown 2008,

2011 and Ferreira 2009). This approach is also fully

integrated into the Agenda Knowledge for Devel-

opment (Brander and Cummings 2017) with its

associated 73 statements by individuals active in

the field of KM4D, which embraces all three

aspects in its 13 KDGs. While many of the Goals

focus on societal aspects of KM4D, others focus on

intra-organizational and inter-organizational aspects

(Goals 4, 6, 7 and 11). Second, the systemic and

integrative aspects of knowledge across the UN sys-

tem has been recognised by the UN Joint Inspection

Unit (Dumitriu 2016), while Gillman and others

Table 4. A framework for systemic KM4D.

Practice-based Societal

Identifying concepts

a) Knowledge processes embedded
in intra-organizational processes

b) Knowledge processes
embedded in inter-
organizational processes

Cross-domain knowledge integration and
knowledge co-creation

Knowledge ecology/knowledge ecosystems

Features

Practice-based
Funding constraints
Tools: ICTs, KM audits, KM scans,

best practices, case studies, peer
assist

Role of social media
Inter-organization communities of

practice
Tools: ICTs, best practices, case

studies, peer assist
Funding constraints

Multiple knowledges
Multi-stakeholder processes, including new

stakeholders such as citizens and the private
sector

Global public good and knowledge commons
Emphasis on local knowledge
Emergence and complexity

Universal frameworks

SDGs and potentially the KDGs

Source: Authors, adapted from Cummings et al 2013.

Cummings et al: The future of knowledge brokering 789



consider the potential of ‘ . . . the theoretical and prac-

tical considerations and opportunities of taking a more

systemic approach to KM, applying it to sectors and

other broader concepts, such as “knowledge cities”, “the

information society” and “the knowledge economy”’

(2018: 1) in a recent Call for Papers from the Knowledge

Management for Development Journal.

What are the implications of the proposed systemic

framework for knowledge brokering practice?

Current conceptualization of knowledge brokering

appears to be very linear, focusing on the spread of

evidence from scientists to policymakers and others

(for example, Martinuzzi and Sedlacko 2017) while

the participants of the discussion group did take a

broader perspective, including multi-stakeholder part-

nerships and local knowledge. We consider that the

new framework calls for a new sort of knowledge

brokering practice so that ‘knowledge brokers can

Figure 1. The Knowledge for Development Goals (Brandner and Cummings 2017).
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effectively use their skills to redistribute power in

ways that democratize knowledge’ (Dhewa 2017:

23). This will also require the re-assessment of hier-

archies of knowledge, recognising that scientific and

technical knowledge alone does not always provide

the best solution to development problems. Given that

current conceptualizations of knowledge brokering

practice tend to be linear and involve moving evi-

dence from the scientific domain to policy and prac-

tice, a new type of knowledge brokering is needed

which is able to broker knowledge between local

actors and development experts, recognizing that this

is not just a one-way process.

Resolution of the structural gaps in which local

knowledge is marginalized does not depend on

knowledge brokering practice alone but rather on sys-

tematic changes. One systemic change which has the

potential to bridge the gap between local communities

and other development actors is the growing adoption

of transdisciplinary research, action research and

other forms of participatory development. The poten-

tial of transdisciplinary research to involve local peo-

ple in research and development interventions has

been recognised elsewhere (see, for example, Olde-

kop et al 2016, Cummings et al 2013 and Regeer and

Bunders 2009). In addition, a basic re-assessment of

development interventions is required in which local

realities and local knowledge should be the starting

point for development efforts, calling for effective

knowledge brokering between local knowledge and

other types of knowledge (Cummings, 2017, Cum-

mings et al 2017).

Conclusions

Based on a discussion group with experts and on

recent literature, this paper has considered the future

of knowledge brokering with the help of a conceptual

lens of a generational framework for KM4D. Based

on this analysis, we have reached the conclusion that

there needs to be a new systemic conceptualization of

KM4D which brings together co-existing fourth and

fifth generation KM4D in recognition of the universal

framework of the SDGs which are relevant at the level

of organizations and society. We, therefore, propose a

new, systemic KM4D which is based on both

practice-based and societal KM4D. From this per-

spective, we consider that there needs to be a re-

assessment of the practice of knowledge brokering,

recognizing a more pluralistic, complex role of

knowledge broking than is currently present in the

conceptualization of knowledge brokering as a linear

process of evidence being transferred from research to

policy and practice. The types of knowledge that will

be involved in the knowledge brokering in the future

are likely to be highly diverse and more pluralistic

than they are today, particularly give the rising impor-

tance of social media and the potential breakdown of

some of the silos between different domains of devel-

opment knowledge. In particular, it appears that the

role of the private sector in knowledge brokering

requires further investigation.
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Notes

1. http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-15-5708_en

.htm

2. https://www.odi.org/events/4457-evidence-informed-

decision-making-complex-world

3. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_

GDP_(nominal)

4. https://scholar.google.nl/scholar?hl¼en&as_sdt¼0

%2C5&q¼%22futureþofþknowledgeþbrokering%
22&oq¼%22future (accessed 4 January 2018)

5. (Accessed 4 January 2017)

6. In this paper, we consistently use KM4D for the field

and KM4Dev for the related community

7. Further information on the KM4Dev meeting can be

found here: http://wiki.km4dev.org/KM4Dev2017

Geneva#Artifacts_from_the_Meetings

8. https://dgroups.org/groups/km4dev-l/

9. www.km4dev.org

10. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open_Space_Technology

11. https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1SV7A

V5ONlrVfCfR6UJ_AAEAzUPn3hE8pUBBS88NU

Cio/edit#gid¼0
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