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Models (and theory) for Knowledge 

Utilisation

(It‟s only a 
model…)

“There is 
nothing so 
practical 
as a good 
theory” Lewin



“Yes, it‟s quite a noise – but are we having any impact?”

The challenge for all of us in the knowledge business…
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“Knowledge Utilisation”

Come a long way from the traditional linear model:

Knowledge 
creation

Knowledge 
validation

Knowledge 
dissemination

Knowledge 
adoption

Researchers Users

„KT‟

--- THE PROBLEM WITH THIS MODEL  ---

Too - simple, rational, linear, uni-directional, individualised, 
unproblematised, asocial, and acontextual (otherwise, OK…)

Research priorities



Conceptualising Knowledge and Use

• Much of knowledge creation is:
– active and interactive; social; dynamic; and 

contextual (i.e. Gibbons‟ “Mode 2” research)…

… draws on research and other evidence, but also 
much more; requires unlearning as well as learning…

… is as much about rethinking/reframing, as informing 
specific options (Weiss‟s “enlightenment”).

• In turn, using knowledge is:
– shared/social, dynamic, contextual and contingent…

… an unfolding adaptive process, rather than any 
simple adoption event;

… seen embedded within systems, processes and 
cultures, as well as in the behaviour of individuals.



Individuals, systems and cultures

„Research-based 

practitioner‟ model

„Embedded 

research‟ model

„Organisational 

Excellence‟ model

The models – or archetypes - may 
operate in parallel and contingently

Multiple models of research use in 
organisational settings – derived inductively



Research-based practitioner model

• Role and responsibility of individual practitioners to
keep up-to-date with and apply research

• Use of research seen as a fairly linear process – find 
problem, access evidence, appraise, apply…

• Assumes fair degree of professional autonomy, 
and significant skills/capacity

• Consistently found to be problematic…

Too often the default model…



Embedded research model

• Research is embedded in systems and processes –
standards, policies and tools

• Responsibility for research use lies with policy makers, 
outside agencies and service managers

• Performance management and regulatory regimes 
encourage the use of guidance and tools

• End research „users‟ often have little idea of 
research provenance of behaviours

Scope of applicability, dysfunctions…?



• Leadership, management and structure of service 
delivery organisations is key

• Importance of developing a “research-minded” local 
culture and local absorptive capacity for knowledge

• Local adaptation of research findings and ongoing 
iterative learning through local data and small-scale 
experimentation are key

• Partnerships with local researchers helpful

Organisational excellence model

A very significant challenge… 

but – a way forwards?



To conclude

• Models provide structure to what we pay 
attention to…

• … but theories too are ever present –
“theories as nets” (Karl Popper).

• Models provide a framework within which 
theories can be unpacked and examined.

• Ground is rarely untrod – we need to 
connect better to previous social science.



We may need to be more explicit in models and theories…


