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Abstract 

A resource-based view of organizations suggests that internal knowledge is amongst the most 

important sources of competitive advantage. Regardless of whether these ideas are 

exaggerated, it is not necessary to buy into them all to accept the significance of knowledge 

as a resource. Knowledge is complex, multi-faceted, intangible, often tacit and specialised; 

consequently, it is difficult to manage exchange.  This has implications for narrowing the gap 

between academic research and policy impact, and for developing policy-relevant academic 

research.  

One way of improving the exchange and flow of knowledge is to use knowledge brokers 

(KBs), who bridge the gap between creators and users of knowledge.  The function of a KB 

may vary according to context.  In the case of specialised knowledge, some have gone as far 

as to suggest that KBs are part of a creative process, where knowledge-broking may be a way 

of codifying, translating and sharing difficult-to-disseminate knowledge.  This idea has been 

expanded upon in the literature with KBs engaged in the process of the creation of new 

knowledge. 

This paper examines how one particular study, the Workplace Employment Relations Study 

(WERS), uses KBs to bridge the gap between research and practical knowledge. the findings 

indicate that KBs in both government and academia have been essential in the effective 

deployment of WERS research in policy-making and commercial practice. 
 

JEL classification 
 O33, O38, M15, M50 

Keywords 
WERS, Workplace Employment Relations Survey, knowledge,  knowledge exchange 

Corresponding author 
Felix Ritchie, Bristol Business School, University of the West of England, Bristol. 

Felix.Ritchie@uwe.ac.uk  

  

mailto:Felix.Ritchie@uwe.ac.uk


 
 

Page 3 of 16 
 

1. Introduction  

Since Bell (1973), it has become de rigueur to claim that advanced capitalist economies are 

now ‘post-industrial’, or even `knowledge-intensive´.  ‘Knowledge’, it is often claimed, has 

displaced traditional factors of production, such as land and capital, as the primary source of 

competitive advantage for organizations and national economies (Barley, 1996). 

Simultaneously, there has been a refocusing of business management literature on the 

importance of competitive advantage as a determinant of a firm’s success and growth (see, 

for example, Porter, 1985; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990; Barney, 1991).  Within this body of 

literature, a resource-based view of organizations suggests that internal knowledge is amongst 

the most important sources of competitive advantage (Hendry and Pettigrew, 1990; Leonard-

Barton, 1995). Whilst some of these ideas are, clearly, exaggerations, it is not necessary to 

buy into them all to accept that knowledge is an important cause of competitive advantage.   

 

However, knowledge, itself, is complex, multi-faceted, intangible, often tacit (we don´t know 

that we know), specialised (if tacit knowledge is about ‘knowing how’, specialised knowledge 

is about ‘knowing that’) and ambiguous (Davenport and Prusak, 2000; Ahmed et al, 2002). 

Consequently, it is difficult to manage exchange: within organizations, processes exist to 

manage and, thereby improve, knowledge-flows between and across organizations (Mankin, 

2009); outside these knowledge-based networks and relationships, organizations, try to 

ensure that knowledge flows are equally effective, in order to develop know-how and remain 

innovative. Narrowing the gap between academic research and policy impact, and the need to 

develop policy-relevant academic research, is a topic of increasing importance within 

knowledge economies; the latter is also highly controversial.   

 

One way of improving the exchange and flow of knowledge is to use knowledge brokers 

(KBs), who bridge the gap between creators and users of knowledge (Lavis, 2006).  The 

function of a KB may vary according to context.  In the case of specialised knowledge 

(‘knowing that’), Stuiver et al (2013) have gone as far as to suggest that KBs are part of a 

creative process, where knowledge-broking may be a way of codifying, translating and 

sharing difficult-to-disseminate knowledge.  This idea has been expanded upon in the 

literature with KBs engaged in the process of the creation of new knowledge (Oldham and 

McLean, 1997; Stuiver et al, 2013).   

 

A recent policy impact study on the Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS), a 

major British dataset (Drew, King and Ritchie, 2013; henceforward DKR) involved tracking 

the route taken by WERS data into government policy and business usage.  DKR found that, 

despite the complexity of WERS - and thus limited value to non-specialists - it was widely 

used and fed into a wide range of non-academic policy outputs.  The major reason for this is 

that particular agents, who were involved in the design of the dataset, played the role of KBs 

at various points in the dissemination and use of WERS data. 
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This paper, therefore, highlights the significant role which KBs play in bridging the gap 

between research, knowledge and policy-making. The paper is structured as follows:  the next 

section contextualises the importance of knowledge. Sections three and four provide a brief 

background to WERS and the empirical study itself.  The fifth section outlines the empirical 

findings on knowledge-broking.  Section six discusses the findings and engages with issues 

of best practice in regards to the findings on KB, which have relevance for academics, policy 

makers and industry practitioners. Section 7 concludes. 

2. Knowledge and the role of KBs  

Knowledge is an intangible resource for organisations.  The literature distinguishes between 

two types of knowledge. The first is explicit knowledge (or information), which is held 

consciously, may be described, can be transferred easily, can be codified, and can be stored. It 

is sometimes referred to as `knowing that´. The second is tacit knowledge, which is held 

unconsciously or at least with varying degrees of consciousness, making it difficult to express 

and capture (Bollinger and Smith, 2001; Grayson and O’Dell, 1998; Nonaka, 1994). Tacit 

knowledge is sometimes referred to as `knowing how´.  Whilst it is important to make this 

distinction, the knowledge encapsulated by WERS is predominantly explicit. 

 

The scope for successful knowledge transference is also dependent on the recipient(s); how 

much previous knowledge is held, the nature of the information source, the context and the 

characteristics of the receiver(s) (Elwyn et al, 2007).  Furthermore, underpinning all 

discussion of knowledge transfer is that knowledge, as Hislop (2005) posits, is embedded in 

formal and informal structures, as well as through networks; this means that knowledge can 

(where possible) be reproduced and shared through social processes within the firm, 

particularly through face-to-face interaction (Hislop, 2005; Jasimuddin, 2008). 

At the most basic level, the knowledge transfer process requires two parties – the recipient 

and the knowledge source. In some cases, this two-way process might not function easily and 

a KB may be used to bridge this gap.  Knowledge-broking has been defined as “processes 

used by intermediaries (KB) in mediating between sources of knowledge (usually in research) 

and users of knowledge. [. . .] It involves bringing people together, helping to build links, 

identifying gaps and needs, and sharing ideas” (Bielak et al, 2008: 220).  

Numerous authors have developed typologies to discuss the transfer of knowledge. Oldham 

and McLean (1997) summarise these on three alternative levels (see figure 1). 

Whilst not directly acknowledging the ‘know how’/’know that’ (tacit/explicit) split, Oldham 

and McLean’s (1997) knowledge system typology is useful for understanding the role of 

KBs. In particular, the framework underlines the variable nature of the KB function, 

emphasising how KB not only disseminate knowledge, but may also create it. This is 

emphasised in each of the frameworks, but especially in the transactional framework. 
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Figure 1 Knowledge-broking Frameworks. 

Knowledge Systems Transaction  Social Change  

Within this framework, there is a focus 

on knowledge production and transfer. 

This occurs through the following: 

 

 Creating new knowledge 

 Identifying and acquiring 

new or old knowledge 

 Generating new knowledge 

(e.g. in academia) 

 Assimilating knowledge 

 Using and applying 

knowledge 

 Disseminating knowledge  

 

Intermediaries link knowledge 

producers and users. In this framework, 

5 specific types of interfacing exist:  

1. Direct - between knowledge-

users and knowledge-creators 

without the need for a broker. 

2. Distributors – disseminate 

work (especially published 

work) of creators. 

3.  Integrators - take knowledge 

created by others and 

translate/ simplify. 

4. Intermediaries - link users 

and creators.  

5. Brokers - similar to 

intermediaries   but KB earn 

revenue. 

 

Access to knowledge in society can be 

augmented through education and 

information.  Pathways include:  

 Educational system 

 Communications 

infrastructure 

 The role of media 

 Information technology 

 Interactions between 

knowledge-intensive 

institutions and the political 

system 

 

 

Adapted from Oldham and McLean (1997) 

The transactional framework highlights how relationships within the production and 

transmission of knowledge may differ, suggesting that a KB function may occur at different 

points in the transfer.  However, ,referring to a KB as someone who only operates where 

value is attached to the transfer of knowledge and earns revenue may be problematic, as 

Oldham and McLean (1997) acknowledge.  

While the exact role and function of KB are conceptualised and operationalised differently in 

various sectors and settings, it is this facilitation of knowledge exchange or sharing between 

and among various stakeholders, including researchers, practitioners, and policy makers, 

which is a common feature.  In the case of academically-generated knowledge, in the field of 

social sciences, KB can play a significant role in this process, by disseminating information 

about data and enhancing analysis and impact, particularly policy impact, as well as acting as 

intermediaries between universities, research units, think-tanks and policy makers (Drew et 

al, 2013).  

Having said this, these relationships may not be straightforward;  Stuiver et al (2013) suggest 

that, in the field of natural sciences, “any engagement with policy-makers or other potential 

users of knowledge is considered to be problematic because it signifies a lack of 

independence and objectivity and threatens the authority of science” (p.355).  What goes for 

natural science often also goes for social science, where a lack of independence and 

objectivity may also threaten the authority of social scientists. Where policy makers and 

governments hold the purse strings for research funding, KBs may lean on academics to 

research certain topics and come up with `favourable´ results, whilst avoiding research on 

more sensitive areas.  
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It is worth noting that KB activity is different from other academic activity as it may produce 

no direct output; its function is to support others in the application of knowledge, This public 

service function therefore makes it hard to separate out the ‘value’ of the KB function, and 

can make cases for funding difficult to argue. 

3. The  Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS): an overview  

The WERS is a valuable resource on contemporary British working life and has been run six 

times since 1980. The overarching objective of the survey is to provide a nationally 

representative account of the state of employment relations and working life inside British 

workplaces
1
 from both management and employee perspectives (Bryson et al, 2008).     More 

specifically, WERS aims to provide a map of British employment relations, which is 

available in a statistically reliable, and publicly available, dataset (Van Wanrooy et al, 2013).  

The survey collects a wide range of information on the experiences of workplaces and their 

workforces in the recent economic recession, structures and practices of employment 

relations and the experiences of workers from managers, employees and representatives.  

This provides important insights into employment relationships (Van Wanrooy et al, 2013).    

 

The significance of the survey partially derives from the calibre of its sponsors.  WERS is 

currently co-sponsored by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), the 

Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (Acas), the Economic and Social Research 

Council (ESRC), the UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES), the Health and 

Safety Executive (HSE) and the National Institute of Economic and Social Research 

(NIESR). Five of the sponsors are government bodies with a policy interest in the operation 

and management of the workplace. The sixth sponsor, NIESR, is an academic research 

organization which received support from the charitable Nuffield Foundation for its 

involvement
2
. Each WERS survey is managed by a Steering Committee, in which each of the 

sponsors is represented.   

 

For academics, the survey is of particular interest as it also aims to monitor changes in 

employment practices over time. The quality of the dataset (in particular, the reliability and 

validity of WERS) was mentioned by all users in the survey; the data was perceived as 

“authoritative and credible”. WERS users emphasised that its consistency was a key strength 

of the survey and the continuity of the dataset had practical value for all users. 

 

In addition, WERS data is intended to inform policy development, and to stimulate and 

inform debate and practice. Government departments and organizations defined WERS as 

                                                           
1 In 2011, senior managers at almost 2,700 workplaces were surveyed, along with 1000 worker representatives 

and 21,000 employees. 
2
 The Policy Studies Institute was academic sponsor for the WERS 2004 data collection and analysis, but 

subsequently NIESR were awarded the contract for production of WIAS (see below). Because many of the same 

staff were involved in both PSI and NIESR (holding joint posts) and the relevant staff all now work for NIESR, 

we use ‘NIESR’ as a proxy for the academic team while recognising that, up to 2009, PSI also had a role in 

knowledge-broking.  
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essential for identifying changes in employment relations over time - a ‘benchmark survey’ 

providing the basis for a host of other analyses using more specific data.  

4. Methodology of the policy impact study 

Drew et al (2013, DKR) aimed to identify and study specific policy and practice impacts of 

WERS, and to identify the range of organizations and/or individuals who have made use of 

WERS. In addition, the research studied the role of think tanks, and other intermediaries and 

KBs, as transmission routes through which WERS may have influenced policy, through 

comparative activity. It is these latter findings which are summarised and considered in this 

paper. 

The study employed a mixture of desk-based research and qualitative interviews. A 

combination of ‘tracking forwards’ and ‘tracking backwards’ approaches (Molas-Gallart and 

Puay Tang, 2007) were used.  The literature review identified potential research users and 

researchers, and a snowballing technique was used to generate more interview respondents.   

Members of the WERS steering committee were interviewed and they generated further 

possible contacts.  Fifteen interviews (face-to-face and telephone) were conducted in total.   

By focusing the interviews on the steering committee (academic and non-academic), DKR 

were able to track the processes through which knowledge was used by intermediaries such 

as think tanks, consultancies, and KBs.  DKR identified staff managing the WERS 

Information and Advice Service (WIAS) within NIESR – an independent economic research 

institute – as playing a key role in transfer.   

Despite its importance for academic users, the study only interviewed those academics who 

were Steering Group members. This initially was for three reasons. First, the priority of the 

study funders were to concentrate on the policy relevance, and so practicality dictated that the 

limited resources were focused on those who were able to describe the policy context in 

detail. Second, academics on the Steering Group were involved in the design of the survey 

and could provide an academic perspective on the policy context. Third, the initial literature 

review indicated that these academics were also closely connected to the academic literature, 

and so could cost-effectively provide an overview of this. 

 A fourth reason was also advanced, and proved to be supported by the research itself. Non-

academic users could provide an overview of the strategic value of WERS to their 

organization. In contrast, academic researchers were less likely to have that direct policy link; 

indeed, much of the policy impact of academic research was mediated through the KBs 

discussed below.  

5. Research Findings 

The findings of DKR are consistent with other claims that WERS provides a significant 

source of knowledge for organizations, as well as for academic users.  Drawing on the work 

of Oldham and McLean (1997), DKR found evidence that KBs played a significant function 

in the creation, identification, assimilation, application and disseminate of knowledge 
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stemming from the WERS surveys. DKR were able to demonstrate that WERS data was an 

essential source of context for policy in various fields. Yet WERS was often perceived, 

rightly or wrongly, to be a complex dataset and the research showed that a relatively small 

number of non-academic users directly analysed the WERS data. Instead non-academic users 

relied on simplified aggregate statistics and/or publications prepared from the findings; for 

example, Inside the Workplace (Kersley et al, 2005) is the most widely cited publication on 

WERS 2004 and, in the interviews, non-specialist users regularly identified this as the source 

of their information on British contemporary work practices despite being largely one- or 

two-dimensional tabulations. 

 

This was an indication that DKR were focusing on knowledge which may be difficult to 

disseminate and transfer unless codified for a specific audience. The research suggested three 

organizations providing a knowledge-broking function: NIESR, the Labour Markets Division 

of the Department for Business Industry and Skills (BIS-LMD), and Acas. Each of these had 

a different audience and transformed a different set of inputs into relevant knowledge, but 

they also interacted closely: Inside the Workplace was co-written by BIS, NIESR and ACAS 

staff, and all three bodies were part of  the WERS Steering Group. 

 

5.1 NIESR: technical and academic KBs 

As noted above, accessing datasets was difficult for non-specialist users. Therefore, the 

primary task was to understand how WERS data was being identified and codified.  This role 

was predominantly taken on by the National Institute of Economic and Social Research 

(NIESR), an academic research organisation with strong university links, which formed a 

bridge between the academic and policy-making communities.    

NIESR’s involvement in the codifying, storing and dissemination of WERS data was 

consistent with Oldham and McLean (1997), that the successful knowledge-broker role is 

built on relationships.  NIESR was equally a designer, a user, as well as broker of the data.  

As a member of the steering committee, however, NIESR was part of a wider group of users 

and creators of knowledge.   

NIESR played a key role in encouraging the exchange of ideas, problems and solutions 

between users of the WERS data, as well as producing sets of statistics from the original 

dataset for non-specialist users.   NIESR performed this KB function through the creation of 

services funded by the ESRC for each round of WERS.  The most recent KB activities of 

NIESR consisted of the WERS 1998 Data Dissemination Service (established in October 

1999 and closed in January 2002) and the WERS 2004 Information and Advice Service 

(WIAS) (between 2006 and 2008). WIAS ran an e-mail discussion list open to users and also 

organized six-monthly user group meetings, which also included presentations from invited 

speakers on methods of analysis or WERS 2004 based research. 

Although funding for WIAS was discontinued by the ESRC in 2008, the WIAS website 

remained an important source of information for users. It could be argued that NIESR is a 

natural monopoly: it only makes sense to have one KB with this particular expertise. It is 

http://www.niesr.ac.uk/research/wers98/
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unclear whether the methods of search engines increase or decrease the significance of the 

KB. We return to this in the discussion. No WIAS service is currently planned for the 2011 

WERS, which has led to concerns regarding how this might impact negatively upon the 

dissemination of WERS.   

In addition, NIESR contributed to primary analysis on WERS and produced reports for other 

users, for instance, reports to BIS on workplace skills. This was especially important for 

those who could not access the data set themselves. Despite the fact that NIESR did not 

update the WIAS website after funding ended in 2008, they still acted unofficially as a bridge 

between the data source and user; WIAS (ex-)staff were frequently referenced by WERS 

users as ongoing, albeit unpaid, advisers. This further emphasises the importance of their 

function. 

5.2 BIS-LMD: bridging the policy gap 

Government analysts in BIS used the data extensively as a research resource for their own 

operations. However, they also provided an informal consultancy service to other parts of 

government. WERS was recognised as being a source of valuable information to a range of 

government departments, but it was felt to be a complex dataset and the end users did not 

have (and did not want to develop) the necessary analytical skills. This negative reputation of 

WERS amongst the non-technical users was a recurrent theme in the interviews.  

As a result, information requests were channelled to BIS-LMD, who advised other parts of 

government on the appropriate use of published WERS aggregates; they also carried out 

bespoke analyses. This did not have to be the case: the data was available to government 

users, and NIESR/BIS were willing to support users wishing to develop their own analytical 

skills; however, it appears that the reputation of WERS as being a specialist dataset 

discouraged direct use of the microdata.  

BIS-LMD had a complementary role to play in getting academic studies into the policy 

sphere. By sponsoring activities such as PhDs, user group meetings and workshops, and by 

BIS-LMD staff participating in academic events, they could stimulate a two-way flow of 

information: interesting academic work could be forward on to policy departments, and 

policy departments could pass on information about their interests to the academic 

community. 

5.3 Acas and others: from evidence to practice 

Acas addressed a different audience: those who would have found the information useful in 

their work but who did not have the time or skills to work through even the ‘non-technical’ 

publications such as Inside the Workplace. Acas saw one of its key functions as turning 

statistical knowledge into business knowledge. Acas could make the judgements about 

reliability, correlations, statistical significance and so on, on a range of datasets, and turn 

these into strongly-evidenced practice guidelines. 

Users of Acas ‘Practice Notes’ often had little or no indication of the source of the evidence, 

unless they chose to track down references. The expectation was that users had little or no 
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interest in the evidence per se, and assumed that it was correct. In contrast, users of BIS-

LMD’s knowledge broking were often keen to know the provenance of evidence, as it was 

likely to come under scrutiny. 

Acas was not the only organization to carry out this function. Other members of the Steering 

Committee, as well those in the ‘outer circle’ (interested parties not formally involved, such 

as CBI, TUC and CIPD) took a similar role of turning statistics into operating guidelines 

5.4 Steering Committee and User Community Networks 

From the outset, in the desk-based research, DKR noticed a repetitive pattern of authors and 

contributors of publications drawing on WERS.  This raised questions of the extent to which 

the recurrence of names was evidential of other relationships with WERS that reinforced the 

transfer of knowledge.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

The WERS user community appeared strongly networked. The steering committee, including 

NIESR members, were involved with the design and throughout the process of WERS, as 

developers and end-users. Members of the steering group were also engaged in promoting 

and disseminating WERS. The WERS Steering Group provided a natural set of connections 

in the network and these connections seemed to be reinforced by formal and informal 

contacts. DKR found evidence of a well-defined group of contacts which enabled 

government, academic and business-users to engage with each other.   

What is equally interesting here is that the stability of user community was linked to the fact 

that WERS was well-established. Interview respondents stated that, when looking to exploit 

WERS: “we know who to talk to”. Hence, the WERS network was underpinned by tacit 

knowledge of how the community functioned.   

As figure 2 illustrates, the knowledge networks of WERS are represented by a hierarchical 

pattern of contacts, with different parties in the WERS central network playing a different 

role and broking a different level of knowledge. 

BIS and NIESR took raw data and turned it into statistical information; NIESR also provided 

BIS with statistical aggregates and advice. Both organizations then provided advice and 

statistical information to Acas and others, who could turn that into business information. 

Users of Acas publications rarely looked into the source of the evidence; in contrast, users of 

information services from BIS and NIESR were more likely to be aware of the link to the 

source data.  
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Figure 2 Knowledge Networks of WERS 

 

6. Discussion  

Our findings indicated that intermediaries – or KBs – were the key routes through which 

WERS data was transferred.  KB fell into two categories; firstly, research intermediaries, 

which helped non-specialist users to make effective use of WERS. NIESR was the most 

prominent organization in the knowledge-broker role of research intermediaries. The second 

group of KB could be described as non-specialist intermediaries and included other members 

of the steering group and the ‘outer circle’, including BIS, TUC CBI, and Acas. These all 

produced non-specialist information for members or clients using WERS; see Figure 3. 

Figure 3 Forms of knowledge intermediation 

 

The existence of these established networks meant that the knowledge was created, stored 

and shared through these frameworks and emphasises the importance of relationships. To put 

this into the context of Oldham and McLean’s (1997) typology, KBs associated with WERS 

operated within all three of the frameworks. 
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Within the ‘knowledge systems’ framework, DKR identified activities that spanned from the 

creation of knowledge through to assimilation, application and the eventual dissemination of 

knowledge.  NIESR and BIS formed part of the design and development team, NIESR and 

BIS supported other research users and created reports for them from the raw data.  NIESR’s 

major role within the assimilation, usage and application of knowledge was to support micro 

data users through WIAS. This function was of such significance that it extended past the 

period of its funding. BIS supported government users of the data and, additionally, NIESR, 

BIS and ACAS were involved in the production of the widely cited WERS sourcebook, 

Inside the Workplace.   

Within the ‘transactional’ framework (Oldham and McLean, 1997), KBs, especially NIESR, 

were involved in interfacing at various levels.  As designers of the WERS surveys, users of 

WERS data and members of the steering committee who were, in turn, users and developers 

themselves, relationships could be categorised as direct. Information was transferred between 

knowledge-users and knowledge-creators without the need for a broker. As distributors, the 

steering committee members published the raw data into more user-friendly formats in the 

form of first findings and the WERS sourcebook, Inside the Workplace.  The main objective 

of these publications was to simplify the data, identifying that an integrative function was 

taking place.  In the form of WIAS, for NIESR, and for union representatives, in the case of 

Acas, for example, DKR recognised intermediaries. Finally, if we follow Oldham and 

McLean’s (1997) arguably narrow categorisation of brokers, NIESR were funded, albeit for a 

shorter period than they were active, for running WIAS. 

Oldham and McLean’s (1997) third framework, ‘social change’, was more applicable to the 

activities of the government bodies, BIS and Acas.  As section three highlights, WERS is an 

important source for academics, but the activities of BIS and Acas were crucial for bridging 

the gap between research and practitioners or policymakers. These two bodies have a 

mandated role in the societal development, and their KB activities reflected that, providing 

contextual information for specialist research, workplace research, government reports, 

government papers and other routes into social, political, economic and legal changes in 

Britain.  Hence, KBs within the context of WERS have a function in the transfer and 

expansion of knowledge pertaining to social change. 

It can thus be seen that the three KBs identified in this study played slightly different roles, 

reflecting their organisational interests. However, the fact that all three were part of the same 

network allowed significant synergies in knowledge broking to be achieved, compared to the 

three organisations acting separately. 

Whilst this paper has argued that KBs are important in the distribution of knowledge, this 

may not be an equivocally good thing. As noted earlier, there may be a case for KBs as 

‘natural monopolies’: economies of scale in information gathering and exchange lead to 

knowledge being highly concentrated. This may be exacerbated by the behavior of search 

engines, which give higher rankings to ‘important’ sites. While this benefits the 

research/policy community in the short term, it could be argued that this institutionalises 

existing KBs at the expense of fresh thinking and new approaches. At this stage there is no 
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evidence either way, but the lack of a WIAS-equivalent for the 2011 WERS will provide a 

test for whether the lack of a formal KB increases or decreases concentration of knowledge. 

7. Conclusion  

The study highlighted the successful role played by KBs in bridging the gap between research 

and policy development. Drawing on the work of Oldham and McLean (1997) on the role of 

KBs, DKR were able to identify that these intermediaries operate in a number of guises and 

at important points within the knowledge creation and transfer process, as well as within the 

dissemination of data.  

 

Processes that enhanced these links and relationships uncovered both intermediaries and key 

users, with KBs as developer and users, as well as steering group members.  This multiple 

identity ensured that KBs facilitated effective dissemination and encouraged the use of 

research in policy development, as well as provided support to users unfamiliar with the 

dataset. WERS has a large body of non-technical users seeking analytical statistics to feed in 

to their work, as well as an academic community of micro-data users who are non-specialists.   

 

As well as emphasising how KBs benefit from insider status, the study indicated how they 

can potentially target policy makers by translating research findings into a simpler and more 

useable form.  This was also done by linking academic researchers to government 

departments and helping to translate WERS findings into meaningful data for policy.  Non-

specialist users expressed concerns that WIAS has been abandoned for WERS 2011, 

suggesting predominantly, that users of the micro data will not be adequately supported. 

 

In the case of WERS, the KBs were also end-users of the research data, so the inter-link 

between creators, users and brokers of knowledge is further emphasised. The combination of 

academic and non-academic members of the WERS Steering Group also provided a natural 

bridge between research and policy. Hence, this study demonstrates how having KBs 

involved at inception potentially enhances policy impact. 

 

It is clear that KBs have provided a valuable public service in the effective use of WERS. 

However, the question remains as to why this is funded. For government departments such as 

BIS and Acas, the knowledge-broking is an implicit part of their public service remit. In 

contrast academic activity at NIESR required explicit funding from a third party.  Given the 

increasing pressures on academic funding and the lack of a direct ‘output’ from KB activities, 

this might limit the future opportunities for the academic sector to act as KBs. 
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