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Abstract 

This thesis examines Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars and the wider social, 

political, and economic environment in which they are situated  

Two-way interactive exchanges between academics and Non-Academic 

Professionals (NAPs) have been identified as an important factor in explaining why 

some academic research is used by NAPs, or not (Meagher et al, 2008; Mitton et al, 

2007; Lavis et al, 2003; Hanney et al, 2003). Despite this, very little research has 

examined the social occasions where such exchanges occur. This thesis aims to fill 

this lacuna by examining the process of knowledge exchange through one specific 

type of intervention (Walter et al, 2003) – that of KE seminars.  

KE seminars are a common, almost canonical, strategy for academics wishing to 

engage with non-academic audiences, yet are relatively unexplored within the KE 

literature. If ‘sharing research findings with a non-academic audience’ is the sole 

purpose of KE seminars, then the goal could have been achieved more cheaply 

through a mail-shot of a briefing paper to a targeted audience (Percy-Smith et al, 

2002). By comparison, KE seminars require a considerable investment in resources 

in terms of time and money. These factors make them theoretically and 

substantively interesting. This thesis explores the rationale for hosting and 

attending KE seminars, what benefits participants feel that they gain from 

attending, and provides insights into how best to facilitate those benefits. 

Conceptually this thesis draws on Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) & Molas-Gallart 

and Tang’s (2011) concept of ‘productive interactions.’ The thesis research examines 

what makes interactions between academics and NAPs ‘productive’ in the context 

of KE seminars, and the wider social network, economic and political environment 

in which those interactions emerge and are shaped.    
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This thesis is based on a case study of the ESRC Centre for Population Change 

(CPC). The empirical evidence comes from 27 semi-structured interviews conducted 

with CPC academics & administrators (13), and NAPs who attended at least 1 CPC-

organised KE seminar (14); and an online questionnaire of 48 CPC staff members 

(representing 75% of the Centre). The interviews were analysed thematically and the 

online questionnaire was analysed using Social Network Analysis (SNA). The 

research design was devised to collect data on the motivations, experiences, and 

understandings of interactions between academics and NAP within the CPC’s KE 

seminars. The social network analysis was designed to reveal the CPC’s KE social 

networks which are pertinent to understanding how the CPC engages with NAPs.  

This thesis documents ways in which KE seminars are sites of ‘knowledge 

interaction’ (Davies et al, 2008) where multiple actors from multiple organisations 

with different knowledges come together to engage in a topic of mutual interest. It 

finds that KE seminars are worthwhile for participants despite being resource-

intensive because they fulfil multiple functions which cannot easily be replicated 

through non-dialogical and non-corporeal interventions. The academic research 

being presented on these social occasions is just one source of knowledge among 

many others (ibid). KE seminars are also opportunities for participants to create new 

informal contacts and strengthen existing ones. In other words, they help develop 

informal professional networks which is an important component for successful KE 

(Olmos-Peñuela, 2014b; Grimshaw et al, 2012; Kramer and Wells, 2005; Greenhalgh 

et al, 2004; Philip et al, 2003; Molas-Gallart et al, 2000).  

This thesis makes three original contributions. It shows: how KE seminars fill a 

number of functions that cannot easily be replicated by indirect forms of non-

academic engagement, which makes the investment of resources for hosting and 

attending them not only desirable but often necessary; how corporeal co-presence is 

important for facilitating productive interactions (Goffman, 1966; Urry, 2002; 2003); 

and the major factors which help facilitate ‘productive interactions’ within KE 
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seminars. It is a contribution to the KE field generally, and will also be helpful to KE 

practitioners and academics that are tasked with organising and hosting KE 

seminars. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 The foundation of the thesis 

 

Knowledge transfer and exchange (KTE) is an interactive 

process involving the interchange of knowledge between 

research users and researcher producers. (Mitton et al, 2007: 

729).  

 

The research literature on which processes are best at 

transferring research knowledge suggests that passive 

processes are ineffective and that interactive engagement 

may be most effective, regardless of the audience […]. 

Research on the transfer of research knowledge […] has 

demonstrated that interaction between researchers and these 

audiences (or representative members of these audiences) 

appear to be important in explaining why some types of 

research knowledge are used and not others. (Lavis et al, 

2003: 226).  

 

Interactive and social approaches seem to hold the most 

promise […] simply just enhancing discussion and debate in 

research seminars and workshops to encourage greater two-

way exchange – are most likely to be effective. (Nutley et al, 

2007: 305).  

 

These three quotations1 illustrate the starting point of this thesis. Mitton et al 

claimed that knowledge exchange ‘is an interactive process’ involving an 

‘interchange of knowledge’ between academics (research producers) and non-

academics (research users). Lavis et al added that anything other than interactive 

                                                 

1 Bold type added to highlight key phrases and do not appear in the original texts.  



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Introduction 2 

approaches to disseminating research are ‘ineffective.’ Nutley et al said that 

‘discussion and debate’ in settings where academics and Non-academic Professional 

(NAPs) are physically together (such as ‘seminars and workshops’) are ‘the most 

likely to be effective.’  

A meta-theme to emerge from the literature is that effective knowledge exchange 

requires dialogical exchanges between actors if there is to be research uptake and 

use by those from outside academia (Morton and Flemming, 2013). Some have 

argued that these dialogical exchanges should be conducted via face-to-face 

encounters (Wilkinson et al, 2012; Nutley et al, 2007; Mitton et al 2007; Innvær et al, 

2002). 

This thesis examines this assumption that face-to-face interactions are so important 

to the KE process from the perspectives of those who engages in such practices, and 

and asks why that is the case. It does so by examining one type of site of face-to-face 

social encounters, one of the most intimate and canonical interfaces between 

academia and wider society: Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars.  

This thesis examines KE seminars by drawing on the KE and sociological literatures. 

It seeks to understand why academics organise and host KE seminars, and why 

NAPs chose to participate in them. It also seeks to understand what benefits can be 

gained from participation, and its barriers. The thesis is not directly concerned with 

the ‘impact’ that such events have on policy or practice, but rather the relationship 

between seminars and the wider economic and social context in which they are 

situated. In particular, it is concerned with the connection between seminars and the 

social networks in which they are situated.  

Nutley and her colleagues’ (2007) quotation above is illustrative of a prevalent view 

within the contemporary KE literature that KE is not a mechanical and rational 

process, but rather a complex and socially-mediated process shaped by 

interpersonal relationships. They situate ‘interaction’ not as an abstract concept that 

happens outside social reality, but one that is embedded within professional 
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practices such as research team meetings, seminars, workshops, webinars, meetings, 

email exchanges, and so on (see also Moore et al, 2011).  

Indeed, the KE literature has increasingly highlighted how interactions are 

mediated and facilitated via interpersonal contact and relationship-building (Best 

and Holmes, 2010; Mitton et al, 2007; Thompson et al, 2006; Court and Young, 2003; 

Crewe and Young, 2002; Innvær et al, 2002; Molas-Gallart et al, 2000). There has 

been a greater call in recent years within the KE literature to examine these 

professional interpersonal relationships through network perspectives (Lomas, 

2007; Gabby and le May, 2004; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Court and Young, 2003) – this 

is clearly highlighted in the words of Best & Holmes (2010) and de Jong et al (2014):  

 

Networks are believed to be powerful strategies to increase 

the effectiveness of KTA. They […] provide a nexus for 

further study. (Best and Holmes, 2010: 152).  

 

Interactions can be rather complex. The network 

configuration of actors (researchers, intermediaries and 

stakeholders), research fields, and societal sectors involved 

may all influence societal impact and the way it is or isn’t 

generated. There is an urgent need for more in-depth study 

of these interaction processes. (de Jong et al, 2014: 3).  

 

Both these authors place considerable emphasis on the role of networks in shaping 

interactions and the wider KE process, and highlight the need for further study of 

those networks.  

This introduction posits that KE is facilitated via interactions (particularly those 

which are conducted face-to-face) and networks of interpersonal relationships. Yet 

this thesis attempts to go beyond stating the face-to-face interactions are important, 

and examines why being face-to-face is important, and the consequences that such 

engagement has for the KE process. This thesis will argue that KE seminars are 
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connected to both interactions and social networks. They are places where such 

networks of professionals are brought together for the purpose of engaging with 

each other to discuss academic research and its implications. They are places where 

contacts are made and relationships reaffirmed.  

The KE literature has illustrated the importance of face-to-face, two-way (dialogical) 

interactions and interpersonal relationships for effective KE. Yet, if ‘corporeal co-

presence’ is a prerequisite for engaging in dialogue and relationship-building, it 

remains surprising that so little research has examined those times and places where 

such productive interactions and network-building occur, and, more importantly, 

why being face-to-face is so critical in these processes. It is this lacuna that this thesis 

attempts to fill through an examination of KE seminars.  

This thesis is a case study built on research carried out in a demographic research 

Centre called the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) Centre for 

Population Change (CPC). This thesis does not examine how the CPC’s research 

findings were used by NAPs in their professional work. Rather, it is an examination 

of the wider set of social and political circumstances in which those seminars take 

place, in an effort to identify ‘productive interactions’ amongst participants who 

attend them, and how best to facilitate such fruitful exchanges.  Within this thesis 

the CPC is the case study, while it is the KE seminars that form the individual case 

sites from which comes the data used in this thesis. 

 

1.2 The research question 

The claim made within the literature is that face-to-face interactions are important 

within the KE process. This thesis queries this assumption to examine what those 

who participate in such practices (in this case, participating in KE seminars) think 

about this statement. If there is something ‘special’ about being face-to-face with 

others in order to disseminate and access academic research, then this research 
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seeks to understand why being face-to-face is so important in facilitating the KE 

process, and what barriers and constraints there are in this form of engagement.  

The overall research question is: 

 

'What functions do academics and non-academic professionals feel knowledge 

exchange seminars serve, and why do they feel that coming together face-to-face is 

necessary for facilitating those functions? 

 

This question is explored through four sub-questions which are addressed in each 

of the four analysis chapters: 

 

1. What is the social context in which CPC members’ disseminate their 

research? 

2. Why do academics and non-academic professionals commit to hosting and 

attending CPC KE seminars, and what resources are required of them to 

make such commitments? 

3. What makes face-to-face interactions, in the context of KE seminars, 

‘productive’ in the view of the academic and NAP participants?  

4. Why do KE seminar participants choose to physically meet other 

professionals face-to-face in order to engage with academic research findings 

and their implications?     

Why do KE seminar participants choose to physically meet face-to-face in order to 

engage with academic research findings and their implications?     
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1.3 Rationale for studying knowledge exchange seminars 

It is prudent to justify at this early stage why this thesis is primarily concerned with 

KE seminars.  

First, some of the KE literature has emphasised the importance of two-way, face-to-

face interaction as being central to effective knowledge exchange. The ESRC 

describes KE as an opportunity for: 

 

…opening a dialogue between researchers and research 

users so that they can share ideas […] this can involve a 

range of activities; from seminars and workshops to 

placements and collaborative research. By creating dialogue, 

research can more effectively influence policy and practice, 

thereby maximising its potential impact on the economy and 

wider society. (ESRC, 2015a).  

 

In this quotation, the ESRC creates a discourse in which maximum ‘potential 

impact’ is achieved through dialogue in the context of KE activities. All of the 

activities the ESRC offers as examples place emphasis on social situations where 

people are physically together such as seminars, workshops, placements, and 

collaborative research. Understanding these social occasions where people are face-

to-face is therefore important in comprehending the wider process of knowledge 

exchange. As stated, KE seminars are one such example of a social occasion. They 

represent a personable interface between academia and wider society that is worthy 

of study. 

Second, KE seminars occur frequently. They are an increasingly common activity in 

academic life. There are currently no data or estimates of how common they are, but 

the ESRC (the primary funder of the CPC) expects all academics who are funded 

through its grants to engage with those from outside academia and asks grant 

applicants to consider and outline their proposed knowledge exchange activities as 
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part of their research grant application to them (ESRC, 2014). KE seminars are a 

common strategy to fulfil this criteria and are becoming increasingly canonical.  

Third, KE seminars represent a significant investment in resources for research 

funders (ESRC, 2014) and for all the actors involved - academics, KE professionals, 

support and administrative staff, and NAPs.  

For the academics and KE professionals who arrange and host KE seminars, the 

organisation and execution of such events can be time-consuming. Materials (such 

as PowerPoint presentations or briefing papers) must be prepared and printed (or 

circulated); the event format and schedule need to be designed; venues must be 

booked; advertising needs to be circulated across professional networks; and so on.  

For NAPs, even a ‘free’ KE seminar event requires a significant time commitment 

compared with, for example, reading a briefing paper. NAP attendees often have to 

justify to themselves or their superiors why it is worth spending time and money 

(which can be a considerable investment if there is a need to travel significant 

distances) to attend such social occasions.   

Along with the investment in resources for the people involved, the research 

funders themselves (such as the ESRC) contribute significantly to KE activities, 

including the provision of dedicated funds, employing a small KE team, and 

offering other support services and advice documents designed to assist those 

organising and hosting KE events (ESRC, 2014).  

Given this investment, it is surprising that the KE literature remains rather silent on 

such a common KE activity. Thus, it is pertinent to examine KE seminars and the 

wider social and political context in which they take place; why NAPs decide to 

attend; how they all experience them; and what functions they feel they serve in 

their professional lives. Understanding what motivates people to engage in costly, 

but common, KE seminars is paramount to understanding a key stage in the 

knowledge exchange process. 
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1.4 Definitions 

Research 

What qualifies as ‘research’ and who does it will always be contentious and difficult 

to discern. Nutley et al briefly recognised the ambiguity of defining ‘research,’ but 

they felt no need to specify what they considered it to be (2007: 22). They did, 

however, recognise that it can be conducted by a variety of different people from 

both inside and outwith academia and can include activities which are not typically 

considered ‘research’ (offering examples such as systematic enquiries and 

stakeholder consultations). They concluded that what constitutes ‘research’ will 

always be socially situated.  

For the purpose of this thesis, such a conclusion is too vague. First, this thesis 

recognises that many people outside academia conduct research (including 

governments, think tanks, and businesses). Yet in the interests of clarity, when this 

thesis uses the term ‘research,’ it is referring specifically to academic research carried 

out in universities and based on the principles of scientific enquiry constructed on 

systematic observation (empiricism) and reason (logic) in order to come to a 

conclusion about the social and natural world. More specifically, the research this 

thesis is referring to is a programme of academic demographic research carried out 

by academics funded by the CPC. The CPC is an interdisciplinary research centre 

drawing on a number of social science disciplines (see chapter 2).  

When this thesis refers to research conducted outside academia, it will be described 

as ‘government research,’ or more generically, ‘non-academic research.’ 

The phrase: ‘the research which informs this thesis’ is used when describing the 

PhD research on which this thesis ultimately is based.  

 

Academics 

Within the context of this thesis, academics are scholars based in universities who 

conduct research. More specifically, this thesis makes reference to academics only in 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Introduction 9 

relation to those engaged in empirical research within the CPC. They are employed 

in a number of different academic roles, but all of whom are involved in the process 

of academic research production. These roles include:  

 

1. Senior academics. These are the CPC’s Principal Investigators (PIs). They 

hold permanent academic positions within universities. Many of the CPC’s 

PIs hold professorships, readerships, and senior lectureships; and are in 

permanent positions in their own institutions and have overall responsibility 

for the research projects which they lead.  

2. Academic researchers, less senior in rank, are those who carry out the 

substantive elements of the research projects to which they are assigned. 

They are generally (but not always) employed to work on specific research 

projects, and only for the duration of the project. They typically hold 

positions such as research fellowships, research associates, and research 

assistants.   

3. PhD students. These are postgraduates who embark on a programme of 

research with the aim of contributing to the body of knowledge. The 

students are expected to complete a substantial dissertation, normally no 

more than 100,000 words. Within the CPC, all the PhD students worked on 

projects which were outlined by the senior academics, rather than projects 

that they themselves had devised.  

 

Non-academic professionals  

The KE literature often refers to this group of people as, inter alia, ‘stakeholders,’ 

‘non-academic users’ (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011) or ‘research users’ (Nutley et 

al, 2007). This thesis does not use the first term because it suggests that academics 

are not stakeholders in the exchange. It does not use the second or third term 

because this thesis is not about how professionals ultimately ‘use’ research, and so 
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the term seemed inappropriate here. Therefore, the term ‘Non-Academic 

Professionals’ (NAPs) is used. It is a broad term which collapses a wide range of 

different professional roles into a single category. This has a consequence of creating 

a dichotomy between academics and NAPs throughout the whole thesis. However, 

this is not to be read as an assumption that they constitute ‘two-communities’ 

(Vivian and Gibson, 2003). The term NAP is used here only in the interests of 

parsimony and clarity.  

Within this thesis, the term NAP only refers to those who participated in at least 1 

CPC KE seminar for professional purposes, rather than to ‘interested’ members of 

the public.  

NAPs can be policymakers, practitioners, elected representatives, and other 

professionals who are not academics. They can be of any seniority. Within this 

thesis: 

 

1. ‘Policymaker’ refers to senior civil servants at any level of government who 

are responsible for developing public policy;  

2. ‘Policy support’ refers to those who are responsible for gathering and 

presenting the evidence base for policymakers or elected representatives. 

This term covers a wide range of occupations in various institutions and at 

various levels of seniority.  

3. ‘Analyst’ refers to those who analyse raw data to produce evidence. Analysts 

may also fulfil similar functions to those in policy support but typically 

worked in service-delivery settings such as local authority, social work, or 

the NHS.  
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The Centre  

When capitalised, ‘the Centre’ refers to the ESRC Centre for Population Change 

(CPC) which is the case study site on which this thesis is ultimately built. The term 

‘Centre’ is used in place of ‘CPC’ to prevent the overuse of the latter.  

 

Knowledge exchange 

The term ‘knowledge exchange’ describes a process through which academic 

research knowledge is shared with wider society. That process is conveyed by a 

number of different terms, depending on how the process is conceived and what 

activities that process covers, including: knowledge transfer; knowledge translation; 

knowledge exchange; knowledge integration; knowledge mobilisation; etc. The use 

of different terms to signify more or less similar processes or different aspects of 

different processes across a variety of fields has led to significant conceptual 

ambiguity, and how those concepts relate to each other (Graham et al, 2006; Shaxson 

et al, 2012). These different concepts have all obscured the fact that they may 

describe similar or different processes, but that they are systemically related to each 

other because they describe a relationship linking together research, policy, and 

practice through the movement of ‘knowledge’ across these three realms (Shaxson 

et al, 2012).  

The term ‘knowledge transfer’ has traditionally been used to describe this process. 

However, the term derives from STEM subjects where the relationship between 

research and policy and practice is viewed as a linear and rational process (Nutley 

et al, 2007; Shaxson et al, 2012; Graham et al, 2006). Thus, the term has been 

critiqued within the KE literature for its possible inappropriateness in describing the 

complex reality of non-academic engagement, particularly from within the social 

sciences (Byrne, 2011; Davies et al, 2008).  

Tyndèn (1993) preferred the term ‘knowledge interplay’ while Davies et al (2008) 

advocated the term ‘knowledge interaction.’ Shaxson et al (2012) preferred to use 
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the term K* to refer to the whole body of concepts which are systemically related to 

collectively describe the process through which academic knowledge is shared with, 

and impacts upon, wider society.  

The CPC (2007) uses the generic and more prevalent term ‘knowledge exchange.’ 

More recently, the ESRC has also begun to use the term ‘knowledge exchange’ to 

describe:  

 

…a two-way process where social scientists and individuals 

share learning, ideas and experiences […]. By creating a 

dialogue between these communities, knowledge exchange 

helps research to influence policy and practice. (ESRC, 

2015a).  

 

The nature of the interaction is generally conceived as a ‘two-way’ exchange, but 

this does not mean that interactions only occur between academics and NAPs. This 

thesis argues that seminars provide forums for exchanges amongst NAPs 

themselves, which can be facilitated by academics but with minimal input from 

them (Escobar, 2011). Thus, this thesis uses the term ‘knowledge exchange’ to refer 

to a multi-directional interactive process between different groups of people, rather 

than one only between academics and NAPs.  

 

Dissemination 

In this context of this thesis, dissemination refers to the act of spreading academic 

knowledge beyond academia in a more-or-less targeted fashion (Graham et al, 2006; 

Nutley et al, 2009). In this thesis, dissemination is the communication of research 

across a network of actors. As research is disseminated it changes and adapts 

depending on how actors understand and draw value from the research in the 

context of their professional work. Lomas (1993) and Greenhalgh et al (2004) made a 

helpful distinction between diffusion and dissemination. For them, the former is 
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passive, unplanned, and uncontrolled. The latter is active, targeted, and tailored; 

including via oral presentations (such as those within KE seminars, Walter et al, 

2003).    

 

Knowledge exchange seminars 

This thesis is primarily an examination of KE seminars and the networks which 

support them. ‘Seminars’ are frequently cited as an example of a dissemination 

activity, and this was demonstrated in the ESRC quote above. Shaxson et al (2012), 

Nutley et al (2007), and Walter et al (2003) all describe KE seminars as a type of 

‘engagement activity,’ a ‘dissemination intervention,’ or ‘staged event.’ A number of 

research papers (Percy-Smith et al, 2006; Weyts et al, 2000; Bogenschneider et al, 

2000; Philip et al, 2003; Norman, 2004) offer empirical work examining seminars. 

Yet, despite their appearance in the KE literature, there is a tendency to assume that 

readers will know exactly what activity (or set of activities) is being referred to. 

‘Seminar’ is from the Latin ‘seminarium,’ meaning a ‘seed-garden’ or ‘seed-plot’ 

from the word ‘semen;’ ‘an originator, a seed, a source.’ and rium, the latin word for 

‘room.’ 

In this thesis, a KE seminar is a forum for bringing people together to discuss 

research and facilitate informal networking opportunities among participants. It is a 

semi-formal, planned assembly of people who have physically come together at a 

particular time and place to engage with a piece of academic research of mutual 

professional interest, and to discuss its relevance to, and implications for, policy.  

KE seminars are one form of an engagement activity amongst many others which 

collectively may be called ‘KE events’ which can take a number of different formats 

including meetings; press briefings; expert panel sessions; debates; workshops; 

conferences; and so on. KE seminars might be by invitation only, or open only to 

specific audiences, or open to a wider public. They might be hosted in a variety of 

different venues including universities; government buildings; public buildings (eg 
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libraries, community centres); or semi-public buildings (eg hotels, conference 

centres). KE seminars are organised and hosted or co-hosted by academics 

(sometimes with the help of KE professionals and NAPs). They are a relatively 

informal and intimate mode of engagement, although they are still scheduled and 

carefully planned gatherings. Seminars contain components within the schedule for 

active participation by attendees, usually through discussion, debate or dialogue.  

 

1.5 Introduction to two key concepts 

KE seminars are explored theoretically in this thesis through the concepts of 

‘productive interactions’ (Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 

2011; de Jong et al, 2014) and ‘corporeal co-presence’ (Zhao, 2003; Urry, 2002; 2003; 

Goffman, 1958; 1966; 1971).  

 

1.5.1 Productive interactions 

The thesis explores interactions at KE seminars by using Spaapen & van Drooge 

(2011) and Molas-Gallart & Tang’s (2011) conceptual framework of ‘productive 

interactions’ as its starting point. ‘Productive interactions’ is a conceptual rubric2 

which focuses on exchanges between academics and NAPs by examining the wider 

social context of interactions between academics and NAPs which leads to the 

emergence of new knowledge which is scientifically robust, professionally valuable, 

and socially relevant to all those who have contributed (Spaapen and van Drooge, 

2011: 212). Molas-Gallart and Tang (2011) claimed: 

 

…that for social impact to take place, a contact between 

researchers and non-academic stakeholders must have taken 

                                                 

2 Called SIAMPI. This stands for: ‘Social Impact Assessment Methods for research and funding 

instruments through the study of Productive Interactions between science and society’ (Spaapen and 

van Drooge (2011: 212). 
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place. When this contact leads to an effort by the 

stakeholders to engage with the research we refer to it as 

‘productive interaction.’ (2011: 219).  

 

The concept of productive interactions is one which focuses interactions and their 

wider social and political contexts which leads to those interactions occurring. The 

concept attempts to identify the process of academic-NAP engagement, identifying 

and evaluating the outcomes (ie ‘impact’).  

From these authors’ accounts, both Spaapen & van Drooge (2011) and Molas-Gallart 

& Tang argued that ‘contact between researchers and non-academic stakeholders’ 

(ibid: 219) can be facilitated through various media including research publications 

and other written forms of communication: ‘it need not be personal’ (ibid: 226). This 

thesis problematises this conflation between two quite different forms of interaction 

(direct and indirect) and argues through the course of the empirical work presented 

in this thesis that there are qualitative differences between them which would justify 

conceptualising them as discrete interactive processes. Interaction is a reciprocal 

form of engagement (ie, it is dialogical) which cannot justifiably be applied to 

research publications, briefing papers, or blogs. Furthermore, this thesis will argue 

that interactions should ideally not only be person-to-person, but also face-to-face. It 

will argue that there are benefits of corporeally-present dialogue in making 

interactions ‘productive.’ However, this thesis recognises that written material can 

be important as a primer which can help facilitate interactions in face-to-face 

situations (Bogenschneider et al, 2000; Norman, 2004), but it is the position of this 

thesis that such indirect and non-reciprocal communication channels are not 

‘interactions.’ As such, this thesis focuses on ‘direct’ face-to-face interactions 

between academics and NAPs in the context of KE seminars.  

 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Introduction 16 

1.5.2 Corporeal co-presence 

Attending KE seminars represents a significant investment in resources for both the 

organisers and the participants. Thus, it is imperative to think about what the 

benefits are from participating in such gatherings. Why go to a seminar if you can 

learn about research results from a briefing paper? This thesis addresses this 

question drawing on the work of Goffman (1966, 1971), Urry (2002; 2003; Larsen et 

al, 2006) and their concept of ‘corporeal co-presence.’ Corporeal co-presence is a 

social situation in which people are physically present (co-located) and engaged 

with each other (co-present) (1966: 22). It includes both spatial and social aspects. It 

is the most ‘primitive mode of human togetherness’ (Zhao, 2003: 447): when 

humans are physically together, within sensory range, face-to-face and body-to-

body.  Goffman states that:  

 

Co-presence renders persons uniquely accessible, available, 

and subject to one another. (1966: 22).  

 

KE seminars are sites of such corporeal co-presence; they are places where people 

who share a mutual interest physically come together to engage with academic 

research through their interactions with one another. In other words, access to, and 

discussions around, academic research are mediated through exchanges with other 

people. KE occurs through interactions among people. This means that discussions 

evolving around academic research (and its implications) are not disembodied and 

socially isolated; rather, they are carried through people who are engaged with each 

other. This thesis argues that those interactions are best mediated through face-to-

face engagement. Who is communicating academic messages and its implications 

strongly shapes how NAPs perceive and evaluate such research (Gabby and le May, 

2004).  

Such dialogical exchanges occur within physical spaces. In our professional and 

private social lives we meet different groups of people at work, at the yacht club, a 
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jazz bar, a church, etc. Such sites are ‘open regions’ in the sense that different people 

can come and go. When we meet others at a jazz bar, for example, we have 

serendipitous meetings with people who share a common interest with us. Such 

sites offer the opportunity for the creation of new contacts and the reaffirmation of 

old ones (Goffman, 1966). Some places are better at creating that chance encounter 

than others. KE seminars are more than just forums for engaging in productive 

interactions with one another. They are also spaces in which to meet existing 

contacts, as well as an open region for meeting others who share mutual 

professional interest in the research being presented. Although seminars are often 

stand-alone events, they are not socially isolated. They are moments of ‘meeting,’ 

and as such:  

 

These moments of physical co-presence and face-to-face 

conversations are crucial to patterns of social life that occur 

“at a distance,” whether for business, leisure, family life, 

politics, pleasure or friendship. So life is networked, but it 

also involves specific co-present encounters within specific 

times and places. ‘Meetingness’ [is] central to much social 

life. (Urry 2003: 155).  

 

Urry (2002; 2003) and his colleagues have written extensively on the significance of 

meetings and corporeal co-presence in the context of professional life which makes 

travelling to meetings important, and in many ways unavoidable. Larsen et al (2006) 

claim that while the literature on the significance of corporeal co-presence in the 

context of professional meetings is underdeveloped, it is important for 

understanding why professionals and professional organisations invest 

considerable effort and resources in organising and attending them. Some of the 

largest corporations fly senior staff from London to New York to have a meeting, 

attend a drinks reception, and then rush to the airport to return to London that same 

evening. Of course, the scale of CPC KE seminars is not on a par with this, but why 

go to this effort? There is importance of professionals to physically come together to 
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meet and engage with others. Professional dialogue, rapport- and network-building 

make, in Urry’s words, ‘travel obligatory’ (2002: 255); it ‘is not an optional add-on’ 

(p. 263). It is through this conceptual lens that the thesis explores participants’ 

narratives when they describe their motivations for physically attending CPC KE 

seminar events.  

 

1.6 Structure of the thesis  

This thesis is divided into 10 chapters. The following two short chapters outlines the 

case study of the CPC and the political context of KE. This is followed by the 

literature review and methodology. The following four chapters presents the 

research findings. The final chapter is a discussion and final conclusions.  

Chapter 1 introduced the foundational principles of the thesis, including the 

importance of studying interactions between academics and NAPs. It justifies why 

KE seminars should be of interest to KE scholars and professionals as social 

occasions where such interactions occur. It also offers working definitions of terms 

which are relevant to this thesis, and introduces two concepts which bind this thesis 

together - productive interactions and corporeal co-presence.  

Chapter 2 presents the case study from which the empirical evidence used in this 

thesis is derived, the ESRC Centre for Population Change. It describes the 

development of the Centre, its structure, governance, and funding. It also outlines 

its programme of research and its KE policies.  

Chapter 3 outlines the policy context in which the CPC is situated. It is divided into 

three parts. The first explores the emergence of the Evidence-Based Policymaking 

(EBPM) political agenda from the 1960s onwards which drives a ‘demand’ by the 

government for academic social science research knowledge. The second describes 

what this thesis terms the ‘institutionalisation of the KE agenda’ in which academic 

social research is ‘supplied’ to wider society. It then concludes with a discussion of 

the ‘market’ of academic research and its supply/demand dynamics. 
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Chapter 4 explores the literature relevant to this thesis. It outlines in more detail the 

importance and role that ‘interaction’ has in the KE process. It also examines the role 

of bodily presence in interaction and networking. It then examines a number of 

social dimensions of KE including the role of relationships; social networks; food; 

and technology in facilitating ‘productive interactions’ at KE seminars.  

Chapter 5 outlines the research methodology. It explains the epistemological 

underpinnings of the thesis and outlines the details of the case study approach used, 

and the empirical process for gathering and analysing data. The chapter also 

outlines ethical considerations and concludes with some reflections on the research 

and thesis-writing process.  

Chapter 6 is the first findings chapter, entitled ‘The Centre’s social networks.’ It 

combines findings from the social network and thematic analyses to describe the 

CPC’s internal network structure, how this impacts on its KE practices, and the 

CPC’s connections with non-academic organisations. This chapter helps examine 

professional connections across institutions and reveals the invisible professional 

networks in which we are all embedded. The analysis focuses on the role that 

geography and institutional boundaries have played in shaping the CPC’s KE 

networks. These have both constrained and provided opportunities for the CPC in 

exercising its ability to disseminate its academic research to a wider audience 

through seminars. Understanding social networks between the CPC and its non-

academic partners is an important first step in understanding academic/non-

academic cross-institutional connections and their relationship to KE seminars.   

Chapter 7, ‘Committing to knowledge exchange seminars,’ examines why 

academics choose to organise and host KE seminars, and why NAPs choose to 

attend them. This chapter also identifies some of the barriers to participation, in 

particular, the effect that geography and organisational capacity have had on NAPs’ 

ability to participate in ‘optional’ KE activities. Finally, the chapter examines the role 

that the political environment has on driving NAPs’ interest in specific academic 

topics at certain times but not others.  
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Chapter 8, ‘Dimensions of knowledge exchange,’ is an examination of what 

functions academics and NAPs feel that seminars serve. These include finding out 

about research findings; mutual learning; the co-construction of new knowledge; 

sites dedicated to thinking and reflecting; and finally, sites in which professionals 

can reinforce their existing relationships and establish new ones. It is when one or 

more combinations of these functions come together that this thesis would consider 

such interactions within KE seminars as being ‘productive’ ones. 

Chapter 9 is the final findings chapter, entitled ‘Facilitating productive interactions 

through corporeal co-presence.’ This chapter explores why academics and NAPs 

choose to physically come together to engage with research and each other. It 

examines the influence of embodiment and intercorporeality on the nature of 

productive interactions; the role of the body in communication; and the role that 

food and technology can play in facilitating productive interactions within KE 

seminars. 

Chapter 10 brings together the different elements of the empirical findings and 

reflects on the role that KE seminars have in the wider KE process, which goes far 

beyond merely disseminating research to a wider non-academic audience. It tries to 

bring together social dimensions of KE practices and examines the role of the body 

in multi-directional dialogical engagements within such seminars. It offers a critique 

of Spaapen and van Drooge’s (2011) conceptualisation of productive interactions 

and attempts to expand their concept theoretically. The discussion also offers some 

insights and advice for KE professionals and academics wishing to engage with 

wider society through KE seminars, as well as positing directions for future research 

for KE scholars interested in the process.  
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2 The Centre for Population Change case study  

2.1 Introduction 

This thesis is based on a case study of the Centre for Population Change (CPC; also 

‘the Centre’). It is their Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars which form the 

individual case study sites from which evidence presented in this thesis is derived. 

This chapter presents an overview of the Centre to familiarise readers with its 

structure & governance; historical developments; the programme of research; and 

its KE policies.  

The information presented in this chapter derives from the CPC’s grant application 

to the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) (which is cited here as ‘CPC, 

2007’); news announcements published on the CPC’s website; conversations with 

two of the Centre’s co-directors (Professors Jane Falkingham and Elspeth Graham); 

and the then Registrar General for Scotland, Duncan Macniven (who was 

instrumental in supporting the CPC’s ESRC funding bid).  

The Centre is the only one in the UK to focus on the dynamics and drivers of 

population change in a holistic manner by examining population change through all 

three of its demographic components: fertility, migration, and ageing (and 

mortality); and its intersections across the life-course.  

 

2.2 Structure and governance  

2.2.1 Funding 

The CPC was established with funding primarily from the ESRC. It was also 

supported by ‘in-kind’ contributions of office space and human resources from the 
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Scottish Government (SG), the General Register Office for Scotland (GROS, now the 

National Records of Scotland3 (NRS)) and the Office of National Statistics (ONS). 

The Centre’s bid for funding was in response to a call made by the ESRC in 2007 in 

which it was accepting applications to fund two new research centres under its ‘new 

research centre and large grants scheme.’ One of those centres was to be dedicated 

to the topic of population change. Three institutions bid for the population centre 

grant, the Universities of Manchester, Leeds, and Southampton (Soton). Soton’s bid 

was made in partnership with five Scottish universities – collectively known as the 

Scottish Consortium (SC). Soton and the SC won the bid with a core investment 

from the ESRC worth £5,250,000 (ESRC, 2010). The new research institute was 

simply called ‘The ESRC Centre for Population Change.’  

The ESRC’s investment was supplemented by the SG’s offer of human resources in 

the form of a liaison officer from the Office of the Chief Researcher (Scotland). The 

liaison officer’s job was to act as an intermediary between the CPC and the SG, 

informing the former of the SG’s current policy interests, and the latter of any CPC 

work that might be relevant to those interests. In other words, they were to act as a 

knowledge broker (Meyer, 2010).  

The ONS offered office space to the CPC in its Centre for Demography, based in 

nearby Titchfield (near Southampton). This space was used to house some of the 

CPC academic researchers and PhD students who were working with ONS data and 

who might benefit from being physically present at their operational site. 

Furthermore, the ONS had provision to send its staff to Soton.  

The GROS (now NRS) offered office space and the support of their staff. The office 

space offered by the GROS was in Ladywell House in Edinburgh. The CPC felt that 

such a space would create a locus for researchers and a focal point for the SC which 

                                                 

3 In April 2011 the General Register Office for Scotland (GROS) and the National Archives of 

Scotland (NAS) merged to become the National Records of Scotland (NRS) (see: http://gro-

scotland.gov.uk/, accessed Jan, 2015). The purpose of this move was to share resources between the 

two agencies. Like the GROS and NAS, the newly formed NRS continues to operate under the 

Scottish Ministers.   

http://gro-scotland.gov.uk/
http://gro-scotland.gov.uk/
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would otherwise be geographically dispersed across the SC’s 5 constituent 

institutions, risking fragmentation. It was also felt that along with fostering 

corporate spirit within the SC branch of the CPC, a presence at Ladywell House 

would help integrate the CPC and NRS staff. Along with this space, the NRS also 

offered access to their data resources.  

 

2.2.2 The institutions and governance of the CPC 

The CPC is funded by the ESRC and is comprised of academics from 6 Higher 

Education Institutions (HEIs); these are the Universities of Dundee, Edinburgh, 

Southampton, St. Andrews, Stirling, and Strathclyde. As stated above, the 5 Scottish 

HEIs involved in the CPC are collectively called the Scottish Consortium (SC). 

Along with these 6 HEIs, the CPC has contractual connections to 3 government 

bodies: the ONS, the GROS (now NRS) and the SG. Figure 1 below shows the logos 

of each of the institutions with contractual connections to the Centre.  

 

Figure 1 Logos of the 10 institutions involved in the Centre for Population Change.  

The CPC is based primarily in Soton, with the majority of the staff located there, 

including two of the co-directors and a small administrative team. St. Andrews is 
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the lead HEI of the SC, with one of the co-directors and a part-time administrator 

located there.  

Soton has long-standing informal links with the ONS Centre for Demography based 

in nearby Titchfield. Many of their graduates go on to find employment in this 

agency. St. Andrews has a long-standing contractual link with the GROS (now NRS) 

through the Scottish Longitudinal Survey (SLS) as the university hosts the 

Longitudinal Studies Centre – Scotland (LSCS)4. St. Andrews also has informal 

connections with the SG, resulting from a previous programme of research known 

as the Scottish Demography Initiative (this is discussed later in section 2.3.2).  

The proponents of the Centre argued to the ESRC that by funding the CPC, they 

could strengthen these existing relationships between Soton and the ONS, St. 

Andrews and the NRS, and the SC with the NRS and the SG (CPC, 2007). 

Maintaining these links would be of mutual benefit to the HEIs and those 

government institutions. One specific area of development for mutual gain was be 

to exploit and develop new datasets and methodologies (this is an area to which the 

ESRC remains committed through its secondary dataset analysis policies which are 

designed to make better use of existing public data: ESRC, 2014). Furthermore, the 

formal connection with these government institutions meant that the CPC could 

draw on the expertise and skills of the employees. This would allow the CPC to 

engage in academically rigorous but socially relevant research (another priority for 

the ESRC).  

While the connections between the CPC and its non-academic partners have been 

effective, the internal structure of the CPC brought challenges in achieving 

successful integration. This is discussed in detail in chapter 6. Interviews with SC  

                                                 

4 The LSCS is responsible for the creation, maintenance, and access to the Scottish Longitudinal 

Study (SLS). It is a dataset of a large sample of the Scottish population which links together various 

data, including anonymised census and NHS information, for the purpose of research and policy 

planning (see: http://lscs.ac.uk/). Many of the staff at the LSCS are based at the University of St. 

Andrews (http://.lscs.ac.uk/staff). The LSCS database is securely stored at the NRS, Ladywell House, 

Edinburgh.  

http://lscs.ac.uk/
http://.lscs.ac.uk/staff
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CPC staff were unanimous in stating that while the CPC had been successful, many 

expressed disappointment that the Centre was rather limited in how it integrated 

itself into a cohesive whole across the 6 HEI locations. As this thesis will later 

demonstrate, the CPC became divided between ‘CPC Soton’ and ‘CPC SC.’ This has 

implications for KE, which will be described in chapter 6.  

In total the CPC funded 27 academics working as Principal Investigators (PIs) who 

were supported by 15 academic researchers and 5 administrative staff. The CPC 

housed 38 staff in Soton and 22 in the SC. The CPC also supports 6 PhD 

studentships – this thesis is the result of one of them.  

The Centre is led by 3 co-directors: Professors Maria Evandrou, Elspeth Graham, 

and Jane Falkingham – with the latter having overall responsibility.  

The CPC’s research programme is organised around four strands, with each strand 

led by 1 co-director and at least two other PIs. Two further strands were added later 

as a result of additional funding (see section 2.4.2). The strands are organised for 

administrative and accounting purposes, and not for analytical or academic ones 

(CPC, 2007).  

 

2.3 History of the Centre 

2.3.1 Beginnings 

As mentioned, in 2007 the ESRC issued a tender to fund two new research centres, 

one of which was to be in the field of population change. Academics from Soton’s 

School of Social Statistics and Demography felt that they should bid. Professor Jane 

Falkingham was to be the grant holder and principal applicant.  

Falkingham initially met with Professor Paul Boyle (St. Andrews) with the intention 

of inviting him to join the Centre as an independent scholar. Boyle did not want to 

join alone and had publically expressed a desire to include a number of Scottish 

Universities in the project. Falkingham and Boyle agreed that they would put in a 
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joint bid to the ESRC which would be based at Soton but included the five 

aforementioned Scottish HEIs. Thus it was those discussions and that agreement 

between these two academics which created the nascent structure of the CPC and 

lead to their ESRC bid to include a larger number of HEIs than was originally 

intended.  

The CPC’s structure is rare for an ESRC-funded centre (in having operations in both 

England and Scotland), but it allows the Centre to focus on research in two different 

parts of the UK. This is important because there are differences between Scotland 

and the rest of the UK:  

 

1. Demographically, the structure of Scotland is different to other parts of 

the UK (eg Scotland is older and less fertile than other parts of the UK, 

Wilson and Rees, 2003). 

2. Methodologically, Scotland collects and stores demographic data 

(including census data and longitudinal data) differently from the rest of 

the UK. Data in Scotland are collected and stored by the NRS, whereas in 

England and Wales only the ONS does so. Sources of data such as the 

censuses are different between Scotland and England – they ask different 

questions and code responses differently. Some of Scotland’s data (such 

as the SLS) are stored on isolated computers. This requires researchers to 

be physically present in Ladywell House (Edinburgh) to access it. 

3. Politically, the Scottish Government has long held views which differ 

from those of the UK Government with regard to specific demographic 

policies – particularly immigration (Tindal et al, 2014).  

 

The inclusion of the SC gives the CPC a more comprehensive and nuanced 

approach to studying demographic issues across the UK. In turn, this affects how its 

KE activities can be shaped with regard to engaging with the different questions, 
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policies, and perspectives of the Scottish and UK governments, and other public 

bodies. In other words, Soton and SC academics can tailor and modulate their KE 

activities and academic messages when engaging with different groups of people 

who have different questions, current policies, and ultimate policy objectives. A 

presence in both England and Scotland means that the CPC is well placed to 

address the specifics of the policy contexts in which it finds itself.  

 

2.3.2 The Scottish consortium  

The Scottish HEIs making up the SC predate the CPC. Academics from the 5 SC 

HEIs previously worked together on a project called the ESRC Scottish Demography 

Initiative (SDI) (Scottish Government, 2008). The SDI was funded by the ESRC and 

the SG and supported by the GROS (now NRS). The SDI’s projects were developed 

alongside staff from the SG and the GROS. It was led by Boyle with the support of 

the then Registrar General for Scotland, Duncan Macniven.  

Overall, the SDI research programme involved 6 research projects including 23 

academics from the Universities of Dundee, Edinburgh, St. Andrews, Stirling, 

Strathclyde, and Exeter. The project ran from 2005 to 2008. Most of the academics 

and all of the Scottish HEIs participating in the SDI became involved in the SC 

component of the CPC. In other words, the SDI is the precursor to the SC.  

 

2.3.3 Changes since establishment  

The CPC’s ESRC funding ran from the 1st of January 2009 to the 21st of December 

2014. During this time a number of changes occurred.  

In terms of leadership, in August 2010 one of the Centre’s proponents and original 

co-directors, Professor Paul Boyle, was appointed Chief Executive of the ESRC. 

Boyle was replaced by Professor Elspeth Graham as the director of the SC 

component of the CPC. Professor Allan Findlay was appointed to St. Andrews, 

meaning that Dundee University’s involvement with the CPC ceased.  



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

The CPC case study 28 

The CPC also won additional grants from the ESRC and elsewhere. Two of the most 

significant have been one funded by the ESRC and the ONS to develop new 

methodologies for non-Bayesian population forecasting, and another from the 

ESRC’s ‘future of the UK and Scotland’ programme in which research examined the 

impact of constitutional change in Scotland and the UK as the result of Scottish 

independence or further devolution.  

In 2013, the CPC announced that the ESRC has granted the Centre a further 5 years 

of funding to 2018 (CPC, 2013). While the raison d'être of the CPC remains the same, 

the new programme of research for ‘CPCII’ is more international in its orientation 

than its previous research programme.  

This thesis is concerned with the knowledge exchange work of ‘CPCI’ which ran 

between 2009 and 2014. 

 

2.4 The research programme 

2.4.1 Shaping the research programme 

The CPC’s aim was develop a research programme alongside a team of LSCS 

researchers and non-academic partners in the NRS, the ONS, and the SG (CPC, 

2007). Potential PIs who were interested in involvement in the CPC wrote project 

proposals that were then sent to the various non-academic partner organisations. 

The partners’ role was to identify where any overlap in interests might exist, and if 

any projects could accommodate their interests. 

There were differences in how this played out in Soton and the SC. The Soton 

‘population projections’ team worked closely with the ONS on how to better 

develop population projections using non-Bayesian methodologies. This was a more 

formal and contractual relationship than anything that existed in Scotland, which 

has more informal relationships with its non-academic partners.  PIs from the SC 

sent their project proposals to the SG via a liaison officer who acted as an 

intermediary. The liaison officer then sent the proposals to various government 
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departments and asked colleagues in those departments to comment on them. The 

project proposals were also sent to the NRS, with two NRS staff commenting and 

identifying any areas of mutual interest. The NRS and SG were both keen to see 

projects make use of the SLS datasets. The co-directors then took on board the 

comments and tried to tie projects together into a coherent programme of research 

which was then included in the 2007 case for support (CPC, 2007).  

 

2.4.2 The research agenda 

The CPC’s core programme of research is organised into four strands, with two 

further strands added during the Centre’s lifespan, which was described above. 

These strands are: 

 

1. Dynamics of fertility and family formation – past, present, and future.  

2. Household dynamics and living arrangements across the life course.  

3. The demographic and socio-economic implications of national and 

international migration.  

4. Modelling population growth and enhancing the evidence base for policy.  

5. (Integrated demographic estimation and forecasting).  

6. (The demographic and fiscal implication of Scottish independence).  

 

The Centre attempts to draw on that interconnectedness between fertility, 

migration, and ageing through the research programme; and does so from a number 

of disciplinary perspectives and methodological approaches. The Centre draws on 

the social science disciplines of: anthropology, demography, economics, geography, 

gerontology, sociology, social policy, and social statistics. Methodologically, the 

CPC’s research programme includes both qualitative and quantitative studies, 

including advanced statistical modelling. The CPC cited its existing connections to 
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non-academic organsations, its inter-disciplinarity, methodological innovation, and 

cross-institutional collaborations as strengths in its justification to the ESRC (CPC, 

2009). Interdisciplinarity is increasingly expected from research funders, including 

the ESRC, from their larger investments.  

 

2.5 Knowledge exchange at the Centre  

In line with the broader political agenda and the policies of the Research Councils 

UK (RCUK), the ESRC has increasingly focused on the wider social and economic 

impact of social research which it funds: 

 

The ESRC expects that the researchers that it funds will have 

considered the potential scientific, societal and economic 

impact of their research programme in their bid. (ESRC, 

2009a).  

 

Within the ESRC’s ‘centres and large grants competition’ (the scheme through 

which the CPC is funded), there are requirements for proposers to outline their 

policies and strategies for engaging with wider society in their bidding application. 

This requirement of research funders asking academic researchers to consider the 

potential non-academic social impact of their work, and develop strategies to realise 

that potential, is often referred to as the ‘impact agenda’ or ‘knowledge exchange 

agenda’ (ESMU, 2011; Nutley et al, 2007).  

A communications plan was developed between Soton and a research centre with 

appropriate expertise - the Centre for Research on Families and Relationships 

(CRFR) - based at the University of Edinburgh. The CRFR has an existing team of 

KE practitioners with a range of specialisms and expertise such as graphic design, 

event planning, and research-communication specialists. This work was overseen by 

a liaison officer based at the CRFR. The CRFR’s function was to assist academic 
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researchers with communicating their findings, organise suitable events, and 

facilitate dialogue. Latterly this function was centralised in Soton. Yet while the 

CRFR was involved, they produced a strategy which detailed the Centre’s position 

on engaging with ‘research users’ as one which acknowledges relationships 

between academia, policy, and practice to be complex and dependent on 

interpersonal relationships that link across institutional boundaries.  

This was incorporated into the CPC’s case for support (2007) and claimed that 

relationships and regular interaction between academics and NAPs are the most 

important elements of the Centre’s KE strategy. The case for support also recognised 

the importance of networks for communicating research to a wide range of users 

beyond academia (2007: 24). The CPC envisaged KE to be built on interpersonal 

relationships based on interaction and dialogue. Non-Academic Professionals 

(NAPs) whom the CPC engages are not passive recipients of knowledge, but rather 

actively engage with research from their own perspectives. They can offer 

knowledge and insights to the academic researchers.  

As indicated earlier, the CPC has links with a number of government agencies and 

departments. These links between academia and those public institutions are an 

important part of the CPC’s engagement strategy. Some of those connections are 

contractually structured, while others are based on informal professional 

relationships. For example, Soton’s relationship with the ONS is more contractual, 

while in Scotland it was more informal, with the SG offering the use of a liaison 

officer to act as a broker between the Centre and the SG to help forge informal 

linkages between members of each institution. Regardless of their nature, those 

interpersonal relationships are key to the CPC’s KE engagement strategy and the 

wider infrastructure in which academics and engaging with NAPs.  

Non-academic engagement and KE activities represent an important aspect of the 

CPC’s activities. The CPC has invested substantially, in terms of financial and 

human resources, organising and hosting KE events, including seminars. Such 

events were typically organised in the latter stages of the project, or post-research. 
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By the middle of the CPC’s programme of research (2011/2012), the CPC had 

organised and funded 37 seminars, workshops, and presented an exhibition 

targeted at non-academic audiences (CPC, 2012).  

This investment in KE events shaped the development and direction that this thesis 

ultimately took. I used these two points from the original case for support, 

‘interaction’ and ‘social networks,’ as the starting point of the PhD research. The 

resulting thesis takes these two ideas, and situates them in relation to KE seminars. 

This thesis examined KE seminars through a framework informed by the 

‘productive interactions’ conceptual rubric. It should also be made clear at this point 

that this PhD was funded as part of the CPC’s KE strategy. Thus, the use of the CPC 

as a case study is not borne exogenously.  
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3 Knowledge exchange in context 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the wider political context of academic research in 

policymaking. The Centre for Population Change’s (CPC) Knowledge Exchange 

(KE) policies and practices exist within a wider political system which is concerned 

with Evidence-Based Policymaking (EBPM) (Davies et al, 2000; Nutley et al, 2007). 

Using ‘evidence’ in policymaking is viewed as vital within an increasingly complex 

and specialised contemporary world (Bullock et al, 2001). This has brought about an 

increase in the ‘demand’ for research which has, in turn, led to the development and 

institutionalisation of a system to ‘supply’ research to those who may benefit from it 

(Nutley et al, 2010). That is what this thesis refers to as the ‘knowledge exchange 

agenda.’ Sometimes this is called the ‘impact agenda.’ The KE agenda has been 

institutionalised through apparatus such as the Research Excellence Framework 

(REF) and the conditions of research funded by public money, including research 

funded through the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC). This puts 

conflicting pressures on academics between the traditional demands of academia 

(which require publishing and engagement with academics for professional reward) 

and the demands of a political system which increasingly requires the research it 

funds to be disseminated to wider society in a more accountable and 

institutionalised manner (Khazragui and Hudson, 2015; Tang and Sinclair, 2001; 

Weiss, 1995; 1979; Davies et al, 2000).  

The chapter first explores the political development of the EBPM agenda from the 

1940s onwards which drove governments and their agencies to seek the insights of 

academic social science research. Second, it examines how the EBPM agenda is 

mirrored by the institutionalisation of a KE agenda which attempts to create a 

‘supply’ of research in order to meet that ‘demand’ (Nutley et al, 2010; Davies et al, 

2000). Finally, this chapter gives an overview of popular theories of policy change 

and the importance of external events in driving such change.   
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3.2 The emergence of the evidence-based policymaking agenda 

This section traces the development of the EBPM agenda from post-war Britain to 

today. It outlines successive governments’ view of academic social science research, 

and how changes in the political climate have impacted on publicly-funded 

research-funding institutions, in particular, the ESRC which funds the CPC.  

Over the last 70 years, society has become more complex, interconnected, and 

specialised, which has led to the view that social science research should have a role 

in illuminating understanding of society, and informing an increasingly complex 

public policy environment (Nutley et al, 2007; Bullock et al, 2001; Davies et al, 2000). 

Opposing this view were many within Parliament, the civil service, and civil society 

who were hostile to the suggestion that public money should be used to fund social 

‘science’ (ESRC, 2005). Vocal in its opposition was the influential Medical Research 

Council, which was sceptical of the contribution that social sciences could make to 

society. In spite of reservations, successive governments were increasingly receptive 

to ‘evidence’ in their public policymaking and practices – particularly in the areas of 

education, health and social care, criminal justice, housing, and transport (Nutley et 

al, 2007; Davies et al, 2000). Yet, despite increasing government interest in the social 

sciences, within the UK there was no centralised mechanism through which public 

money could be targeted to fund academic social research to provide an evidence 

base which was useable and relevant to government concerns.  

This changed in 1964 with the premiership of Harold Wilson. He created a political 

environment which was favourable to the insights of the social sciences (ESRC, 

2005). The 1965 Heyworth Report recommended the establishment of the Social 

Science Research Council (SSRC) – this would use public money to fund research 
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across 14 social science disciplines. Following what is called the Haldane Principle5, 

the SSRC panels was asked to judge research proposals and fund research based on 

their scientific merit, but they were also expected to consider the wider social 

benefits that the research might confer upon society. The SSRC became: 

 

…innovative in their dissemination activities, making 

contact with policymakers and establishing new networks in 

the process. (ESRC, 2005: 14).  

 

An economic recession between 1972 and 1975 led to cuts in SSRC funding which 

had an impact on the social research being produced at that time. This ‘cold climate’ 

(ESRC, 2005) of government’s view of social science research chilled to the point of 

frigidity with the 1979 election of a Conservative government led by Margaret 

Thatcher and her ‘conviction politics.’ Her government, and the political climate it 

created, was more sceptical of the role that academic social research could play in 

solving complex social problems (Davis et al, 2000; ESRC, 2005), and as such the 

government became resistant to providing public money to fund such research. In 

1981, Lord Rothschild published a report examining the future role of the SSRC. The 

report concluded that publicly-funded research should focus more closely on the 

social challenges facing the country. Rothschild suggested that to do this would 

require overturning the Haldane Principle so that it was the government who 

would make decisions on what research was funded with public money. The 

Rothschild Report was viewed by the SSRC as a vicious attack on its independence 

and integrity. In 1983 the SSRC symbolically changed its name to the Economic and 

                                                 

5 The Haldane principle derives from the 1918 Haldane Committee Report which stated that decisions on research 

funding should be made by researchers rather than politicians – in other words, it should be ‘curiosity driven’ 

(Cooksey, 2006). ‘Curiosity-driven’ (sometimes called Mode I) research is responsible for significant scientific 

advancements which are done for the sake of knowledge, but which can have practical application later. For 

example, the ‘genetic revolution’ which derived from the Human Genome Project opened up avenues for applied 

research in identifying genetic conditions which led to the development of new treatments. These were then 

embedded within healthcare systems and practices (Cooksey, 2006). 
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Social Research Council (ESRC) - dropping the word ‘science’ (ESRC, 2005). 

Funding was severely reduced and restricted - but it survived.   

The 1997 general election saw Tony Blair form a Labour Government. The 

sociologist Anthony Giddens wrote Beyond left and right (1994) which was influential 

with senior civil servants and public policy & politics scholars. His view was that 

the design of policies through ideologically-driven agendas was no longer 

appropriate. This was picked up by New Labour, and their electoral campaign 

slogan was ‘what matters is what works’ which was intended to signal an end to 

ideologically-driven politics in favour of evidence-based policymaking where 

‘decisions should be based on sound evidence’ (Cabinet Office, 1999: 33) from a 

variety of sources, including academia. This rhetoric is encapsulated in the words of 

the then Education and Employment Secretary, David Blunkett, when he told an 

audience at an ESRC conference that:  

 

Social science should be at the heart of policy making. We 

need a revolution in relations between government and the 

social research community – we need social scientists to help 

determine what works and why, and what types of policy 

initiatives are likely to be the most effective. And we need 

better ways of ensuring that those who want this 

information can get it easily and quickly […]. Too often ideas 

are not openly discussed because of the fear of unhelpful 

press speculation, but if researchers become streetwise in 

handling partial findings, and politicians and civil servants 

are more relaxed about welcoming radical thinking, I am 

sure we can get it right. (Blunkett, 2000).  

 

This quotation contains three key messages. First, government needed to use 

academic social science research in its policymaking and should be more receptive 

to ‘radical thinking.’ Second, researchers needed to be more ‘streetwise’ when 
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engaging with wider society. Third, there needed to be more effective ways for 

information to be transmitted ‘easily and quickly’ between researchers and NAPs.  

The first of these messages was formalised in a White Paper entitled ‘Modernising 

Government (1999).’ It included commitments for the civil service to use research-

based evidence from the academic social sciences (and elsewhere) to better 

understand social and economic challenges facing the UK, and to develop better 

policies to deal with them (Cabinet Office, 1999). ‘Using evidence’ became the 

rallying call in government for ‘professional policy making’ (ibid; Bullock et al, 

2001).  

Between 2000 and 2002, the ESRC saw huge increases in its funding from £70million 

to £110 million (ESRC, 2005).  

In 2006, the ESRC funded the first ‘Festival of the Social Sciences’ (ESRC, 2015c), a 

festival of which the CPC is a part. Its goal is to showcase academic social science 

research across the UK to a broad audience through: 

 

public debates, conferences, workshops, interactive 

seminars, film screenings, virtual exhibitions and much 

more. (ESRC 2015c).  

 

It should be again noted here the importance that the ESRC attaches to face-to-face 

engagements: events in which people are physically brought together. 

The 2010 General Election brought a Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition 

Government to power. The government stated its commitment to the idea of 

evidence-based policymaking, but only within the framework of its values and the 

manifesto commitments on which it was elected (Maybin, 2013). Its actions were not 

matched by its words and instead the Conservative-led coalition has imposed a 

series of cuts across the research councils. The ESRC saw a £40million reduction in 

its budget between 2010 and 2014. In its governance statement in its 2013/14 report 
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of accounts, the ESRC identified a number of risks to its operations due to funding 

restrictions, saying:  

 

If these risks crystalise, the ESRC, with limited spare 

capacity and reduced administrative budget, will find it 

difficult to continue its business of funding world leading 

research in a timely fashion. (ESRC 2013/14: 60).  

 

Along with the ESRC, the UK government has also restricted or reduced the 

funding of virtually every government department under a politically-driven 

‘austerity’ programme, which was ostensibly borne out of necessity as a result of the 

2008 economic recession.  The Institute of Fiscal Studies estimates that between 

2010/11 and 2015/16, the UK Government has cut its total spending by 7.8% in real 

terms (IFS, 2015). The rate of cuts has been variable with some departments seeing 

greater reductions than others. For example, Local Government has had its central 

Government funding reduced by up to 46.3% in real terms between 2010/11 and 

2015/16 (Innes and Tetlow, 2015), the Department for Work and Pensions’ (DWP) 

budget decreased by 34%, while the NHS has seen a modest increase of 6.6%. The 

Scottish Government’s block grant has been reduced by 8.7% during the same 

period (IFS, 2015).  

In 2015, a General Election brought a Conservative Government. Austerity 

continues (IFS, 2015).  

This information is important to this thesis for two reasons. First, academic social 

research focused on the demography of the UK has limited appeal outside a 

relatively small and specific group of policymakers and practitioners. The 

institutions cited here (The UK and Scottish Governments (and their agencies), 

English and Scottish Local Authorities, the DWP, and the NHS) are the non-

academic organisations with which the CPC has the strongest connections, and most 

frequently engages with through KE seminars. Second, the impact of budget cuts on 
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those aforementioned institutions has impacted on their ability to engage with 

academics from the CPC. This is an issue which is developed in chapter 7 of this 

thesis – that budget cuts have created a barrier preventing non-academic 

professionals (NAPs) from engaging with the CPC through KE seminars. The data 

collection phase of this PhD research was conducted between September 2011 and 

February 2013. At the time of interviewing, the effects of the budget cuts under the 

coalition government were only just starting to adversely affect the public sector. 

The effect of these cuts featured prominently in the NAPs’ narratives.   

The issue of sufficient resources has been repeatedly identified within the KE 

literature as an important aspect of expanding organisational capacity which then 

creates individual capacity to engage with research via interactions with academics 

(and other NAPs). Pressures on dedicated financial and human resources affect 

organisational capacity, and are a significant barrier to facilitating effective KE 

(King, 2015; Tomm-Bonde et al, 2013; Mitton et al, 2007; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Ross 

et al, 2003; Innvær et al, 2002; Percy-Smith et al, 2002; JFR, 2000). 

 

3.3 The institutionalisation of the knowledge exchange agenda 

The traditional role of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) was twofold. First, it 

was to conduct high-quality research, and second, it was to educate and support the 

training of the next generation of professionals. The formalisation of the KE agenda 

(or ‘impact agenda’) has added a further official function to their role: to engage 

with society with the aim of making an ‘impact’ – the discernible and measurable 

contribution of academic research to society and the economy (ESRC, 2015; Walter 

et al, 2003b). In response, universities’ mission statements are changing, with a 

greater emphasis on their contribution to society through the relevance of their 

research (eg St. Andrews University, 2016; Southampton University, 2016).  

Over the last decade there has been a systematic institutionalisation of KE practices 

into requirements with concrete protocols, targets, and ‘impact assessments.’ By 
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‘institutionalisation,’ this thesis is referring to the process of systematically 

embedding KE policies and measurements within the architecture of academia and 

the mechanisms for considering applications for research funding. Two of the 

clearest examples of this are the formal conditions for funding that research 

proposers (including the CPC) must outline when applying for grants, and the 

inclusion of KE activities and research impact reports in the 2014 Research 

Excellence Framework (REF) (Khazragui and Hudson, 2015). Each of these is dealt 

with in turn.  

First: conditions on research funding. In 2006, the Warry Report examined the 

contribution that publically-funded academic research has on society. It concluded 

that while there were many successes, more emphasis (and money) should be given 

to researchers to engage with industrial, civic, and government organisations. This 

led to the UK research councils to further integrate KE practices and impact 

measurement tools into their organisational structures (Research Council’s Evidence 

to the Warry Report, 2006; RCUK, 2015); in other words, KE had become 

institutionalised. Funding agencies such as the ESRC, the Medical Research Council, 

and the Arts and Humanities Research Council have all now developed strategic 

objectives for those they fund to give greater attention to the needs of NAPs and 

other interested stakeholders at the local to national levels in the research that they 

fund (ESRC 2003b; RCUK, 2007b).  

This has now translated into formal conditions being attached to research funded by 

public money. In 2009 the ESRC added requirements to its grant applications so that 

all researchers to consider and outline the ‘potential impact’ of the research they are 

proposing, to state their strategies for achieving this impact (including seminars), 

and to write post-research reports on any ‘impacts’ that the KE projects have had on 

wider society (ESRC, 2009a). 

Thus, in applying for ESRC funds, the CPC had to consider the needs of possible 

research users and outline how they will engage ‘as fully as possible’ (ESRC, 2009b; 
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2014b) with those users. The ESRC states that proposers’ knowledge exchange 

strategy’ will form part of the peer review and assessment process’ (2009b).   

The second issue to illustrate the institutionalisation of KE is found in how academic 

research is judged, specifically through the 2010 Research Excellence Framework 

(REF). The REF is designed to assess research quality in UK universities (REF, 2014). 

In 2010, the REF examined the non-academic impact of research, the first time such 

considerations had been taken into account (ibid). The inclusion of such a measure 

in what was traditionally a purely academic exercise is a further example of the 

institutionalisation of the knowledge exchange agenda within the architecture of 

academia (Khazragui and Hudson, 2015).  

This information is presented here because such policies have shaped CPC 

members’ practices of KE, and it forms an important part of the background 

knowledge required for understanding the narratives of the academics who were 

interviewed in this PhD research.  

 

3.4 Targeting research to receptive audiences 

The desire of policymakers to seek academic social research is largely driven by 

policy and political contexts, and current political interests (Moore et al, 2011; 

Korthari et al, 2009; Nutley et al, 2007). This exists at all levels of government, from 

Local Authorities to the Scottish, UK, and European Parliaments. Court and 

Young’s (2003) review of 50 case studies concluded that: 

 

The clear finding from the literature and these case studies is 

that the policy context is very important - often the most 

important issue - in affecting the degree to which research 

affects policy. (Court and Young, 2003: 11).  
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Nutley et al (2007) helpfully point out that there is significant variation in how 

research might be used in particular policy areas. For example, research can be 

targeted towards changing very specific policies in instrumental ways, whereas 

other research may only be used to inform a general background understanding of 

the conceptual issues involved in a particular policy area – or a combination of both 

(Korthari et al, 2009; Nutley et al, 2007; Weiss, 1979). This scenario is further 

complicated by differences in government structures from highly centralised, to 

regionalised, through to fully federal systems which may have more or less similar 

policy environments and political agendas (Nutley et al, 2010; 2007; Devaux and 

Mangez, 2008).  

This point is pertinent to this thesis because these political and policy environments 

do impact on what governments are interested in, and how they may respond to, 

and use, research. Specific political issues can emerge either slowly or suddenly, but 

when issues are politicised they create a demand for research insights in particular 

fields of study.  The political environment creates conditions for academics to 

engage with NAPs through seminars. 

There are a number of theories of policy change which place emphasis on external 

events as a driver for those within the political and policy sphere to seek 

information. These include:  

(1) John Kingdon’s ‘policy streams’ model first developed in his seminal book 

entitled Agendas, alternatives and public policies (1984, republished 1995; see 

also Guldbrandsson and Fossum, 2009; Neilson, 2001; Sabatier and Weible, 

2014; Nutley et al, 2007). 

(2) The Politics of Attention (2005) by Jones and Baumgartner’s in which they set 

out their ‘punctured equilibrium theory.’  

(3) Lindblom’s theory of ‘bounded rationality and incrementalism’ (see 

Lindblom, 1959; 1968; Webber, 1991).  
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(4) ‘Complexity theory’ and its implications for public policy (see Cairney , 

2012; Geyer and Cairney, 2015; Morton, 2012).  

There are a number of other popular theories of the policy-making process. This 

thesis does not seek to outline those theories in detail, but there are two points 

which is important to this thesis. The first is external agencies and events shape that 

process. And it is at those points of transition and change, where political and policy 

agents are receptive to information, that academics can contribute to shaping the 

policy-making process; or at least help shape thinking around the issues involved in 

policy change and the implications of those changes. The second is that this policy-

making process is not neat nor linear. It is what Webber describes as a varied and 

unpredictable process that is ‘ambiguous, amorphous, incremental, and 

meandering’ (1991: 15). It involves many actors, including academics.  

  

3.5  Summary  

In this chapter, the wider political context of academic social science research in 

policymaking has been explored by tracing the historical development of the use of 

social research by the government in its policymaking. It examined how 

government developed the rhetoric and practices of the ‘EBPM agenda’ which 

drives an interest for policymakers and other stakeholders to seek academic insights 

and engage in practices (such as participate in KE seminars) in order to fulfil that. It 

has also outlined the political context in which both research councils and 

government departments have had their budgets cut under the previous and 

current UK Government’s ‘austerity’ politics.  

On the flip side of the EBPM agenda is the KE agenda which shapes academics’ 

engagement practices. Academia is changing with the development of the ‘KE 

agenda’ and this chapter shows how this has been institutionalised into academic 

practice.  
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Finally, this chapter examines the wider political environment in which academic 

research may be sought by those involved in public policy. It did this by listing a 

number of popular theories of policy change. The purpose of doing so was to 

highlight the importance of external events in influencing the policy process, and 

the role that academics can play in that. The relationship between external events 

and KE seminars will be further developed in this thesis. Suffice here to say at this 

point that this wider social, economic, and political environment has an important 

bearing on why NAPs want to engage with academics (and each other) within KE 

seminars.  

There is no doubt that some academic social research is more ‘interesting’ to non-

academic audiences than others. What makes policymakers, policy support officers, 

policy analysts and elected representatives want to attend a KE seminar and listen 

to an academic talk about their research? Although this thesis is not examining how 

research impacts on policy, the ideas presented in this chapter are important 

because understanding the current political, economic, and social climate helps our 

understanding of why NAPs seek information via participation in KE seminars. In 

other words, NAPs go to seminars because they have a purpose in mind – even if 

that purpose is simply to obtain basic background information about a policy or 

research area. This thesis will argue that KE seminars which are organised in such a 

way as to meet those ongoing political and policy interests will more easily attract 

and engage non-academic audiences. Thus, identifying those ‘windows of 

opportunity’ as they arise is important to the organisers of KE seminars.  
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4 Literature Review 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews the conceptual and empirical research on non-academic 

engagement. It focuses specifically on theories of interaction and their relationship 

to networks and Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars. This literature review draws 

from both the KE and sociological literatures. From the KE literature, this review 

focuses on Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) and Molas-Gallart and Tang’s (2011) 

concept of ‘productive interactions.’ From the sociological literature, this thesis 

draws on the concept of ‘corporeal co-presence’ as outlined and developed by the 

work of Goffman (1966; 1971) and Urry (2002; 2003; Larsen et al, 2006).  

The position of this thesis is that ‘productive interactions’ are those which permit 

knowledge exchange, knowledge co-construction, reflection, and networking. To do 

this requires two-way and multi-way dialogical exchanges which are facilitated by 

academics and Non-Academic Professionals (NAPs) being corporeally co-present. 

KE seminars are an important example of such social occasions which permit such 

corporeal co-presence. Yet KE seminars remain under-researched and under-

theorised within the KE field. This literature review will explore, critique, and build 

on the concept of ‘productive interactions’ via corporeal co-presence in the context 

of KE seminars.  

This is a selective review which includes work from across the KE field, sociology, 

and social policy. This reflects the cross-cutting interests of the thesis and a personal 

belief that each of these perspectives had something useful to offer the study. The 

process began with a reading of Nutley et al’s (2007) work ‘Using Evidence’ 

followed by reading the literature reviews which have been produced in the KE 

field within the last 10 years. This gave me a basis for understanding the 

contemporary issues and themes which were being discussed within the field. As 

this thesis is based in the department of sociology, I read a number of sociological 

theories on social interaction and social networks. Much of the literature cited in this 
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thesis was identified subsequent to data analysis once the key themes had been 

identified. It was at this stage that the work on ‘productive interactions’ came to the 

fore and became a key conceptual tool for exploring and understanding the data. 

This literature review includes a degree of analysis from the sociological literature 

that is not developed within the current KE literature. In doing this, this review 

aims to bring something theoretically new to the KE field (Grant and Booth, 2009).  

 

4.2 The knowledge exchange ‘gap’ 

Within the KE literature, there has been considerable concern with the ‘gap’ 

between research and its impact on policy and practice (Morton and Flemming, 

2013; Court and Young, 2003; Stone, 2002; 2001). This ‘gap’ is given many names 

within the KE field, inter alia: the ‘knowledge-to-action gap,’ the ‘know-do gap,’ or 

‘knowing-doing gap’ (Graham et al, 2006; United Nations, 2005; Pfeffer and Sutton, 

2000). It exists ‘between what we know (according to knowledge producers, 

including academic researchers) and what we do (defined by the actions of 

knowledge users, including practitioners)’ (Cousin and Simon, 1996: 200). There is a 

significant body of work attempting to identify the barriers which create and sustain 

this ‘gap,’ and how best to remedy it (sometimes called ‘bridging’: Greenhalgh and 

Wieringa, 2011; Court and Young, 2003, Walter et al, 2003a; Stone, 2002; 2001; 

Stobell, 1996).  

The ‘gap’ between social science and wider society is perceived to be more 

pronounced when compared with STEM and healthcare subjects, which was 

discussed by Olmos-Peñuela et al (2014a). STEM and the healthcare sciences are 

often assumed to be more ‘useful’ to society, and to have clearer ideas about what 

the ‘use’ of research would look like (ibid). KE in healthcare and STEM are the 

source of mechanical-linear or rationalist models (Shaxton et al, 2012; Nutley et al, 

2007; Graham et al, 2006). Conversely, research on social science engagement with 
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wider society has tended to draw on relational, interactionist, and complexity 

models (Morton, 2012; Best and Holmes, 2010).  

Even if one could reduce this ‘gap,’ in what precise way one would identify and 

measure how academic social science research is ‘used’ is less clear (Olmos-Peñuela 

et al, 2014). The European Commission (2005) states that while it considers research 

it funds (including research from the social sciences and humanities) to have 

benefited society through informing policy and practice, and to have stimulated 

debate across wider society, it also recognises that how research is used, and its 

impact, remain complex and contested. There are four core challenges to identifying 

research use and impact.  

First, research can have a direct or indirect impact on policy and practice, or 

something in between (Nutley et al conceptualised this as an ‘instrumental to 

conceptual’ spectrum of research use, 2007: 51), or a simultaneous combination of 

direct and indirect impacts achieved through various channels and actors who use 

research in different ways (Bornmann, 2012; European Commission, 2005; Molas-

Gallart et al, 2000).  

Second, there are difficulties in judging the time that must elapse before research 

use occurs, and its longevity. Sometimes the ‘use’ then ‘impact’ of research in policy 

and practice might be immediate and short-term; at other times it might be more 

lasting yet take many years before it creates any discernible impact. The research 

might also have a combination of both short- and long-term impacts (Meagher et al, 

2008; Nutley et al, 2007; European Commission, 2005; Molas-Gallart et al, 2000). 

Third, once an impact is made, there are problems of attribution. Given that 

research interacts with society in complex, indirect ways (Morton, 2015; Olmos-

Peñuela, 2014a; Byrne, 2011), it is difficult to disentangle the contributions made by 

individual projects or programmes of research on policy and practice from other 

sources of knowledge, including those produced by think-tanks, interest groups, 

other academic and non-academic research, etc (Nutley et al, 2007: 293; Rich, 2004; 

Court and Young, 2003; Vivian and Gibson, 2003).  
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Fourth, and finally, even if identifiable, there remain challenges in how best to 

measure research impact; and what models might be developed in order to do so 

(Morton, 2015; Morton et al, 2012; Nutley et al, 2007). It is extremely unlikely that a 

single, all-encompassing model or tool can be developed with which to identify and 

assess all possible non-academic impacts of social research across academic 

disciplines, policy, or practice areas (Bornmann, 2012; Molas-Gallart et al, 2000).  

In 2010, Cozzens and Snoek claimed that there was a further gap between 

academics’ and KE professionals’ practices of KE, and how they evaluate their 

impact (ie what they do ‘on the ground’ in terms of publishing policy or briefing 

papers, organising and attending seminars and conferences, mass media 

engagement, etc) and the KE literature’s description of the connections between 

research and policy (which describes complex and sophisticated models for 

identifying research use, tracing, and then evaluating its impact).    

Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) took up this point and said that future research in 

the KE field must focus on what happens during the research production and KE 

processes, and situate that within the real world occasions where researchers and 

other stakeholders are interacting with each other. Such a call was repeated by 

Molas-Gallart and Tang (2011) and de Jong et al (2014) when they asserted a need 

for more qualitative work examining interactions between academics and their 

stakeholders. It is a position which shifts the focus from outcomes via identifying 

and evaluating research use and impact, towards studying the process via the nature 

of interactions, and the relationships which mediate them.  

A focus on interactions means that research use, impact, and evaluation are no 

longer the empirical focus. Instead, they are replaced by a concern for enhancing 

our understanding of the process of engagement through the development of 

professional relationships between academics and NAPs (Spaapen and van Drooge, 

2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011; de Jong et al, 2014). This thesis argues that such 

engagements are mediated through social networks and interspersed by social 
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occasions where academics and NAPs are physically co-present, of which, this 

thesis argues, KE seminars are one such example.  

KE seminars, like all social occasions where people gather to engage with academic 

research, are a forum for facilitating interaction and network-building: how they 

come to exist, how people come to know about them, what their purpose is, and 

why NAPs attend them (or not) are worthy of sociological study. By studying 

interactions between academics and NAPs within KE seminars, this form of 

engagement can be made more transparent which, it is hoped, will assist in 

understanding how KE seminars come to happen, how they function, and how to 

better facilitate interactions within them.  

 

4.3 The importance of interaction 

Interactions between academics and NAPs are constantly found to be an important 

factor in facilitating successful KE. Mitton et al (2007) claimed that knowledge 

exchange was essentially an interactive and relational process, and understanding 

this process is of the utmost importance in identifying any future societal impact of 

research. In a qualitative study of healthcare policymakers, Innvær et al (2002) 

found that interaction between academics and policymakers was one of the most 

important factors in influencing policymakers’ use of research in their work. They 

concluded that ‘close,’ personal, two-way interaction between academics and 

policymakers was a precondition for research use and eventual ‘impact.’  

The importance of interaction has long been discussed within the KE literature. In 

1979, Weiss described the ‘interactive model’ as a process through which academics 

can play a role in influencing society (while recognising that academics will play 

just one role among many other knowledgeable professionals in the creation of new, 

socially useful knowledge).  

Along with the historical antecedents, the importance of ‘interaction’ has been 

identified cross-sector. In a cross-sector systematic review, Walter et al (2005) found 
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that interactions between academics and NAPs which were buttressed by a 

supportive organisational culture which supported those interactions were vital to 

research use across health, social care, criminal justice, and education sectors.  

In short, there is broad consensus that frequent and regular interaction plays a 

pivotal role in whether academic knowledge is engaged with and used by NAPs. 

 

4.3.1 The interaction model 

The interaction model of the influence of research on wider society emerged from a 

critique of earlier, linear models within the KE field which was developed within 

the STEM subjects and had suggested that research moved from academia to policy 

or practice via a sequence of tangible and rational steps (Hannely et al, 2003; Landry 

et al, 2001). Proponents of interaction models argue that NAPs’ use of academic 

social science knowledge use depends on sustained - yet often disorderly and ad 

hoc - interactions between academics and NAPs (Moore et al, 2011). Unlike prior 

linear models, interaction models place greater attention on the social context of 

such interactions, particularly the interpersonal relationships between academics 

and NAPs across the knowledge production and dissemination process. Such 

relationships can be formal (contractually obligated) or informal (Olmos-Peñuela et 

al, 2014b; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011).  

Meagher et al (2008) claimed that these interpersonal relationships are ‘not well 

understood by either universities or research funders’ (2008: 165), and therefore 

there is more work needed to examine them. Castro-Martínez et al (2010; 2008) point 

out that the formal (contractual) relationships are much more visible institutionally 

than informal ones, and thus more identifiable using traditional KE identifiers. This 

is particularly true in cases where non-academic organisations, including 

government, directly commissions research (Allen et al, 2007). Yet they argue that it 

is the informal, ad hoc relationships are perhaps much more important to the 

process. Regardless of the nature of the relationships (contractual or informal), the 

absence of such interpersonal relationships between academics and their potential 
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audiences which mediate interactions has been identified as a major barrier to 

research use (Best and Holmes, 2010; Best et al, 2008; Mitton et al, 2007; Crewe and 

Young, 2002). Enhancing interactions via relationships have developed into models 

such as the ‘linkage and exchange model’ (Lomas, 2007; 2000b; CHSRF, 2000), and 

the development of professional roles to broker them (Lomas, 2007; Lightowler and 

Knight, 2013).  

  

4.3.2 ‘Productive interactions’ 

While interaction has been identified as one of the most important components of 

the knowledge exchange process, there is sparse work examining the nature of those 

interactions, and the wider social, economic, and political context in which those 

interactions exist. It is in this lacuna that Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) and Molas-

Gallart and Tang (2011) and de Jong et al (2014) attempted to create a framework for 

understanding ‘interactions’ and its social context through their concept of 

‘productive interactions.’ Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) first introduced this 

concept in Research Evaluation 20 (3) on behalf of a wider team. 

‘Productive interactions,’ as understood by its proponents, are exchanges between 

academics and NAPs (and other interested stakeholders) in which knowledge 

which is both scientifically robust and socially-relevant is created and shared (2011: 

212). This definition offers a starting point for how one might theorise about the role 

of interactions within the KE process in the context of KE seminars.  

The purpose of the ‘productive interactions’ framework is to try to focus on the 

nature and quality of interactions between academics and other stakeholders, and 

the wider social context in which those interactions are taking place. It focuses on 

on-the-ground reality of communicating (disseminating) research and building 

knowledge through and dialogical exchanges between academics and NAPs:  
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Instead of speculating about potential impacts of research, 

we argue that current productive interactions of researchers 

with societal stakeholders improve the probability that future 

societal impact will occur. (de Jong et al, 2014: 1; italics in 

original).  

 

This approach deals with that fact that not all research leads to impact. After very 

productive and illuminating conversations with academics, NAPs may use research 

only as background information, or choose not to recommend a change to policy or 

practice, or they may conclude that to achieve desired outcomes might be politically 

or economically unviable. Not all useful and relevant research will lead to impact 

(ibid), but this does not mean that the interactions between academics and NAPs are 

‘unproductive’ or pointless. Those interactions may still have value which was 

worth exploring, or have value only after it mixes with other sources and forms of 

knowledge that NAPs bring to the exchanges.  

The concept of ‘productive interactions’ assumes that if academics’ research is to 

have societal impact (even if that impact results in no change in policy or practice), 

there needs to be ‘personal contact’ between them and NAPs. By ‘personal contact’ 

Molas-Gallart and Tang, like the other proponents of the concept, do not regard 

corporeal presence as a necessary requirement. They state that personal contact can 

be mediated through various channels, including email exchanges or other written 

forms of communication: it need not be personal (ibid: 226).  

When thinking about what constitutes ‘productive’ interactions, Spaapen and his 

colleagues are less clear than one might expect. For them:  

 

Interaction is productive when it leads to efforts by 

stakeholders to somehow use or apply research results or 

practical information or experiences. (Spaapen and van 

Drooge, 2011: 212; italics in original).  
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When this contact leads to an effort by the stakeholder to 

engage with the research we refer to it as ‘productive 

interaction.’ (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011: 219).  

 

Productive interactions are defined as encounters between 

researchers and stakeholders in which both academically 

sound and socially valuable knowledge is developed and 

used. (de Jong et al, 2014: 4).  

 

Within these quotations, it is clear that for the developers of the concept, productive 

interactions are those which lead to efforts by NAPs to think about, use, or apply 

academic research in some way to their professional work. It is a two-way, 

reiterative, and dynamic process of dialogue, debate, and discussion which in turn 

produces knowledge that is both scientifically robust and socially relevant. By 

focusing on interactions within KE practices, Spaapen and van Drooge had to liaise 

closely with academics during their study. They claimed that it was possible to 

observe an ‘enlightenment function’ (2011: 216). Although never explicitly stated, 

their concept is underpinned by interpretive and social constructionist views of the 

knowledge exchange process.  

Molas-Gallart and Tang (2007; 2011) argued that informal professional networks 

and relationships are important in trying to understand how interactions come to 

happen, and they shape those interactions. For example, Molas-Gallart and Tang 

(2011) found in their empirical work that ad hoc interactions and ‘serendipitous’ (p. 

222) meetings between academics and NAPs often developed into longer-lasting 

informal professional relationships. These may go on to develop into a contractual 

relationship (via collaborative research, for example), or vice versa, or not. Likewise, 

Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) found that during their study they came to 

recognise an intricate network between various actors including academics and 

other professionals. De Jong et al (2014) argued that the network configuration of 

researchers, intermediaries, and other stakeholders all influence the nature and 
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function of interactions which, in turn, can influence societal impact (see also Molas-

Gallart et al  2000; Walter et al, 2007; Krücken et al, 2009). In each of these papers, 

the development of such relationships during periods of interaction can be 

beneficial in accessing new information, sources of funding, and material or 

intellectual opportunities for the future. This can be highly beneficial for both 

academics and the NAPs. De Jong and his colleagues concluded that there was a 

need for more in-depth study of these networks. This thesis attempts to provide 

that.  

While the concept of ‘productive interactions’ is concerned with the nature of 

interaction and relationships/networks which facilitate/mediate it, it is also more 

expansive than that. The wider political context outside of academia can 

significantly shape the nature of interactions between academics and NAPs. It also 

attempts to qualitatively capture and understand the external political/social/ 

economic/commercial contexts which lead to those interactions occurring, and how 

those contexts in turn shape interactions (Court and Young, 2003).  

 

4.3.3 ‘Direct’ and ‘indirect’ productive interactions 

The concept of ‘productive interactions,’ like most of the KE literature which 

explores research dissemination practices, distinguishes between two types of 

interaction: ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ (Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011).  

‘Direct interactions’ are those which involve personal, two-way, communication 

between people who are: face-to-face, talking via a telephone, exchanging email, or 

via videoconferencing technologies (Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011). They can be 

with the target NAPs themselves, or mediated via knowledge brokers (Ward et al, 

2009; Morris et al, 2013; Lomas, 2007; Mitton et al, 2007) or knowledge ‘purveyors’ 

(CHSRF, 2000). Such communication can occur prior to, during, or post-research 

(Nutley, 2003b; Denis and Lomas, 2003; Huberman, 1994). Such sustained 

interactivity across the life-course of research projects and beyond offers the chance 

for potential research users to help generate research questions, shape the research 
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agenda, improve access to new contacts and resources (including additional 

funding), assist in knowledge diffusion, and help organise KE activities for a wider 

audience beyond the contacts which the academics directly have access to (de Jong 

et al, 2014; Morris et al, 2013; Lomas, 2007; 2000b; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2007; 

Mitton et al, 2007; Stewart et al, 2005; Kramer and Cole, 2003; Kramer and Wells 

2005; Ross et al, 2003; Molas-Gallart et al, 2000; Cousin and Simon, 1996; Huberman, 

1994).  

‘Indirect interactions,’ on the other hand, are those in which academic researchers 

are not directly communicating with NAPs but are instead mediated through 

‘information carriers’ (de Jong et al, 2014: 2). These can be text-based artefacts such 

as academic and professional journals, briefing papers, the media, exhibitions, etc 

(Rickingson, 2005; Freemantle et al, 2005;  Molas-Gallart et al, 2000; Molas-Gallart 

and Tang, 2007), or through technology. 

Internet technologies are increasingly important for academics disseminating their 

research, and for NAPs accessing it (Rickinson, 2005; Percy-Smith et al, 2006; 2002). 

Virtually all documents produced in academic research centres, including the CPC, 

are now published online and are often supplemented by rich multimedia such as 

videos and interactive websites. That being said, there is a paucity of work which 

has really fully examined the role of technology in the dissemination KE process.  

Indirect interactions are more common than direct interactions, and are possibly one 

of the most prevalent forms of communicating research to non-academic audiences 

(Nutley et al, 2007: 133; Rickinson, 2005). Despite their pervasiveness, very little 

work in the KE field has examined and evaluated their usefulness and impact. The 

work that has been done suggests that linear, unidirectional, indirect forms of 

communicating research are largely ineffective in having any tangible 

(instrumental) impact (Freemantle et al, 2005; Grol and Grimshaw, 1999), but they 

may have a role in informing NAPs’ broad awareness of current academic interests 

and thinking (Nutley et al, 2007: 51; Lomas, 1991). Professional, colourful, glossy, 

research outputs (such as policy, briefing, or working papers) can be used alongside 
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direct forms of engagement as a form of ‘primer’ to the research findings and raised 

issues which may be discussed within the KE seminar (Bogenschneider et al, 2000; 

Weyts et al, 2000; Norman, 2004). They can also be useful if they are carried through 

knowledge brokers as an indirect form of communicating with NAPs that might not 

otherwise be directly accessible to academics, by acting as a ‘bridge.’  

Grimshaw et al (2012a) suggested that indirect (textual) forms of communicating 

research might be a low-cost but low-impact form of disseminating research which 

might be beneficial if time and financial resources are limited. Such a strategy can be 

useful when the benefits accrued by change-of-practice are smaller than the cost of 

direct interventions.  

Spaapen and van Drooge’s (2011) conceptualisation of productive interactions also 

included a third type of interaction, which they called ‘financial interaction.’ For 

them, financial interactions are where stakeholders are engaged in an economic 

relationship through commissioned research, research funding, or any other ‘in-

kind’ contribution. It is, in effect, a form of obligation in which interactions are 

structured around duty and compulsion, one in which contractual partnerships 

shape the direction and content of interactions. Olmos-Peñuela et al (2014b) and 

Castro-Martínez et al (2011; 2008) argued that informal relationships may be more 

important than formal (contractual, financial) ones, yet are often difficult to identify. 

However, they recognised that there was a relationship where informal contacts 

become contractual ones and vice versa.  

The nature of these relationships profoundly shapes the nature of engagement 

between academics and NAPs. The CPC engages in financial exchanges with 

research users, most notably Soton’s forecasting project with the Office of National 

Statistics (see chapter 2). It is important to note the influence that research funders 

have in shaping ‘productive interactions.’ The ESRC, through its application process 

and expectations for engagement (see chapters 2 and 3) shapes the nature and scale 

of KE activities that the CPC engages in. The relationship between CPC academics 

and NAPs is shaped by the research funder, which expects its investments to 
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contribute to society through engaging in KE practices. However, this thesis asserts 

that while financial relationships can profoundly mediate and shape productive 

interactions between academics and NAPs, they are not a type of interaction itself. 

When discriminating between direct and indirect interactions, it can be easy to make 

the distinction too sharp. In practice, most researchers and KE specialists use a 

combination of both ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ intervention methods – what Walter et al 

(2003b) referred to as ‘packages of activities’ - when developing their KE strategies. 

In a systematic review of quantitative research examining dissemination strategy 

effectiveness, Freemantle et al (2005) found that there was a small additional impact 

if textual publications were produced alongside ‘active interactions’ - where 

academics and NAPs were both co-located and engaging with each other in sites 

such as seminars, conferences, and workshops. Weyts et al (2000), Bogenschneider 

et al (2000), and Norman (2004) all found that textual artefacts outlining research 

findings and emerging issues, such as briefing papers, sent out in advance of 

seminars, helped ensure that people arrived primed, thus maximising the time 

available for discussion during the seminar event. Thus, the literature seems to 

conclude that a combination of direct and indirect forms of disseminating and 

engaging with research might maximise strengths derived from each approach.  

While indirect forms of interaction via published texts and online media have a 

place in the KE process, the KE literature has tended to focus on direct interactions. 

There is now a growing body of evidence which demonstrates that successful 

uptake of research requires more than one-way or vicarious forms of 

communicating with NAPs (Mitton et al, 2007; Nutley et al, 2007; Lavis et al, 2003). 

Thus, indirect or financial interactions are not considered within the scope of this 

thesis. This thesis is concerned with developing and building the concept of 

‘productive interactions,’ but contributes only to the discussion of direct two-way 

(or multi-way) interactions between academics and NAPs in the context of KE 

seminars, and the wider social, economic, and political context in which those direct 
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interactions are occurring. In other words, this thesis takes only a small component 

of the concept (ie ‘direct interactions’) and attempts to conceptually build on that.  

 

4.3.4 Focusing on corporeal ‘direct interactions’ 

This thesis maintains that indirect interactions are not interactive, and that there is a 

greater need to focus on direct interactions, particularly those which are corporeal.  

To elaborate, Spaapen and van Drooge’s (2011) conceptualisation of ‘direct 

interactions’ combined a number of different types of engagement practices within 

the single term. For them, ‘direct’ interactions could be face-to-face or mediated 

through technology (eg, telephones, email, and videoconferencing).  

This thesis makes a distinction between direct interactions which are face-to-face 

(corporeal) and technologically mediated (incorporeal). Furthermore, one of the 

concerns of this thesis is to highlight a problem in lumping together corporeal and 

incorporeal forms of engagement within the term ‘direct interactions,’ and argues 

for the primacy of the former, while recognising that academics and NAPs engage 

in both (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011).  

While direct two-way interactions of all types are important for research uptake and 

impact (Meagher et al, 2008), some KE scholars have gone further and argued that 

two-way interactions should not only be person-to-person (‘direct’) but also face-to-

face as the best strategy to support knowledge dissemination, diffusion, integration, 

and eventual use (Wilkinson et al, 2012; Mitton et al, 2007; CIHR, 2006; Kothari et al, 

2005; Jacobson et al, 2006; 2003; Lomas, 2000a; Weiss, 1995). Such work emphasises 

the need for researchers and NAPs to be physically copresent as a precursor for 

engaging effectively in the process of sharing and co-constructing knowledge within 

‘joint interpretive forums’ (Mohrman et al, 2001: 360; Golden-Biddle et al, 2003; 

Rynes et al, 2001; Boland et al, 2001). 

This adds a corporeal dimension to ‘direct interactions,’ and is a position which 

differs from Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) who implied that direct interactions 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Literature review 59 

which are face-to-face are equal to those which are mediated via technology 

(telephones, email, and videoconferencing). Making this distinction between face-to-

face and technologically mediated interactions is important, particularly in 

academic social science research, where research-derived knowledge must interact 

with other forms of knowledge such as experiential, tacit, and expert-practitioner, if 

it to be made socially relevant and useful (an issue covered in 4.6: see also Molas-

Gallart and Tang, 2011). This finding has a very clear implication: if academics and 

NAPs being physically together is important for effective KE, then it seems 

pertinent to examine the social occasions where people physically meet to talk about 

research and its implications. Thus, to talk about situations of corporeal two-way 

engagement activities is to describe knowledge exchange events.  

 

4.4 Knowledge exchange events 

While the KE literature has described the importance of face-to-face interactions as 

key to facilitating knowledge exchange/interaction/use, there has been less interest 

in the real social settings in which those face-to-face interactions occur – what this 

thesis terms KE events. The KE literature has also been largely interested in avant-

garde and innovative approaches to non-academic engagement such as 

collaborative and participatory research programmes (Denis and Lomas, 2003; 

Court and Young, 2003; Ross et al, 2003). Yet these specialist/innovative 

programmes and projects are rare within academia. This has left a lacuna in the 

literature for exploring the mundane, day-to-day, almost canonical, forms of KE 

practices that many academics and KE professionals will recognise in their everyday 

professional lives (Cozzens and Snook, 2010): organising meetings with 

policymakers, seminars, professional conferences, and so on. It is this commonality 

that makes these ‘unexceptional’ events worthy of study.  

So what are KE events? KE events are occasions in which academics and non-

academics are physically together, interacting face-to-face. KE events are typically 
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academics engaging with NAPs, but increasingly they are engaging with the wider 

public through programmes like the ESRC Festival of Social Sciences (ESRC, 2015c). 

KE events can be small informal meetings in cafés or offices between just two or 

three people (Kramer and Cole, 2003), or large professional conferences in 

international-class hotels, or somewhere in between, such as seminars, workshops, 

roundtable discussions (ESRC, 2015c; Percy-Smith et al, 2006; Norman, 2004; Philip 

2003; Bogenschneider, 2000; Weyts et al, 2000). These types of aforementioned 

events are most common, but there are also more innovative projects. Davis and 

Powell (2012) describe innovative and novel ways of directly engaging with non-

academics via the arts, including exhibitions, drama, and music. Such strategies 

remain rare (ibid).  

Unlike ‘indirect’ dissemination interventions, KE events are situated spatially and 

temporally. They are not like PDF working papers archived online which can be 

accessed any time. They are an active intervention that exists at a particular point in 

space and time. There are two aspects to the timing of KE events which will be 

discussed here.  

The first is in relation to the timing of the research project. It is clear that the ESRC 

views KE activities as a post-research activity (ESRC, 2015a). This may also be how 

many academics view KE - as a post-research appendage. Yet the small literature 

which does examine KE events found that their effectiveness is not when they come 

end-of-project, but as part of a series of ongoing interactions which occur at 

different stages of the research-production process (Bogenschneider et al, 2000; 

Mitten et al, 2007; CIHR, 2006; Kothari et al, 2005; Kramer and Cole, 2003; Cousin 

and Simon, 1996; Huberman, 1994). While sustained interactivity over time (such as 

via a seminar series or regular planned meetings) has been identified as one of the 

strongest strategies for creating impact (Moore et al, 2011), Ross et al (2003) found 

that policymakers were more likely to be involved in KE projects when minimal 

commitment of their time was required but where they felt they would still gain 

something from participation. Furthermore, Percy-Smith (2002) and Feldman et al, 
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(2001) pointed out that the opportunities for front-line practitioners and less senior 

policy staff to engage with academics and participate in KE activities were more 

limited than senior staff– suggesting that there are power relations at play. Davis 

(1998) was more sceptical of the value of KE events, claiming that the typical one-

day (or shorter) events are ineffective in generating outcomes in terms of change-in-

practice. Yet, he also recognised that sometimes a day or less is all that KE event 

organisers might have with their target audience. While some were dismissive of 

single intervention (stand-alone) KE events, others disagreed. Conklin et al (2013); 

Norman (2004), Weyts et al (2000), Bogenschneider et al (2000) and Shanley et al 

(1996) all concluded that while not always ideal, single intervention activities could 

be valuable and productive so long as they enable ample time for discussion among 

participants: possibly making up the majority of the event time. Therefore, there is a 

balance of competing interests where, on the one hand, sustained interactivity over 

multiple KE events and meetings maximises the impact of the dissemination 

intervention. On the other hand, the amount of time academics can realistically 

expect to spend with time-pressured NAPs limits that potential (and handle their 

own time-pressures as well, see Tang and Sinclair, 2001). Thus, academics and KE 

professionals need to work within that constraint to maximise the value of their 

events, given the time that they have to deliver them (Norman, 2004).  

The second temporal dimension to consider is the timing of the event in relation to 

ongoing wider debates of society. Even ‘one off’ KE events exist within a social and 

political environment.  

Bogenschneider et al (2000), Mitton et al (2007), Nutley et al, 2007, and Innvær 

(2002), all found that the timing and timely availability of relevant social research in 

relation to the wider social and political interests of NAPs were among the most 

important factor for encouraging participation in KE activities (see also Percy-Smith 

et al, 2006; 2002; Jacobson et al, 2003; Weyts et al, 2000; JFR, 2000). Thus, academics 

and KE professionals organising KE activities cannot rely on the ‘sleeper effect’ 

where research findings and the significance of their implications for policy and 
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practice remain dormant until needed (Whitehead et al, 2004). One of 

Bogenshneider et al’s four conclusions to their empirical research on family 

seminars in the US was to advise academics to take care of the timing of the event 

by recognising when debates arise. They offer an example of this within their 

article’s discussion, saying:   

  

The seminars have taught us that careful attention to timing 

is fundamental to the success of policy dissemination efforts 

[…]. For example, the welfare reform seminar, held the day 

before the vote on Wisconsin’s welfare legislation, attracted 

28 state legislators which is more than any other seminar. 

One legislator remarked that the seminar helped him decide 

how to vote and that he was able to use information from the 

seminar in the assembly floor debate the next day. (2000: 

332).  

 

This quotations illustrates the point that KE events do not exist in a socio-political 

vacuum, and once ‘windows of opportunity’ (Kingdon, 1995) have been identified 

as being open, KE events can be an excellent opportunity to target and draw in a 

receptive audience as policymakers and elected representatives are willing to invest 

time and energy into KE activities, such as seminars, if the focus is on issues that are 

more immediately pressing in their professional lives. As Pawson (2002) pointed 

out, it is not the intervention of events itself which drive change, but the underlying 

reasons for their existence which enable people who are seeking information, and 

the intellectual, social, and physical resources that they offer participants,which 

make them participate.  

 

4.5 Theories of interaction in the knowledge exchange process 

In 2008 Best et al (also Best and Holmes, 2010) claimed that over time the 

conceptualisations of the KE process (and the models which are built on those 
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conceptualisations) moved from viewing academic research knowledge as an 

objective commodity that can be passed from academic researchers to a willing and 

passive audience (knowledge transfer, which has been derived from the STEM 

subjects), to one which focuses on interaction between researchers and NAPs as two 

active groups of professionals which embody specialist knowledges which is of 

value to the other (knowledge exchange). NAPs have expert, specialised and 

sophisticated knowledge, but it is also partial, flawed, and even incorrect (Ward et 

al, 2012; Grimshaw et al, 2012b; Davies et al, 2008; Rushmer and Davies, 2004), much 

like the academics themselves. This paradigm shift is significant. It moved academic 

knowledge from being an abstract object that can be passed around disembodied 

from the producers (academics) to the users (decision-makers, policymakers), to 

being something that must be interpreted and constructed through dialogue, 

debate, and discussion among real people – in other words, dependent on 

interactions between embodied people: the conceptualisation of the KE process 

moved from being rational to relational.  

Best et al (2008; Best and Holmes, 2010) claimed that there has been a further 

paradigm shift in recent years within KE scholarship into what they referred to as 

the ‘third-generation’ of the field, called ‘knowledge integration’ (Best et al, 2008: 

322; also Best et al, 2009). This conceptualisation of the KE process is concerned with 

embedding research knowledge into organisational practices, which is achieved 

through understanding organisational systems in which those interacting agents 

(people) are a part (Best and Holmes, 2010: 148; Best et al, 2008; 2009). This ‘third 

generation’ draws on complexity and systems models; focusing on interactions, 

interpersonal relationships, networks, and organisational structures & governance 

(Morton, 2015; Molas-Gallart, 2000). For Best et al (2008; 2009) the result of this 

evolution within the KE scholarship was to alter:  

 

1. The nature of relationships between academics and NAPs from being two 

non-overlapping homogenous ‘communities’ (Caplan, 1979; Vivian and 
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Gibson, 2003) towards one of embedded and overlapping networks (Best 

and Holmes, 2010; Leischow et al, 2007). And; 

2. Viewing the nature of successful dissemination of academic research 

knowledge from the movement of a tangible disembodied objective product 

which can be directly ‘transferred’ from academic to non-academic 

organisations, towards an entity that can be ‘exchanged,’ and then finally 

something which must be constructed, interpreted, and embedded which is 

mediated through interpersonal (and organisational) relationships for it to 

be successfully ‘integrated’ into other knowledges.  

 

These two paradigm shifts have changed the focus of academic knowledge 

production and engagement so that academics (and academic research knowledge) 

are no longer viewed as the core of the process. Network and systems (and complex 

systems) perspectives of KE mean that academics are now working with, or even 

competing against, other forms of knowledge produced by other (academic and 

non-academic) sources (Byrne, 2011; Davies et al, 2008; Vivian and Gibson, 2003; 

Greenhalgh et al, 2004).  

One important feature to note about the models of KE from each ‘generation’ is that 

one does not supplant the other. Earlier models were dominated by experiences of 

the STEM subjects, while scholars who were interested in the social sciences (even in 

the earlier ‘generations’) were consistent in highlighting the importance of 

understand the complex social environment in which KE takes place (See Weiss 

1979; 1995). Furthermore, Best et al were specific in stating that even if the methods 

and models of KE evolved over time, it does not mean that previous elements of 

earlier models become obsolete; rather they are ‘building in sophistication and 

contextual sensitivity with each generation’ (2008: 322). How one understands the 

different theories of the process of KE is important to understanding the context of 

this thesis because, as the analysis will later show, KE seminars have several KE 

mechanisms occurring simultaneously within interactions at the seminars, so to 
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understand this process is pertinent and is elaborated upon in the following three 

subsections.  

 

4.5.1 Two-way interactive model of knowledge exchange 

 

 

Figure 2 Basic interactive two-way model of knowledge exchange (based on Huberman, 

1994).  

The interactive two-way model of knowledge exchange is exemplified by the 

archetypical and influential work of Huberman (1994) which is illustrated in figures 

2 and 3. In this model, the academic research community (A) produces knowledge 

(1) which is then transferred (2) to non-academic professional ‘research users’ (B). 

Research users then utilise this knowledge in policymaking and practice (3). 

Changes in the social environment as a consequence of implemented policies or 

practices are then fed back as new needs (4) from the research users to the 

researchers - completing the two-way interactive KE process.  
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Figure 3 Two-way model of the knowledge exchange process (Source: Huberman, 1994). 

Nutley et al (2007) and others have pointed out the limits of this model, including 

the assumption that research users are typically viewed as passive with only a 

limited role in the production and creation of ‘knowledge.’ Such models fail to 

appreciate the importance of the NAPs’ own contributions to knowledge, 

relationships, and the political & organisational contexts in which research, 

policymaking, and practice exist (Kothari et al, 2009; Clarke and Kelly, 2005; Court 

and Young, 2003; Kitson et al, 1996). Kitson et al (1996) developed a more nuanced 

version of the model which added considerations such as the organisational culture 

in which academic research dissemination is facilitated at an institutional level (see 

also Best and Holmes, 2010).  

Whilst an improvement, such models continued to view academic knowledge as an 

objective entity which is transferable and usable across different organisational 

contexts. Furthermore, policymakers’ and practitioners’ knowledge within such 

models are viewed as tacit and subjective, and thus inferior: something to be 

ignored or managed. More sophisticated versions of this model placed greater 

emphasis on the two-way nature of interactions between academics and NAPs, but 

they did continue to view them, either explicitly (Caplan, 1979) or tacitly (Kitson et 

al, 1996) as ‘two-communities’ – two separate and non-overlapping realms of 

thinking and operating. This creates ‘gaps’ which can be partially bridged by 
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effective communication, but which might never be fully spanned. The ‘first 

generation’ of KE was concerned with how to bridge that gap through effective 

communication between the two communities (Best and Holmes, 2010; Hubberman, 

1994; Vivian and Gibson, 2003; Caplan, 1979). This view of interaction within the KE 

process is problematic, particularly within academic social sciences where ‘valid6’ 

knowledge cannot be transferred from one party to another, but is something which 

is co-constructed.  

 

4.5.2 Co-construction models of knowledge exchange 

The KE literature focusing on the social sciences places a greater interest on 

pedagogical and social constructivist perspectives of knowledge exchange - where 

knowledge is created rather than transferred through the interaction encounter. 

 

 

Figure 4 Basic model of the co-construction of knowledge through interaction 

Co-construction models of knowledge exchange focuses on the idea that social 

science knowledge is created through social interaction (Davies et al, 2008; Davies 

and Powell, 2012). It is a social constructivist-learning view in which the knowledge 

exchange process is framed as a socio-cultural activity which can lead to individual 

and, by proxy, organisational learning. It is a ‘transformatory’ process (Desforges, 

2000) in which knowledge is shaped and filtered through the pre-existing tacit and 

                                                 

6 The term ‘valid,’ in suspended quotation marks, is used here to signify the fact that there are 

substantial differences among NAP research users as to what constitutes ‘valid’ knowledge and 

evidence – particularly from the social sciences and healthcare disciplines: this is discussed 

extensively by Walshe and Rundall (2012), Nutley et al (2007) and Davies et al (2000).   
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explicit knowledge and perspective of all participants who are engaged in the 

interaction (Cousins and Simon, 1996). Such a view: 

 

Reject[s] the notion that research offers neutral ‘facts’ that 

can simply be applied, and instead see[s] research as a 

socially mediated process. Research is not merely adopted; it 

is adapted, blended with other forms of knowledge, and 

integrated with the contexts of its use. (Nutley et al, 2007: 

119). 

 

Within figure 4 this is shown by each participant possessing their own valid yet 

distinct knowledge (represented by the yellow and blue boxes). Their dialogical 

engagement with each other (represented by the double-headed arrow) creates new 

knowledge which incorporates the perspectives and knowledge of each participant 

(represented by the new box incorporating yellow and blue surfaces).  

Participants involved in the co-construction process share perspectives, ideas, and 

practical limits (of research, policy options, of practice). Successful engagement 

between academics and NAP participants is also dependent on developing effective 

communications and strong interpersonal relationships (Grimshaw et al, 2012b; 

Castro-Martínez et al, 2011; Best and Holmes, 2010; Best et al, 2008; Mitton et al, 

2007; Jacobson et al, 2006; Kramer and Cole 2003; Court and Young, 2003). The co-

construction of knowledge is more intensive in terms of the commitment required 

(particularly if NAPs are involved in the research-production process itself) when 

compared with the previously described two-way interactive models, yet there are 

potentially greater rewards in terms of skills in understanding and contributing to 

the knowledge-production process, understanding its results, and implications for 

NAPs, which can all outweigh the costs (Cousin and Simon, 1996; Ross et al, 2003). 

Much of the KE literature which examines the co-construction of knowledge has 

tended to focus on co-production, where NAPs become part of the research-

production and dissemination processs in terms of working in partnerships and 
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collaborations (Lomas, 2000; Denis and Lomas, 2003; Ross et al, 2003; Crewe and 

Young, 2002). This is what Van de Ven and Johnson (2006) refer to as ‘engaged 

scholarship,’ which opens up multiple opportunities for actors (including 

academics, NAPs, research funders, and brokers) to influence each other during the 

life-course of the research process, and beyond. Some have argued that the co-

production of knowledge may be one of the most important routes for social science 

research to impact on policy (Nutley et al, 2007; Armstrong and Alsop, 2010).  

Partnerships are critical to this process. This is what the CHSRF (2000 and Lomas 

2000; 2007) refer to as ‘linkage and exchange.’ Partnerships (or ‘linkages’) between 

academics and NAPs vary in terms of the levels of commitment required, and the 

degree to which those commitments are formalised contractually, and how 

complimentary such contractual versus informal obligations are (Olmos-Peñuela et 

al, 2014b; Amara et al, 2013; Castro-Martínez et al 2011; 2008; Sapaan and van 

Drooge, 2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011; special issue of the Journal of Health 

Services Research and Policy, see Golden-Biddle et al, 2003).   

The literature has identified several barriers to academics and NAPs engaging in a 

process of co-constructing knowledge with one another. 

First, it requires a substantial commitment by all the actors involved in terms of 

time, energy, finances, staff, and other resources. This can be problematic given the 

time pressures that both NAPs and academics face (Ross et al, 2003; Goering et al, 

2003; Innvær et al, 2002; Tang and Sinclair, 2001). Academics must consider how to 

best use limited resources (including time) with their NAP counterparts.  

Second, differences in professional cultures, rewards, incentives, pressures, and the 

timescales to which researchers and policymakers operate can all be barriers to the 

engagement and interaction process (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2007; Walter et al, 

2005; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Ross et al, 2003; Goering et al, 2003; Tang and Sinclair, 

2001). Thus, the success of academic-NAP engagements is highly dependent upon a 

supportive organisational and institutional environment (Antil et al, 2003; Goering 

et al, 2003).  
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Increasingly, whilst the co-construction of knowledge (and eventual impact) is not 

seen as an end-stage activity to be achieved after completion of research (Nutley et 

al, 2007: 286), the reality is that most social science research is not conducted as a 

collaborative project over longer periods of time. Most academic social research is 

autonomous from the NAPs who may ‘use’ that research at some point in the 

future. There is a prevailing view within academia that the knowledge exchange 

process begins once the research is complete (or at least sufficiently underway to 

report preliminary findings), and that KE strategies are typically designed around 

an end-of-research-project approach. 

 

4.5.3 Integration models of knowledge exchange 

 

Figure 5 Basic model of decentralised interaction and knowledge integration 

The term ‘knowledge integration’ is used here to refer to a number of different 

models and conceptualisations of the KE process which focus less on the 

interactions between academics and NAPs, and more on the nature of the exchange 

between multiple participants. The co-construction of knowledge is a messy, 

complex engagement with multiple actors possessing diverse sources of knowledge 

(Greenhalgh and Wieringa, 2011; Davies et al, 2008). It is a multi-direction form of 
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interaction which is mediated around a research project or programme, but in 

which the academic may or may not be involved at all (Davies et al, 2008; Haas, 

1992; Gabby and le May, 2004). This process of multi-directional engagement 

comprises a process of learning, unlearning, and relearning (Hislop et al, 2004; 

Rushmer and David, 2004). Davies et al (2008) describe this as an: 

 

Interactive, iterative and contextual view of using research 

[which] emphasizes social, dialogical and interpretative 

ways of knowing. Using research is seen as an ongoing, 

creative and unfolding process rather than any clearly 

delineated event. Such a model [focuses on] how new 

knowledge is created through social interaction. (Davies et 

al, 2008: 190). 

 

Figure 5 shows this by using arrows to represent two-way communication not only 

between academics and NAPs but also between NAPs themselves. The colour of the 

boxes in the thought bubbles represents different knowledge (recognising that 

NAPs’ knowledge can be diverse). The 3 coloured boxes in the middle represents 

two things; first, having 3 boxes represents the fact that interactions between 

participants do not produce one single interpretation of research that is useful to all 

participants from every organisation, but rather they produce a number of different 

ways of thinking and understanding research, its implications, and its value to their 

professional lives. Second, the colour (knowledge) of the three boxes is unique from 

any single contributor’s input; it is a mixture of all participants’ contributions. This 

mixing of the colours is used here to represent how difficult it is to discern how the 

academics’ (A) knowledge (yellow) is actually present in any particular resulting 

new knowledge, but recognising that it is there in the hue. This is symbolic of the 

fact that once academic research is disseminated and integrated across networks of 

professionals, there are difficulties in identifying attribution (as previously 

described), and the fact that such complex engagements produce different outcomes 
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for different actors from different organisations means that a single evaluation tool 

cannot efficiently measure all possible outcomes and impact resulting from any KE 

activity (de Jong et al, 2011; 2014; Bornmann, 2012; Morton, 2012).  

A number of different authors propose a variety of names for this multi-directional 

interaction process; with each ascribing different attributes and emphasising 

different aspects. Davies et al refer to this as ‘knowledge interaction’ – a ‘messy 

engagement of multiple players with diverse sources of knowledge’ (2008: 188), 

while Tyndèn (1993) uses the term ‘knowledge interplay.’ 

For Tyndèn, dialogue is the core of creating an ‘interplay’ of knowledge between all 

participants. Through this process, researchers and participants are able to share 

their understanding of the social problem which brought them together, they are 

able to share perspectives, their knowledge, the gaps in their knowledge (1993); 

participants take on one another’s perspectives, differences can emerge, as can 

opposing viewpoints a well as areas of common agreement. The result of this multi-

directional dialogical process allows participants to build something qualitatively 

new and distinctive from any original contributor’s knowledge (Tyndèn, 1993). This 

is why in figure 5 the boxes outside the thought-bubbles are mixtures of the 

different colours of each contributor. The resulting knowledge from the dialogical 

interactive process is not a single one-size-fits-all entity (which is why there are 

three boxes), but rather different participants will take different things from the 

engagement; they are ‘joint interpretive forums’ (Rynes et al, 2001; Golden-Biddle et 

al, 2003; Mohrman et al, 2001).  

While the names of the process might differ, one element remains core: 

relationships. Davies et al summed up the relationship between actors and actors’ 

different contribution to the co-construction of knowledge succinctly when they 

said:  

 

interpersonal and social interactions are often seen as key to 

accessing and interpreting social research knowledge, 
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whether among policy or practice colleagues, research 

intermediaries or more directly with researchers themselves. 

Thus, knowledge use is an elaborate and dynamic process 

involving complex social processing and unpredictable 

integration with pre-existing knowledge or expertise. 

(Davies et al, 2008: 189, bold added).  

 

This quote illustrates the points that relationships are key to the process as 

interactions are not always between academics and NAPs, but can also be between 

NAPs themselves (see also Gabby and le May, 2004). This has recently led to 

discussions within the KE field about the importance of social networks for 

understanding the social context through which these multi-directional interactions 

occur and are facilitated (Best and Holmes, 2010).  

While academics may not always be at the centre of this interaction process, 

researchers often remain in a position of power (Cousin and Simon, 1996), and can 

dominate interactions within the dialogue encounter (such as at KE seminars), for 

example by directing questions and facilitating discussions in which they set the 

boundaries of the interaction. For example, in a KE seminar some academics suggest 

topics for discussion within their ‘break-away sessions.’ By doing this, the academic 

may (inadvertently) be constraining and shaping the nature of the dialogue between 

NAPs, even if that academic is not directly a part of those discussions. As an 

extension to this point, Bogenschinder et al (2000) claimed that academics’ ability to 

produce high-quality research far outstrips their ability to disseminate it to 

policymakers and to discuss it in ways which their knowledge is not central to the 

interpretation and co-construction process (see also Escobar, 2011). 

 

4.5.4 Summary 

This section has presented three conceptualisations of the nature of the interaction 

process among academics and NAPs. The first was the two-way interactive models; 

second are co-construction models; and third are integration models. 
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The specific names and conceptualisation of this knowledge exchange process vary 

hugely, but for the sake of clarity and conciseness this thesis uses the term 

‘knowledge exchange’ to refer to a range of different interactive models which move 

research beyond academia. In doing so, the term ‘KE’ is used as a single term for a 

number of different processes through which the movement and co-construction of 

knowledge occurs across multidirectional exchanges between many actors. The 

term ‘knowledge exchange’ is not used in the way Best et al (2008) - as a simple two-

way flow of information between academics and NAPs: it is more comprehensive 

than that. This is important for understanding how this thesis operationalises the 

term ‘knowledge exchange.’ 

 

4.6 Corporeal co-presence: theorising bodily presence in 

knowledge exchange activities 

Earlier this literature review cited literature claiming that interaction between 

academics and NAPs (and NAPs themselves) are important to KE and that those 

interactions are best mediated through interpersonal relationships and face-to-face 

encounters. In doing so, this thesis is claiming that physical presence is a precursor 

the exchange and co-construction of knowledge. No matter if NAPs are involved in 

the co-production of research, or involved in a single post-research KE event; it is 

the times and spaces where academics and NAPs are physically together (in 

research team meetings, seminars, workshops, etc) which best facilitate productive 

interactions. This view is also mirrored by the ESRC (2015a) and RCUK (2015) 

where they also implied that interactive dialogue should be orientated around face-

to-face (direct) interactions.  

Yet while face-to-face interaction has been identified as important in the KE process 

within the KE literature (eg Wilkinson et al, 2012) and by research funders, there has 

to date been very little work theorising the corporeal dimensions to interaction and 

the wider KE process. This thesis addresses this lacuna by turning to the sociological 
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literature and situating understandings of face-to-face interactions within the 

concept of ‘corporeal co-presence.’  

The central argument of this thesis is that to facilitate productive interactions 

between academics and NAPs requires both co-location and co-presence: both a 

spatial and social connectivity. To make this case, the thesis draws on the ideas of 

Goffman (1966; 1971) and Urry (2002; 2003; Larsen et al, 2006) on social interaction, 

co-location (spatial) and corporeal (embodied) co-presence (engagement). This 

makes participation in physical meetings vital to engage with research through 

personal and embodied exchanges (Larsen et al, 2006). This section also examines 

the literature on the possibilities for the use of technology in mediating ‘direct’ 

interactions between KE seminar participants. In the case of this thesis, it is using 

VideoConferencing Technologies (VCT) to ‘dial in’ to KE seminars. This is 

conceptualised as what Zhao (2003; Zhao and Elesh, 2009) calls ‘corporeal 

telecopresence.’ 

 

4.6.1 Corporeal co-presence  

Corporeal co-presence refers to the embodied nature of social and professional life 

which makes co-location at physical sites desirable and often necessary (Larsen et al, 

2006; Urry, 2002). 

Co-location refers to the physical (corporeal) presence of two or more people in the 

same place. It is a spatial relationship defined by the proximity of individuals 

(Goffman, 1971). Co-location provides the ‘physical distance over which one person 

can experience another with the naked senses’ (Goffman, 1966: 17).  

Co-presence refers to the act of two or more people engaging with one another 

through an unmediated sensory perception of each other (Goffman, 1966: 22). This 

makes bodily presence ‘fundamental to social intercourse’ (Urry, 2002: 259). This is 

sometimes referred to as incorporeality (Csoras, 2008) because not only are bodies 

present in the same space, they are also interacting. Co-presence is the condition 
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through which co-located people are mutually and ‘uniquely accessible, available, 

and subject to one another’ (Goffman, 1966: 22) through verbal and non-verbal 

communication. It is primarily a social relationship where individuals are not only 

in close proximity (co-location) but are also reciprocally orientated towards one 

another when they are interacting. This, then, implies a social state where 

individuals are close enough to perceive what others are doing, and are able to be 

perceived by others, and to be aware of being perceived (Goffman, 1966: 17). Co-

presence is always reciprocal (two-way), embodied, and instantaneous. This 

instantaneousness and physically present form of communication means that co-

presence is also a spatiotemporal condition. The concept excludes non-present and 

non-instantaneous diachronic exchanges such as email and postal correspondence. 

It also excludes parasocial activities such as listening to a lecture or watching 

television together, where people are physically together but not reciprocally 

engaging with each other.  

While the two concepts of co-location and co-presence are related, they are not 

interdependent. Co-location is not enough to ensure engagement and reciprocal 

dialogue. Consider the parasocial activity of watching television – two people might 

be sitting beside each other on a sofa but not speaking to one another. Consider also 

two people who might be sitting beside each other in a café, but each on their own 

laptop and each not communicating with the other; they are co-located but not co-

present (Hampton and Gupta, 2008). Conversely, due to advances in 

telecommunication technology, it is now possible to communicate with others who 

are not physically proximate but are still involved in an instantaneous, two-way, 

partly embodied exchange via a Skype video feed. They are co-present but not co-

located (Zhao and Elesh, 2008). Yet even via a Skype video feed, there is still an 

embodied nature to the co-presence as the participants are still able to see and hear 

one another, even if they are not co-located. Yet such exchanges are not experienced 

directly through ‘naked’ senses (Goffman, 1966) but rather mediated through 

technology.  
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4.6.2 The sensory experience of being with others 

For both Goffman (1966; 1971) and Urry (2002, 2003), corporeal co-presence requires 

co-location, and is a form of social engagement where talking is the basic medium of 

the social encounter. Yet talking alone is not enough to create a ‘meeting of the 

minds’ as effective communication is also rooted in the sensory experience of 

perceiving and being perceived. For Goffman, the body is not simply a tool for 

communication, but the very core of it. For him, and Urry, it is the body which 

mediates interactions through a sensory perception and intercorporeal experience of 

engaging with others. Information (or knowledge, or knowledge exchange) is 

‘embodied,’ not disembodied (Goffman, 1966; 1971). By ‘sensory perception.’ 

Goffman is referring to the ability of individuals to hear, see, and touch (and smell!) 

one another, acting as channels of normative performances and social rituals. This in 

turn mediates, regulates, and facilitate social interaction. In short, the body anchors 

social interaction. For Urry, this embodied element means that co-presence is based 

on: 

 

Not just words, but indexical expressions, facial gestures, 

body language, status, voice intonation, pregnant silences, 

past histories, anticipated conversations and actions (Urry, 

2002: 259).  

 

4.6.3 The interaction order: a grammar of interaction 

For Goffman and Urry, there is a relationship between sensory perception and 

normative social performances & rituals through which all social interaction occurs. 

For example, when two professional acquaintances meet they shake hands (touch), 

they will look at their acquaintances in the eye (sight), exchange standard 

pleasantries (hear, and speak), and so on. It is intercorporeal. Such encounters 

constitute what Goffman (1983) referred to as an interaction order: they are 

formulaic social procedures, a grammar of interaction, or ‘the ground rules for a 
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game’ (1983: 5). Following this grammar in different social situations helps facilitate 

interaction because each participant knows and understands the basic grammar of 

the encounter ritual. For example, in the context of a seminar we are aware of the 

standard format (an introduction to the speaker, the presentation, the Q&A, a tea 

break, etc). This format comes with specific ritualistic performances which are 

shaped by situational norms. Such rituals are unspoken and often imperceptible to 

the participants because they are so normalised (ibid). Knowing those social rituals 

within a given social context can enable productive interactions as the individuals 

present tend to know what to expect and how to respond.  

 

4.6.4 Corporeal co-presence and ‘the meeting’ 

KE seminars, like all professional meetings, are about offering a corporeal, sensory, 

social experience to the meeting’s participants (Boden and Molotch, 1994; Urry, 

2002; 2003; Larsen et al, 2006). For Boden and Molotch and Urry, despite significant 

technological advancements in how we communicate by proxy (telephoning, 

emailing, and teleconferencing), these are not sufficient for fully replicating many 

forms of social life, including professional meetings. Urry argues that 

technologically mediated interaction create a peculiar form of engagement with 

others:  

 

Virtual travel does seem to produce a strange and uncanny 

life on the screen that is near and far, present and absent. 

(Urry, 2002: 255).  

 

While technology can replicate many aspects of communication, it lacks the warmth 

and intimacy of co-present engagements which makes people want to travel to 

business meetings, family reunions, etc. These leads to what Boden and Molotch 

(1994) refer to as the ‘compulsion of proximity:’ the need for individuals to be 

physically together. This is because the interaction is richer and more meaningful. 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Literature review 79 

Many people feel that they can express themselves better in person, and are better 

able to convey their views and positions on matters, and to be judged more 

sincerely in their convictions. Co-present interaction is important for effective 

communication and building or maintaining relationships.  

The relevance of this description of embodied interactions for knowledge exchange 

should be obvious by now. If an academic is interested in sharing their research 

work with others, it is better to communicate those ideas, and to engage with NAPs 

person-to-person. From the KE literature, the work of Gabby and le May (2004) and 

Weyts et al (2000), and others, demonstrated empirical evidence for this, despite not 

being couched in those terms.  

Urry makes several interesting points regarding corporeal co-presence which are 

relevant to KE seminars. Deciding to travel to participate in any social event is itself 

a significant step. A professional travelling to attend a conference, a workshop, an 

exhibition, or a seminar has made an investment in time and often money. The 

presence of their body in the venue space represents a symbolic act of commitment 

to the endeavour of that event and the other participants who will attend it. It 

signals that the event is worth the resources and effort (Urry, 2002; 2003; Larsen et 

al, 2006).  

Goffman (1971) and Urry (2003) also examines the role and value of ‘small talk’ and 

‘loose talk’ in establishing conversational flow among new acquaintances. Small talk 

is informal and inconsequential interactions which can develop into something 

more substantive, including ‘loose talk’ (Urry, 2002; 2003). Loose talk refers to 

informal conversations that take place between participants which may or may not 

relate to the core subject under discussion, or may thread through a number of 

different topics including the core matter under discussion. Within the context of 

professional meetings, such informal conversations often take place prior to, or 

immediately after, the formal components of the meeting (Larsen et al, 2006). 

These informal interactions can be used by professional attendees to: reflect on the 

nature of the formal meetings and their implication for their professional work, to 
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correct mistakes and misunderstandings, or demonstrate commitment (or 

opposition) to particular ideas or points raised, and to talk through ‘troubles’ 

(Larsen et al. 2006). As Urry (2002) says:  

 

Co-presence is likely to be necessary to talk through 

problems, especially the unmediated telling of ‘troubles’. 

Face-to-face conversations are produced, topics come and 

go, misunderstandings can be corrected; commitment and 

sincerity can be directly assessed. (Urry, 2002: 259).  

 

This makes these informal conversations before and after the formal components of 

the meeting very important. Corporeal co-presence is a necessary precondition for 

such informal, yet productive, conversations to occur. To illustrate what is meant by 

this, consider a formally organised meeting. The meeting itself may offer 

opportunities to interact with other participants in a structured, agenda-orientated 

way. Such formal interactions could easily be replicated using teleconferencing 

technologies. For Larsen et al (2006), it is not these formal, structured discussions 

which justify physically travelling to those meetings, but the ‘catch up’ in the 

corridors outside the meeting room afterwards, or in ‘huddles’ in the drinks 

reception which follows. These are where participants talk to one another quietly 

about what they feel about the points raised in the meeting, what they think about 

the information they have heard, express support for those ideas, or not. These 

informal exchanges can be highly beneficial not only for the participants but also in 

shaping the interactions in the formal aspects of the meeting itself.   

A second function that ‘loose’ talk can play in professional meetings is a social one. 

Loose talk helps develop trust and commitment among attendees as part of a wider 

professional network, without which the networks would eventually deteriorate 

and disappear (Urry, 2002; Larsen et al, 2006; Boden and Molotch, 1994). By 

physically attending meetings participants can have that ‘chance encounter’ with 

new and potentially useful contacts. Letters, emails, telephone conversations, and 
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Skype chats cannot act as effective substitutes for these unplanned yet beneficial 

encounters. One cannot contact someone via Skype if one does not know they exist 

in the first place. It is also more difficult to engage in a more meaningful email 

correspondence if one has never met one’s correspondent. Meeting people changes 

the nature of relationships, develops trust and commitment (Boden and Moltch, 

1994). Thus, the ‘official’ and structured parts of the meeting itself are only one 

component in creating a social environment in which productive interactions can 

occur. It is this wider (informal) social environment which helps to justify the effort 

and commitment of resources in participating in meetings. 

Larsen et al (2006) and Weber and Chon (2002) argue that, increasingly, professional 

meetings are no longer about transferring information from a presenter standing in 

front of a whiteboard to a passive audience receiving information, but rather their 

core purpose is to provide social networking opportunities. Davidson and Cope 

(2003), Jacobson et al, 2003, and Urry (2002; Urry, 2004) concluded increasingly, 

professional meetings focuses on building and sustaining networks, rather than the 

one-way transferring of information via presentations and ‘passive listening.’ As the 

business travel writer Collis (2000) stated: ‘Who, for example, goes to a conference 

to listen to the presentations? It’s the networking that counts. [It’s] a chance to bond 

with your boss or other colleagues’ (p. 64). This thesis will argue that the same 

argument could be made about KE seminars.  

 

4.7 The social dimensions of knowledge exchange seminars 

This thesis frames KE seminars as opportunities for creating and maintaining 

professional relationships. The analysis chapters of this thesis will argue that 

learning is not the only reason why people attend KE seminars, and so it is pertinent 

to examine the KE and sociological literatures for their insights into the connection 

between KE activities and professional relationship- and network-building.  



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Literature review 82 

From the KE literature, the ‘linkage and exchange’ model of KE focuses on the 

development of relationships between academics and NAPs (Warde et al, 2009; 

Lomas, 2007; 2000). Research which has examined relationships between academics 

and NAPs has consistently found that regular personal encounters are one of the 

most efficient mechanisms for developing them (Ward et al, 2009; Kramer and Cole, 

2003; Lomas, 2000; Cousins and Simon, 1996). This has been reinforced by Mitton et 

al’s (2007) systematic literature review which finds that personal contact develops 

rapport and the fostering of trust which were among the greatest facilitators to 

encouraging KE and generating research use. Therefore, developing strategies for 

fostering those interpersonal relationships and networks are important, if not 

critical, for successful KE (Morton, 2014; Lightowler and Knight, 2013; Wilkinson et 

al, 2012; Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2011; Byrne, 2011; Best and Holmes, 2010; Ward et al, 

2009; Nutley et al, 2007; Lomas, 2007; 2000; Walter et al, 2007; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; 

Jacobson et al, 2003; Kramer and Cole, 2003; Crewe and Young, 2002; Molas-Gallart 

et al, 2000; Haas, 1992). 

Mirroring this conclusion, Mitton et al’s (2007) systematic review and Innvær et al’s 

(2002) empirical work found that a lack of personal contact between academics and 

NAPs was the greatest barrier to the KE process. The inability to develop good 

relationships is a key factor in understanding why some academic research 

knowledge is not effectively engaged with (Jacobson et al, 2003). 

Some have argued that face-to-face contact is a necessary precondition for this 

linkage and exchange to occur. Innvær et al (2002) and Gabby and le May’s (2004) 

empirical work on healthcare workers illustrates that. To use the second paper as an 

example, Gabby and le May’s (2004) ethnographic research examined how medical 

staff came into contact with, and subsequently trusted, academic research. They 

observed staff in two general practitioners’ practice meetings and interviewed them 

afterwards. They found that healthcare practitioners’ trust in research findings 

depended on their faith in the researchers and other external actors that the 

practitioners physically met. Meeting these stakeholders was key to enabling 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Literature review 83 

practitioners’ decisions about who was authoritative and were trustworthy sources 

of information (ibid: 3). From this, Gabby and le May (2004) developed the concept 

of ‘mindlines’ in which they claim that clinicians access and evaluate research not 

from their own reading material, but rather by their interactions with researchers, 

each other, opinion leaders, and other external actors, including patients and 

pharmaceutical representatives. ‘Networking was vital in order to know which 

colleagues to trust’ (ibid: 5). Meeting and interacting others fosters trust, through 

which practitioners came to judge sources of information. These trusted 

relationships become integral to the development of how research moves across a 

network, is understood, and then accepted by healthcare practitioners. Building, 

fostering, and maintaining such networked relationships through regular and 

sustained interactions is therefore critical to the KE process. 

This is one example of many. But the lesson from the empirical literature is that 

regular face-to-face interactions are important for relationship-building which is 

important for KE. Such relationships may be ad hoc and informal, or structured 

around regularly scheduled (sometimes contractual) meetings, or a combination of 

both, or move from one to the other (Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014a/b; Molas-Gallart 

and Tang, 2011; Moore et al, 2011; Sapaan and van Drooge, 2011; Lomas, 2007; 

Castro-Martínez et al, 2008; Mitton et al, 2007).  

Yet while interpersonal relationships (either informal or contractual) are important 

within the KE process, very little attention has been paid to the physical sites where 

people come together to create and sustain them. This thesis will argue that while 

non-corporeal forms of interaction are important, telephones and email do not 

create or sustain strong positive and trusting relationships that are needed for 

linkage and exchange to fully work. They can only (help) start tentative ones, or 

(help) maintain existing ones (Larsen et al, 2006).  
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4.7.1 Creating social spaces for interaction within seminars  

KE seminars are sites where academics and NAPs physically meet to talk about 

academic research, its implications for policy and practice, and network with others 

with who they share a common interest. While they are a ‘single event’, they contain 

a number of different dissemination and interaction mechanisms (Walter 2003a), 

they include different components. This section elaborates on these different 

components by distinguishing between formal and informal components (Percy-

Smith, 2002) which creates different social environments for engaging in productive 

interactions.  

 

Formal interactions  

Formal interactions refer to the times and spaces within the KE seminar which are 

planned and scheduled. They are ‘top-down’ forms of interaction which are 

scheduled for a specific time and always with a specific agenda. They include 

lecture-style presentations, panel discussions, debate, demonstrations, workshops, 

break-away sessions, Q&A sessions, roundtable discussions, paired discussions, 

debates, etc. 

Within such spaces, researchers and KE professionals often remain in a position of 

authority as they organise and shape the boundaries for such interactions; 

sometimes dominating the interaction encounter in which questions and discussions 

are directed and controlled by them (Escobar, 2011; Cornwall et al, 2008a/b; Cousin 

and Simon, 1996). Such structured, formal interactions can, nonetheless, be 

productive.   

ESRC research examined event feedback forms from participants who attended an 

ESRC Festival of Social Sciences event (2012). They found that the time for 

discussion was an important part of the participants’ overall satisfaction with the 

events. They concluded that event organisers should ensure that there was ample 
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time for structured discussion among participants, rather than passive forms of 

engagement via presentations. Similarly, Percy-Smith et al (2006), Bogenschneider et 

al (2000) and Weyts et al’s (2000) work on KE seminars concluded that the attendees 

felt that they gained the greatest benefit from the (non-partisan) discussion elements 

of seminars which focused on the implications of research findings, rather than 

research findings themselves. Each of these papers recommended creating forums 

for exchange of views with other event participants. The Commission on the Social 

Sciences (2003) noted that academics must be given encouragement and guidance in 

the development of their KE event programmes to allow plenty of time for 

discussion; even if this can be time-consuming and fraught with difficulties.   

Break-away sessions are important for learners as they create opportunities to 

experiment and think through different ideas. They are a sounding board for ideas, 

allowing participants to incorporate research knowledge into their own professional 

experiences, and then relate that to others within the group (Escobar, 2011). As 

mentioned, NAPs are often specialists with expert knowledge in their respective 

areas, and so these formal, structured group discussions might be of great benefit to 

other NAPs and academics who are present.  

 

Informal interactions and ‘open regions’ 

Informal interactions are less structured in terms of their content and nature; they 

are ‘bottom-up’ (Escobar, 2011; Cornwall et al, 2008b). There is still purpose to the 

interactions, but they are less agenda-orientated (Larsen et al, 2006). They also 

remove the academic and seminar organisers from their powerful position because 

they do not set the parameters of the discussions. Such informal interactions occur 

at the periphery of the formal components of the meeting; they are the chats before 

or after the meeting proper, or during the tea breaks or wine receptions within 

them. As mentioned, they can be very useful for reflecting on the nature of the 

formal meeting and its implications for participants’ professional life. It is also in 
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these social spaces that relationships are reinforced and new acquaintances met 

(ibid). 

These informal ‘peripheral’ interactions can be particularly important between 

colleagues and acquaintances who work for different organisations, or for 

colleagues who work for the same organisation but are geographically dispersed. 

This is because they will have fewer opportunities to physically come together to 

have these informal face-to-face chats which are important to professional life.  

Goffman called the social spaces which are available for such informal interactions 

‘open regions’ (1966). Open regions are places where: 

 

“Any” two persons, aquatinted or not, have a right to initiate 

face-to-face engagement with each other for the purpose of 

extending salutations. (Goffman, 1966: 132). 

 

Open regions are also what Oldenburg (1991) called ‘third place’ – any ‘neutral,’ 

semi-public forum such as bars, conference halls, seminar suites, community 

centres, etc can be an open region. Within such spaces, people can make themselves 

mutually accessible for interacting with or without prior acquaintance (Shaviro, 

2003; 129). These are locations which are frequented by regulars in spaces where 

there is no compulsion to be there. They are also open to others, so in addition to 

meeting regular people, they are spaces where strangers or acquaintances can 

gather to socialise and converse.  

 

4.7.2 Using hospitality as a way of creating ‘open regions’ for 

informal interactions 

Corporate events organisers can spend considerable sums of money on ‘hospitality’ 

such as cocktails, wine, canapé receptions or dinners in order to bring together 

investors, company management, and clients, ultimately for the host organisation’s 

benefit (Allen, 2009). Likewise, within the academic community, food is often 
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provided at events (from small departmental seminars up to international 

conferences). It is expensive but often viewed as important not only because it 

provides material comfort to attendees, but because of its social value in facilitating 

networking and exchanges between the participants. Food creates ‘open regions’ 

which permit networking and informal exchanges. 

This section of the literature review attempts to draw on a number of concepts from 

the sociological literature to frame how food might be theorised in the context of KE 

seminars.  

 

Mealtimes and the creation and sustaining of relationships  

Simmel wrote extensively on the sociology of food and viewed mealtimes as a 

‘primordial social institution’ (Symons, 1994: 333) and a ‘paradigmatic instance of 

social interaction’ (Symons, 1994: 341) beyond mere bodily sustenance. It marks out 

time, and indeed, it creates time, time away from the routine of work for people to 

come together to socialise – be it staff in a factory cafeteria or a state banquet, 

mealtimes are generally perceived as a social activity (Warde and Martens, 2000).  

Mealtimes are social spaces where people collectively come together to create new, 

or strengthen existing, relationships (Symons, 1994; Mintz and du Bois, 2002; Ochs 

and Shohet, 2006). When we eat together, we are engaging in a pleasant shared 

sensory experience (Symons, 1994). This shared experience helps create a focal point 

in which ‘small talk’ and ‘loose talk’ can occur (Urry, 2002). It can help to ‘break the 

ice’ between people previously unknown to each other by talking about the food 

and the sensory experience of it (‘it looks lovely,’ ‘the cake is great, you should try 

it,’ ‘oh, I don’t know if I could sit much longer without a cup of tea’) (Larsen et al, 

2006). This small talk around food is an entry point for engaging in initial contact 

with new acquaintances from which loose talk (or ‘bottom up’ conversations) can 

develop. Eating has what Goffman would call an interaction order: a set of rules and 
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ritualised practices around food in which, for example during a buffet lunch or 

‘standing tea break,’ it is acceptable to approach and engage strangers. 

Along with helping people approach new acquaintances, food also helps strengthen 

existing ones, particularly for colleagues and professional acquaintances who may 

not have the opportunity to meet one another outside such social occasions (Urry, 

2003; Larsen et al, 2006). Nandhakumar (1999) presented qualitative evidence from 

an interview with a manager of a technology specialist ‘virtual team’ for a large 

global company. He was arranging a meeting in which all the team members were 

to physically meet, pointing out the irony of the specialist ‘virtual team’ travelling 

significant distance to meet each other, but the manager retorts: ‘I say we can’t do 

[the meeting] virtually, we can get so far virtually, but because until we have a real 

good drink and a good meal and a good social chat at length we are not going to be 

a “real team”’. (1999: 52).  

 

Food and facilitating interactions 

Within professional environments food can play an important function in 

facilitating productive interactions. Collins declared that it was: the social drink 

[that] can be pure gold (2000: 64). Mealtimes can facilitate the construction of shared 

knowledge by creating ‘open regions’ which allows for informal exchanges which 

enfold the occasion. It is a space where knowledge can be created, recreated, and 

disseminated around exchanges centred on mealtimes (Ochs and Shohet, 2006). This 

thesis will present evidence to show how mealtimes and refreshment breaks in KE 

seminars are used to create social spaces where people can feel comfortable 

approaching and interacting with unknown participants. As such, they are 

important sites for the development of informal relationships (which may develop 

into something more substantial/contractual in the future), yet are barely recognised 

within the KE literature. There is only a passing reference to the significance of food 

in Golden-Biddle et al (2003).  
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4.7.3 Technologically-mediated interactions 

Earlier in this literature review, the importance of physically being with others face-

to-face was highlighted as an important dimension for facilitating productive 

interactions. This was framed theoretically through the concept of corporeal co-

presence. It also briefly mentioned the possibility of mediating communication 

through VideoConferencing Technologies (VCTs) in KE seminars; where people are 

engaged in a partly-embodied two-way dialogue using VCT such as Skype. In such 

circumstances, participants are co-present but not co-located, what Zhao and Elesh 

(2008) call corporeal telecopresence.  

Technology has become ubiquitous in our professional lives, with telephone, email, 

websites, and teleconferencing playing an increasingly dominant role in how we 

communicate with each other (Jones et al, 2002; Liscoppe, 2004). KE seminars are no 

exception, with the incorporation of PowerPoint, videos, online demonstrations, 

‘Smart’ boards, and electronic voting systems all designed to help communicate 

research and facilitate discussions. It is also undeniable that, with improvements in 

file-sharing and videoconferencing technologies, the dominance of technologically 

mediated interactions between professionals, including academics and NAPs, will 

increase in the future. 

There is a small but not insignificant literature examining technologically mediated 

interactions and their role in the KE process. This has been particularly salient in the 

healthcare sector (Greenhalgh et al, 2008; Conklin et al, 2013; Ali et al, 2012). This 

thesis will contribute to this discussion by looking specifically at the use of VCTs 

within KE seminars. 

This section of the literature review examines both the opportunities and limitations 

of VCTs in professional life. As before, it frames this through the insights of 

Goffman (1966; 1967; 1971), Urry (2002; 2003), and includes work from Zhao (2003; 

Zhao and Elesh, 2008) regarding the nature of corporeal co-presence and corporeal 

telecopresence. 
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Before continuing, it is important to distinguish between different forms of 

technologically mediated presence. Zhao (2003) offers a helpful taxonomy with 6 

classifications of co-presence; the two which are relevant here are:  

 

1. Corporeal telecopresence. This refers to a social situation where a group of 

people are co-located and co-present, but where one or more individuals are 

corporeally present via technological projection. Those who are ‘present’ at 

the event site by ‘dialing in’ are said to be corporeally telecopresent. Whilst 

not physically present, VCTs do allow a form of embodied co-presence to the 

non-co-located person as they can see, be seen, listen, and be heard by those 

who are co-located. There is a sensory presence, but it is mediated through 

an electronic network. Zhao (2003) describes corporeal telecopresence as a 

form of interaction that is ‘person-to-person,’ yet ‘face-to-device’ (p. 447). 

VCTs allows for simultaneous and instantaneous audio and video 

communication across huge distances. They are dependent on increasingly 

sophisticated hardware and software technologies.  

2. Virtual telecopresence. This is a social situation where none of the 

participants are co-located, and the interaction site exists only in virtual 

space. ‘Webinars’ or online conferencing are two examples of this.    

 

VCT technology is now increasingly replacing corporeal travel within professional 

and business environments (Cairns et al, 2004). Licoppe (2004) and Fletcher and 

Major (2006) asserted that the development of increasingly sophisticated 

technologies will create new types of interaction within personal and professional 

life. Telephones, email, and videoconferencing, as well as software developments 

running on social media platforms will become increasingly embedded within our 

interpersonal relationships and daily life practices.  
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Mediated distant exchanges [will become] woven into a 

single, seamless web [which] gradually crystallized as these 

technologies have become widespread and as each 

additional communication resource has been made available 

to users [which] coexists with previous way of managing 

‘mediated’ relationships. (Licoppe, 2004: 135). 

 

This is what Goffman might refer to as the development of a new interaction order, 

a grammar of interaction which will increasingly draw on the use of communication 

technology in its social rituals and normative relational practices. Licoppe argues 

that technologically mediated relationships supplement face-to-face meetings. They 

will become embedded within society in a ‘single, seamless web’ which ‘coexists 

with a previous way of managing relationships’ (p. 135) rather than replacing them.  

The increasing use of VCT in professional settings is viewed by some as a viable 

solution to the problem of communicating with dispersed colleagues and business 

partners (Sole and Edmondson, 2002; Townsend et al, 1998) Townsend et al (1998) 

optimistically said that the rise of technology has helped overcome geographic 

barriers to facilitate new ways of working where professionals could be located 

anywhere in the world, and yet access information, knowledge, and communicate 

with others instantaneously. This new way of working and interaction would be:  

 

…unrestrained by geography, time, and organizational 

boundaries; it will be a virtual workplace, where 

productivity, flexibility, and collaboration will reach 

unprecedented new levels. (1998: 17). 

 

Boden and Molotch (1994) and Urry (2002; Larsen et al, 2006) disagree. They argue 

that technologically mediated interactions are an ancillary for physically meeting 

face-to-face, but not a substitute for it.  



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Literature review 92 

VCTs have a number of practical technical limitations. Technological problems can 

disrupt the intercorporeality of social interactions. Bandwidth issues can distort the 

audio or visual signals which can compromise the flow and structure of the 

interaction (O’Conaill and Whittaker, 1993) – for example, by affecting the 

sequencing of ‘turn taking,’ ‘interrupting’ and ‘relinquishing the floor,’ all of which 

form the basis for the interaction order within professional meetings. More 

practically, such interruptions can lead to fewer speakers, longer length of turns, or 

partial or misinformation as audio signals become unintelligible. Socially such 

disruptions in the audio or video transmissions can be salient in emphasising the 

physical and social distance of the absent, non-co-located person who is ‘dialing in’ 

precisely because such interruptions interfere with the sense of corporeal presence 

by disrupting the sensory nature of the exchange (O’Conaill et al, 1993).  

Within the KE field, there has been a small number of studies which have explored 

the use of VCTs, but only ‘webinars’ – a portmanteau of the words ‘web-based 

seminar’ (Conklin et al, 2013; Ali et al, 2012). Webinars differ from the VCTs being 

discussed in this thesis. With VCT, the majority of the seminar participants are co-

located and co-present, with one or more participants ‘dialing in’ to the event. This 

is what Zhao (2003) termed ‘corporeal telecopresence.’ Conversely, webinars have 

no co-located participants. The participants are each in their own location and ‘meet’ 

only in virtual space. This is what Zhao (2003) terms ‘virtual telecopresence.’  

Sapsed et al’s (2005) insightful work found that while technology may be useful for 

sharing information, it was more limited in the exchange and co-creation of 

knowledge. Sole et al (2002) and Sapsed et al (2005) found that effective KE was more 

limited and ‘arduous’ with ‘regular breakdowns in knowledge exchange’ (2005: 848) 

when the process was conducted online with geographically dispersed teams as 

compared with other teams who were co-located and engaging face-to-face. The 

teams which were geographically dispersed used a webinar conference format for 

the most knowledge-intensive aspects of the project, with follow-up phone calls for 

‘verification and validation’ (p. 849) post-webinar. This activity of a post-webinar 
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telephone call seems to mirror the ‘loose talk’ elements found in physical business 

meetings around mealtimes as described by Larsen et al (2006), yet the whole 

process of doing so was more demanding.  

Conversely, Ali et al (2012) were positive about the role that technology can play in 

the KE process. They concluded that the use of VCT and other technologies 

facilitated the sharing of both tacit and explicit knowledge between clinicians, 

academics, and policymakers within healthcare research groups, and was effective 

in bringing together academics and NAPs who were geographically dispersed and 

who had travel-budget and time constraints.  

The empirical data on the use of VCTs on professional interactions suggest that 

technologically mediated interactions are a substitute for corporeal interactions – a 

pragmatic ancillary when corporeal interactions are difficult or impossible for 

reasons such as lack of resources. The evidence on the effectiveness of VCTs in KE 

remains mixed and contradictory.  

One of the important facts that VCTs fails to replicate is the establishment of rapport 

and trust. This was discussed by Sole et al (2003), Sapsed et al (2005), and Conklin et 

al (2013). Collectively, their research demonstrates that corporeal co-presence is 

important in gaining trust, respect, credibility, and commitment-building; and 

creates opportunities to create or reaffirm membership of a social network. The 

conclusion drawn from these studies is that geographical separation can be party 

bridged by technology (Sole et al, 2002), but it limits informal spontaneous 

exchanges and chance encounters which detract from the ‘naturalness’ of the 

interaction process and development of trusting relationships among co-located, 

embodied people.  

 

4.8 Relationships and social networks  

Over the last few decades, there have been significant changes in how KE scholars 

have conceptualised the relationship between academics and NAPs, from two non-
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overlapping communities (Caplan, 1979), to relational perspectives (such as linkage 

& exchange models, Lomas, 2000; Sabatier 1999 (republished 2007)), to complex 

social networks (Best et al, 2008; Best and Holmes, 2010).  

While recognising the need for relationship-building, Caplan saw a profound 

separation between these two ‘estranged communities’ (Vivian and Gibson, 2003). 

There have been criticisms of his ‘two-communities’ thesis. First, it ignored the 

organisational contexts which can be profound in constraining or facilitating 

interactions between actors (ibid; Cherney et al, 2015; Best and Holmes, 2010). 

Second, it ignores the fact that there is movement and overlap between the two 

communities as many policymakers hold degrees (including up to PhD level) and 

many academics have been commissioned by the government to produce research 

or have spent time in the civil service before returning to academia (Lin and Gibson, 

2003). Finally, it ignores the role that knowledge brokers and other intermediaries 

such as the media, professional organisations, think tanks, and professional 

knowledge exchange brokers all have in the process of joining these ‘two 

communities’ together (Lomas, 2007; Vivian and Gibson, 2003). The idea that there 

were two discrete, non-overlapping, and homogeneous communities was replaced 

by the idea of complex social networks. Within such networks, academics are one 

part of a much larger set of ‘interacting elements’ along with many more, ‘normally 

hundreds,’ of actors from different communities. Academics can feed into policy 

directly or vicariously through charities, lobby groups, the media and so on 

(Sabatier, 2007). Thus, academics can help inform the policy process but in complex, 

non-direct, diffuse ways. More recently there has been a recognition that those 

networks are constituted at the interpersonal (person-to-person) and organisational 

levels which collectively create a ‘systems’ perspective of KE (Best and Holmes, 

2010). While understanding networks has becoming increasingly important within 

the KE field, the methods for doing so remain contested (Best and Holmes, 2010; 

Leischow et al, 2008). Olmos-Peñuela et al (2014b) recently said that understanding 

and building networks are important; there was now a:  
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…need to facilitate social engagement and to build social 

networks between academic researchers and potential 

partners of their research [which] should be included in the 

mix of policy instruments if the objective is to improve the 

contribution of [social research] to societal development. 

(2014b: 504, emphasis added).  

 

These changes across the last few decades have been theorised by Best and Holmes 

(2010; Best et al, 2008) within their aforementioned ‘three generations’ theory as 

discussed earlier. For Best and Holmes (2010; Best et al, 2008), this is to be 

understood as complex and adaptive systems which required ‘systems approaches’ 

if they are to be understood. They argue that such an approach would allow for an 

examination of relationships via social network perspectives, and how those 

networks are embedded in, and shaped by, organisational structures. This is 

something this thesis does in chapter 6.  

 

4.8.1 The contemporary literature  

As stated, in recent years the KE literature has become increasingly interested in 

interpersonal relationships and network-building (for examples of the relationship 

between interpersonal relationships and KE (linkage and exchange) see Ward et al, 

2009; Walter et al, 2007; Lomas, 2007; 2000; Court and Young, 2003; Crewe and 

Young, 2002). Such relationships are best sustained by personal contact (Innvær et 

al, 2002). In a systematic literature review on the dissemination and diffusion of 

innovations across organisations, Greenhalgh and her colleagues found that 

relational strategies such as networking, partnerships and collaborations enhance 

the opportunities for, and impact of, KE activities and interventions:  

 

The adoption of innovation by individuals is powerfully 

influenced by the structure and quality of their social 

networks [and] most innovations spread primarily via 
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interpersonal influence. The ‘channel’ through which such 

influence flows are the social networks that link individual 

members of a social group. (Greenhalgh et al, 2008: 114; 

emphasis added).  

 

Similar conclusions are found in the empirical literature. For example, Morton 

(2014) examined a partnership between an academic research centre and a 

children’s charity. She found that it was networks of relationships between 

researchers and NAPs which were the channels through which research made an 

impact:  

 

Relationships were key to creating impact […] in some cases 

it was personal knowledge of the people involved in the 

research. Both academic and non-academic research partners 

had extensive networks relevant to the research and this 

helped identify and engage relevant research users. (Morton, 

2014: 18). 

 

For academics to engage with wider society requires the fostering and utilisation of 

interpersonal relationships. Sometimes these relationships are contractually 

obligated; sometimes informal, or moving from one to the other. Some have argued 

that informal interpersonal relationships are particularly important (Morton, 2014; 

Olmos-Peñuela, 2014b; Grimshaw, 2012a; Molas-Gallart, 2011; Kothori et al, 2009; 

Lomas, 2007). 

The discussion on interpersonal relationships takes us to a discussion of networks. 

Some research from the KE field looking at relationships have focused on networks 

at the inter-unit and organisational levels (Best et al, 2009; Leischow et al, 2008; 

Kramer and Wells, 2005). Others, including this thesis, focuses on interpersonal 

relationships, and how they develop into networks. Such a topic has been 

approached from a number of different perspectives including policy networks 
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(Nutley, 2003a; Crowe and Young 2002), learning networks (Percy-Smith, 2006; 

Bessant et al, 2003), and the ‘diffusion of ideas’ (Greenhalgh et al, 2008; 2004a/b).  

Best and Holmes (2010; Best et al, 2008) believed that networks were ‘powerful 

strategies to increase the effectiveness’ of KE and that they ‘provide a nexus for 

further study of the critical relationships between leadership and network 

influences (2010: 152). De Jong et al also argued that ‘the network configuration of 

actors […] influence societal impact, and the way it is, or isn’t, generated’ (2014: 3). 

There is an urgent need for more research examining those relationships from 

network perspectives.  

 

4.8.2 Social network analysis as a method for exploring 

interpersonal social networks 

While the KE literature is replete with citations of the importance of networks in the 

KE process (or aspects of it), it generally remains at the descriptive and qualitative 

level (Greenhalgh et al, 2004a; Best et al, 2008). There have been very few attempts 

to reveal those networks through explicitly network methodologies (Leischow et al, 

2008). This is surprising given how important it appears to be, and thus, despite the 

discourse from the literature, interpersonal social networks remain understudied 

within the KE field. If one is to understand networks more fully, methods are 

required that will reveal them. This thesis argues that one of the most effective ways 

to do this is to draw on the concepts, methods, and analytical techniques of Social 

Network Analysis. SNA is rare in the KE field. This is possibly because network 

methodologies, such as SNA, require specialist knowledge and software. This is 

unfortunate because Leichow et al (2008) argued that understanding social 

networks through network methodologies like SNA allows us to examine the 

complex interpersonal professional relationships across groups of actors, and 

explore how information is shared across that group. SNA allows us to identify 

communication gaps and information silos (2008: 200). It is an area this thesis seeks 
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to address and will map CPC members’ interpersonal relationships with each other 

and NAPs into a social network.   

Spaapen and van Drooge’s (2011) conceptualisation of productive interactions 

included social networks as an influence in shaping interactions, but did not 

conceptualise how productive interactions were shaped by social networks, nor 

how to best study them. Rather, they merely claimed that within their data they 

could identify ‘intricate pattern’ (2011: 215) across a network of actors from 

academic research centres, spin-off companies, and other professional users.  

This thesis adopts the view that by understanding social networks through the 

sociometric and sociogram analysis that social network analysis offers, it is possible 

to examine in detail some of ‘intricate’ network structures which facilitate or hinder 

interactions among actors within that network.   

In particular, this thesis is interested in the relationship between interpersonal 

relationships and institutional affiliation, and the effect that organisational 

structures and geographic distance have on those networks. More specifically, this 

thesis is interested in how the CPC’s distribution across Southampton and the 

Scottish Consortium shapes its internal and non-academic networks. A claim that 

has been made within the KE literature is that a country’s population size and the 

structures of state institutions seems to matter (Nutley et al, 2010; 2007; Delvaux and 

Mangez, 2008). Countries with small populations (such as Iceland, Norway, and 

Scotland, Nutley et al, 2010) seem to develop better interpersonal relationships 

between academics and NAPs as it is relatively easier access to civil servants and 

elected representatives (Nutley et al, 2007). The structure of government (unitary, 

regionalised, or fully-federal) also seems to exert a strong influence on the network 

patterns between academics and non-academic stakeholders (Nutley et al, 2007; 

Delvaux and Mangez, 2008). To test this hypothesis and examine those network 

structures, this thesis will use SNA.      

SNA as a method takes the position that every individual is embedded in webs of 

social relationships (Borgatti et al, 2009). As in our personal lives, our professional 
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lives are mediated through interpersonal relationships and interactions with others 

will, over time, strengthen to form a network. The method itself is described further 

in the methodology chapter; suffice here to say that SNA is an approach for 

attempting to reveal the social connections between actors which comprise of 

interacting agents (Wasserman and Faust, 1995; Crossley, 2008; 2010; Borgatti et al, 

2009; Butts, 2009). SNA is based on the assumption that interactions are important 

for the agents, and that those interactions create consequences not only for the 

agents themselves but the wider networks (and their respective organisations) in 

with they are all embedded. It is a multi-level understanding of social relationships 

not only between individuals but also their teams, organisations, etc. SNA does not 

assume that organisations are monolithic homogeneous entities, but rather made up 

of networks of relationships between actors who are connected in different ways to 

different networks (Borgatti, 2009; Borgatti and Cross, 2009).  

 

4.8.3 Social networks and knowledge exchange seminars  

For Larsen et al (2006) corporeal co-presence is a critical component of creating and 

maintaining social networks which make travelling to attend social functions such 

as KE seminars indispensable. For Larsen et al, such gatherings:  

  

Embody [the] making of networks, performances and 

practices of network. Social networks come to life and are 

sustained through various practices of networking […] 

performing meetings, making two-minutes of bumping-into-

people conversations, attending conferences, chatting over a 

coffee, meeting up for a drink. (2006: 125). 

 

This thesis will later argue that KE seminars social occasions, points in space and 

time, where academics and NAPs create, sustain, and reaffirm their networks 

(Larsen et al, 2006). KE seminars are embedded within social networks which all 

have consequences for who finds out about the seminars, who comes, and how 
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participants engage in interactions with one another within them (Spaapen and van 

Drooge, 2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011). Revealing these networks can offer 

valuable insights into the social environment in which people come together in the 

context of KE seminars and by extension the KE process.  

 

4.9 Conclusions 

This chapter has drawn on the KE, SNA, and sociological literatures and pointed 

out gaps and areas which this thesis will attempt to address empirically within the 

analysis. 

First, while interpersonal informal interactions between academics and NAPs have 

been identified as important in the KE process, there is very little work examining 

the day-to-day social occasions (the physical spaces) in which such interactions 

occur – such as KE seminars – and the wider social, economic and political context 

which enables, mediates, and constrains such interactions at these occasions. This 

lacuna is what Spaapen and van Drooge (2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011; de 

Jong et al, 2014) have addressed through their concept of productive interactions. 

This thesis attempts to build on this concept by focusing on face-to-face ‘direct 

interactions’ in the context of KE seminars.  

The literature places significant emphasis on face-to-face interactions as being core 

to the KE process within the social sciences. The starting position of this thesis is to 

examine that claim, and to seek to understand why face-to-face interaction is an 

important aspect for facilitating productive interactions. This view was supported 

by some evidence from the literature, but is one which differs from Spappen and 

van Drooge who place seemingly equal weight on mediated (‘indirect’) and 

unmediated (‘direct’) interactions, and between corporeal and incorporeal direct 

interactions. This thesis marks such a distinction and presents evidence to promote 

the primacy of direct, face-to-face interaction for facilitating the KE and relationship-
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building processes which cannot be replicated by incorporeal or indirect 

interactions.  

While the KE literature recognises the importance of face-to-face interactions, there 

is another lacuna in addressing the role of the body and bodily presence within 

them. This thesis will also address this gap. To set this up theoretically, the literature 

review turned to the sociological literature, drawing on the concept of corporeal co-

presence, and the role that such presence can have in facilitating interactions among 

academics and NAPs. The review also cited concepts and empirical works 

regarding the role of food and technology in facilitating interactions – two aspects 

which are covered in detail in the analysis sections.  

Finally, the literature review pointed out a significant body of work from the KE 

field which highlights the importance of social networks in the KE process. Yet there 

is limited work exploring those networks through network methodologies, and 

particularly through interpersonal networks rather than organisational ones. This 

thesis explores those interpersonal networks via a social network analysis. It is the 

position of this thesis that KE seminars are not socially isolated: many of the 

participants are known to one another, and networked to each other. Such networks 

are of mutual benefit both for the academics and the NAPs, and this thesis will 

examine those connected relationships using a social network analysis.  

The following chapter describes the methodology and research design of the 

empirical research on which this thesis is based.  
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5 Methodology and research design 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the overall research design, including: the development of 

the research instruments (the interview schedule and the questionnaire), the method 

of recruitment, the method of analysis (thematic and Social Network Analysis 

(SNA), some practical and methodological considerations, the decisions that were 

made, and the implications of those decisions for the data and its analysis. This 

chapter also sets out the epistemological premise and reflections of the research 

process. 

This thesis primarily focuses on examining what is special about face-to-face 

interactions; if they are more ‘productive’ than indirect ones, as the literature 

suggests, and if so, why. It explores this through one specific aspect of ‘direct’ 

interactions between academics and Non-Academic Professionals (NAPs), those 

which occur within Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars. It also examines the wider 

social context (including the social networks) in which those KE seminars are 

created and which shape productive interactions within them (Spaapen and van 

Drooge, 2011).  

  

5.2 The research design 

5.2.1 Epistemological underpinnings of the research 

This thesis is an examination of KE seminars through the perspectives of those who 

participate in them. It is concerned with their understanding of why they choose to 

participate in such activities; and what they feel they gain from them. As such, this 

research primarily draws on qualitative methodologies, taking an interpretivist 

approach; drawing on empirical phenomenological traditions (Aspers, 2004; 2009).  
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Empirical phenomenology is built upon the contributions of the philosophers 

Husserl, Schütz, and Heidegger. It starts from the assumption that all humans 

actively make society through their practices and interactions with each other and 

possess an understanding of society. In other words, the social world is both 

constructed and understood by actors within it. One implication of this assumption 

is that scientific explanation of the social world must be grounded in the 

perspectives of the actors who understand and participate in society. As such, the 

actors’ perspectives become central to any analysis of the social realm. However, it 

must also be recognised that the researcher (in this case, myself) is also an actor 

within this society, and that I also both reflect and construct a social reality to you, 

the reader, through this thesis by selectively presenting and interpreting the 

collective words of all the research participants, and integrating that interpretation 

into social theory. Thus, empirical phenomenology recognises the central role of 

both the researcher and social theory (and their consequences) in interpreting the 

social world (Aspers, 2004; 2009).  

The result of this is that research is a two-fold interpretation process. First is the 

‘first-order constructs’ of the research participants in how they interpret their own 

actions and the social world around them. These individual constructs (accounts) 

are then brought together into a collective body of evidence, which are then 

interpreted by the researcher – this is called the ‘second-order construct.’ This thesis 

is the product of the second-order construct as it is the interpretation of the 

researcher which is presented; it is the researcher who connects the individual lived 

realities of the first-order with the collective and theoretical understanding of the 

second (Aspers, 2009).   

Research using empirical phenomenology must start from actors’ first-order 

constructs. This means that any research methods used must allow participants to 

speak for themselves (Aspers, 2004; 2009). It is important to preserve their narratives 

through the research analysis and into this written thesis. This thesis has sought to 

do so by transcribing interview recordings verbatim, analysing those verbatim 
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transcripts, and then presenting their quotations within this thesis as unaltered as is 

possible in order to safeguard the research participants’ voices.  

Aspers (2004; 2009) recommends the use of observational methods as a type of pilot 

study, the function of which is to develop an understanding of the research 

environment and to generate research questions. That is what this research has 

done.  

The ‘first-order’ construct is the understanding that each individual respondent has 

of their own interpersonal social network within the CPC, which was derived via an 

online questionnaire, while the second-order construct is the researcher’s (my) 

interpretation of the collective responses - this was derived from a mathematical 

SNA analysis of the questionnaire data. 

The purpose of the SNA was simple. People only know their own interpersonal 

professional contacts. One needs to systematically collect the responses of all actors 

to see overall patterns among the collective. SNA takes a relational view of society 

(Borgatti et al, 2009). It is a constructivist approach to understanding social 

relationships (ibid).  

Combining two methods which draw from separate epistemological paradigms 

raises questions about how they can be united philosophically and analytically 

(Crossley, 2010). For Crossley (2010) the answer is that divergent methods can be 

united within the analysis through the case study. For him, each approach draws a 

new perspective to the ‘case’ which allows the analysis to describe and explain the 

social world in different ways, but must do so within carefully considered 

boundaries (Heath et al, 2009). Researchers can use SNA in combination with other 

methods to serve an analytical purpose, rather than an epistemological one 

(Crossley, 2010; 2008). Others disagree, of course, and argue that SNA cannot easily 

be reconciled with other methods (Wasserman and Faust, 1995). Their criticism 

comes from an epistemological position, rather than an empirical one. This thesis 

agrees with the former position, and so the analysis of chapter 6 presents evidence 

from both the SNA and interview data. 
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The reason for combining SNA and qualitative data is simple: mathematical and 

graphic representations of social networks can be useful in visualising complex 

multi-directional networks. However, they are limited in explaining how networks 

work, and therefore can only be fully understood if they are combined with other 

methods. As Crossley argues:  

 

SNA’s mapping is too abstract, overly formal and 

insufficiently attentive to inter-agency and process. It filters 

out important elements of social life. [Conversely], 

qualitative tools, whose limitations are they are often overly 

sensitive to concrete particulars, fail to standardise and lack 

the means to identify structures provide an important 

complement. (2010: 2).  

 

It is important to combine methods when using SNA to better understand the case 

in question as each tool (SNA and qualitative data) serve different functions. It is 

when they are combined that they can offer valuable insights to the social 

environment which the case study is seeking to understand (ibid, Crossley, 2008). In 

other words, SNA requires other methods to understand people and their 

relationships which are visualised within the sociograms and sociographs.  

 

5.2.2 The case study 

As described in chapter 2, this thesis is built on a case study of the ESRC Centre for 

Population Change (CPC). The choice of the CPC as a case was predetermined as a 

funded PhD studentship examining the CPC’s KE activities was part of the 

programme of research within the CPC’s initial application to the ESRC (CPC, 2007).  

The term ‘case study’ has become a ‘definitional morass’ (Gerring, 2006: 17) and so 

this section attempts to make clear how this thesis conceptualises and 

operationalises the term.  
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Case studies are a form of in-depth empirical enquiry which can be effective when 

the social phenomenon being examined cannot be separated from the context in 

which it occurs (Yin, 2009). Certainly this is true for the case of the CPC where its 

policies, strategies, and practices of Knowledge Exchange (KE) cannot easily be 

detached from the wider context in which the CPC is disseminating its research and 

engaging with wider society. Much of the insights from the KE field is derived from 

case study research (Nutley et al, 2007).  

Case studies need to have clearly defined boundaries (Yin, 2009; 2013; Gerring, 

2004). The case study site here is the ESRC CPC, which is a demographic research 

centre based across a number of different academic institutions and disciplines (see 

chapter 2). The research presented here examines only the time period between 2011 

and 2013. The research is focused only on CPC members’ practices of engaging with 

NAPs in relation to their CPC-funded research through KE seminars, and the wider 

context in which those seminars exist. This research does not examine other 

activities of the CPC (including the production of the research or other 

dissemination activities such as producing journal articles or briefing papers).  

This boundedness allows the case study an opportunity for the incorporation of 

multiple methods from both quantitative and qualitative traditions, which allows 

for different ideas to be explored in novel ways, thus drawing out new insights (Yin 

2009; 2013; Bryman, 2012).  

The limitations of the case study should also be recognised. Most important is the 

issue of external validity (generalisability). While the CPC allows for an examination 

of its KE seminars in their contextual setting, it is difficult to offer generalisations 

beyond the particular (Yin, 2009; 2013; Bryman, 2012).  

The CPC’s structure, practices, and the nature of the research being disseminated, 

and the political and policy context, its organisational relationships, etc, all mean 

that insights produced by this case may or may not be relevant or useful to other 

research centres which may find themselves in a different set of circumstances. 

However, this thesis has attempted to leave some of the specific content of KE 
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seminars to one side in order to focus on the general issues which may be of 

relevance to other centres. A second limitation of case study research relates to 

methodological rigour. There is a view that case studies absolve researchers from 

methodological considerations where anything goes (Yin, 2013). This view derives 

from the fact that many case studies draw on a number of methods which can span 

the quantitative-qualitative divide. Thus, there is a risk of lacking methodological 

rigour because of a lack of focus on the purpose of each method used. Having a 

clear view as to why specific methods are chosen, used, and combined has been a 

particular concern of (and challenge to) this research. 

 

5.2.3 An overview of the empirical process 

This section presents the research log-frame and the overall research praxis which 

are presented in figures 6 and 7. 

 

Figure 6 Research log-frame 

Research question Approach Data Analysis  

What is the social context in 

which CPC members’ 

disseminate their research? 

Interview CPC members and 

their NAPs about their social 

interpersonal relationships 

Questionnaire to examine 

links between actors within a 

social network. 

 

Textual 

 

 

Numeric 

Thematic 

 

Social 

network 

analysis 

Why do academics and non-

academic professionals commit 

to hosting and attending CPC 

KE seminars, and what 

resources are required of them 

to make such commitments? 

Interview CPC members 

about why they choose to 

host KE seminars. 

 

Interview NAPs about why 

they choose to attend KE 

seminars; and the barriers 

and opportunities for 

attending them. 

Textual  

 

 

 

 

Thematic 
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What makes face-to-face 

interactions, in the context of 

KE seminars, ‘productive’ in the 

view of the academic and NAP 

participants? 

Interview academics about 

what benefits they think they 

gain from hosting KE 

seminars. 

 

Interview NAPs about what 

functions they think KE 

seminars fulfil in their 

professional lives. 

Textual Thematic 

Why do KE seminar 

participants choose to 

physically meet other 

professionals face-to-face in 

order to engage with academic 

research findings and their 

implications?     

Interview academics about 

why they chose to 

disseminate their research 

face-to-face through KE 

seminars. 

 

Interview NAPs about why 

they choose to travel to be 

with others when accessing 

academic research findings. 

Textual Thematic 

 

The research log-frame in figure 7 demonstrates the connection between the 

research questions, the approach to the research, the type of data produced, and 

method of analysis used to answer each of the research questions.  

 

 

Figure 7 Research log-frame 

Figure 7 shows the four phases of this research. The research started with 

observations of KE seminars. In line with the thinking of Aspers (2004; 2009), 

participant observation enabled the researcher (myself) to gain an overview of what 
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was happening in the field – in this case, KE seminars, which placed me in a better 

position to make judgements about strategic research decisions. Thus, the purpose 

of the observation was to: 

 

1. Familiarise myself with the research setting.  

2. Gather observation data which was used to develop the interview schedules.  

3. Access potential interview participants (this was the method of interview 

recruitment). 

 

The empirical data presented in this thesis comes from the second phase which is 

derived from 27 interviews which were conducted with academics and support staff 

(13) and NAPs (14). The interview data was examined using a thematic analysis 

(Ryan and Bernard, 2003). The quantitative data was derived from an online 

questionnaire which was hosted between June 2012 and February 2013. It collected 

48 responses from CPC staff members, representing 75% of the total CPC 

population. This data was examined using Social Network Analysis (SNA). 

 

5.2.4 Ethics 

There were two significant ethical considerations which impacted on how the 

research was conducted: consent and anonymity.  

For the interviews, informed consent was obtained by means of the following 

procedure: 

 

1. After approaching a potential NAP interviewee at the seminar and securing 

preliminary agreement to participate, an email was sent with an information sheet 

attachment (appendix I) detailing the study. The email asked potential participants 
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if they were still happy to participate, and if so to select an interview date and time 

from a list (or suggest another if none were suitable).  

2. On the interview day itself, a copy of the information sheet was given to the 

participant and they were asked to co-sign a consent form with me (appendix II). 

This procedure was completed prior to the interview commencing. 

 

For the online questionnaire, obtaining informed consent was trickier. Following the 

advice of Madge (2007), respondents logging onto the host website were first 

greeted with an information sheet. Respondents were asked to read carefully and 

click a button confirming that they had done so. To consent, respondents were 

asked to type their name and press an ‘accept’ button, thus giving their consent and 

beginning the questions proper on the following page.  

In both the interviews and online questionnaire, participants were informed that 

there were no known risks to participating, and they were free to withdraw their 

participation at any time. However, this is significantly easier for the online 

questionnaire respondents than for the interviewees as it simply entails the 

respondent closing the browser. The interviews required an ethically reflexive 

process of ‘ongoing’ consent within the interview encounter and beyond. This 

required me, as an interviewer, to be vigilant to changes in expression (spoken and 

body language) which may signal discomfort (Wiles et al, 2006).  

The second issue was one of anonymity. Given that all of the research 

respondents/participants know each other, the way the data was anonymised and 

presented in this thesis had to be carefully considered. As Punch argued: ‘The cloak 

of anonymity may not work with insiders who can easily locate the individuals 

concerned’ (1994: 92). This is particularly true when researching in close 

professional communities. Following the advice of Snyder (2002), research 

participants were informed that they and their employer may be identifiable in the 

research. This fact was detailed in the consent form (appendix II). Research 
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participants who did not want to be identifiable had their transcripts subjected to a 

process of redaction and alteration in which some details were censored or subtly 

changed, such as removing job titles, or replacing references to specific 

organisations with more general ones. Such a process has consequences for how 

their quotations are represented in this thesis. Some of the interviewees are senior 

civil servants and did not want to be identifiable. This has implications for the 

strength of their evidence as their words would carry more weight if they were 

attributable to them. But in the interests of confidentiality, their specific roles within 

their respective organisations, and the names and details of the organisations 

themselves (except the CPC and the more generic term of ‘Scottish’ and ‘UK’ 

Government) are obscured; thus, the power of some of the quotations is, 

unfortunately, diminished.  

At a procedural level, a self-audit ethical review was passed at level 1 in August 

2011 through the University of Edinburgh’s postgraduate (research) (College of 

Social Sciences) ethical procedure and is presented in appendix III. All data was 

secured as directed by the University of Edinburgh’s data guidelines (the University 

of Edinburgh, undated document). Interview transcripts were anonymised and 

stored on a password-protected PC. Pseudonyms are used in this thesis, and details 

which may identify individuals were removed.  

 

5.3 Methods of data collection 

As this thesis is about KE seminars, and the wider social context in which they exist, 

it is prudent to examine first-hand those events which are central to the thesis. Yet 

the thesis is primarily concerned with the views of those who participated in them. 

Thus, KE seminars are examined from the perspective of the researcher (myself) 

through observation and the perspectives of their participants through interviews.  



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Methodology 112 

There were three methods of data collection used in this research: observation of KE 

seminars as a pilot, semi-structured interviews, and an online questionnaire. This 

section describes the process of each method.   

 

5.3.1 Observation of seminars 

By observing and recording details of seminars, it was possible to develop a 

researcher-centred account of what was occurring in those events before 

interviewing participants about their individual motivations for, and experiences of, 

participating in them.  

This gave the researcher (myself) a better grounding in understanding the nature of 

interactions between seminar participants first-hand, rather than relying solely on 

the participants’ recounting of those events. This approach ‘is of particular value 

where behaviours and interactions (whether acted, spoken or written) need to be 

understood in “real world” contexts’ (Richie, 2003: 34). By participating and 

recording the details of seminar events, it becomes possible to ask interview 

participants questions which are relevant and tangible to them. Furthermore, it 

situates me as an ‘insider’ which, it was hoped, would lead to a greater depth in 

detail in the questioning because I was able to ask details about an event in which 

we were both participating.  

While observation was included in the data collection, none of that data is included 

in this thesis as evidence. Instead, the observation was treated as a pilot. While most 

pilots act as a miniature test of the research design and instruments (such as testing 

a questionnaire or interview schedule), this need not always be the case. Teijlingen 

and Hundley (2001) developed a typology of 16 types of pilot studies; not all of 

them miniature versions of the study proper. Some are designed to explore the 

parameters of the research or help design the research instruments, which was the 

purpose of observation in this PhD research. It is the groundwork for the proper 

study which is particularly important for relatively new research terrains 

(Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998).  
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The observation pilot served four purposes. First, attending and observing KE 

seminars created observational data which was used to shape the content of the 

interview schedule. Second, it facilitated access to potential NAPS interview 

participants. By physically being present at the KE seminars it was possible to talk 

to potential participants, swap contact details, and eventually recruit them via 

subsequent emails. Third, by participating in these seminars it was hoped that this 

would enrich the quality of the interviews by repositioning myself from a naïve 

outsider to that of an insider with a shared experience (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 

2009). Fourth, the observation data was useful in assisting the interpretation of the 

interview data. 

 

Criteria for inclusion in seminar observation 

Access to the case study sites (KE seminars) was facilitated by CPC academics who 

acted as gatekeepers. This was helped by my status as a CPC member and the fact 

that this research is a product of a CPC-funded studentship.   

There were 5 inclusion criteria for a CPC KE seminar to qualify for observation. 

 

1. The seminar must be a ‘CPC’ event. This means that the event must be 

organised by, or co-organised with, CPC members and branded (or co-

branded) as a CPC event. It must include discussing CPC-funded research in 

the seminar programme schedule.  

2. The seminar must be a ‘knowledge exchange event’ which was designed and 

targeted primarily for a non-academic professional audience. Some of the 

seminars were targeted for members of a wider public. These were excluded. 

3. The seminar must be openly advertised. A small number of the CPC’s KE 

activities were ‘closed’ events meaning they were hosted exclusively for a 

targeted audience; usually senior civil servants or politicians. Such events 
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were not publicly advertised, and were thus excluded. Only KE seminars 

which were openly advertised and permitted any NAP to participate if they 

chose (even if registration was required), were included.    

4. The events included for observation were those organised between 

September 2011 and December 2012. This inclusion criterion was determined 

by the specific start date of my PhD (year 2 of my PhD programme). Many of 

the CPC’s KE seminars did not fall within the data collection period as many 

of the CPC’s dissemination activities only occurred after 2012 as individual 

research projects were being completed.  

5. Most of the KE seminars attended were in Scotland (9), 3 were in England 

(representing a 3:1 ratio). This decision was based on pragmatism as budgets 

were tight and my own location in Scotland meant it was difficult to attend 

an equal number of seminars in both countries. Therefore, it was decided to 

focus on CPC seminars held in Scotland, but efforts were made to attend 

some of the seminars in England. It should be noted here that an 

overrepresentation in participating in Scotland-based KE seminars does not 

mean that Scottish Consortium academics are overrepresented, as a number 

of KE seminars held in Scotland involved academics from Soton.  

 

12 KE seminars met the criteria and were included in observation over the 10 month 

period between September 2011 and December 2012.  

 

Method of recording observation data 

Observational data was recorded in diaries in line with an approach advocated by 

Carspecken (1996) in his writing on observations in an educational setting.  

Carspecken recommends using two diaries in observation. The first is the ‘primary 

record’ which records descriptions of events as they are unfolding during the KE 
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seminars. It attempts to use low-inference language. The second is the ‘field diary’ 

which is a preliminary form of analysis. It was written immediately after the 

seminar event, and its purpose was to record the researcher’s reflections on the 

event. It was used to produce questions and themes which were ultimately 

developed into the interview schedules.  

Having two diaries helps with the validity of the research as it forces the researcher 

to think about how they separate a factual description of the events from how they 

are interpreted (Carspecken, 1996).  

 

5.3.2 Semi-structured interviews 

The majority of the evidence presented in this thesis derives from one-to-one, face-

to-face, semi-structured interviews. There were three exceptions to this: 2 CPC 

administration staff were interviewed together, and 2 interviews with NAPs were 

conducted via Skype (one on a Scottish Island, and another in London). This was 

done because of practical constraints.  

The strengths of this method are its ability to obtain a rich source of qualitative data 

in which interview participants can speak about their experiences, motivations, and 

actions in their own words. Their voice is important as the interviewees are highly 

educated and articulate participants who are more than capable of speaking for 

themselves (Burnham et al, 2004). This allowed the research to reflect the 

participants’ own contribution and ‘inside’ knowledge, and to let their narratives 

take precedence within the evidence being produced in this thesis (Morris, 2009). 

Semi-structured interviews also allow participants the freedom to raise additional 

points, or draw attention to connections between different issues in ways that closed 

questions cannot. It also gives the researcher the liberty to ask further questions as a 

rejoinder to what may later become subthemes. A semi-structured interview also 

provides a basis for a level of comparable data across the interviews which open 

interviews cannot (Bryman, 2012). 
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Being face-to-face allows for synchronous communication. This makes it possible to 

experience social cues and body language; helping build rapport and engage in 

nuanced dialogue where the body matters within social exchange (Opdenakker, 

2006; Goffman, 1966; 1971)  

One weakness of this approach is the issue of social desirability bias - where 

respondents answer in ways which they think the researcher wants to hear. This can 

affect the validity of the research (Morris, 2009). This can be salient when 

interviewing colleagues as there is a mutual desire between the interviewer (me) 

and the interviewee to remain on cordial terms, with each person attempting to be 

‘helpful’ to the other and prevent the interview from being a socially awkward 

experience. 

 

The research instrument: interview schedule 

The research instrument used was an interview schedule.  

The schedule was developed from questions raised during the KE seminar 

observation. A list of possible questions was drawn up. These were reduced and 

organised in order to be coherent. Two decisions were made at this stage. First, was 

to develop two separate (but similar) schedules - one for CPC members who were 

involved in organising/hosting KE seminars (appendix IV) and another for non-CPC 

NAPs who participated in those events (appendix V). Second, following the advice 

of Mason, the interview questions were ordered to start with ‘situational rather than 

abstract’ questions (2002: 64). These ‘situational’ questions were based on the shared 

common experience of co-participating in the KE seminars. By doing this, it was 

possible to contextualise otherwise abstract questions. Both the interview schedules 

contained four sections. These were:  
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1. The career trajectories of the respondent; 

2. Experiences of communicating with academics/NAPs; advantages and 

disadvantages of different ways of communicating/finding research; 

3. Social networks; exploring the importance of professional contacts; 

reputations, leadership, expertise; and  

4. Barriers and opportunities for engaging with academics/NAPs.  

 

Each section contained several questions, and for each of those questions there were 

possible prompts to elicit responses, if required.  

 

The interviewee sample 

The research sought to collect the views of both CPC members who organised KE 

seminars and non-CPC NAPs who attended them. It also sought to gather the views 

of those based in Scotland and England. Thus, the design called for a purposive 

sampling strategy which allows for the incorporation of two of these different 

‘dimensions’ (Robson, 2011; Ritchie et al, 2003). The two ‘dimensions’ chosen for the 

sample were the respondents’ location (Scotland or England), and their employer 

organisation (CPC or non-CPC). This choice reflects the geographic distribution of 

the CPC (see chapter 2) and devolved nature of some of the government structures 

of the UK. For example, some civil servants work for the Scottish Government, 

others the UK Government. Local Authorities in England are responsible to 

Westminster, while Scottish Local Authorities are responsible to Holyrood. Finally, 

the statistical agencies are devolved, with the National Records of Scotland (NRS) 

being based in Edinburgh, and the Office of National Statistics (ONS) based in 

Titchfield (near Southampton). As a result of these structural arrangements between 

the CPC and the state, it was decided to ensure that NAPs in both Scotland and 

England were represented in the sample.  
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In total, 27 interviews were carried out between September 2011 and December 

2012. Participants were given pseudonyms which are presented in appendix VI 

along with their attributes. CPC members included permanent academics, academic 

researchers (those on contracts linked to specific CPC funded projects), and 

administration staff (who assist academics in organising KE events and have some 

responsibilities for circulating information across the CPC’s professional networks). 

The non-academic professionals were people who had attended at least 1 CPC KE 

seminar. The NAP interviewees in this research worked for:  

  

1. The UK or Scottish civil service – including policymakers and members of 

their support teams. It includes participants from various government 

departments; 

2. Statutory agencies – including those responsible for gathering and analysing 

state statistics, such as the ONS, NRS and the NHS; or  

3. Local authorities – including organisations funded through public money to 

support local authorities in England and Wales such as COSLA and the 

LGA.  

 

There were no interviewees from Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) or 

commercial organisations, although they were not excluded. This probably reflects 

the nature of the CPC’s demographic research which may be of more interest to 

public institutions than commercial ones. The sample framework presenting the 

‘dimensions’, and the numbers of interviewees in each category, are presented in 

figure 8.  
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 CPC members Non-academic 

Professional (non-CPC) 

England Academic (5)   4 (5)   4 England 

 Administration (2)   2   

Scotland Academic (5)   7 (5)   10  Scotland 

 TOTAL         13         14  

 

Figure 8 Sample frame of interview participants  

(Note: Numbers in (brackets) indicate minimum desired sample size within the group while the 

number in bold is the actual number interviewed).  

 

Method of recruitment 

The CPC academics were more or less aware of this PhD’s existence from the start. 

From September 2011, CPC academics were asked to keep me updated about any 

KE activities, especially seminars, they were planning. All were happy for me to 

attend their events, and to interview them afterwards. No CPC members rejected 

the request for participation. 

The method of NAP recruitment took a site-based approach. Arcury and Quandt, 

(1999) offer helpful insights to recruiting research participants from ‘sites’ where 

potential participants congregate, eg public places, employment premises, religious 

and community buildings.  

In terms of the procedures at site-based recruiting approaches, Arcury and Qandt 

(1999) recommended two techniques: to use gatekeepers to identify potential 

participants, and to ask them to introduce the researcher to them; or for the 

researcher to approach possible candidates directly to request participation. My 

own preference was for the latter. Potential participants were approached during 

tea or lunch breaks and told about the PhD research. After this initial contact, I 

followed up via email to arrange interviews.  
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Regardless of the method of recruitment, it was important to keep records of the 

characteristics of the participants to ensure that the distribution of the sample 

followed that of the design, and to make a special effort if certain subgroups were 

becoming underrepresented in the target sample. This made the recruitment process 

an ongoing dynamic one, involving continual monitoring. 

19 NAPs were approached using the site-based technique, and from this 13 people 

were successfully interviewed, a participation rate of 68%. 5 participants did not 

respond to the follow-up email, and 1 said that they were no longer able to offer any 

time to be interviewed. 

 

The interviews 

Once they agreed to participate in principle during the seminars, potential 

interviewees were emailed with an information sheet about the study which 

allowed them to consider the project in their own time. 

In Scotland the interviews occurred between one and three weeks after the seminar. 

In England the interviews were sooner as I was only based in Southampton for two 

weeks over two occasions. A change in one interviewee’s schedule lead to one 

interview being rescheduled and conducted via Skype. A second participant in 

Scotland was interviewed via Skype because of their remote location.   

21 interviews took place either in the respondents’ office or in a private space within 

their employment premises. 1 took place in my office. 3 took place in cafés near the 

interviewees’ workplace, and 2 via Skype. The interviews lasted between 35 and 155 

minutes, with a mean average of 54 minutes.  
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Method of recording interview data 

Transcription is a powerful act of representation of those who gave their time and 

knowledge to the research (Oliver et al, 2005). Yet it is not a neutral process and I, as 

the transcriber, exert a powerful influence on that process. 

In order to retain the participants’ ‘voice’ within the evidence, the interviews were 

audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Transcriptions were then read alongside a 

second listening to ensure that the words were accurately recorded. The transcripts 

were read a final time, this time for readability. The transcripts were edited at this 

stage to ensure that the participants’ meaning was clear and that the narrative 

flowed, unhindered by superfluous words, false sentence starts, confusing idioms, 

etc. It is important to reflect on the limitations of representing spoken language 

through written text (Ross, 2010) yet ensure some form of consistency to make those 

words comprehensible in written form. A protocol was developed in order to 

ensure grammatical, syntax, and stylistic conformity across the transcript data - this 

is presented in appendix VII. Thus, there is a compromise in the transcription 

process between accurately reflecting the interview participants’ words, and 

creating a comprehensible, standardised transcript document in the written word. 

 

5.3.3 Online questionnaire 

An online questionnaire was used to generate data for a social network analysis 

(SNA).  

There are a number of ways to obtain network information such as through 

questionnaires, interviews, self-completed diaries, or observation (Wasserman and 

Faust, 1995; van Duijn and Vermunt, 2006; Crossley, 2010; Heath et al, 2009). 

Questionnaires are more limiting in that they can only examine specific types of 

relationships. But it means they have clearly defined boundaries and allow the 

researcher to ask respondents to identify their own professional contacts in a 

systematic and standardised way. This thesis used a whole network (census) 
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approach. Whole networks are when information is collected about all actors’ 

professional ties within a bounded entity (in this case, the CPC) (Hanneman and 

Riddle, 2005; Heath et al, 2009). It is not a sample.  

It was decided to conduct the questionnaire electronically and online. This has a 

number of advantages, both for the respondent and the researcher (van Selm and 

Jankowski, 2006; Wright, 2005). For the respondents there is no need to post 

physical questionnaires back to the researcher, increasing the likelihood of 

completion. For the researcher, an online questionnaire is easier to distribute to the 

respondents, data is less prone to input errors, and it is easier to input data to Excel 

(Microsoft). It is easier to then upload those files to the SNA software – UCINet and 

NetDraw (Analytic Technologies).  

While online questionnaire templates are very common and freely available for 

purchase, a disadvantage is that the format required for social network analyses 

depends on a system called ‘piping’ where respondents’ answers are used to 

generate a bespoke follow-up question. The lack of functionality in generic online 

templates to pipe questions has long been a source of difficulty for researchers 

interested in using online questionnaire templates to generate social network data. 

After email exchanges with a number of online questionnaire providers, it became 

clear that piping questions more than once was not possible (although in the last 

few years a number of products which do pipe multiple times have come onto the 

market). At the time of this research, the only solution was to design a website to 

host a bespoke questionnaire. This online questionnaire was programmed by me 

and a professional software programmer7. However, there were a number of initial 

bugs in the software which were reported by 5 respondents. The bugs created a 

situation where some pages failed to load or correctly pipe questions which  

                                                 

7 I am entirely indebted to Graham Cannell for spending weeks with me every evening trying to 

programme the online questionnaire.   
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discouraged participation. Those 5 participants did eventually go on to complete the 

survey, but they felt that their time had been wasted. A further issue was that the 

questionnaire, while not long, is tedious. 

 

The research instrument: online questionnaire 

The research instrument was a self-completed online questionnaire. It was hosted at 

http://www.cpc-socialnetworks.com/ from June 2012 to March 2013.  

The questionnaire was designed to try and understand the connections that each 

CPC member had with other CPC members, and their non-CPC NAP connections. 

The questionnaire had a databank of every CPC member, plus NAPs who had some 

formal/contractual connection to the CPC (such as those on the advisory board). It 

also contained open-questions for respondents to nominate NAPs (and their 

organisations) with whom they had a professional relationship in connection with 

their CPC-funded research. 

The questionnaire is reproduced in appendix VIII. The opening page details the 

information about the study and basic instructions. Respondents are then required 

to type their name and other basic information about themselves. The entry of their 

name then removes it from the database of names so they are not answering 

questions about their connection to themselves. Each question within the 

questionnaire had had ‘more information’ button which elaborated on the question 

being asked, if more guidance was needed. There were four sections in the 

questionnaire: 

 

1. The frequency of interaction with named persons within the CPC. This 

examined how often respondents communicate with others. This was ranked 

along a Likert scale from 0 (Never) to 3 (Most days/ daily). 

http://www.cpc-socialnetworks.com/
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2. The importance of interaction with named persons within the CPC. This list 

was generated by the piped responses from question 1. This examined how 

important each contact was. It is possible to speak to a person every day, but 

without it being of much importance. Conversely, some people might only 

communicate once a month, but it was vitally important for them. The 

responses were ranked from 0 (Not at all important) to 3 (Very important).  

3. The person or persons to whom the respondents would turn to in order to 

discuss the dissemination of their CPC-funded research to non-academic 

audiences.  

4. Respondents were asked to cite their NAP contacts outwith the CPC.  

 

The population  

The population being questioned was every CPC member, including: all the 

academics, the administrative team, and those on the Centre’s advisory board. At 

the time the data was collected there were 64 CPC members. There were 48 

completed responses, representing 75% of the CPC population.  

In the final question, respondents were asked for the names of their non-CPC NAP 

contacts. This information was separated into 6 categories, those working in: 

Government (national), local government, NGOs, public organisations (eg the 

NHS), profit-making organisations, and others. The 48 CPC members who 

completed the questionnaire nominated a total of 39 NAPs and their organisations. 

This makes the total network n=87.  

 

Method of recruitment  

In June 2012, a bulk email was circulated inviting CPC members to respond to the 

questionnaire. This was followed up by two further bulk emails; one from myself 
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and another from a CPC co-director. Initial uptake was slow. It was then decided to 

send individually tailored emails to CPC members who had not yet completed the 

questionnaire. This was done in November and December 2012 and was very 

effective.   

 

Method of recording data 

Once respondents had ‘submitted’ their responses, the data was stored in an online 

databank. The data was both numeric (questions 1-3) and textual (question 4). This 

was then downloaded into Excel. The data was manipulated to conform to a format 

that could be understood by the social network software, UCINet and NetDraw 

(Analytic Technologies).  

 

5.4 Method of analysis  

This section now describes how the data collected was analysed.  

 

5.4.1 Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts 

The interview data was analysed thematically. This common method of analysis 

was selected because it is flexible; it is an ongoing process in which sections of the 

textual data are organised and grouped into themes and subthemes for theoretical 

and/or analytical purposes.  

Developing the analysis involved three tasks: building hierarchies of themes and 

subthemes, reducing those hierarchies into a manageable few, and building an 

argument by linking data to theoretical models (Ryan and Bernard, 2003: 85). 

Thematic analyses might present data on the most common themes raised, or opt 

instead to describe unusual themes that emerged from the interviews. This thesis 

attempts to do both, where the empirical chapters draws attention to themes which 
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were common across the interviews, as well as indicating the diversity of opinion 

that existed. It is an ongoing and reiterative process.  

The thematic analysis began with the structure of the interview schedule itself, 

which was arranged in broad themes.  The resulting 27 transcripts were uploaded to 

the NVivo software (QSR International). Thematic categories can be identified using 

an inductive approach (data lead, sometimes called a ‘grounded approach’), or a 

priori approach (using themes derived from the existing literature and research 

pilot) (Ryan and Bernard, 2003: 88). This thesis takes the latter approach where the 

pilot and interview schedule were the priori themes (ibid). The initial meta themes 

were:  

 

1. Academic and non-academic career paths 

2. Professional social networks 

3. Forms of disseminating/receiving academic research knowledge 

4. Motivations for organising/attending KE seminars 

5. Opportunities and barriers to organising/attending KE seminars 

6. Preparing for KE seminars 

7. Post-seminar activities and outcomes.  

 

Ryan and Bernard (2003) offer a helpful framework of 8 different approaches to the 

coding process. In practice, many of these are combined. The analysis drew heavily 

on the ‘constant comparison method’ which focused on the similarities and 

differences across and within the transcripts. Similarities are most evident in the 

repetition of points, words, or phrases across the transcripts; with multiple 

respondents mutually collaborating with one another to form a consensus view. 

Differences are most evident when interviewees offer atypical responses. The 

process involves the researcher constantly asking: ‘is this similar or different to what 
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the interviewee said earlier’ (within)? And: ‘is this different or similar to what others 

have said’ (across)? The answers to these questions develops the analysis. However, 

Ryan and Bernard (2003) warn against two problems. One is what they called 

‘lumping,’ where researchers conducting the analysis attempt to minimise 

differences in order to find overarching themes. The other is when researchers focus 

too much on the minutiae and ends up identifying many sub-themes. This increases 

the nuance but reduces the number of instances within each sub-theme. Both come 

with analytical problems and the investigator must decide on an ongoing reflexive 

basis where a subtheme may break into two or more subthemes, or the reverse, 

where two or more subthemes need to be brought together.  

 

5.4.2 Social network analysis  

The questionnaire data was analysed using Social Network Analysis (SNA). SNA 

posits that organisations such as the CPC are not homogeneous organisational 

edifices, but are created through a network of actors who have complex 

interpersonal relationships with one another. SNA allows for an examination of 

those patterns of social ties between people. Different social ties among people 

create functions and roles for individuals within the network, which they may 

neither been aware of nor appreciate its significance to the network as a whole. 

Viewing an organisation as a network allows an exploration of how those 

organisations work at the network level which shape actors’ opportunities and 

constraints within the wider social system in which they operate (Best et al, 2008; 

Brass et al, 2004: 75). For example, SNA can identify those in brokerage positions, 

liaison or leadership roles which can shape how information is moved around a 

network (Borgatti and Cross, 2009).  

SNA draws on graph theory to create sociometrics which can be used to construct 

sociograms – graphic visualisations of actors and their relationship to one another 

(Robins, 2015; Borgatti et al, 2009; Butts, 2009; van Duijin and Vermunt, 2006). Both 
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the sociogram and the sociometrics which underpin them will be presented in this 

thesis as evidence.  

The basis of SNA rests on two concepts: nodes (actors), and edges (relationships 

between those actors).   

Actors are the entities under examination. They are represented in the sociographs 

as nodes. They can be people, departments, organisations, cities, states, etc (Butts, 

2009). In this thesis, a node is a member of the CPC or one of their NAP contacts. 

Nodes have attributes in the same way as conventional quantitative analyses: sex, 

age, occupation, etc, which can be analysed using conventional statistical methods 

to identify how such attributes may shape the wider network (ibid).  

Relationships are the connection that holds actors together. They are represented in 

sociograms as the lines (edges) connecting the nodes. 

A pair of nodes is connected by an edge and is called a dyad. The relationship 

between all dyads’ collective connections with each other is what creates the 

network (Robin, 2015; Wasserman and Faust, 1995). Every actor has multiple types 

of relationships to other actors and they are simultaneously members of multiple 

networks (ie friendship networks, family networks, professional networks). This 

thesis is only concerned with the CPC members’ connection to other CPC members 

and their NAP contacts.  

Connections between dyads also have a temporal element. Some relationships may 

last many years while others may be episodic and focus on a single event. They can 

vary in intensity over time. This is a methodological problem common to all SNA 

(Borgatti et al, 2009), and is particularly pertinent if relationships develop for 

specific purposes and for a fixed duration to fulfil a specific goal – for example 

around the organisation of a KE seminar – before quickly disappearing. This 

requires the researcher to make judgements about how temporality is understood 

within social networks.  
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The questionnaire data was first converted into Excel (Microsoft) tables. Attribute 

data was tabulated as a conventional data array while the network data was 

converted into an adjacency matrix (Hanneman and Riddle, 2005). 

Scores from the ‘frequency-’ and ‘importance’ of interactions questions were ranked 

from 0 (never/not at all) to 3 (most days/very important). The scores were multiplied 

together. They were then converted to binary to create the data for edges. (It is 

binary so that a connection either exists between two nodes, or it does not.) Any 

score ≥1 is marked as an edge and a score of 0 is not. (A person may interact a lot 

with a colleague (ranked 3), but that contact might be completely unimportant 

(ranked 0), so the overall score is 0). The matrices consist of undirected ties, 

reflecting an assumption of symmetry. This means if actor A claims a relationship to 

actor B, then the analysis assumes that actor B has a relationship to actor A. This is 

common in SN analyses as directional ties are extremely complex mathematically, 

and would add very little insight to this thesis (Wasserman and Faust, 1994). The 

majority of social network analyses requires symmetrical data (Robins, 2015; Scott, 

2007; Hanneman and Riddle, 2005). Such an approach also acts as compensation for 

those who did not respond to the questionnaire. Even if Actor B did not complete 

the questionnaire, it is possible to say something about their relationships if Actors 

A, C and D all claimed to have a connection with actor B.  

The following sections present the method for conducting the four primary types of 

SN analyses which are presented in the empirical chapter which follows.  

 

Network density analysis  

Network density analysis can offer insights into the speed and routes through 

which information passes through networks, and the extent to which actors 

facilitate the dissemination and diffusion of information across their network. This 

clearly has implications for the KE field. This measure is relevant to this thesis 

because the more interpersonal connections between actors the greater the density, 
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making it easier for information to move across all parts of a wider social network 

than is possible for less dense networks.  

Actors within a network are not uniformly connected to each other and a density 

analysis is a measure of network cohesion (Borgatti et al, 2009). The density score is 

socio-centric; in other words, does not examine actors’ individual connections, but 

rather the density of the whole network, or parts of the whole network. This latter 

technique has been used in this thesis where parts of the CPC network have been 

partitioned by attribute (Hanneman and Riddle, 2005). When partitioned, the 

density score is given for the nodes within that partition but includes their ties to 

nodes outside the partition. This has been done to examine how certain attributes 

affect the structure of the CPC network, these are:  

 

1. Location (partitioned into: Scotland, England) 

2. Institution (partitioned into: Southampton, St. Andrews, Edinburgh, Stirling, 

Strathclyde) 

3. Role (partitioned into: Professor, administrator, academic, academic 

researcher [Research Fellow/Associate], PhD student). 

 

As the analysis used undirected ties between dyads, network density is very simply 

calculated by counting the number of actual edges as a proportion of all possible 

edges. Network density is equal to half the sum of the edges, minus 1 (Robin, 2015; 

Scott, 2007) (the -1 comes from the fact that a node cannot be connected to itself). 

Therefore, where n is the number of actors and where l is the number of connections 

that all the actors have (to either the whole network or parts of the network, if 

partitioned), then the formula for density (D) is simply:   D =  

The result is a ratio expressed as a decimal fraction. 
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Centrality analysis  

Centrality analysis is an examination of the importance or prominence that each 

actor has within the wider network structure. Actors who have more ties may be in 

an advantaged position because they have access to more people, are able to call on 

more resources from across the network, are more likely to catch information 

passing through a network, and are less dependent on other individuals because 

they have a number of different routes to reach other actors within the networks 

(Robins, 2015; Hanneman and Riddle, 2005; Scott, 2007). This has implications for a 

KE network as actors with high degree centrality can also act as liaisons or brokers 

between different parts of a fragmented network. Without those actors, a network 

may fracture into two or more components. Because of all this, actors’ centrality is 

linked to social influence and power (ibid).  

There are a number of methods to calculate actors’ centrality within a network 

(Bonacich, 1987). The standard form is the ‘degree-centrality’ measure. This 

examines the number of connections that each actor has within a network, which is 

then normalised by dividing that by the total number of possible connections. The 

more connections that an actor has, the higher their degree-centrality. This alone is a 

crude approach to centrality. A more sophisticatedd measure is the eigenvector 

centrality.  

Eigenvector centrality is built on the concept of ‘closeness.’ This refers to the 

shortest path required to connect any two actors within a network (called the 

geodesic distance). The more a node is used to connect one node to another in the 

shortest possible path (technically referred to as the ‘shortest farness,’ (Hanneman 

and Riddle, 2005), the greater that node’s importance in connecting the whole 

network. In other words, nodes with high eigenvector centralities are connected to 

other well-connected nodes. They are nodes through which actors/information must 

pass if they wish to reach other actors in the network. This idea is the basis of the 

eigenvector centrality measure (Robins, 2015; Bonacich, 1987). To illustrate the 

differences between ‘degree centrality’ and ‘eigenvector centrality,’ consider figure 
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9. It shows two actors: A and B. If one were to use ‘degree centrality,’ then actor B 

has a higher centrality than actor A because actor B as 4 out of a possible 12 ties in 

the network (a score of 0.33), whereas actor A only has 3 ties (0.25).  

 

Figure 9 Demonstration network  

While actor B has more connections than A, 3 of those connections do not connect to 

any other part of the network. They are called pendants: connected to the network 

by a single connection. Conversely, A has fewer connections, but those connections 

have a greater reach across the whole network; something that the degree-centrality 

analysis cannot recognise, but it is picked up by the eigenvector centrality measure 

which would mark actor A as more central to the network than actor B.  

Centrality measures link together the individual and network levels within the 

analysis. This method also allows an examination of the cohesion of the whole 

network by giving a ‘centralisation’ score. Networks which have high centralisation 

scores indicate that actors within them are more connected to each other and thus 

are described as more ‘equal.’ Low centralisation scores mean that there are many 

missing edges connecting nodes meaning that the network is less cohesive and held 

together by a smaller number of actors – it is more ‘unequal’. Figure 9 is typical of a 

very hierarchical structure like a company – with actor A the CEO, actor B the 

middle management, and the pendants the employees.  
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The relevance of this measure for this thesis is that it helps to show who is holding 

the CPC network together; how information moves within the CPC network, and 

how information is transmitted beyond it to others.  

 

Subgroup analysis  

One of the most interesting aspects of SNA is the ability to examine sub-structures 

within the network. Such analyses can identify cliques, reveal cleavage and 

divisions, identify semi-autonomous components, bridges, liaisons, brokers, and so 

on (Wasserman and Faust, 1995).  

In the context of SNA, ‘bridges,’ ‘liaisons,’ and ‘brokers’ all refer to specific positions 

within social networks. A ‘broker’ for example is a node which sits within one 

subgroup but has connections to another ‘outsider’ subgroup. To illustrate this, a 

CPC member might be connected to the Office of National Statistics (ONS), by 

maintaining a connection to a person within the ONS. By contrast, a ‘liaison’ in SNA 

terms is a person who is not formally/contracted connected to either the CPC or the 

ONS, but who maintains informal connections to both.  

There are several methods for identifying subgroups. They are separated into 

‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ approaches. The ‘bottom-up’ approaches starts with 

dyads and adds more connections until more nodes are added to the network to 

form components8. The ‘top-down’ starts with the whole network and identifies 

substructures by finding the fewest number of edges that can be removed to split 

the network into 2, 3, 4, etc components. This analysis uses top-down approaches; a 

faction analysis and a Girvan-Newman analysis.  

The faction analysis seeks to find groups within the network. It does this by 

permuting the adjacency matrix to try and calculate how many edges an actor 

                                                 

8 A ‘component’ is the name given to a network where all of its nodes are linked to the network 

through at least one other node. If a network is held together by one node, then removing that node 

may split the network into two. In such a case, the network is thus said to have two components. 
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would need to lose before they and their contacts detached from the main network. 

This technique is called the tabu search minimisation procedure. Within figure 9, 

this would be the edge which connects actor A and B being removed to detach actor 

B and her connections from the network. The test is an exploratory tool which does 

not identify cohesive subgroups and must be run a number of times with different 

cut off levels in order to find the best goodness-of-fit (measured as a Q score) (ibid). 

The second technique for finding subgroups is the Girvan-Newman analysis. This 

algorithm uses a different approach to the faction analysis because unlike the faction 

analysis, it is a self-iterative process which attempts to find cohesive subgroups. The 

procedure calculates the tie betweenness scores of each node and deletes edges until 

a cohesive group is detached from the network.  

A subgroup is ‘cohesive’ when the actors within an identified subgroup have strong 

and direct connections to others within the subgroup.  

Understanding such structures within networks is important in the context of this 

thesis for understanding how information may move across different parts of the 

network, or hindered by fractures within that network, all of which has 

consequences for how the CPC engages with KE practices.     

 

Core-periphery analysis 

In the previous section, I mentioned that a cohesive subgroup is when actors within a 

subgroup are relatively well connected to each other. Some social networks consist 

of a dense and cohesive core (with lots of connections between the actors), and a 

sparse and relatively unconnected periphery. Borgatti and Everett (1999) devised an 

algorithm for mathematically identifying such core-periphery structures which are a 

variation of a subgroup analysis. The technique identifies the degree closeness 

(geodesic distance) of each node by positioning it within a core and placing all other 
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nodes in the periphery within Euclidean space9. It is calculated from a correlation 

between the actors creating a ‘coreness’ score (Borgatti and Everett, 1999). It is a 

reiterative process which successively builds up a core by moving actors with the 

highest coreness scores from the periphery to join the original actor within the core.  

The relevance of this measure to this thesis is its ability to identify if the CPC has a 

core-periphery structure, and if so, who forms the core and who is on the periphery, 

and how such a structure shapes the CPC’s KE practices.  

 

5.5 Writing: the overall analysis  

Once the NVivo coding and SN analyses were completed, the next stage was the 

thesis-writing process. Writing is not a neutral act, and it involves making decisions 

about what evidence to present; what quotations to replicate, what sociograms to 

include, and how to interpret them (Mauthner and Doucet, 2003; Crossley, 2010). 

The following analysis chapters were designed to pull together themes that would 

speak to each other and to the core interest of this thesis which is the KE seminars. 

The KE seminar is a shorthand for a process that is being exemplified by what is 

going on within them – it is a key site for the KE process which are situated within, 

and connected to, a wider social, economic, and political context.  

The analysis begins with the broad issues which are the CPC’s social networks and 

the wider economic and political context in which the KE seminars exist. As the 

analysis progresses through the empirical chapters, it narrows in focus until the 

final one describes the specific issue of the role of corporeal co-presence in shaping 

the nature of productive interactions within KE seminars.  

                                                 

9 Euclidean space simply refers to where nodes are within the sociograms. Algorithms such as 

multidimentional scaling places the nodes which are within the core into the centre of the sociograph, 

and surrounds less-connected nodes around it, pushing them to the physical periphery of the 

sociogram. This has the effect that nodes on the periphery of the Euclidean space are physically closer 

to each other, but are in fact closer only to the core.  
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Considering which quotations to include as evidence was difficult as it required 

compromises.  

First, quotations were sometimes chosen because they represented a typical or 

atypical view. Sometimes an interviewee’s views might be atypical because they 

differed from other interviewees’ evidence, contradicted, or added an extra 

dimension to other interviewees’ accounts. Quotations have been presented to 

demonstrate how interviewees might have contradicted themselves or other people, 

or might have held more than one viewpoint simultaneously. In other words, the 

analysis attempted to present some nuances.  

Second, while all the participants in this study are highly educated (with many 

holding senior-ranking academic and professional positions), some participants 

were clearer and more articulate than others. There was a temptation to use 

articulate interviewees’ evidence as quotations because they spoke eloquently. To 

avoid this, there was a conscious effort to ensure that the voice of every participant 

who was interviewed was included in this thesis.  

Third, by presenting some quotations and excluding others, the researcher is 

creating a second-order construct through this thesis (Aspers 2004; 2009). As part of 

this construction, the researcher interprets the words of the interviewees, and by 

presenting them outside their original context as quotations the researcher is 

framing the interviewee in a particular light. I have attempted to be alert to this and 

have included contextual detail to the quotations, where appropriate, in order to 

contextualise them and avoid ambiguity which might, inadvertently, attribute a 

view to the interviewee that they might not actually hold.   

Fourth, to deal with anonymity issues, specific details were removed from the 

analysis chapters including details of interviewees’ employers and their professional 

roles. This is a compromise as some of the interviewees’ quotations would carry 

greater weight if it were known who was speaking, given their senior professional 

positions.  
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Writing this thesis was a challenge. The thesis is both interdisciplinary – spanning 

the KE and sociological fields – and mixed methods (spanning the qualitative and 

quantitative methods – with the latter drawing on social network analysis). My 

background is in population geography and so most of my research experience 

comes from a quantitative tradition. For this thesis, I had to go on courses to learn 

how to use NVivo, UCINet, and NetDraw. The scale of data, both textual and 

numeric, was overwhelming for me, and it took a long time to develop a thesis plan 

which would draw out themes that would coherently fit together in the context of a 

single thesis.  

The thesis writing itself has been the most taxing aspect of the PhD programme. 

Earlier drafts of this thesis developed several ideas which did not make it into the 

finished work. Furthermore, I left my PhD programme between May 2013 and May 

2014 to take up a post at St. Andrews as a Research Fellow. When I returned to my 

PhD, it took me 6 months to find my bearings again. This loss of time then created 

anxiety.  

 

5.6 Reflexivity 

Although a technical process, the construction of a PhD thesis is not a neutral one. It 

is a process in which I am personally a part (Mauthner and Doucet, 2003). So, in 

light of this, this final section of the methods chapter offers some reflections on the 

research process. It consciously uses the first-person pronoun to place myself in the 

experience of researching and the many lessons I learnt from that process. 

 

5.6.1 On the process 

I kept a research diary throughout my PhD degree programme in order to record 

thoughts, ideas, choices I was faced with, the decisions I made and the 

consequences of those decisions for the research.  
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The SNA component of this thesis required the single greatest investment of my 

time. I had to learn the foundations and methods of SNA, the development of the 

questionnaire took time to programme and test, and the analysis took much longer 

than anticipated. This task was further complicated by the fact that the data which I 

had gathered does not specifically address the role of social networks in KE 

seminars. The reason for this is that initially my research did not seek to examine KE 

seminars alone. The thesis eventually became shaped around seminars as key sites 

of KE.  

The process of interviewing and conducting the thematic analysis was much more 

enjoyable. As my PhD is from a CPC studentship, negotiating access to the 

academic interview participants was simple. Even the NAP interviewees were 

happy to speak to me about their professional engagement with academic research 

through participating in KE seminars. The semi-structured interview allowed room 

for discussion which was enjoyable. Upon reading my research diaries, it became 

clear that academics were much more forthcoming in their engagement with the 

interviews than some of the NAPs. I noticed that (senior) academics engaged in a 

slightly more conversational style whereas NAPs tended to view the interview as 

more of a Q&A style; with me asking questions, them answering, then waiting for 

the next question.  

There are many aspects of the research process which I could reflect on but I have 

chosen to focus on four areas which are: working within and on institutions, and 

interviewing peers, researchers, and elites. These four aspects impacted the research 

more than any other with regard to how the interviews unfolded and how the 

interviewees’ accounts were shaped within the context of this research. 

 

5.6.2 On working within the institution under examination 

My PhD was funded by the CPC to examine CPC academics’ practices of 

disseminating their CPC-funded research to a non-academic audience. This made 

me an ‘insider’ which gave me easy access to the case study site, yet it also brought 
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challenges as it also placed me within the authority and the power structures of the 

institution which I was examining. As Munro et al (2004) comment, the research 

process itself will reveal power structures and dynamics within institutions when 

one is conducting research on it, even if such power dynamics are not directly under 

examination. I am within the CPC critically examining the CPC. It is the CPC’s 

policies and the decisions of those in positions of authority which shape my access 

to the sites (KE seminars) and the interview participants. I had to be reflective in 

keeping details about the constraints that the CPC placed on me, what was expected 

of me as one of their students, and as a researcher examining them. I kept emails, 

notes of policies, and details of conversations in my research diary to help me think 

about how the operation and exercise of power in everyday settings shapes how the 

interviews unfold and the potential problems that inattentiveness to those power 

dynamics can create (Nairn et al, 2005).   

 

5.6.3 On interviewing peers 

One of the greatest challenges of the research process was interviewing peers (or 

colleagues). It posed ethical challenges (Etherington, 2007; Wiles et al, 2006), data 

collection challenges (Chew-Graham et al, 2002), interpretation and representation 

challenges (McEvoy, 2002; Aberbach and Rockman, 2002), and reflexive challenges 

(Platt, 1981; Finlay, 2003; Bryman and Cassell, 2006).  

Most of the methodological literature assumes that research is conducted between a 

researcher and a group between whom no prior relationship exists, and from which 

no subsequent relationship is expected to develop (Platt, 1981). Yet in this study, I 

was interviewing some people with whom I had a pre-existing professional 

relationship, specifically some of the academics based in the Scottish Consortium. In 

fact, between May 2013 and 2014 I worked for some of the academics at St. Andrews 

as a Research Fellow. This all affected the nature and conduct of the interviews, and 

their resulting data (Coar and Sim, 2006; Chew-Graham et al, 2002). This situation 

meant I was working alongside and on colleagues within the CPC. This reality 
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required me to think about the practical and ethical implications with regard to how 

far participation in this research can be separated from other professional 

relationships which already existed, or might exist in the future.  

A further issue of consideration was the extent to which my CPC interviewees are 

‘peers.’ I am simultaneously a junior colleague, a peer, a researcher, and a student. 

‘Peer’ in this context does not connote equal status (Platt, 1981). My academic 

interviewees and I are peers within an organisation which also delineates its 

members in a hierarchical system. Chew-Graham et al (2002) and Coar & Sim (2006) 

offered guidance on how to reflect upon and deal with the power dynamics 

involved in interviewing peers who occupy different strata within hierarchical 

organisations. This is something I was sensitive to because I was interviewing 

academics from across that hierarchy: from researchers who had only recently 

completed their PhDs, to the Centre’s directors and administrators. How I 

communicated with a newly-appointed research fellow would be different to 

communication with a senior professor. 

The ESRC and the CPC expects academics which it funds to engage in KE activities 

(see chapters 2 and 3), and for me to examine those activities. Thus, it may be 

difficult for potential participants to refuse my interview request given this level of 

institutional expectation. Some CPC members may have felt pressured to accept my 

interview request in order to appear cooperative. Indeed, none of the CPC 

academics refused to be interviewed. I tried to make it very clear that participation 

was voluntary and that they were not obliged to participate in my research either by 

me or by the CPC.  

I got the impression that some academics felt that my presence at their seminars was 

to scrutinise their KE event.  I wrote in my research diaries after 2 interviews with 

junior academics (Research Fellows) that I felt that they thought I was interrogating 

them on their KE activities. The two research fellows in question even produced 

their CVs and listed their KE activities for me during the interview. I got the 

impression that they felt it was a test of their knowledge (Chew-Graham et al, 2002; 
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Coar and Sim, 2006). I had no such post-interview reflections with senior academics 

or NAPs.  

A further issue with interviewing peers is the impact that ‘insider’ status has on the 

data being produced. Being an ‘insider’ means that the interviewees and I share a 

broadly similar background and also an understanding of what is happening. This 

allows for ‘confessions,’ admission of errors, regrets, and mistakes (Platt, 1981; 

Chew-Graham et al, 2002). Many of the senior academic interviewees made such 

statements as ‘I’m not sure that this was particularly successful,’ or ‘this could have 

gone a lot better.’   

There are, however, disadvantages to ‘insider knowledge.’ ‘Insider’ status can 

produce ‘thin’ data as both parties know what is being described. This occurs when 

the interviewee does not explicitly outline what they mean by something in a way 

they might otherwise have done if they had been speaking to an ‘outsider’ (Coar 

and Sim, 2006; Bryman and Cassell, 2003). This issue only came to the fore during 

the transcription where interviewees were making connections between issues 

which, to an insider, seemed obvious, so at the time I did not ask questions about 

such connections, and, as a result, the data produced was slightly thinner than 

might otherwise have been the case. In later interviews, I endeavoured to make sure 

that I asked questions as if I was a naïve outsider. Yet doing this created a 

disjuncture. I found myself saying things such as: ‘I realise that I was at this seminar 

and that we spoke about it at the time, but I need you to tell me again what format 

the seminar took.’ Taking on the mantle of naïve outsider seemed artificial and 

created a tension: am I part of a shared community, or not? This dilemma of 

whether or not to take an ‘insider/outsider’ position was described in Harvey (2010). 

I took no stance at the time, and so my position varied both across interviews and 

within them. It was never resolved which stance I would take, but it was something 

that I was aware of.  
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5.6.4 On interviewing researchers 

My research interviewees were not only my ‘peers,’ but also researchers; all of 

whom were far more experienced than I. This made my ‘peers’ different from 

Chew-Graham et al (2002) and Coar and Sim’s (2006) studies of medical 

practitioners interviewing medical practitioners. It was, I felt, a double-edged 

sword. On the one hand, many of the CPC’s academics were gracious to me, 

particularly in the early days of interviewing where it must have been clear that I 

was nervous and inexperienced. On the other hand, most of these interviewees 

know how an interview ‘should be’ which put pressure on me. Some interviewees 

made comments about my research or the interview process or answered questions 

and then went on to try and analyse what they think that their answers means; pre-

empting the analysis. In other words, some academics were not submitting to the 

role of interviewee. Such problems can be salient if the researchers are part of a 

‘knowing community’ (Bryman and Cassell, 2006; Platt, 1981) - such as a community 

of social scientists as was the case here.  

The result of this was the opposite problem to what I felt about some of the junior 

academic interviewees, where they felt they were being interrogated. In this case, 

some senior academics made me feel that I was being examined on my own skill – 

which was limited at the time. Researchers interviewing researchers is a process 

fraught with anxiety. I felt this pressure and wanted the interview to be both 

‘correct’ and not socially unpleasant, particularly since, as mentioned before, I 

would be seeing these people in the future (Platt, 1981).  

 

5.6.5 Interviewing elites 

The status differentials between me and many of my interviewees were significant. I 

was interviewing senior academics, and many civil and public servants who should 

be considered ‘elites.’ Platt (1981) points out that there is a typical assumption that 

the interview encounter is between a powerful and knowledgeable interviewer, and 

a comparatively less knowledgeable and less powerful interviewee. This is not the 
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case in research which is ‘interviewing up.’ Desmond argues that there is inevitably 

an asymmetrical relationship between interviewer and interviewee; and there are 

different challenges which stem from ‘researching up’ as compared to ‘studying 

down’ (2004: 262; also Morris, 2009).   

Elites are fewer in number and possess specialist knowledge and so I am more 

dependent on their cooperation. Early on in my PhD programme, my supervisors 

asked me to prepare myself for interviewing elites. The work of Desmond (2004), 

Smith (2006), Wiles et al (2006), Rice (2009), and Harvey (2010), Morris (2009) and 

Mikecz (2012) were all helpful in shaping my thinking about some of the issues 

involved in ‘interviewing up.’ Interviewing elites often required dealing with 

intermediaries such as secretaries, accepting that interview dates might be changed, 

and sticking strictly to the time that they allocated to me (Desmond, 2004).  

While elites might be in a comparatively powerful position as they are in a position 

to influence and direct others, they are not a homogeneous group (Smith, 2006). 

‘Elites’ can occupy different positions of seniority within very different 

organisational structures. They too, I reflected in my research dairies, feel 

vulnerable, particularly when talking about (perceived) sensitive issues, despite 

being in a position of power.  

Smith’s (2006) work helpfully problematises this dualistic understanding of 

‘powerful elites’ versus ‘powerless others.’ She describes interviewing elites as one 

of negotiated, contested and inscribed power dynamics. Nairn et al (2005) points out 

that power is not a single characteristic such as a professional role within an 

organisation, but has multiple facets which can shift the power dynamics back and 

forth between the interviewer and interviewee. Desmond (2003) and Chew-Graham 

et al (2002) employed a technique where the interviewer assumed a supplicant role 

where they were the ‘pupil’ rather than an ‘expert’ so that they were not perceived 

as posing a threat in what can be a competitive and/or confidential environment. I 

attempted to deal with this by being as open and flexible as possible, attempting to 

be sensitive to the power dynamics unfolding within the interviews, and trying to 
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avoid areas which might create discomfort. As this required skill, I intentionally left 

elite interviews until the later stages of the data collection phase by which time I had 

built up confidence and a better understanding of power dynamics within the 

interview process.  

 

5.6.6 Interviewing over Skype 

As mentioned above, two interviews were conducted over Skype. The first was with 

a participant that I was supposed to meet in London during my time in 

Southampton. He had to reschedule the interview because of a clash in his diary. I 

initially thought he might have changed his mind about participating and was using 

this as a cover to opt out. I cautiously asked him if he still wanted to participate and 

he said that he was still happy to speak to me. He said I could interview him the 

following week but I was back in Edinburgh by then and I felt that it would not be 

cost-effective to travel to London to conduct what may be a short interview. I asked 

him if he was happy to be interviewed over Skype. He said that if it was over Skype, 

we could chat the following evening after he had returned home. I Skyped him 

while in Southampton. I reflected on the email exchange that the participant and I 

had in organising the Skype interview and it occurred to me that both of us 

implicitly framed this as the less desirable option – the alternative to be used when 

physically meeting is impractical.  

The interview itself was strange. Participating in semi-structured interviews is not 

normal for most people, neither is being recorded. Being conducted on Skype adds 

to this level of artificiality, I felt. The interview lasted for 41minutes, which is 

considerably shorter than the average. I also did not feel that we had built up a 

rapport across the interview encounter, nor did I feel that the interview was 

particularly fruitful.   

The second interview conducted over Skype was with ‘Mhari’ who works for a local 

authority on a Scottish Island. Mhari participated in the KE seminar via Skype. This 

was unusual so I emailed her after the seminar event to ask if I could interview her 
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regarding her experience of participating in a KE seminar in this way, and to get a 

rural perspective on practices of KE because at that time I was starting to think 

about how geographic distance shaped NAP’s participation in KE activities (and 

this is a theme which has now been incorporated into this thesis). She agreed to be 

interviewed but said that she was rarely on the mainland for work and so it would 

be difficult to arrange a place and time to meet. I offered to interview her over 

Skype – which she agreed to do. 

The one thing that was most obvious about Mhari’s interview was that she spoke in 

third person about her own employer and colleagues. This may be a local dialect, a 

personal idiom, or derived from the fact that she was speaking to me via Skype. If 

the latter, the implication of this is that she is emphasising social distance between 

herself and her own colleagues and employer when she was communicating to 

someone (me) who was geographically distant.  

Mhari’s interview was very fruitful in shedding light on some of the challenges that 

she and her colleagues faced in communicating not only with academics, but also 

other stakeholders and even colleagues from other local authorities. This interview 

was 1 hour 43 minutes long. However, this was not continuous talking as the screen 

froze, and at several times the connection cut out. This emphasised again distance 

and latterly shaped my thinking around the role of technology in the KE process. 

 

5.7 Summary 

This is an interdisciplinary thesis which draws on a mixed-methods research design. 

This chapter has presented the epistemological foundations of the thesis and the 

overall stages of the research design. It has detailed the specific methods of data 

collection and analysis. It has also presented some reflections on the research and 

thesis-writing process. The following four chapters now present the empirical 

findings of the PhD research.  
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6 The social networks of the Centre for Population Change 

6.1 Synopsis 

The contemporary Knowledge Exchange (KE) field has increasingly emphasised 

that knowledge exchange within the social sciences and humanities is not a linear or 

mechanical process, but a complex and social one. There is an emerging consensus 

in the field of the (sometimes critical) importance of interpersonal relationships 

between academics and Non-Academic Professionals (NAPs) (sometimes called 

‘linkage’) in facilitating the dissemination, uptake, and use of academic research 

(Morton, 2015; 2014; Wilkinson et al, 2012; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011; Nutley et 

al, 2010; 2007; Ward et al, 2009; Mitton et al, 2007; Lomas 2007; 2000; Jacobson et al, 

2006; Kramer and Cole, 2005; 2003; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Gabby and le May, 2004; 

Court and Young, 2003; Crewe and Young, 2002).  

When conceptualising interpersonal relationships, one must not consider them as 

single academics attached to a number of NAPs akin to a hub-and-spoke model. 

Instead, interpersonal relationships between academics and NAPs are complex and 

embedded within much larger networks which involve many people. Those 

networks are embedded within and across organisations which, in turn, shape the 

structure and nature of the network itself (de Jong et al, 2014; Best and Holmes, 

2010; Best et al, 2009; 2008).  

The dissemination of research beyond academia is often ad hoc and relies on 

informal networks and ‘serendipitous’ relationships (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011; 

Castro-Martínez et al, 2011; 2008; Percy-Smith, 2002). Yet those relationships (both 

formal (contractual) and informal) are embedded within a wider network of actors 

which are in turn shaped by institutions and organisational boundaries (Best and 

Holmes, 2010). Thus, understanding social networks becomes pertinent to 

understanding the social environment in which KE (and KE seminars more 

specifically) occur.  
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In the specific context of this thesis, KE seminars are not socially isolated – how they 

are organised, who finds out about them, and who attends them are all functions of 

the complex social networks in which people are connected to each other. This 

chapter examines those networks using Social Network Analysis (SNA) – a 

technique that some have suggested that the KE field needs to engage with more 

than it hitherto has done (Best and Holmes, 2010; Best et al, 2008; Leischow et al, 

2008). This thesis aims to contribute to that discussion. This chapter has two 

functions. 

The first is to answer the first research question: What is the social context in which 

CPC members’ disseminate their research?  The second is to demonstrate the 

viability of SNA as a methodological technique which may be useful to the KE field. 

SNA has the potential to be an important tool for KE scholars given what is known 

about the role played by interpersonal relationships and networks within the KE 

process. SNA can be combined with other sources of data (Crossley, 2010; 2008) to 

help our understanding of those complex interpersonal networks.    

This chapter achieves these two goals by integrating SNA and interview data where 

respondents/participants were asked about their connections to other CPC members 

and their NAP contacts which were relevant to their CPC-funded research. When 

analysed collectively, it was possible to reveal the complex network structures 

which can be described mathematically and then explained qualitatively through 

the interviews. By revealing the CPC’s network structure, it is possible to 

understand how CPC members strategically engage with each other, as well as 

NAPs (and their organisations), when disseminating their research beyond 

academia. 

Section 6.2 examines the CPC’s internal network and presents evidence which 

suggests that the CPC exhibits a core-periphery structure in which administration 

staff and several senior academics (mostly from Southampton, Soton) form a tight 

core, surrounded by a significantly less dense periphery (mostly constituted of less 

senior academic researchers, and those from the Scottish Consortium (SC)). 
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Evidence is then presented from a faction analysis which shows that the CPC has 

several factions within it which are delineated by Higher Education Institution 

(HEI) and geography. This is evidence of the impact that the CPC’s organisational 

boundaries and geographic distribution has had on the overall social network and 

cohesiveness of the Centre.  

Section 6.3 examines the CPC members’ internal KE network. It shows whom the 

CPC’s membership would contact in order to organise, advertise, or co-host KE 

activities. In essence, it is an attempt to explore how the CPC as an organisation 

collectively comes together to make KE activities happen. It presents evidence 

which shows that CPC academics would call on the assistance of the Centre’s 

administrative staff and a very small number of senior academics in their KE 

activities.  

Section 6.3 also identifies the non-CPC NAPs with whom CPC members are 

connected (in relation to their CPC-funded research). An interesting feature of the 

CPC’s KE network which emerged from the analysis was that there is very little 

overlap between the SC’s and Soton’s NAP contacts. The conclusion of this section 

is that the structure of the CPC and the UK’s public institutions discouraged CPC 

Soton academics from connecting and engaging with Scottish public institutions, 

and vice versa where CPC SC academics were not engaging with English (or UK) 

institutions.  

Section 6.4 draws together some conclusions. It discusses the role that geography 

and organisational boundaries have on the structure of the CPC network and the 

CPC memberships’ interpersonal connections to NAP. In other words, institutional 

boundaries and geography shape social networks and the knowledge exchange 

process. It concludes with a broader point about the value that SNA insights can 

offer the KE field which can help KE scholars understand the process of KE through 

relational and network perspectives (Best and Holmes, 2010; Leischow et al, 2008).  
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6.2 The internal structure of the Centre for Population Change 

This section is an examination of the internal network structure of the CPC; a SNA 

which only includes the CPC membership: co-directors, administrators, principal 

investigators, academic researchers, and PhD students.  

The purpose of mapping the CPC’s social network is simple: SNA does not assume 

that organisations like the CPC are homogeneous entities (Borgatti et al, 2009), but a 

network of professionals who have interpersonal relationships with one another 

that collectively constitute the Centre. SNA is a method to reveal those 

relationships. It is an examination of who interacts with whom within the CPC and 

is derived from questions 1 and 2 of the online questionnaire which asks about CPC 

members’ frequency and importance of contact between their peers. The result of 

this analysis is presented as a sociogram in figure 10 (overleaf).  

This sociogram has three interesting features. First, there appears to be a core group 

of actors within the network which is surrounded by a less integrated periphery. 

Second, as one would expect, not all CPC members are equally connected to the 

network. Some nodes have more edges (connections) than others. Those that have 

more connections are said to be more integrated into the network than those which 

have fewer. It appears from the data that the density of edges is shaped by 

professional role. Third, there appear to be several factions within the network. 

There is a tight cluster of members on the centre-right of figure 10, and a less dense 

grouping around the centre-left. These three interesting features warrant further 

analysis through an examination of the sociogram’s sociometrics (mathematical 

properties of the network). A possible explanation as to why those structures exist 

can then be sought through the interview data. 
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Figure 10 A sociogram of the internal CPC network structure. 
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6.2.1 A core-periphery analysis 

Picking up the first issue, as mentioned in the methods, the core-periphery analysis 

is a mathematical algorithm for identifying core and periphery actors within 

networks through a degree-coreness measure of each node (Borgatti and Everett, 

1999). This technique was used to examine whether it is true that the CPC has a 

core-periphery structure.  

The output of this algorithm is presented in appendix IX. Within appendix IX, the 

top left quadrant contains the names of actors who form a closely connected ‘core.’ 

Their nodes have been retroactively coloured purple in figure 10.  

It is clear that those within the core consist of the administration staff, the co-

directors and some of the research strand leaders. Around that core is the periphery 

which is constituted of other senior academics, academic researchers, and PhD 

students. A structure where there is a core of administrators and managers 

surrounded by a periphery of less-senior ‘employees’ is typical of traditional 

hierarchical organisations (Wasserman and Faust, 1995). What is interesting about 

the CPC ‘core’ is that two of its members, Toby and Cynthia, are somewhat 

separated from the rest (they are in the upper centre-left of figure 10). These actors 

are senior academics based in St. Andrews while the rest are in Soton. Again, this is 

typical of larger organisations which operate across several geographic locations 

where the leaders are physically based in different locations, yet who have stronger 

connections to each other than they do to those with whom they are physically co-

located. In other words, the CPC’s leaders are geographically dispersed but socially 

closer to each other than they are socially closer to those with whom they are 

geographically co-located. If this were a company, such a network would be 

interpreted as a hierarchical organisation with a corporate headquarters in Soton 

and a smaller regional office in St. Andrews.  
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6.2.2 Actor density analysis  

On the second observation, as stated earlier, outside of theoretical modelling, actors 

are never uniformly connected; some people are more embedded within the CPC’s 

network than others. Actors’ connections to the network are shaped by their 

function within it, their individual attributes, and other environmental factors 

(Wasserman and Faust, 1995). As mentioned earlier, sociogram 11 suggests that 

there are variations in the network density which is shaped by actors’ professional 

role within the CPC. The following analysis examines how professional role shapes 

CPC members’ integration into the Centre’s network by conducting a density 

analysis which is partitioned by professional role. 

The professional roles are separated into 5 groups. Senior academics are professors 

and readers. Academics are senior lecturers and lecturers. Academic researchers are 

research fellows and research associates, PhD students, and administrators. The 

results of the analysis are shown in figure 11. 

 

 Senior 

academics 

Academics    Academic 

researchers 

PhD 

students 

Admin. 

Senior academics 0.095 0.076 0.064 0.053 0.144 

Academics 0.040 0.044 0.045 0.033 0.080 

Academic researchers 0.066 0.035 0.034 0.039 0.090 

PhD students 0.049 0.011 0.022 0.042 0.067 

Administrators  0.320 0.220 0.210 0.178 0.300 

Total group density 0.570 0.386 0.0375 0.345 0.681 

Figure 11 Density of network, by actors’ professional role. 

(NB: bold shows intra-group density. Italicised shows total inter-group network density.) 

 

The results show that administrators are very integrated into the CPC network. 

They have the highest intra-group density (0.300, or 30% of all possible ties) and the 

highest network density (0.681, or 68% of all possible ties). The senior academics 
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(professors and readers) have a high density among themselves with just under 10% 

of all possible ties to other senior academics (0.095), and 57% of all possible ties 

across the whole network (0.57). Academics, academic researchers, and PhD 

students have between 34.5 and 38.6% of all possible ties across the whole network.  

The total network density of each of these 5 groups is visualised below in figure 12.  

Figure 12 Density of network, by actors’ professional role.  

 

Professors and readers have the highest inter-group connectivity of all the academic 

positions (ie excluding administrators). In other words, senior academics are better 

connected to each other and to other groups than the less-senior academics. Again, 

this is typical of a traditional hierarchical organisation structure (Wasserman and 

Faust, 1995) where there are strong connections between management, and between 

managers & employees, and less strong connections between employees.  

One of the most interesting features of figure 12 is the density of the administrators. 

This can be partly accounted for by the group’s population size. Yet the analysis on 

which figure 12 is based shows that the CPC’s administrators have the highest intra- 

and inter-group connectivity compared to the other four groups: they are well 

connected to other administrators (albeit, there are fewer of them) as well as 

academics (of all levels of seniority) across the CPC network.  

Administrators are very integrated into the CPC network and have more direct 

connections to other parts of the network than the academics do. This means that 
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they perform vital functions as they can see the flows of information as they pass 

through different parts of the network (Hanneman and Riddle, 2005). It is clear from 

the interviews with two of the CPC administrators that they recognised they were in 

a ‘unique position’ within the CPC:  

 

[So my job is to see] what they {academics} need from the 

Centre as a whole. If you think of the Centre as a pot, maybe, 

or a hub, so what do people need from us to do their job, to 

work effectively together to achieve their aims? And also 

what the people outside of that hub need from us, and what 

they can gain from the knowledge that we know? (Lisa, 

administrator, CPC).  

 

This quote illustrates Lisa’s awareness of her position within the Centre as one 

which connects people in the ‘hub’ to ‘work effectively together to achieve their 

aims.’ Her job is to try and connect the internal components of the network (and the 

evidence presented in figures 10, 11 and 12 would confirm that administrators do 

so), as well as reach the stakeholders beyond the Centre itself.  

While vital, the administrators do not reach every part of the network equally. 

Figure 11 shows that while the administrators have strong connections to the senior 

academics, they have fewer connections to the PhD students. Most traditional 

hierarchical organisations are tiered systems where information passes from the top 

to bottom of the hierarchy (and vice versa) through the intermediary levels of 

management. Lisa also recognised that while she and her administrator colleagues 

tended to use this hierarchical approach for communicating with others across the 

Centre, she felt it led to her missing out on some information which was moving 

across the network, particularly from the less-senior academics (PhD students):   

 

It’s one of the areas we {the other administrators and I} were 

talking about the other day - that we haven’t engaged 

enough with PhD students. I think we’ve done it a lot with 
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academics, we’ve engaged them quite a lot, but we’ve 

allowed the academics to feed down to the students, and 

maybe I haven’t directly engaged with the PhD students 

enough because I’ve assumed that a link was there between 

students and PhD supervisors. (Lisa, administrator, CPC).  

 

The administrators play a key infrastructural role within the CPC in maintaining the 

network; providing a glue-like function for the Centre’s cohesion.  

If the administrators are ‘missing’ information, then they miss opportunities to act 

strategically with KE activities. It compromises the benefits that the Centre can 

bring in communicating academic demographic research to wider society. In the 

CPC, the administrators are not only dealing with the administration needs of the 

Centre, but they also provide a form of KE brokerage (Ward et al, 2009; Lomas, 

2007); which was hinted at in Lisa’s first quotation. KE brokers are people who, inter 

alia, ‘move knowledge around and create connections between researchers and their 

various audiences’ (Meyer, 2010: 118).  

 

We actually probably drive people crazy: the constant 

requests every 2-3 months for information on what 

knowledge exchange activities they’ve been doing […]: if 

they’re involved in any new networks, if they’re been to any 

meetings, those kind of things that they might not think are 

relevant are actually relevant to us because if we know that 

they went there, [then we can use this information to act 

more strategically]. (Lisa, administrator, CPC).  

 

Lisa’s quotation starts off with a recognition that the requests for information of 

CPC academics’ KE activities might ‘drive people crazy.’ Ultimately the purpose of 

such reporting links back to a requirement from the ESRC for the Centre to report 

on the ‘impact’ that its investment is having on wider society. This was described in 

detail in chapter 3 as the ‘KE agenda.’ Yet, beyond being a ESRC requirement, that 

information can be used by the Centre to identify strategic ways of bringing 
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together the CPC’s research and potential audiences for that research. Suffice here to 

say that the CPC’s administrators have an important KE function within the centre 

as brokers (Meyer, 2010; Lomas, 2007). They are a hub for collecting information 

from across the Centre which means they have insights into the macro-level 

activities that the Centre is engaged in which is unknowable to the individual 

academics.  

The CPC administrators help catalogue KE activities, help organise KE seminars 

and other KE events, they help create and sustain connections between the CPC and 

its non-academic partners, and a myriad of other functions. The KE agenda 

(described in chapter 3) has resulted in the emergence of a specialist set of skills in 

KE which is not always recognised by funders. Lightowler and Knight (2013) found 

in their research of knowledge brokers at the University of Edinburgh that there 

was a discord between the rhetoric and goals of the KE agenda, and the value 

placed on knowledge brokerage, with unsustainable funding models and the 

combining knowledge brokerage with other administrative functions which results 

in a squeeze on brokerage capacity and capabilities. This, in turn, limits 

effectiveness (ibid). 

 

I manage the Centre. So that involves bringing together the 

projects in the Centre, and having an overview of what they 

are, and how people work together, and what links there are 

to other things, what else is out there, what money is out 

there, what funding is available, what the key things we 

should be thinking about, maybe. I keep an eye on what is 

happening within and outside the Centre. I see what 

opportunities there are, I send out materials across our 

network, I help organise events... (Lisa, administrator, CPC).  

 

During the latter stages of the data collection phase of this PhD the CPC employed a 

specialist. Originally a journalist and retrained as a communications specialist, 
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Lianne was employed by the CPC to help ‘translate’ and communicate their 

research, and build networks with NAPs who may be interested in the CPC’s work:  

 

My role in the CPC is to take research and make it 

understandable to various audiences, really. […]. We’ve 

done a couple of events so far since I’ve been there, and I’ve 

put together lists of people that we might want to invite, 

looking out for suitable people from government, from third 

sector organisations, that kind of thing, what interesting 

things might be coming onto the agenda, and in the media, 

and just kind of inviting those and trying to find the most 

relevant people, really, to take up our events. (Lianne, 

academic support, CPC).  

 

Despite Lianne’s employment, as Lightowler and Knight (2013) points out, such 

positions are often undervalued with short-term/partial/part-time funding. And this 

has been the case here where Lianne, and a number of others who have fulfilled 

knowledge broker roles at the Centre, have subsequently left. These professional 

roles are important because by acting as brokers, they promote a single entry point 

for non-academics to engage with the CPC, and have a function in holding together 

the Centre itself. Yet while brokers have access to information across the CPC 

network and beyond, they rely on interpersonal relationships which must be 

cultivated and nurtured. This takes time and skills to develop. To achieve this 

requires a significant investment in KE specialists which is not always available 

(ibid).  

 

6.2.3 The geography of the Centre and its effect on the network 

structure 

As mentioned earlier, KE scholars have raised questions about how social networks 

are shaped by geography and institutional/organisational boundaries (Best and 

Holmes, 2010; Morton, 2014; Nutley et al, 2010).   
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One assumption of social network analysis is that it does not consider organisations 

(like the CPC) as homogeneous edifices. The structure of the CPC is unusual – a 

single centre split over two ‘sites.’ One of those ‘sites’ is centralised in a single HEI, 

while the other is distributed across 5 HEIs (The SC). The geographic distribution of 

the CPC’s constituent HEIs means that the Centre can help reveal something about 

how geography and organisational structures influence academic social networks.  

The analysis presented in figure 10 above produced evidence of several ‘factions’ 

within the centre which appear to be shaped by geography and organisational 

boundaries. In order to examine these further, two subgroup analyses were 

conducted to see if any factions and subgroups could be identified within the CPC.  

The first is a ‘faction analysis.’ The procedure for this was described in the methods 

section, and the results are presented in appendix X. It shows that the best 

‘goodness-of-fit’ is either 2 or 3 factions. At 5 or more factions the goodness-of-fit 

tails off.  

The second approach to identifying subgroups is the Girvan-Newman subgroup 

analysis. The results of this analysis are presented in appendix XI and shows that at 

2 clusters the Q score is 0.078 which dramatically increases to 0.227 at 3 clusters, 

after which very little is added or removed from the Q scores with the addition of 

more clusters.  

Together, the results of the faction and Girvan-Newman analyses suggest that the 

smallest number of cohesive subgroups or factions within the CPC is 3. The data 

from the Girvan-Newman subgroup analysis was used to create figure 13 (2 pages 

forward). The three colours of the nodes represent the three components identified 

by the subgroup analysis, while the shapes of the nodes represent location (Soton 

are circles, and the SC are squares). The purpose of this is to show how the 

relationship between institutional affiliation and geography impacts on the CPC’s 

social network structure.  
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Figure 13 shows that while the subgroup analysis algorithms do not consider 

attributes (in this case, location) as a precursor to identifying individual subgroups, 

it has nevertheless identified those from Soton as a single cohesive subgroup within 

the CPC. The red nodes (representing 1 subgroup) match perfectly the circles 

(representing Soton). A second subgroup (in blue) perfectly finds another cohesive 

subgroup in St. Andrews, Strathclyde, and Stirling. A final cohesive subgroup (in 

black) perfectly identifies CPC members in Edinburgh. Edinburgh seems to have 

formed its own cohesive subgroup outside the rest of the SC. Why Edinburgh is not 

better connected to the SC is unknown. It is possible that this is because Soton and 

St. Andrews both house the Centre’s leadership (administrators and co-directors), 

while Edinburgh does not. As such, Edinburgh may have been disadvantaged in 

creating and maintaining better links to other parts of the CPC, or with other parts 

of the CPC creating links to Edinburgh. 

The CPC has several subgroups (or factions) within it which are delineated by 

geographic location and institution which has had on the overall cohesiveness of the 

Centre’s network. How these divisions between Soton and the SC have impacted on 

the way in which the CPC engages with NAPs and non-academic organisations 

across the UK is the focus of section 6.3.  
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Figure 13: A sociogram of the internal CPC network structure with three identified cohesive subgroups 
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Centre members’ view of the Centre’s social network 

Evidence from figures 10 and 13 presents an SNA perspective of the CPC which 

suggested that the Centre is fragmented along institutional lines. This view is further 

supported by the CPC interviewees.  

While many of the CPC interviewees recognised fragmentation, the Scottish 

interviewees were more explicit in stating this. They also recognised the challenges that 

the multi-site Centre faced in creating a cohesive entity across its constituent HEIs. For 

example, one of the CPC’s co-directors said:  

 

It [the CPC] should have been more integrated […]. Basically, it 

just fell into two parts which I don’t think is a good idea. This is 

something that I will argue strongly for in proposals for CPC II: 

to make more of an effort to integrate Scotland into the rest of 

Southampton. (Cynthia, academic (CPC co-director)).  

 

Cynthia’s view was typical of that of other senior academics. Her quotation was chosen 

on the basis of her seniority within the Centre but it was a view which was prevalent: 

the CPC consisted of ‘two parts:’ Soton and the SC. Actually, the SNA evidence 

presented above suggests that the CPC actually consists of three parts, with Edinburgh 

not forming part of a cohesive subgroup with even the SC.  

This geography is further complicated as the SC is a multi-site collaboration over a 

wide area. Thus, the SC faced additional challenges. Not only must it integrate with 

Soton, but it must integrate across its own constituent HEIs. 

Toby, a senior academic in the SC, viewed the SC arm of the CPC as less of a cohesive 

whole than Cynthia, which, in his view, derives from the fact that Scottish institutions 

are smaller and do not have the same dense networks between academics: 
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Traditionally within the ESRC, centres have been based in one 

place for the reasons that we have been talking about: [for 

creating] that density of academic contact within one big 

institution – it’s seen as a great advantage. So all of us in 

Scotland have been challenged by that over many years because 

even the biggest and most successful universities haven’t had 

that density of contact between disciplines, or may have had 

disciplines missing for one reason or another. (Toby, academic, 

SC).  

 

There is a connection between spatial and social distance. Toby claims that one of the 

reasons why research centres have ‘traditionally’ (although becoming less common 

now) been located in a single HEI is because of the link between geographic and social 

distance. Corporeal co-presence matters in facilitating interactions, and creating a 

cohesive density of researchers at a single site. Toby also claims that because Scotland’s 

universities are smaller, with fewer disciplines and specialisms (with perhaps 

Edinburgh as an exception), they have been disadvantaged when applying for centre 

funding from the ESRC.  

This is not to suggest that Scottish academics are isolated by disciplinary or 

institutional boundaries, but rather that the nature of academics’ professional networks 

are different, and often distributed across several disciplines and HEIs.  

 

The other thing I would comment on about the Scottish context 

is that although the distribution of demographers working on 

academic topics are dispersed between different universities, 

they by-and-large - all the people who are in the Centre for 

Population Change in Scotland - see each other and see 

themselves as the experts in Scotland and on Scottish 

demography. (Toby, academic, SC).  
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It was the aim of trying to bring together dispersed demographers in Scotland which 

lead to the Scottish Demography Initiative (the precursor to the SC, described in 

chapter 2) which, inter alia, was intended to foster networks between demographers in 

Scotland.  

While the SC is not part of a cohesive subgroup with Soton, it is important to note that 

the SC has a history of working together and experience of not being located in a single 

place. Yet as figures 10 and 13 demonstrated, the Scottish demographic community is 

not as cohesive nor as dense as Soton, based at a single site.  

The CPC is an interesting case site because it is based in two geographic locations: one 

centralised in a single site, and the other based across 5 sites which are distributed 

across a significant geographic area. This section of the analysis has demonstrated that 

geography and institutional boundaries have shaped the network structure of the CPC. 

Understanding the CPC’s internal network structure matters because how its 

membership interacts with each other affects how it conducts research and, more 

importantly for this thesis, how it then engages with non-academic audiences and their 

organisations. It is to this issue that the remainder of this chapter now turns.  

 

6.3 The Centre’s non-academic engagement network 

So far this chapter has examined the CPC’s internal network structure, and presented 

evidence for the argument that its institutional structure and geography have impacted 

on its internal social networks. This point was essential in making because the CPC’s 

social network structure has implications for how it engages with non-academic 

organisations. The remainder of this chapter now turns to the issue of the CPC’s non-

academic KE networks.  
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6.3.1 The Centre’s internal knowledge exchange network 

The online questionnaire asked CPC members to identify those within the CPC whom 

they would contact if they were discussing ideas and strategies to convey research to 

non-academic audiences. The purpose of this question was to examine how the CPC 

would organise itself internally when it sought to engage with non-academics. In 

essence, it examines the value that the CPC’s existence has for its membership in terms 

of the human resources that the Centre can offer in organising KE activities. As before, 

the data is symmetrical in order to minimise missing ties between dyads. The resulting 

matrix was used to produce a sociogram which is presented in figure 14 (overleaf). In 

figure 14, the node size reflects the actor’s degree centrality (connectedness). Those with 

higher degree centrality have nodes which are pushed into the centre of the sociogram. 

The larger the node, the more frequent the CPC’s members cited that person as 

someone who they would call on for support if they wanted to organise KE activities.  
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Figure 14 CPC KE peer support network 
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Figure 14 shows that the CPC’s membership would call on the support of a relatively 

small number of people within it if they were trying to organise KE activities. It was 

also clear from the data that the most central (those with the highest degree centrality) 

are those from Soton, and specifically, the administrators, co-directors, and several of 

the research strand leaders. Some of the most central actors have a formal professional 

remit to provide support for KE activities, while others do not. Some may be aware of 

the function they are providing (such as Lisa – as demonstrated earlier) while others 

may not be aware of their importance to this network or the CPC’s KE activities. This 

affects the Centre’s ability to coordinate effectively to draw on human resources that 

the Centre can provide its members since it is focused on only a few people and they 

are split over two sites. This shows how organisational boundaries and geography have 

shaped the CPC’s internal KE network and that these factors might actually be a barrier 

to effective KE.  

The structure of the CPC’s internal KE network has consequences for how it engages 

with NAPs. And, as described earlier, here to the CPC has split between those in 

England (based at Soton) and Scotland (the SC).  

As part of its commitment to the CPC, the Scottish Government (SG) employed a 

liaison, Stephanie (lower centre-left of the sociogram in figure 14), to act as an 

intermediary between the CPC and the SG. Despite being an ‘outsider’ in the sense that 

she is not funded by the CPC, Stephanie noticed the schism within the CPC which did 

impact on how she interacted with the Centre:  

 

I think one of the problems, one of the difficulties was, in 

theory, I had this job: to keep up-to-date with what the CPC was 

doing and to make sure that relevant people knew about it, and 

vice versa. I only ever really achieved that to any extent with the 

people based in Scotland. I don’t know how interested CPC 

Southampton are really in keeping in touch with us […].Well, 
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XXXXXX [Lisa] did try and keep a bit of a link going. She would 

get in touch sometimes. But I think this probably highlights the 

issue of a split centre: particularly when it’s such a big distance 

[…]. So I think there was an issue about how well connected 

Southampton and the Scottish ends were, particularly when it 

came to communicating with us. (Stephanie, Government 

researcher, Scottish Government).  

 

This quote illustrates a view that the CPC is split between Soton and the SC, and that 

this, in turn, shaped how the Centre engaged with NAPs (in this case, Stephanie and 

the SG). Specifically in this case, Stephanie felt that Soton was less interested in 

engaging with her than the SC. The second half of her quotation went on to specifically 

comment on how the structure and geography of the CPC encourages such a split. Yet 

this issue worked both ways as Scottish academics rarely engaged much with 

UK/English organisations. To put this more succinctly, Scottish academics were more 

interested in communicating with Scottish organisations, and Soton academics with 

English/UK ones.  

The conclusion here is that geography affects knowledge exchange networks. This 

argument is further developed in the following section.  

  

6.3.2 Connecting the Centre with non-academic organisations 

The CPC’s relationship with the Scottish Government, the ONS, and NRS only exists 

because of interpersonal relationships between representatives of those organisations. 

This is because the CPC is not a homogeneous organisation, but a network of scholars 

and NAPs which constitute the Centre’s KE network. SNA offers the possibility of 

mapping those interpersonal connections in a holistic manner, and examining its 

structure. Doing so allows for an examination of which organisations the CPC can reach 

through the professional interpersonal relationships of its membership. This technique 
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reveals which non-academic organisations the CPC has contact with, and through 

whom.  

To achieve this, the online questionnaire asked respondents to list their non-academic 

contacts (which are relevant to their CPC-funded research) and the organisation which 

those contacts come from. The data resulting from this question was mapped and is 

presented in figure 15. The pink nodes show CPC members and the yellow nodes the 

names of non-academic organisations10.   The shape of the node represents location: 

triangles for those based in Scotland, squares for those based in England/UK.  

Figure 15 shows what this thesis claims is the CPC’s KE network. These are the non-

academic organisations which the CPC has access to through its membership’s 

interpersonal relationships with professionals from those organisations.  

 

 

 

                                                 

10 The questionnaire asked the CPC members to list individual names of their NAP contacts. The analysis 

presented in figure 15 only uses the names of their employer organisation for confidentiality reasons. 

NAPs within a single organisation were collapsed into a single node. Unfortunately, the effect of this is 

that the sociogram loses granularity.  
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Figure 15 the Centre KE network 
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One strength of SNA is its ability to mathematically describe and visually represent 

how central different non-academic organisations are to the CPC’s KE network. In 

figure 15, the organisations which have fewer (typically 1) connections to a CPC 

member are pushed out to the periphery (for example, those organisations around the 

upper-right side), while the organisations with more connections to CPC members are 

brought into the centre of the sociogram.  

Soton (pink squares) has many of its members connected to: the Office of National 

Statistics (ONS), the Local Government Authority (LGA), the Department for Work and 

Pensions (DWP), Local Authorities (England), the NHS (England), and the Department 

of Health (all shown as yellow squares close to the centre of the sociogram). The ONS’s 

very central position within the CPC network was not unexpected given that it has 

various contractual relationships with Soton which were described in chapter 2. It was 

clear from the interviews with Soton members and the ONS members that indeed there 

are some very strong links between the two organisations, particularly with the Soton 

members who were working on population projections and longitudinal survey data. 

The SC (pink triangles) has six organisations closely embedded within its social 

network: the National Records of Scotland (NRS), the Convention of Scottish Local 

Authorities (COSLA), the Scottish Government, the Office of the Chief Researcher 

(Scotland), the Demographic Analytical Working Group (DAWG), and Local 

Authorities (Scotland). Again, the central position of the NRS among SC members was 

not unexpected given the NRS’s contractual role in the CPC as described in chapter 2.  

To study these connections further, the analysis examined the connections between 

CPC members and non-academic organisations from a 2-mode network perspective. 2-

mode networks are those where individuals are not connected to other individuals, but 

to institutions. This method offers analytical possibilities for examining ‘macro-micro’ 
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relationships by illustrating the relationship between people and organisations – the 

duality of person and groups (Hanneman and Riddle, 2005).  

In 2-mode networks, individuals cannot be connected to other individuals directly, but 

only via their mutual connection to organisations. 2-mode networks are sometimes 

called ‘affiliation networks’ because they describe which institutions (or groups) 

individuals have in common. In this case, it is CPC members’ connections to non-

academic organisations.  

Such an analysis makes it possible to identify which non-academic organisations are the 

most embedded within the CPC KE network. This is illustrated by an eigenvector 

centrality measure which highlights which of the non-academic organisations most 

CPC members have ‘in common’ (Bonacich, 1987; Borgatti and Everett, undated).  

The analysis is based on binary11, symmetric data. The resulting sociogram is presented 

in figure 16. CPC members are coloured as red dots and non-academic organisations as 

blue squares. The results of the eigenvector centrality analysis were mapped onto the 

sociogram as the size of the node. The larger the CPC member’s node (red circle), the 

more connections that member has to a number of different non-academic 

organisations. The larger the non-academic organisations node (blue square), the 

greater the number of CPC members connected to it. A weakness of this approach is 

that it does not tell us how many contacts CPC members have within the respective 

non-academic organisations, only that there is at least one.  

 

 

                                                 

11 Binary means that a link between two actors exists, or it does not.  
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Figure 16 2-mode network showing CPC members’ connections to non-academic organisations 
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Figure 16 shows clearly the non-academic organisations which are most central to the 

CPC’s KE network. These are: the NRS, the LGA, the Scottish Government, the Office of 

the Chief Researcher, the DWP, and COSLA. These are the organisations which the 

CPC could engage with more easily because it has multiple routes into them via the 

interpersonal relationships that its membership has already established.  

Figure 16 also shows through whom these contacts are made. Lisa and Melissa, Emma, 

Toby, Patrick, and Cynthia (the largest red circles) have the greatest number of non-

academic organisation links within the CPC. Their roles within this network could be 

described as ‘brokers’ because they have connections to multiple non-academic 

organisations. These people can be useful in helping disseminate research, or 

circulating information about CPC activities as it is they who have connections across 

the greatest number of different non-academic organisations. 

That being said, as mentioned before, the quantitative analysis only tells us that 

connections exist. It tells us nothing about the nature of those connections or how 

strong they are. It may be better for a CPC member to have one strong connection to 

one NAP in one organisation, than have weak connections to many different 

organisations. A further weakness is that the SNA does not tell us anything about how 

those relationships are established or maintained. In other words, it does not tell us 

anything about the lived experiences of those within the network. This is a limitation of 

the method and is why this analysis is buttressed with evidence from the interview 

data (Crossley, 2010).  

It is for the reason of exploring interpersonal relationships in greater depth that the 

analysis will now examine just one component of the network. In figure 16 there is a 

relationship between 4 actors: Toby, Patrick, Stephanie (Scottish Government), and 

Roxanne (COSLA). In the following example, note how a contractual relationship with 

one NAP (Stephanie) helped Patrick make an informal connection with Roxanne and 
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then her colleagues. Also note how these informal relationships were then utilised for 

KE practices. While the following example only looks at the relationship between just 

four actors, consider the benefit that this network approach to examining interpersonal 

relationships can have if applied to whole networks. Understanding these formal and 

informal relationships between actors, and the relationship between these two can 

improve our understanding of the KE process from a relational perspective (Olmos-

Peñuela et al, 2014b; Molas-Gallart et al, 2011; Castro-Martínez et al, 2011; 2008).  

 

A social network perspective on the development of contacts 

Patrick and Toby worked together on a project looking at the impact of migration. 

Patrick was introduced to Roxanne through Stephanie (the CPC-SG liaison; semi-

contractual relationship) for the purpose of being a participant in Patrick’s research. 

From there, Patrick and Roxanne developed their own informal professional 

relationship, independent of Stephanie: 

 

I met XXXXXXXX [Roxanne] at the XXXXX conference last 

August, we were introduced by Stephanie. I introduced myself 

to her and told her about our research on European migration 

and that I wanted to interview her for a local authority 

perspective on the impact on migration […]. I had an interview 

with her in Glasgow in October, I think it was. Afterwards I 

talked to her about how I was hoping to get money to look at 

the WRS {Workers’ Registration Scheme} and to see if she would 

be interested in it. And then later in October we conversed over 

email. And I sent her an email telling her that I got the grant and 

she said: “great” […]. Afterwards, I made contact with her again 

to say that I was applying for a grant to disseminate this work 

and would she be interested in being involved in a knowledge 

exchange event? She thought it might be useful so it went on 

from there. So I had developed a good relationship with her. 

(Patrick, academic, SC).  
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Patrick’s experience is similar to that of a number of SC academics who developed, over 

time, informal interpersonal relationships with NAPs. Sometimes these were developed 

through ‘serendipitous’ (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011) chance encounters, and some of 

which were brokered by a liaison (Ward et al, 2009; Lomas, 2007). When it came to 

disseminating research to a wider non-academic audience, Patrick, like other CPC 

academics, used these informal professional contacts to help him organise and host the 

KE events.  

This relationship was fruitful for Patrick as Roxanne’s role in COSLA meant that she 

has access to contacts across the organisation’s membership that he (or Stephanie) did 

not have directly (these contacts consist of Scottish Local Authorities and her own 

professional contacts):  

 

[Patrick] emailed me to say that he had done the work and was 

interested in organising an event with COSLA. I said that I 

thought his research would be of interest to our membership, 

and it was incredibly simple because we have a huge conference 

centre at Haymarket. So I got an email from XXXXX [Patrick] 

and really I just sent out invitations, we have email lists, and so 

really, it has all our key contacts. It’s quite interesting because I 

asked staff to make sure that they sent it onwards to their 

contacts. I heard a few people got it [the invitation] quite a few 

times […]. I also had a list of people that I felt were interested in 

migration from different local authorities, so I sent it out to my 

own personal {professional} lists as well. So it was all really 

pretty straightforward. (Roxanne, Policy support, 

intergovernment organisation).  

 

In this example, Stephanie was first the broker for establishing a relationship between 

Patrick and Roxanne. Roxanne later became a liaison for Patrick to connect his event to 

her contacts. At those events Patricks further developed more contacts, further 
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developing his informal NAP network. Patrick’s seminar event was greatly helped by 

the presence of those two relationships as he was able to reach an audience beyond 

what he could achieve on its own. If one were to represent this graphically, it would 

look something akin to figure 17. 

 

Figure 17 Simplified diagram showing the role of brokers in facilitating dissemination and 

engagement with non-academics  

 

 

Stephanie is the original contact for Patrick (1). She is a liaison who helped broker a 

connection directly to Roxanne (2), and Roxanne then became a broker for Patrick to 

reach Roxanne’s contacts (3) after she invited them to his KE seminar. Roxanne used 

her contacts to help Patrick circulate information about his KE seminar.  

Roxanne describes how she forwarded email invitations to Patrick’s KE seminar across 

her employer organisation contacts, and her own professional mailing lists. While she 

describes the process as ‘really straightforward,’ her reach into non-academic 

organisations via her own personal contacts to those who might be interested in 

Patrick’s research was far beyond what Patrick or Stephanie could have achieved alone 

had there been no direct connection between the CPC (the red dots in figure 17) and 

Roxanne’s professional contacts (green squares) except through these liaisons (blue 

squares, first through Stephanie, and then bypassing Stephanie once the relationship 

has been established with Roxanne.  
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What this analysis has attempted to show is how SNA can be combined with 

qualitative data to help us understand complex relationships. Each academic knows 

their own professional contacts, but they will not know their contacts’ contacts. SNA 

allows us to examine the whole network to identify structural holes (Scott, 2007) or 

‘information silos’ (Leischow et al, 2008). The qualitative interviews add to this by 

exploring the lived realities of how such networks are created and sustained from the 

perspective of those within them. When combined (Crossley, 2010) this information can 

be used to help identify NAPs and non-academic organisations with which colleagues 

might have contacts. These contacts can then be utilised by the Centre and can enable it 

to act more strategically in organising KE activities and targeting non-academic 

organisations for facilitating KE and strengthening contacts across the whole CPC 

network. 

 

A social network perspective on the geography of the Centre’s non-

academic network 

Another feature that a social network perspective can reveal is the patterns of non-

academic contacts in relation to geography. As described in detail at the start of this 

chapter, the CPC has a structure where there is a separation between Soton and the 

SC’s KE networks, and evidence for this view has been presented in this chapter to 

support this view. This section details how that structure effects the CPC’s non-

academic network.  

In figure 15 the SC and Scottish non-academic organisations are presented as triangles. 

They are clustered together at the left side of the sociogram. The SC academics seem to 

have many connections mainly to Scottish non-academic organisations, and fewer 

connections to English ones. The reverse is true for Soton and UK/English 

organisations. Furthermore, the SC also appears to have denser networks with Scottish 
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non-academic institutions than Soton does with UK/English ones. To confirm this, a 

density analysis by location was performed. The results are shown in figure 18. 

 

 Number of ties within group Density within group 

Southampton 602.00 0.079 

Scottish Consortium 377.00 0.182 

Figure 18 Density analysis of the CPC KE by location  

(Note: the final column shows the within group density meaning that it does not examine ties that exist 

across groups, ie it does not examine SC members’ links to English/UK organisations, or vice versa).  

This analysis shows that indeed the SC members have stronger connections with 

Scottish non-academic organisations than Soton does with UK/English ones (with 

density scores of 0.182 and 0.079, respectively). This evidence suggests that although 

the SC members have a smaller KE network than Soton, it is denser; ie more of its 

members are connected to a smaller number of non-academic organisations. By 

comparison, Soton members has connections to a larger number of non-academic 

organisations, but with fewer people connected to them. This social structure (and the 

split between what happens in Soton and the SC) was confirmed across a number of 

interviews. For example, the quotation presented below is the view of Cynthia - in it 

she describes the differences between Scotland and England with regard to how 

academics and NAPs engage with each other. This is reflected in the CPC’s KE 

network:  

 

We (the SC) don’t have good formal networks in Scotland […]. 

So I think the fact that Southampton has links to the ONS is 

partly, if not mainly, because of their geographic proximity […]. 

It’s a bit more difficult to get known to policymakers in 

Scotland, I think, because you don’t have those formal 

networks. On the other hand, once you do get known, it’s much 
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easier to phone them up and say: “remember me” because there 

aren’t that many people working in that area […]. But we’ve 

also got to appear competent and responsible; people’s 

reputations get around very quickly in a small country as well. 

So there’s two sides to that. (Cynthia, academic, SC).  

 

One the other hand the split [in the CPC] is encouraged by the 

fact that the ONS keeps the statistics for England and Wales, 

and the NRS keeps the statistical data for Scotland […]. And it’s 

not helped by the fact that some of the data, like the Scottish 

Longitudinal Study and the Longitudinal Study, you’ve actually 

got to go to the place to access and process the data because 

you’re not allowed to take it away from the secure setting. And 

the way that the {SLS and LS} data is structured is different. 

And so again, trying to work across the two of them - - I don’t 

think anybody does it because it’s just so complicated. So that 

really does encourage the split. (Cynthia, academic, SC).  

 

Cynthia’s quote was typical of many others within the SC. She argued that there were 

better ‘formal’ networks between demographers and NAPs in Soton (that they are more 

contractually orientated, Olmos-Peñuela, 2014b) than existed in Scotland. Elsewhere in 

her interview, Cynthia cited a number of organisations and institutions in which 

academics and NAPs interested in demography are brought together which do not 

exist in Scotland. However, while Scotland does not have the same capacity for creating 

formal networks as is available to Soton, she stated that once academics are known to 

NAPs, it is much easier to contact them on an informal basis because Scotland is a 

‘small country.’ Such a view echoes that of Nutley et al (2010) in their finding that 

country size seems to matter in KE networks, where ‘developing good interpersonal 

contacts between research and policy communities [which] seems easier in small 

countries’ (p. 137).  
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Cynthia also felt the split across the CPC was shaped by the structure of the 

government institutions of the UK (Delvaux and Mangex, 2008), its statistical 

departments, and the way data is collected and stored. As described in chapter 2, many 

areas of public policy are devolved to the Scottish Government, as are the statistical 

agencies, with the NRS based in Edinburgh serving Scotland and the ONS serving 

England and Wales (with the ONS having overall responsibility for UK statistics). The 

NRS and ONS produce different sets of data and in slightly different ways which 

makes linking census, longitudinal, and other types of datasets difficult. As Cynthia 

mentioned, for an academic to work on those datasets requires them to be physically 

present in a secure room in the NRS (Edinburgh) or ONS (Titchfield). This government 

structure, and how its statistical agencies operate, forces the CPC to split its research 

between Scotland and the rest of the UK. This encourages a split between the two sites, 

and has left Scottish academics interested in engaging with Scottish organisations, and 

Soton with English/UK ones. Such a view is also demonstrated by Stephanie, the 

Scottish Government liaison for the CPC:  

 

A lot of projects were supposed to be “UK” so that shouldn’t 

have excluded Scotland, but everybody was based down in 

England, and that’s clearly where their focus was and where 

their links are. Their links are with the ONS and things like that. 

The projects which did involve Scottish data or things relevant 

to Scotland to any explicit extent were based here, not down in 

England. (Stephanie, Government Researcher, Scottish 

Government).  

 

In this quote, Stephanie is confirming the point that Soton was uninterested in engaging 

with the Scottish Government because their links and their interests were based in 

England. Conversely, the academics who were interested in engaging with the Scottish 

Government, and where research which was focused on Scottish issues ‘to any explicit 
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extent,’ were already based in Scotland. Such a narrative is confirmed by the SNA 

evidence presented in this chapter regarding the geographic split in the CPC, and why 

that split may exist: it is the organisational boundaries across the CPC and UK 

institutions which have shaped CPC academics’ interpersonal relationships with NAPs 

and encouraged such divides.  

 

6.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to do two things. The first was to examine the CPC 

membership’s connections across the Centre and beyond. The second was an 

exploration of SNA as a methodological technique for the KE field to utilise in 

exploring interpersonal relationships between academics and NAPs from a network 

perspective.  

On the first point, the CPC, like all organisations, is not an edifice in which its members 

are uniformly connected with each other. Rather, they are the product of hundreds of 

interpersonal relationships which form a network which is collectively known as the 

CPC. The CPC is a network of actors connected with each other and with NAPs 

beyond. It is the interpersonal relationship which binds the CPC to non-academic 

organisations: organisations cannot have connections with each other except through 

such relationships. SNA offers a method for exploring not only with which non-

academics organisations the CPC’s members are connected, but also how those 

relationships come together at the network level to shape how the Centre itself engages 

with KE through those interpersonal relationships. 

Identifying and visualising those relationships are important. As Castro-Martínez et al 

(2011) point out, many academics have links with NAPs, but which were often 

‘informal and occasional in nature, of limited research, and invisible’ (p. 1). SNA is a 
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possible methodological tool for revealing those informal relationships which can often 

be invisible at the organisational level.  

Social networks are embedded within and across organisational boundaries and offer 

both opportunities and constraints on behaviour which have consequences for the 

individual, inter-unit, and organisational levels (Best and Holmes, 2010). This chapter 

has examined how the CPC’s social networks are shaped by organisational boundaries 

which in turn influences the KE process. The analysis presented in this chapter explores 

how the organisational structure of the Centre, and the institutions of the UK, and 

geography have all shaped interpersonal relationships within the CPC, and beyond, 

which both offered its membership opportunities, but also constraints.  

SNA is a technique that allows for an examination of who within the network fulfils 

brokerage roles. This can be important as people may be fulfilling brokerage roles 

without being aware of it. This analysis finds that the CPC’s administrators have a 

particularly important value-added function within the Centre as brokers; connecting 

different parts of the CPC network, and forming connections across a number of non-

academic organisations. Without such infrastructural administrator support, it would 

be more difficult for the individual academics to use the Centre’s resources to facilitate 

KE across the Centre as a collective whole. Such a finding mirrors many within the KE 

field regarding the importance of brokers and their role in linking academics with 

NAPs, and vice versa (Ward et al, 2009; Mitton et al, 2007; Lomas, 2007). Yet as 

Lightowler and Knight (2013) demonstrated in their empirical research, while 

important, brokerage is often unrecognised and underappreciated, and combined with 

other remits. This is a conclusion that the evidence presented in this chapter would 

seem to support. Without the administrators, the CPC would fall apart into several 

factions. These are fractured along geographic/institutional lines, and would struggle to 

connect English NAPs with SC academics, and vice versa, more than it already does.  
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There is a small body of work within the KE field which is interested in how geography 

and the structure of state institutions shape how academic knowledge is constructed 

and used, and the academic/NAP networks which facilitate that (Delvaux and Mangez, 

2008; Kothari et al 2009; Nutley et al, 2010; 2007). This analysis presented in this chapter 

adds to this discussion by demonstrating how geography and the institutional 

structures of the CPC, and the UK state institutions with which the Centre engaged, 

have had a profound impact on academic/NAP interpersonal relationships which 

constituted its KE network. Such a structure has resulted in both opportunities and 

constraints for the Centre.  

For the constraints, the analysis shows that there was fragmentation which was created 

by geographic distance: the Centre was divided between England and Scotland. This 

was further complicated because of the institutional structure of the CPC. The English 

component of the CPC is based in a single institution, Soton, which formed its own 

cohesive subgroup which was internally well-connected. By contrast, the SC had a 

more diffuse network across its constituent members. The subgroup analysis revealed 

that internally the SC formed two cohesive subgroups; with Edinburgh University 

seeming to be in its own group detached even from the SC. This may be because 

Edinburgh is the only major HEI within the CPC without a co-director or 

administration team.  

The split between the SC and Soton may also be further encouraged by the structures of 

the non-academic organisations with which the CPC engages, specifically, the devolved 

Scottish Government and its statistical agency - the NRS.  

Both of these factors have consequences for how the CPC’s KE networks are shaped. 

The SC tended to use Scottish statistical data and Scottish research participants to 

address Scottish issues, and communicate their research to Scottish non-academic 

organisations. Soton did likewise for English/UK data and organisations. The SC and 

Soton formed their own non-academic networks, this was also shown in the CPC’s KE 
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network which appears to be split. The SC did not engage much with English/UK 

organisations (such as the ONS). Conversely, Soton did not engage with Scottish ones 

(such as the Scottish Government/NRS).  

With regard to the networks themselves, Soton has a larger number of connections with 

non-academic organisations, but with fewer academics connected to them. Conversely, 

the SC had a smaller number of non-academic institutions connected to it, yet they 

formed more connections with those with which they were connected than Soton did 

with theirs.  

This finding has implications for how research centres’ organisational structures and 

geographic distribution shape not only how they engage in the research-production 

process, but how they engage in KE practices, as well as how they create and maintain 

linkages to non-academic organisations through their memberships’ interpersonal 

relationships with representatives of non-academic organisations.  

The SC’s stronger relationships with Scottish institutions relate to another point raised 

within the KE literature regarding the ‘small world phenomenon’ (Urry, 2004) and how 

the population size of countries matters in the formation of academic-NAP networks. 

Some (Jung et al, 2010; Nutley et al, 2010; 2007; Davies et al, 2000) have hypothesised 

that countries with smaller populations have more accessible political and policy 

systems which can lead to smaller (but denser) social networks than larger political and 

policy systems (also, Kingdon, 1995). Nutley et al (2010) and Jung et al (2010) have 

suggested that Scotland (among other small countries such as Iceland, Norway, and 

Ireland) benefits from such a phenomenon in KE practices. The analysis presented in 

chapter presents evidence which seems to support this theory. The conclusion here is 

that a small population (in comparison to England) seems to have enabled the SC to 

develop denser social networks. However, as mentioned, this has come at the cost of 

having limited links to UK/England-level organisations. There is considerable scope for 

using SNA in examining the relationship between social networks and geography 
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(country size and distribution and structure of state institutions) in future research 

within the KE field.  

For the opportunities, a multi-centre site (even if it is fragmented) has allowed the CPC 

to engage with partners from across the whole UK in a way that individual 

members/research teams would not have been able to do without the Centre. Evidence 

presented in this chapter draws the conclusion that a CPC based solely in Soton would 

be unlikely to have connected with Scottish non-academic organisations without the 

connections that the SC established through the SDI, the SLS, and the lifespan of the 

Centre. It is because of the SC that the CPC had access to those Scottish organisations. 

Conversely, without Soton, the SC would be unlikely to have won a bid on its own 

merit for the reasons described in chapter 2 and within this Chapter. Thus, Soton 

allowed the SC to develop (albeit in parallel and somewhat independently from Soton) 

its demography network in Scotland which was first established through the SDI and 

SLS. Despite this schism, the CPC offers something more than the sum of its parts. It is 

able to offer coherence to external stakeholders and draw on the skills and specialisms 

of key people (particularly administrators) in linking up parts of the internal network 

and, more importantly, the KE network. They can act as brokers between the Centre 

and its non-academic organisations. Without the Centre, this would not exist.  

The second purpose of this chapter is to illustrate the wider value of SNA as a method 

for the KE field.  

While ‘networks’ and interpersonal relationships have been identified as important 

within the KE process (Best and Holmes, 2010; Davies et al, 2008; Mitton et al, 2003; 

Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Percy-Smith et al, 2002) there has been very few empirical 

studies which have drawn explicitly on network methods for studying those 

relationships. By using SNA, the analysis sought to reveal the network structure, 

identify its ‘information silos’ (Leischow et al, 2007), and its brokers (Ward et al, 2009; 

Lomas, 2007). In doing so, it is possible to see where network gaps and bridges exist 
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and how the Centre, as a whole, can draw on the connections that it has across its 

constituent institutions to better develop them in the future. This was only possible via 

SNA. This chapter has sought to present SNA as a powerful methodological tool for 

examining interpersonal and organisational relationships. It sought to demonstrate 

possibilities for how the exploration of network dynamics might look, through the use 

of SNA. This is an issue which is further developed in the discussion chapter.  
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7 Making a commitment to knowledge exchange seminars 

7.1 Synopsis 

This chapter examines the wider social, economic and political environment in 

which Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars exist.  

Hosting and attending KE seminars represents a conscious commitment by 

organisers and participants. This commitment is not inconsequential as it requires 

financial and human resources.  

For academics, organising and hosting KE seminars is time away from academic 

pursuit and takes significant money, time, and effort to prepare.  

For Non-Academic Professionals (NAPs), participating in KE seminars also requires 

a commitment of time and money (which can be considerable if travelling great 

distances). Their choice to attend or not is shaped by their own personal sentiments 

towards the value of academic research in informing their professional work, as 

well as their employer’s organisational commitment and capacity to expend human 

and monetary resources to allow their staff to engage in knowledge exchange 

activities (Cherney et al, 2015; Best and Holmes, 2010; Meagher et al, 2008; Mitton et 

al, 2007; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Ross et al, 2003; Lavis et al, 2003; Innvær et al, 2002; 

Bullock et al, 2001). Thus, the decision to attend KE seminars is shaped by the wider 

economic and political environment in which NAPs are situated. Exploring this 

environment is the goal of this chapter. In doing so, this chapter addresses the 

second research question: why do academics and non-academic professionals 

commit to hosting and attending CPC KE seminars, and what resources are 

required of them to make such commitments?  

This analysis examines the academic and NAP interviews to identify the drivers for 

participation in KE seminars, and some of their constraints, and situates these 

within the wider economic, social, and political landscape in which such seminars 

exist. The analysis is divided into five sections.   
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Section 5.2 presents the views of academics and the reasons they gave as to why 

they committed themselves to engaging with NAP audiences through seminars. 

Sections 5.3 to 5.6 present the voices of the NAPs who have chosen to attend at least 

one CPC KE seminar and they give their reasons for doing so. It also identifies some 

of the constraints they face in engaging with academic research through 

participation in KE seminars. Section 5.3 examines organisational expectations 

placed on NAPs in engaging with academic research. Section 5.4 examines the type 

of resources that NAPs require to attend KE seminars, and how diminishing 

resources brought about by government budget cuts (particularly to local 

authorities) have created a considerable barrier to participation in recent years 

(King, 2015; Tomm-Bonde et al, 2013; Nutley et al, 2010). Section 5.5 examines the 

wider political environment in which contemporary debates drive an interest in 

specific areas of academic research at particular points in time (Moore et al, 2011; 

Korthati et al, 2009; Mitten et al, 2007; Percy-Smith et al 2006; 2002; Court and 

Young, 2003; Davies et al, 2000; Kingdon, 1995).   

The chapter concludes by arguing that the economic, social, and political landscape 

in which KE seminars exist has significant consequences for how both academics 

and NAPs come to commit to such activities. Seminars do not exist in a social 

vacuum, and commitment to attend them is shaped by this external environment. 

Understanding those environments can add significantly to our understanding of 

why KE seminar happen at all, and how they shape interactions and the nature of 

engagement within them.   

 

7.2 Academics’ commitment to knowledge exchange seminars 

Chapter 3 detailed what this thesis refers to as the ‘institutionalisation of the 

knowledge exchange (or ‘impact’) agenda.’ This term refers to a systematic set of 

policy changes over the last few decades within the ESRC and the REF which is 

designed to encourage and shape  academics’ practices of engagement with wider 
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society (Khazragui and Hudson, 2015; Tang and Sinclair, 2001; Nutley et al, 2010; 

2007; RCUK, 2015; 2007; Warry Report, 2006; ESRC 2009a/b; 2005). This 

‘institutionalisation’ attempts to shape academics’ practices of KE, thereby 

increasing the ‘supply’ of social research available to wider society, and to improve 

the societal relevance of publicly funded research (Tang and Sinclair, 2001; Davies et 

al, 2000; Nutley et al, 2010; 2007). It manifests itself in the conditions attached to 

research funding, and the evaluation of research through systems such as the 

Research Excellence Framework (REF). 

These policy changes are relevant to this chapter because they have had a profound 

impact on academics’ KE practices, including how they view their obligations to 

funders specifically, and wider society more generally. Academics interviewed in 

this research expressed a range of opinions about why they chose to host KE 

seminars. Many of their reasons can be classified as obligation and aspiration: 

something you must do, and something you want to do. This section of the analysis 

consists of four components. First is the contractual obligation to research funders 

(5.2.1), the second is a commitment based on professional self-interest (5.2.2), third is 

the moral obligation to the society which funds their research (5.2.3), and fourth is 

the personal satisfaction of being able to share findings with others (5.2.4). These 

attitudes were often expressed concurrently within the interviewees’ narratives, yet 

each will be treated as a distinct facet within the following analysis. The analytical 

structure does not suggest that there were four types of academics who responded 

in each of these four categories, but rather that the majority of academics expressed 

different views concurrently which are delineated here for analytical purposes.  

 

7.2.1 Contractual commitment to research funders 

All but 3 (10/13) of the academic interviewees stated unequivocally that their 

commitment to KE activities, including organising KE seminars, was ultimately 

derived from a contractual obligation to the ESRC (and other research funders) as a 

condition of their funding (Tang and Sinclair, 2001). This is evidenced by the 
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following quotation. In it, Wayne describes a seminar he organised at the end of a 

small piece of research he conducted with an extension grant to his CPC-funded 

research, funded by the ESRC. I asked him why he wanted to hold a KE seminar as 

a way of disseminating his research to a non-academic audience. He said:  

 

Part of the criteria [for funding] was that you disseminate 

the research in particular ways. I can’t remember the exact 

wording of the guidelines but I think that it stated that you 

will have an event where you bring in non-academics to 

communicate policy-relevant findings […]. Saying you’re 

going to have a knowledge exchange event helps you get the 

funding, probably. Any funding, ESRC funding, other 

funding, they all now have this idea of “impact,” and part of 

that is in grant proposals which have sections where you 

have to talk about “dissemination and impact.” That’s where 

knowledge exchange is one of those things where, and I’m 

guilty of this as well, you do it because it’s a way of getting 

funding. (Wayne, academic, SC).  

 

Wayne’s response reflects the majority view of the academic interviewees when 

they were describing why they decided to commit themselves to holding KE 

seminars. They are ‘part of the criteria’ for funding, and promising to hold such 

events ‘helps you get the funding’ because it fulfils the ‘impact´ criteria that the 

ESRC (and other funders) have now developed within the structures of their 

research-funding processes.  

This type of response was particularly apparent in the transcripts of the senior 

academics. This is understandable given that it is they who are ultimately 

responsible for proposing and conducting the research. The key message here is that 

there was an explicit link between holding KE seminars, and the contractual 

obligation they entered into as part of the funders’ requirement for accessing 

research money.  
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A quotation from Patrick further illustrates this link. In it he is describing a 

successful application for a small sum of money given for a piece of research linked 

to his CPC-funded research, but which was not awarded by the ESRC. As part of 

this small grant application, he had to state how he would engage with non-

academic audiences. As it was a very small amount of money, he decided that the 

best way of doing this would be by means of a single seminar event at the end of the 

research. As before, the decision to host the seminar was derived from the belief that 

such an activity was something that was expected by the research funders. 

 

I think it started with the bid, with the application of the 

XXXXX grant. [Half of the grant was paying for the 

researcher] and the other half was for the reports and to 

disseminate the results through a knowledge exchange 

event. I think naturally you expect to have to disseminate 

research through an event. (Patrick, academic researcher, 

SC).  

 

In reference to Patrick’s event, Stephanie (the Scottish Government researcher 

described in the previous chapter) did not view it as something that is merely 

‘expected’ by the funders (as understood by Patrick), but actually embedded in the 

contractual conditions of funding.  

 

It was part of the XXXXX grant [conditions] that you had 

{said with emphasis} to do an event at the end. So it was 

part-and-parcel [of getting the money]. (Stephanie, 

Government researcher, Scottish Government).  

 

The narrative developed here is that academics’ commitment to organising and 

hosting KE seminars was partly shaped by a contractual obligation in the conditions 

of funding imposed by research funders. The evidence presented here shows the 
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impact that policy changes from the UK Government, the ESRC, and other funders 

have had on shaping academics’ practices when engaging with wider society; or at 

the very least, impacted on their discourses of why they do it. There was no sense 

among the interviewees that these activities were the most impactful way of 

engaging NAPs with their research, but merely something that one does to access 

grant money.  

This form of commitment to KE activities mirrors a discussion within the KE 

literature on the role that contractual (financial) obligations play in creating and 

shaping seminars and other KE events where academics and NAPS are interacting 

(Tang and Sinclair, 2001; Castro-Martínez, 2001; 2008; Spaapen and van Drooge, 

2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011). By imposing conditions on funding, the ESRC 

and other funders are creating a powerful incentive for academics to engage with 

wider society through this type of activity. 

 

7.2.2 Commitment from professional self-interest  

Along with an obligation to the research funders, many academics expressed a 

commitment to KE activities as part of their professional self-interest and 

development. As described earlier, the REF now considers non-academic activities 

and societal ‘impact’ as part of their judgement on academic performance (REF, 

2014; Khazragui and Hudson, 2015). The policies of the REF have altered how 

universities view their role in society, and what they expect their academics to do 

with regards to engaging in KE practices (University of Southampton, 2016; 

University of St. Andrews, 2016). KE seminars are a tangible activity that academics 

can list on their CVs and report to their Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and 

research centres (like the CPC). As such, they can be useful in helping to further 

academics’ career development. This is illustrated by a quotation from Stuart, a 

research fellow in the SC on a project-linked (ie, temporary) contract. He was 

acutely aware of his temporary employment status and was very concerned about 
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developing a good CV. He saw KE seminars as something that he should do in the 

interests of furthering his career.  

 

If you want to take a cynical point of view you do it because 

it’s part of the academic game; it’s now considered alongside 

publishing in journals. It’s now part of how we’re judged. 

It’s something you do not just because you want to spread 

your academic message, it’s something you do for your CV 

because you want to get a job. Of course, that’s just 

something you’ve got to be aware of. That’s probably why 

some knowledge exchange happens - because it has to 

happen, not always because you want it to happen. I enjoy 

doing it, but I know some people don’t enjoy doing it as 

well. (Stuart, academic researcher, Soton).  

 

This quotation is evidence which links KE activities to CV-building and career 

development. They are something one does ‘for your CV because you want to get a 

job.’ Holding KE seminars helps further careers because they are now ‘part of the 

academic game.’  

This notion that KE practices is now part of the ‘academic game’ was highlighted by 

Jensen et al (2008) who suggested that those who participated in them also 

performed other academic pursuits better than those who do not. This type of 

narrative was particularly common amongst contracted academic researchers: ie 

researchers employed by the CPC to work on a specific research project usually in 

positions such as ‘Research Fellow’ or ‘Research Associate.’ Stuart is a relatively 

experienced researcher, but still on a project-linked contract. At several points 

during the interview, Stuart described the importance of CV-building, which is 

understandable given the precarious nature of his temporary position. Other CPC 

academic researchers were in a similar position.  

For Stuart and his peers in similar positions, engaging in KE seminars was not 

driven by contractual obligation to the ESRC (which remains ultimately the 
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responsibility of the Principal Investigator (PIs)), but more of an activity which can 

help develop their careers as well-rounded academics. 

While this risks sounding negative, there is an important upside to consider in this 

emerging new system. Historically, academics who engaged in KE activities have 

been professionally marginalised (Tang and Sinclair, 2001; Nutley et al, 2010; 2007). 

Nutley et al 2010 claimed that academics’ engagement with wider society is ‘rarely 

rewarded […] in terms of attracting promotion or funding’ (p. 139). The evidence 

presented here suggests that this may be changing, where academics who do 

engage with wider society are slowly being recognised and rewarded for doing so. 

For some academics (especially those on temporary contracts), engaging with wider 

society was actively viewed as something one must do in order to further your 

career. This is increasingly the case as research funders (such as the ESRC), research 

evaluation (such as through the REF), and the HEIs themselves have all established 

policies which acknowledges academics’ KE efforts, and attempts to rewards such 

practices in a way that has not traditionally been the case.  How successful those 

policies are is a matter outside the scope of this thesis.  

 

7.2.3 Moral commitment to recompense society 

Around one third of the academic interviewees (5/13) explicitly recognised the 

privileged position that they held in society. About three quarters (9/13) expressed a 

view in which KE seminars were considered to be a way of giving something back 

to society generally and to their research participants more specifically.  

These views were more altruistic in tone. Academic interviewees who held these 

views expressed a desire to recompense the society which funds and supports their 

work, as well as a duty to ensure that the academic voice is heard in the concerns 

and debates of the day. The following four quotations are presented to illustrate 

these points. They were chosen because they are drawn from across the CPC’s 
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academic membership – permanent and contract academic positions, and from 

Southampton (Soton) and the Scottish Consortium (SC).   

 

We are in a really privileged position. When I was 

interviewing XXXXXX migrants for my research they were 

telling me about the challenges they faced working here, and 

they have given up time to tell me about that. We are in a 

position where we can speak to others in society, some of 

them in influential positions, and it is our duty to share what 

we have learnt with others. (Isabella, academic researcher, 

Soton).  

 

Research participants have given up their time, information, 

and it is them, as taxpayers, who are paying for all this. So I 

do feel duty-bound to give something back. (Justin, 

academic, SC).  

 

I always think that if we’re using public funds, we do need 

to make an effort in making findings useful, and to 

communicate them in a way that goes beyond the REF. 

(Stuart, academic researcher, SC).  

 

It’s really important to communicate what we know - it is 

our duty to engage with the debates of society. In the past 

there was no incentive. There was no hook to name what 

you were doing. There was no recognition, and very little 

money to do anything. (Harriet, academic, Soton).  

 

This selection of quotations demonstrates a personal moral commitment and a 

responsibility to society which Isabella, Justin and Harriet describe as a ‘duty.’ 

When examining to whom this ‘duty’ is owed, it is clear from the transcripts of the 

interviews that it was: 
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(1) To the society which funds their research: Justin and Stuart explicitly 

referred to the fact that the CPC’s research is ultimately funded by public 

money (as did 9/13 academic interviewees) and so they should be at least 

trying to offer something back to that society. ‘Taxpayers… are paying for all 

this’ (Justin); ‘we’re using public funds, we do need to make an effort’ 

(Stuart).  

 

(2) To participants who have given up their time, information, and energy 

to contribute to the research: For Isabella, KE seminars are a way of using 

privileged access to those in positions of power to recompense her research 

participants. ‘They have given up time to tell me about [their difficulties] 

[…] it is our duty to share what we have learnt.’ Justin also expressed a view 

that KE seminars were about a way to ‘give something back’ to research 

participants who had ‘given up their time [and] information.’ 

 

Harriet’s quotation was interesting because it also links back to the earlier point 

about professional rewards. While there are contractual obligations to engage in KE 

activities, they also enable academics to participate in activities that historically may 

not have been possible without such funding and incentives (‘hooks’). Her 

quotation pointed out that in the past there was ‘little incentive,’ ‘no recognition,’ 

and ‘very little money’ to facilitate what she viewed as an important duty of 

academics - to engage in the debates of society. 

 

7.2.4 Commitment from professional and personal satisfaction 

While almost all academic interviewees described the initial idea for organising KE 

seminars as deriving from contractual obligation, these narratives were bound up 

within a theme of enjoyment and professional satisfaction. Some academics saw KE 
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seminars as an opportunity to do something different, an opportunity to speak 

about their research to people ‘in the real world’ (Patrick) outside of academia. 

 

I really enjoy doing these things. It’s great going to 

conferences and talking to other academics, but you are in a 

bit of a bubble when you work in research and it’s nice to 

kind of get out there and think, you know, people were very 

positive about it, at this policy {knowledge exchange} event. 

Everyone seemed really interested, which is really 

reassuring, you know? Because you know that the sort of 

things that we’re doing are useful, and people are interested 

in it. It’s not just us sitting in our office typing on our 

computers thinking: “this is really important” and everyone 

else thinking: “what are you doing that for?” So, yeah. That 

is reassuring […]. It was a very positive experience and I’d 

be happy to do more things like that. (Sophie, academic 

research, Soton). 

 

Sophie is a research associate at Soton. This quotation portrays KE seminars as a 

source of enjoyment based on the fact that the event is interesting to others outside 

of academia. They are a way ‘to kind of get out there’ and a ‘very positive 

experience,’ before Sophie concludes that she would be ‘happy to do more.’ Her 

quotation also asserts that KE seminars are a way to connect with the wider world 

outside of the academic ‘bubble.’ This view that seminars help connect with the 

outside world was stated more succinctly by Patrick: 

 

From my perspective […] it helps remind me that there’s a 

real world outside - beyond academia. I get more satisfaction 

going to see people. (Patrick, academic, SC). 
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Academia is like a ‘bubble’ and KE seminars help academics escape that bubble and 

remind them that there is a ‘real world outside’ and that those in the ‘real world’ 

saw the value of their research - this gave them great pleasure.   

 

7.3 Non-academic professionals’ commitment to knowledge 

exchange seminars 

The remainder of this chapter turns to the narratives of the NAP interviewees, 

examining why they chose to engage with demographic research by participating in 

at least one CPC-organised KE seminar.  

It is important to recall from the methods chapter (chapter 5) that the NAPs who 

were interviewed in this research were those who had decided to participate in a 

CPC KE seminar event. This has implications for how interviewees may perceive 

and engage with academic social research in general, and CPC KE events in 

particular. In other words, had the interviews been conducted with those who were 

aware of CPC KE seminars but ultimately chose not to attend, those interviews 

would probably have yielded very different narratives. This research sought to 

interview NAPs who had freely chosen to attend a CPC KE seminar event without 

any contractual obligation to do so, and then agreed to be interviewed about it 

afterwards. This may mean they might have generally positive views on the value 

of academic research in their professional lives, and how they see their own 

professional relationship with it. This point was summed up by Joseph when he 

said: 

 

Once you’ve taken the trouble to go to a meeting with 

academics you’ve bought into it. Once you’ve defined 

yourself as someone who would go to that kind of occasion 

{pause} there’s almost a kind of self-definitional kind of 

element […]. There’s a sort of mental leap that you’ve got to 

go through to sort of say: “I am the kind of person from a 
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Local Authority who would take the trouble to take half a 

day and go to one of these meetings because I will think it 

will enhance our policy.” So that’s a kind of mental re-self-

assessment that people will have to go through to come to 

these things. And that’s quite a big deal for some people. 

(Joseph, academic, SC). 

 

In this quotation, Joseph recognises the commitment that NAPs make when 

choosing to participate in KE seminars, and how they define themselves 

professionally in relation to those events.  

At this point it is also important to recall from the methods chapter (chapter 5) that 

all of the NAP interviewees were employed by the public sector, and all but one 

were working for the local, Scottish, and UK Governments (the exception being one 

participant who worked for NHS England). This is important because it means all 

the NAPs who attended the CPC’s KE seminars were broadly part of an 

institutional environment which placed importance on ‘evidence’ in their work, 

which is driven by Evidence-Based Policy-Making (EBPM) agenda (ESRC, 2005; 

Nutley et al, 2007; Davies et al, 2000; Bullock et al, 2001). This information is relevant 

here because that agenda has shaped non-academic organisations’ expectations of 

their employees. This has, in turn, shaped employees’ rhetoric and practices in how 

they engage with ‘evidence’ from academia and beyond.   

 

7.3.1 Organisational commitment to ‘evidence’ 

As stated in this chapter’s synopsis, NAP’s involvement with KE seminars is heavily 

influenced by their employer organisations’ commitment to research (Best and 

Holmes, 2010). Therefore, it is unsurprising that many NAPs claimed that they 

participated in KE seminars because it was part of their professional remit to engage 

with ‘evidence’ (9/14). However, it was also clear from the transcripts that academic 

research evidence did not occupy a particularly special position within an evidence 

hierarchy (Nutley et al, 2007; Davies et al, 2000). Only 4 of the 14 NAP interviewees 
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explicitly mentioned academic research occupying any privileged position, while 

the rest (10/14) lumped academic research into more generic phrases such as 

‘evidence,’ or ‘relevant work.’ 

In evidencing these claims, this section of the analysis starts with a quotation from 

Sharad – a civil servant who formerly worked for the Scottish Government but now 

works for the UK Government. He was reflecting on the EBPM agenda and its 

impact on NAPs’ professional practices of engaging with evidence. I asked him if 

there were differences between the UK and Scottish Governments in their 

organisational commitment from their policymakers and support teams to be up-to-

date with relevant research in the areas under their professional remit. He said: 

 

No, I don’t think there’s a policy difference. The English 

Government, erm, rather, the UK Government, says they’re 

into evidence-based policymaking. That’s maybe a Tony 

Blair phrase but the thought still exists in Whitehall 

undiminished. Although the phrase ‘evidence-based policy’ 

may be a UK government phrase, the Scottish Government, 

as far as I can tell, is just as keen on that sort of thing. 

(Sharad, civil servant, UK Government).  

 

Sharad signals (although not strongly) that evidence in policymaking is something 

that is expected of them - saying that both the UK and Scottish Governments are 

‘keen on that sort of thing.’ However, he does not specifically mention academic 

research but rather uses the more generic word ‘evidence,’ which presumably 

includes academic research alongside other forms of evidence. Stephanie, the 

Scottish Government researcher mentioned earlier, confirmed Sharad’s view that 

the Scottish Government expects its employees to be aware of ‘relevant work,’ and 

to share it with their colleagues, where appropriate.  
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Knowledge exchange is supposed to be one of those things 

that people do as part of their jobs in government […]. To an 

extent everybody who works in research in the Scottish 

Government is supposed to do that on a general basis. I’m 

not saying that we do it terribly well, but part of the job is 

supposed to be {pause} I don’t know what you call it: 

knowledge brokerage? Whatever you want to call it. People 

should always be on the lookout for relevant work that’s 

been done and to pass it on to policy people or to other 

researchers. (Stephanie, Government researcher, Scottish 

Government).  

 

As with Sharad, Stephanie did not explicitly mention academic research as a source 

of ‘relevant work,’ but did demonstrate that there was an organisational 

commitment to remaining receptive to outside information, and that sharing 

information across government departments is an intrinsic ‘part of the job’ – 

something that they are ‘supposed to do.’  

Even at local government level there was an expectation that employees should be 

receptive to evidence. However, at the local level the use of evidence was more 

geared towards service delivery rather than public policy development:  

 

I sit in a service and I help the planner with the information 

that planners need. Like, every time you do local planning 

for anything you need to write a monitoring statement 

which looks at the population, you look at the industry and 

employment, the economic situation [...]. We have to make 

decisions about where to put new schools, how big should 

they be? We’ve had a high population growth over the last 

decade, will this continue? What about an ageing 

population? What will we {the local authority} need to do to 

provide for them? And that needs us to pull together 

information from different places. (Hamish, policy analyst, 

Scottish Local Authority).  
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As before, academic research is not specifically mentioned by name, merely that 

‘information from different places’ is pulled together for assisting decision-making. 

While ‘evidence’ has become increasingly important in decision- and policy-making 

(as part of the EBPM agenda), it appears that academic research does not hold a 

particularly special place in this process – it is just one source of knowledge among 

others.  

This echoes the work of a number of KE scholars who have highlighted the non-

privileged position that academic research often has in policy and practice settings. 

This was outlined in some detail in the literature review. While academic research 

might be important, it is mixed with multiple, diverse sources of knowledge and 

expertise. This can include evidence from other branches of government, practice 

professionals, businesses, lobbies, and other interests (Greenhalgh and Wieringa 

2011; Bryne, 2011; Davies et al, 2008; Gabbay and le May, 2004; Greenhalgh et al, 

2004; Vivian and Gibson, 2003; Tyndén, 1993). As described in the literature review 

such diverse sources of knowledge may even be competing against academic 

research, which itself can produce contradictory or ambiguous evidence, findings, 

and recommendations. This makes the KE process complex, as knowledge may not 

be in accord, and there are different and competing priorities and interests. All of 

this further complicates the status of academic research in the eyes of NAPs. As 

Elaine remarked:    

  

Could we do more with academic research? Maybe. But it’s a 

challenge when there’s competing evidence, interests, 

competing priorities all the time, and we’re in an age of 

shrinking resources. (Elaine, Policy officer, Scottish Local 

Authority).  
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7.3.2 Personal commitment to academic research 

Mirroring some of the academic interviewees, some NAPs expressed a personal 

commitment to engaging with academic research. This point was particularly salient 

among the civil servants interviewed. Angus, a senior civil servant, claimed:  

 

I’m a big proponent of academic research. I think research 

can, and should, inform policy development. I held that 

belief when I was in university as well. Now 30 years on, I 

still believe that. (Angus, civil servant, Scottish 

Government).  

 

All of the NAP interviewees were university-educated up to at least Masters level, 

with 3 holding PhDs. Thus, they all had academic backgrounds which shaped their 

views on what academic research can offer the public sector.   

A similar view was shared by Ashley, the head of an analytical department in the 

Scottish Government. She expressed the view that she and her team saw value in 

academic research: 

 

I think from our team there’s an appreciation of {academic} 

research and we do sort of carry that on into daily work 

[pause]. One of my colleagues was at a conference just last 

week, and it was very academic but he found it useful […] 

We still have lots of links to academics still, and there are tie-

ins with our work, and we still respect it and appreciate it, 

whereas maybe others would say: “well, that’s the problem, 

but there’s no academic research that helps in the practical 

sense.” Whereas I think that’s not true. It can be very useful 

to have strong links and know what’s happening {in 

academia}. (Ashley, civil servant, Scottish Government).  
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Ashley claimed that she and her team were committed to engaging with academic 

research; that they ‘respected’ and ‘appreciated’ academic research evidence, and 

attempted to keep their academic connections going. However, she also recognised 

that others might not share her view. Indeed, several NAP interviewees expressed 

disdain for too great a commitment to academic research. This is demonstrated by 

Hamish (an analyst from a rural Scottish local authority), who claimed: 

 

There are people who will [pause] I choose my words 

carefully [pause]. I can think of a colleague of mine who 

fortunately doesn’t work that closely to me, so you can’t 

track them down, has still got a strong interest in academia – 

who keeps a very keen interest in the academic world, and 

the overlap with his work. The bottom line is that he’s not 

doing his job properly. You’ve got so many hours in the day, 

you’ve got to be focused and you’ve got to be targeted. You 

can eavesdrop on what’s going on in academia, but you can’t 

really spend time on things. We can’t read a 20 page 

committee report let alone a 20 page academic paper. End of 

story. (Hamish, Policy support, Scottish Local Government).  

 

Hamish’s comments were among the most critical, but there were other occasions 

within interviews where engagement with academic research was thought to be a 

waste of time, or where colleagues who were too involved with academic research 

were described in ways such as ‘not doing [their] job properly.’ It should be noted 

here that Hamish attended two separate CPC KE seminars, one in Edinburgh and 

one in Inverness. Earlier in the interview he described his positive experience of 

them, so he cannot feel that academic research is entirely irrelevant to his own work.  

While organisations’ rhetoric of commitment to evidence was strong in encouraging 

NAPs to engage with academic research, that engagement also required a 

commitment of tangible resources. It is to this issue that this analysis now turns.  
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7.4 Non-academic participation in knowledge exchange 

seminars: professional priorities and resources 

The EBPM agenda encourages NAPs working for the public sector to be at least 

aware of evidence being produced in areas within their professional remit. Yet 

professionals’ commitment to engaging with academic research is not only reliant 

on their employer organisation’s rhetoric, it also requires those organisations to 

commit resources in order to provide the capacity for its employees to engage with 

academic research (Shaxton et al, 2012; Best and Holmes, 2010; Meagher et al, 2008; 

Coote, 2007; Mitton et al, 2007).  

This section of the analysis examines NAPs’ narratives of the resources that they 

require in order to engage with academic research through participation in KE 

seminars (section 7.4.1). Following that, section 7.4.2 highlights the issues of 

geography, time and travel which can be a significant barriers to participating in KE 

seminars, particularly for NAPs from rural Local Authorities. Section 7.4.3 examines 

how government departments’ budget cuts under a political programme of 

austerity have reduced the organisational capacity (in staff resources and finances) 

for NAPs to attend KE seminars. Austerity has also impacted on how NAPs 

prioritise engaging with academic research via KE seminars in their professional 

lives. 

 

7.4.1 Acknowledging the resource commitment  

Academics that organise and host KE seminars should recognise the resource 

commitment that they are asking from their potential audiences. Even a ‘free’ event 

requires staff time, energy, and finance. It is time away from the desk to travel 

somewhere (which might be a considerable distance away, and expensive) to 

engage with academics’ research through an event which might last only an hour. 

Such commitment in resources should be acknowledged. The finding presented in 

this section adds to an existing body of work which describes the availability of 

sufficient resources as an important factor in facilitating collaborative research 
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and/or KE projects and activities (Shaxton et al, 2012; Mitton et al, 2007; Denis and 

Lomas, 2003; Ross et al, 2003; Crewe and Young, 2002; innvær et al, 2002), and the 

same is true for KE seminars, even if the commitment required is less intensive.  

Seventy-five percent (10/14) of the NAPs interviewed explicitly referred to KE 

seminars as activities which required a commitment of resources. Furthermore, half 

of the NAPs (7/14) stated that limited (and shrinking) resources within their 

employer organisation has impacted on their decision to attend KE seminars. More 

specifically, it was the resource of time which they most frequently cited as limited - 

this resource weighed most heavily on their decision to attend CPC KE seminars or 

not. 

 

I could be doing all these other bits of work that I’ve got 

lined up so I have to choose carefully. It all depends on what 

time you’ve got to go to {KE} events. If your time is precious 

you’ll cherry pick the ones that you know should be good. 

(Morag, policy support, Scottish local authority). 

 

We don’t have time for that anymore because there’s only 

three of us now: myself, XXXXXX and XXXXX. We did have 

another, but he retired, so there’s very few of us so we have 

to be selective, and there’s a lot of things like these {KE 

seminars} that we had to just cut out. (Lilly, UK Government 

agency).  

 

You have to decide if it looked really relevant because it’s 

half a day, realistically. It’s an hour on the bus to get there, 

an hour and a half at the seminar, and an hour back to your 

desk. Logistics are important (Stephanie, Government 

researcher, Scottish Government). 

 

I’ve not gone to some things {KE seminars} because there’s 

too much other work on and that has to take priority. Day-
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to-day work has to take priority. And while they can often 

add something to your day-to-day work activities, it would 

be in exchange for doing your work. But if there're other 

things on, you can’t go […]. It’s just the way things are, 

everyone’s busy. (Elaine, Policy officer, Scottish Local 

Authority). 

 

These quotations were representative of typical responses given by seminar 

participants about the commitment they were making when deciding to attend KE 

seminars or not. The dominant theme here is time, and how limited and ‘precious’ it 

is.  

 

‘It all depends on what time you’ve got… time is precious’ (Morag). 

‘We don’t have time’ (Lilly). 

‘It’s half a day, realistically’ (Stephanie) 

 

This time pressure existed at the individual level (Morag and Stephanie) or at the 

team level (Lilly). Stephanie’s quotation was selected because it illustrated another 

point related to time which many other interviewees also raised: the travel time to 

and from KE seminars. Even a relatively short event (of 1.5 hours) was, in practice, 

‘half the working day’ once travel time was factored into consideration. This issue of 

travel was particularly salient in interviews conducted with members of rural 

Scottish Local Authorities which are far from the urban centres where KE seminars 

are usually held. This is an issue that is returned to in the following section.  

A second issue emerging from these quotations, which was also present in many 

other of the NAPs’ interview transcripts, was how the perceived lack of time 

changes how KE seminars are prioritised against the demands of daily work 

routines: 
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‘I’ve not gone to some things because there’s too much other work on and that has to take 

priority. Day-to-day work has to take priority’ (Elaine). 

‘you’ll cherry pick the ones that should be good’ (Morag). 

‘We have to be selective, and there’s a lot of things … that we had to just cut out’ (Lilly).  

 

KE seminars were often viewed as a supplementary activity to their professional 

work. In some accounts it was even viewed an as impediment to their core work. 

Such a view is present in Elaine’s quotation, where participating in KE seminars 

‘would be in exchange for doing your work.’ In other words, the seminars are not 

central to their professional remits and as such can be dropped when other ‘core’ 

activities need to take priority. This is especially the case during busy periods 

within their employer organisation:  

 

In terms of whether to go to an event [pause]. It depends on 

what else is in the diary, what else you have on at the 

current time. I mean, if something were to come up in the 

next couple of months I probably won’t be going because 

we’re going to have a big budget consultation here. We’ve 

got [pause] it’s going to be a very busy period. So that will 

dictate whether you will go {to KE seminars} or not. (Elaine, 

policy officer, Scottish local authority). 

 

7.4.2 Geography, time and travel 

As mentioned in Stephanie’s quotation, there is an issue regarding travel to KE 

seminars. In Bogenschneider et al’s (2000) account of a seminar series, they 

described how the events were held in a building close to the state capitol so that it 

was convenient for policymakers and elected representatives to travel to the venue.  

Yet, this issue is more complex when the target audience is more geographically 

dispersed.  
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Geographic distance, shapes NAPs’ ability to attend KE seminars or not. The CPC 

decided to hold one of their KE seminars in London (in Westminster) to try and 

encourage attendance, but in doing so had inadvertently excluded those from 

further afield. In the quotation below Leanne (one of the CPC’s administrators) is 

discussing a case where a Welsh local councillor could not attend a CPC seminar in 

London because the duration was too short for her to qualify for travel funding 

from her council.  

 

A {councillor from a Welsh Local Authority} wanted to come 

to the ‘XXXXX XXXXXX’ event. We were holding it in 

London and she was from Wales, and we were holding it in 

the morning because we thought: “well, people can come for 

the morning and go back to their work in the afternoon.” 

[…] We decided on the morning because we thought part-

day would be better […]. She thought she could come but 

she couldn’t come because it was a half-day event and they 

{her local authority} wouldn’t give her funding unless it was 

a full-day event. And obviously it was in London, so it was a 

little bit further to travel. (Leanne, administrator, CPC).  

 

In this specific case, the councillor mentioned could not receive funding for travel 

because the event was not long enough to qualify. The evidence here suggests that 

events which are too short may also create institutional barriers to participation as 

with those which are too long. In the case cited here, this barrier was a formal 

restriction created by organisational rules which dictated the conditions under 

which the councillor was allowed to engage with academic research by attending 

KE seminars. However, a more common barrier was not formal rules, but the value 

judgements that NAPs had to make in deciding to use their professional time to 

travel (sometimes long distances) to attend KE seminars. The relationship between 

the EBPM agenda, staff-resources, money (travel), and event time is eloquently 

encapsulated in the following quote:  
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We do go to seminars and conferences. Bearing in mind that 

it’s a long way from here. It often means the 6.45 train from 

XXXXXXXXX, and getting back at 8.10, or 9.10 at night. So 

it’s a long, long day […]. We do have a commitment to the 

national profile, to the national agenda for keeping up-to-

date with research and stuff. But there is a limit to the 

amount of effort that you can put into flogging down to the 

central belt. (Hamish, policy support, (rural) Scottish Local 

Authority).  

 

As with the Welsh councillor, a KE seminar of shorter duration might create as 

much of a barrier as one that was too long. Yet unlike the councillor, Hamish’s 

response was less about a formal organisational restrictions, and more about how he 

would justify to himself or his colleagues (represented by the use of the word ‘we’) 

the time, money and effort involved in ‘flogging down to the central belt’ in order to 

participate in KE seminars.   

Such a narrative was particularly salient within the interviews of NAPs who were 

from Scottish rural Local Authorities because most KE seminars are hosted in urban 

centres. As such, the commitment required from those who are geographically 

remote is much greater than NAPs from urban centres. This is evidenced in 

Hamish’s quotation above, and is worth dwelling on a little further as it was an 

extremely important issue for the NAPs who were affected by this difficulty. 

Geography can create a significant barrier for NAPs wishing to participate in KE 

seminars because of the cost and time involved in getting to them. This position is 

further evidenced by Elaine, the senior policymaker for a rural Scottish Local 

Authority in the North of Scotland: 

 

Being realistic, if things are going on further afield then 

there’s always high travel expenses associated with that, and 

we can’t always be going. And yeah, that would be a 
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determining factor as well. If something was happening in 

London, we probably could never go […] I mean, the cost 

implications are certainly something to think about. Even 

travelling to the central belt [pause], you have to think about 

how many times you’re going. (Elaine, senior policymaker, 

(rural) Scottish Local Authority). 

 

Taking this point to the extreme is a quotation from Mhari. As mentioned in the 

methodology chapter, one interview was conducted over Skype with an employee 

of a Scottish Island-based Local Authority whose pseudonym is ‘Mhari.’ For her, 

travelling to the mainland was a huge expense, meaning that any physical 

attendance at KE seminars represented a massive investment of resources. Mhari 

participated in a CPC event through teleconferencing (ie she did not attend in 

person but via video link). She said: 

 

We have to keep in tune with the national agenda, but if you 

talk to people from XXXXXXXX and the XXXXXXX Isles, it’s 

really hard for them {us}. And they {we} would benefit so 

much from being able to have a higher involvement in the 

national working groups, not only academia, but it is so 

difficult in terms of time and budget. You can cut the time by 

flying, but they {we} can’t afford it. (Mhari, policy support, 

rural Scottish Local Authority). 

 

The first thing to note here is that Mhari is speaking in the third person about her 

own employer and her colleagues. This might be a local dialect, a personal idiom, or 

the fact that she was speaking to me via Skype. Regardless, the ‘they’ that she is 

referring to is either her employer (the local council) or her colleagues. The point 

here is to highlight the importance of distance and its implications for the resources 

required to attend KE events in person.  
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The conclusion in this section is that geographic distance creates a barrier to 

participation in ‘free’ KE seminars. This barrier is also unequal, with those from 

rural local authorities much more affected than those in urban centres.  

 

7.4.3 Recession and public sector cuts 

All the NAPs interviewed in this study were employed in the public sector. Since 

the 2010 General Election of a coalition (Conservative-Liberal Democrat) 

Government, there has been a systematic reduction across all government 

departments under a politically-motivated ‘austerity’ programme (Innes and 

Tetlow, 2015; IFS, 2015). Austerity and its resulting departmental budget cuts have 

been continued since the 2015 election of a Conservative Government. This has had 

an impact on KE practices (see King, 2015; Tomm-Bonde et al, 2013; Nutley et al, 

2010). Every single NAP interviewee stated that their engagement with academic 

research has been adversely affected by those departmental cuts. This is important 

because the interview schedule did not specifically ask about the recession, public 

sector cuts, or their impact on NAPs’ capacity to engage with academic research 

through participation in KE activities. The interviews were conducted between 

September 2011 and December 2012, just as the public sector cuts were taking effect. 

As they did, departmental budgets and staff reductions eroded organisational 

capacity. One consequence of this has been that ‘optional’ activities – such as 

participating in KE seminars – have become an even lower priority. As one 

interviewee said, as the cuts took effect ‘it is the academic periphery that will go 

first’ (Ross).  

 

I wonder now if things are now a bit tight. It might be 

getting harder and harder for local authorities to now fund 

anything over and above their main services. But I think 

there’s also an acknowledgement that certain things are 

important, and it is important to get this sort of information 

{referring to academic research}. But a lot of people can’t 
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make it [to events]. I don’t know if that was through lack of 

resources, or couldn’t get time off work – had too much on 

[…]. It’s hard to tell, but I would imagine that as things are 

getting very tight, it’s the academic periphery that will go 

first. (Ross, Policy support, English intergovernmental 

organisation).  

 

It is a constraint, capacity is an issue. And it always has been, 

it’s not just to the economic climate. We’re in the business of 

giving people value-for-money […]. That’s what we’re all 

about. So what practical measures can we do? What little 

things can we do with no money to get the right information 

and the right policies? Especially now given that our budgets 

are so severely restricted. (Hamish, Policy Support, Scottish 

Local Authority). 

 

Most of the time you’re running from one thing to another, 

particularly in local government just now. Loads of people 

are taking early retirement and voluntary redundancy. So 

you’ve got fewer people trying to deliver the same amount 

of work. And it’s worse now than it would have been even 

just three years ago, I would say. (Morag, Policy Support, 

Scottish Local Authority). 

 

These quotations present evidence of diminishing organisational capacity, where 

resources are ‘getting very tight nowadays’ (Ross) because ‘our budgets are so 

severely restricted right now’ (Hamish) and ‘loads of people are taking early 

retirement and voluntary redundancy’ (Morag). There are fewer people doing the 

same amount of work with less money, and this is worse now than it was ‘even just 

three years ago.’ 

This issue was touched on here, but is an area which deserves further research 

because it is such an important aspect of NAPs’ decisions to participate (or not) in 

KE seminars. These interviews were conducted as the cuts were starting to take 
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effect. As time has passed, this problem has been exacerbated as further cuts have 

taken place since the interviews and have continued to date (2016).  

Reductions in resources inevitably lead to pressures and prioritisation. Thus, while 

the various levels of government might express a rhetoric of commitment to the 

insights of academic research in policy- and decision-making, the reality is that 

many NAP interviewees said that a lack of resources made realising such 

commitments difficult (a finding echoing Coote et al, 2004). As such, other priorities 

and daily commitments then take priority over participation in KE seminars.  

This does not mean that NAPs do not attend KE seminars at all: every person 

interviewed in this research had attended at least 1 CPC seminar, so they did decide 

to make such a commitment. Yet these events still entail a commitment of resources, 

and those resources are increasingly restricted which creates a barrier to 

participation. The overriding narrative from many of the NAPs interviewed was 

that KE seminars cost, and they are in the business of delivering value to the 

taxpayers. Yet, at the same time they have an obligation to keep up-to-date with the 

latest information and evidence being produced. This tension derives from a 

political and organisational culture which fosters rhetoric around the desire to have 

policy and decisions informed by evidence, yet which provides (increasingly) 

limited opportunities for their employees to invest time in activities which would 

fulfil this goal. This tension is eloquently summed up by another quotation from 

Roxanne: 

 

I guess it’s like other places: on the one hand, you have less 

time and money and everything, but on the other hand, 

there’s also an acknowledgement that you can’t put things to 

waste, you cannot waste opportunities: we need to utilise the 

resources that we do have. We want to go, and we should be 

going, but sometimes we can’t. It’s a balancing act. It’s a two-

way thing. It costs money to go to these events, but you want  
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to make sure that you’re not wasting opportunities to access 

information. (Roxanne, Policy Support, intergovernmental 

organisation).  

 

Despite the barriers faced by NAPs in engaging with academics through 

participation in KE seminars; they do engage. Yet it is within a scenario 

of balancing competing interests.  

 

7.5 Exploiting the ‘windows of opportunity’ 

Unlike other ‘indirect’ dissemination activities (eg online videos, briefing or 

working papers), KE events (eg seminars, exhibitions, or debates) are both 

geographically and temporally situated. In other words, they not only occur within 

a particular venue at a particular place, they also occur at a particular point in time. 

The timing of KE seminars in relation to the wider political context in which KE 

seminars are situated is very important.  

KE seminars exist within a wider political and policy environment. This political 

environment is important because it drives ‘demand’ for academic social science 

research by policymakers (Nutley et al, 2010). This political environment is a 

tremendously important factor in driving NAPs to want to engage with and use 

academic research (Moore et al, 2011; Korthari et al, 2009; Court and Young, 2003; 

Davies et al, 2000; Nutley et al, 2007; Sabatier et al, 2007; 2014).  

The interests of this political environment is not fixed. At different times, different 

issues come to dominate the political agenda. This creates a dynamic environment 

in which some substantive research areas are of more interest than others at certain 

times. It is at these points of heightened interest that the CPC’s academics must 

identify and target in order to capitalise on a political environment which may be 

receptive to their work. In this section, ‘relevance,’ ‘hot topics,’ and ‘strategic 

interests’ are explored in order to better understand what ‘windows of opportunity’ 

can look like.  
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7.5.1 The importance of seminar ‘relevance’ 

When NAP interviewees were asked what made them decide to go to the CPC 

seminar(s) that they attended, all but 2 (12/14) used the same word: ‘relevance.’ This 

is a word repeatedly used in Korthati et al’s (2009) research on healthcare 

policymakers’ engagement with research. It is critical to drawing an interest in 

seminars. This word appeared 63 times across the 14 NAP interviews, with one 

participant (Stephanie) using it 17 times. By contrast, this word appears in only 9/13 

of the academic interview transcripts, and appears only 27 times; with 13 of those 

instances occurring between the two CPC administrators: 

 

I think it’s just relevance. I think that’s so crucial […]. We felt 

that there was real relevance in this event to us. That seemed 

to be a reason why a lot of XXXXX {local authority} people 

went. (Roxanne, Policy Support, intergovernmental 

organisation, Scotland).  

 

When pressed to describe what ‘relevance’ looks like, a number of NAPs described 

it as like a ‘concentric circle.’ In this model, the more specific a KE seminar topic is, 

the more likely the seminar will attract a highly interested, but numerically small 

group of people. Conversely, KE seminars which are broader in scope might see a 

greater number of people attend, but with a reduced intensity of interest. To 

illustrate this point is evidence from two NAPs, Stephanie and Sharad.  

 

It’s a balance. A small {narrow} focus will have a small 

number of people who will be interested. And sometimes all 

you want is a small, very interested, very specific meeting or 

event or whatever. [Other times it might be] of very general 

relevance and selling it to people saying: “This is going to 

inform lots of areas of your work and help you deliver on 

lots of aspects of your work,” and you might, hopefully, get 
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lots of people coming. Then you go right down to: “no, you 

really need to know this” where you will only get a few 

people. So I suppose it’s about pitching it right. It’s 

relevance, and I think that’s probably the key thing. 

(Stephanie, Government researcher, Scottish Government).  

 

A lot of these things are mostly useful background 

knowledge for people. It’s not going to answer the day-to-

day questions that they’re involved with. Although 

sometimes they {KE events} can be on quite specific topics 

that might be answering very specific questions. (Sharad, 

civil servant, UK Government). 

 

In these quotations, both Stephanie and Sharad make a distinction between KE 

seminars which cover general ‘mostly useful background knowledge’ (Sharad), and 

those which are focused on ‘very specific questions.’ Stephanie’s quotation was 

more comprehensive in making this distinction; where seminars of a general nature 

will attract broader (but less interested) audiences, and others which are extremely 

targeted will attract a smaller (but more interested) number of participants. The 

implication of such statements is interesting because KE seminars with a small 

number of participants might be highly effective in disseminating research and 

engaging with non-academic audiences than larger ones, so long as the topic is 

targeted to the interests of that small group. A KE seminar attended by many people 

may not be more successful in creating societal impact than one attended by a 

smaller, but more focused, group. Academics must reflect on how their event is 

‘pitched’ to the audience they seek to attract in terms of its relevance to that 

audience (Feldman et al, 2001).  

Such a view mirrors that of Nutley et al (2007) and Weiss’ (1995, 1979) discussion 

regarding how research might be used in different ways by different audiences. 

Some research may target very specific policies for change, while others may only 

provide general background information on a particular substantive area. If the 
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seminar topic is too generalised, potential seminar participants may no longer see 

the event as valuable to them. Conversely, if a KE seminar topic is too specific it will 

be of interest to such a small number of people that seminars might not be the best 

method of dissemination and engagement at all. 

 

7.5.2 What makes seminars ‘relevant?’ 

The discussion on ‘relevance’ inevitably leads to the question: what specifically 

makes a KE seminar topic ‘relevant?’ The analysis of the NAP interview data 

revealed a distinction between two types of political circumstances in which KE 

seminars might be ‘relevant’ to NAPs: political ‘hot topics’ and ‘strategic interests.’ 

 

Targeting ‘hot topics’ 

‘Hot topics’ was a phrase used by four NAP interviewees. Hot topics are particular 

issues which suddenly appear on the political agenda. NAPs described the election 

of new councillors or MPs or MSPs who have their own specific interests as one 

example of how hot topics may emerge onto the political agenda. Other examples 

are the publication of new data or some external event which the media have picked 

up and politicised as an issue within the public domain. Each of these is an example 

taken from the NAPs’ interviews.  

Hot topics are windows of intense political interest in a particular area.  When 

issues are ‘hot,’ they create opportunities for academics to target their seminars and 

influence decision-makers who are part of a (temporarily) very receptive political 

environment.  

This wider political system is important. While elected representatives rarely 

attended CPC KE seminars, the NAPs who do attend are part of that system. In 

other words, policymakers and their support teams may be the ones attending the 
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CPC’s KE seminars, but they do so as part of a political environment which is 

largely shaped by elected representatives.  

 

People forget, but actually it’s politicians who make 

decisions not civil servants […]. If you want to change policy 

it always comes from politicians. That’s true at the local and 

the national level […]. Politicians have to be good at dealing 

with the here-and-now, and will ask questions {of 

policymakers and their support teams} about what’s 

happening now, and we {within the civil service} have [to be 

aware of research being produced] to inform that current 

debate, not the past debate. (Sharad, policy analyst, UK 

Government). 

 

One of the big issues that was worrying the Scottish 

Government was the decline in fertility in Scotland, and 

really I think they just wanted some work on that. [At the 

time, it was] a topic that really interested them. Now in 2012, 

because fertility has risen in the past few years […] that 

[interest] has kind of gone away. Politicians and 

policymakers really do pay attention to the moment, you 

know? (Cynthia, academic, SC). 

 

NAP interviewees from across all levels of government (local, Scottish and UK) 

emphasised the important role of elected representatives (and the government as a 

whole) in driving a political agenda which impacts on policymakers’ and their 

support teams’ (ie the NAPs interviewed in this research) interest in specific topics. 

NAPs who  attend CPC KE seminars are employees of organisations who are 

directly answerable to elected political institutions (except one who works for the 

NHS), and those institutions have interests in specific topics, yet they are not fixed; 

they are also changing and evolving interests which are shaped by internal and 

external stimuli. Governments’ interest in particular academic topics can intensify 

and wane which impacts on NAPs’ interest in certain research areas.  



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Committing to KE seminars 220 

Sharad’s quotation above is interesting because it points out that change comes from 

politicians, and those politicians deal with immediate concerns. The job of the civil 

service is to inform those immediate concerns (the ‘current debate’) by dealing with 

the shifting nature of political attention, rather than engaging with ‘the past debate.’ 

In making this comment, Sharad is making a criticism also made by a number of 

NAPs (8/14). The ‘past debate’ is a reference to academic debates. There  are often 

differences in the speed at which policymakers and politicians need information 

and the speed at which academics produce and then disseminate findings which 

meet the contemporary and ongoing demand for information (Bogenschneider et al, 

2000; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2007; Mitton et al. 2007; Nutley et al, 2007; Stewart et 

al, 2005; Innvær, 2002). When thinking about ongoing ‘current debate,’ one 

surprising and unexpected comment made by a number of NAPs (5/14) was the 

speed at which ‘hot topics’ come onto the political agenda (particularly through 

questions in Parliament), and just how briefly the windows of opportunity remain 

open in which to target seminars to those hot topics, before they close and are 

replaced as the political agenda shifts.  

 

Some things just suddenly come up. If a question was asked 

in FMQs12 it creates a buzz and people start to become very 

interested in the topic. For example, in 2003 the population 

seemed to be falling below 5 million. The population was in 

crisis, in popular terms, because it was plummeting and 

there were lots of questions being asked […] People really 

were asking questions that we didn’t know the answers to, 

and we kept being asked to provide more information {to the 

Scottish Government}. Our inability to do so was a big thing 

for the government, […] but the pressure does go away 

because they’ve got new pressures. (Angus, civil servant, 

Scottish Government). 

                                                 

12 FMQ’s refers to ‘First Minister’s Questions’ which constitutionally happens every Thursday at 

noon when the Scottish Parliament is in session. Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) present 

either written or oral questions for the First Minister to respond to.  
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If you get a few PQs [Parliamentary Questions] then that 

takes a lot of ministerial correspondence [and] it becomes a 

hot topic, especially if there’s stuff in the press […]. So for a 

while that’ll be the hot topic. And then something new 

comes onto the agenda. But there’s only so many things that 

can be at the top of the agenda. The issue probably hasn’t 

really gone away, but it’s just not at the top anymore […]. 

And if that pressure goes away, or a new pressure, a bigger 

pressure, comes in, then it’s not as if the interest in the issue 

has gone away, it’s just that there’s only so much attention 

that people can give to an issue […]. Policy people […] have 

an immediate need to get information. And if the issue just 

recedes a bit, it’s no longer at the forefront of people’s minds, 

[because] they’re not being asked about it. (Stephanie, 

Government researcher, Scottish Government). 

 

These quotations provides interesting and relevant insights regarding the 

emergence and dissipation of ‘hot topics’ which drives civil servants’ interest in 

particular issues at some times and not others. These are windows of opportunity 

where academics can target and address political interests to a receptive political 

environment through KE seminars. Hot topics are the politicisation of a particular 

issue which drives the government to ask civil servants (and their support teams) 

for information. NAPs (who work for various levels of government) are at KE 

seminars because there is an interest in the research topic which is driven by the 

interests of the wider political system from which they come. Seminars attempting 

to capitalise on this interests must be situated within the ‘hot’ period which may 

only last for a short period. Once the heat in an issue has dissipated, interest in a 

topic often declines as ‘there’s only so many things that can be at the top of the 

agenda’ (Stephanie). Yet, even if the heat has dissipated as ‘something new comes 

onto the agenda,’ it does not mean that intense interest has completely gone, 

particularly for issues which are likely to reoccur.   



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Committing to KE seminars 222 

 

Targeting ‘strategic interests’  

Not all NAPs’ participation in KE seminars is driven by a desire to seek information 

on immediate and pressing issues. Many seminars are ‘relevant’ to NAPs because 

they fill a long-term, comparatively stable, strategic interest.  

It was a strategic interest in demography in Scotland which led to the Scottish 

Government and the ESRC funding the Scottish Demography Initiative (SDI), 

investigating Scotland’s population dynamics, and the eventual support of the CPC. 

Long-term interests also encouraged NAPs’ participation in the CPC’s KE seminars. 

NAPs from the local, Scottish, and UK Governments all described, in different ways, 

how academics can best identify what their organisation’s strategic interests are - 

this can be of value in tailoring their dissemination strategies, including the seminar 

programme, to better target potential audiences. Below is one example relating to 

the Scottish Government: 

 

If you want to know what we’re interested in we’re quite 

transparent at the moment. We’ve got these different 

government publications: programme for government, 

programme for economic strategy, whatever. And they will 

tell you what we are trying to do. And actually, if you 

started looking at these and then can say: “we could help 

with that. We’ve got research that would support that” [then 

that would be ideal]. These are the real things that people 

have to deliver on […]; their priority is to deliver on purpose 

targets […]. It’s about getting the words that people 

recognise and relate, and linking it back to their jobs. 

(Stephanie, Government researcher, Scottish Government). 

 

In this quotation, Stephanie is describing not the ebbs and flows of political ‘hot 

topics,’ but strategic interests. The example given here relates to the Scottish 
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Government’s strategic interests which are represented by their ‘purpose targets’ 

(Scottish Government, 2007). In total, there are 11 targets, with each one 

encompassing a number of specific objectives. Stephanie stated that if academics are 

able to shape their seminars around those purpose targets, then they will have a 

better chance of both finding the right audience (because each objective within the 

purpose targets is under the remit of dedicated teams) and also tailoring the right 

message to them (using the words and language of the targets). If an academic is 

able to do this, then their potential audience will see the relevance of the seminar to 

their professional work, and thus, attend.  

The example presented here relates to the Scottish Government, but the same 

narrative was found in local authority participants (described as ‘outcome 

agreements’) and UK Government participants (which were described as ‘strategic 

objectives’ or ‘steering objectives’).   

 

7.6 Conclusions 

This chapter addressed the question of why academics and non-academic 

professionals commit to hosting and attending CPC KE seminars, and what 

resources are required of them to make such commitments. In doing so, it 

examines the wider social, economic, and political environment in which KE 

seminars are located.  

This chapter first examined the academics’ interview evidence as to why they chose 

to host KE seminars. This thesis posits that they committed to them: 

1. As part of a contractual obligation to research funders;   

2. From professional self-interest; 

3. As moral recompense to the society which funds their work, and to their 

research participants; 

4. Professional satisfaction that their work is useful to others.  
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While the analysis presented each of these four reasons as distinct, it did so only for 

analytical purposes as the academic interviewees often expressed several reasons 

concurrently.  

Reasons 1 and 2 in the list above relate to the KE agenda with regard to how 

academic research is funded and evaluated, and to the professional rewards 

bestowed on academics who engage in KE practices (Korthari et al, 2009; REF, 2014; 

Khazragui and Hudson, 2015; Nutley et al, 2010; 2007; RCUK, 2015; Warry Report, 

2006; ESRC 2009a/b; 2005; Tang and Sinclair, 2001). The conclusion drawn from the 

analysis is that the institutionalisation of the KE agenda has impacted on academics’ 

KE practices, or at the very least their discourses on it. KE seminars are a tangible 

and concrete way of demonstrating ‘non-academic engagement’ which helps fulfil 

funding criteria, as well as help develop academics’ CVs and careers.  

While academics are bound by the conditions of funding which ultimately 

determined why they organised KE seminars, some also expressed views which 

indicated they participated in KE activities from a sense of duty. Some academics 

felt duty-bound to engage with the debates of society, and some harboured a sense 

of obligation to their research participants. For them, KE seminars were a way of 

‘giving something back’ to both society and their research participants.  

The second part of the analysis examined NAPs’ reasons why they chose to 

participate in KE seminars.  

Similar to academics, many NAPs engaged with research because it is now a part of 

their job in meeting their employers’ commitment to EBPM. The EBPM agenda 

mirrors the KE agenda and represents a commitment to have policy and decisions 

based on ‘evidence’ (Davies et al, 2000; Nutley et al, 2007; Bullock, 2001; ESRC, 2005; 

Kitson et al, 1996). The EBPM commitment helps explain, in part, why NAPs 

attended KE seminars: NAPs are part of an organisational and political culture 

which expects them to engage with relevant information in areas within their 
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professional remit. NAP’s willingness to seek academic research is determined by 

their employers’ milieu which values and seeks academic research, and sees it as 

important (Cherney et al, 2015). 

Along with organisational commitment, some NAP interviewees expressed a 

personal commitment to the value of academic research. All the NAPs interviewed 

had experience in academia and thus many (but not all) saw the potential that 

academic research could offer their professional work. Personal commitment is 

particularly important from the higher ranking NAP interviewees. Their leadership 

helps shape their teams’ view of, and engagement with, academic work. Advocacy 

for academic research in a non-academic setting by its leadership creates a 

supportive institutional culture within departments; a finding which is recursive 

throughout the KE literature (Best and Holmes, 2010; Kothari et al, 2009; Mitton et 

al, 2007; Nutley et al, 2007; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Antil et al, 2003; Vivian and 

Gibson, 2003).  

While an organisation and its leadership may see value in its employees engaging 

with academic research, it is important to recognise and appreciate the resource 

commitment that NAPs (and their employer organisations) are making when they 

choose to participate in academics’ KE seminars.  

Sufficient resourcing is vital to successful KE, and is a prevalent theme across the 

KE literature (Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014b; Mitton et al, 2007; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; 

Goering et al, 2003; Lavis et al, 2003; Ross et al, 2003; Percy-Smith et al, 2002 Innvær 

et al, 2002; JFR, 2000), particularly human resources and time. What this thesis adds 

to that discussion is a geographic dimension to resource commitment. KE activities 

in which academics and NAPs meet face-to-face are temporally and geographically 

situated. As such, participants need to travel to attend them, and thus distance can 

be a barrier. This was particularly salient in the interviews with Scottish NAPs. 

Scotland’s small population may help facilitate interpersonal networks between 

academics and NAPs (see previous chapter and Nutley et al, 2010), but this must 

also be considered alongside their geographic distribution, particularly those 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Committing to KE seminars 226 

working for rural Scottish Local Authorities, which makes participation in KE 

activities difficult. Rural NAPs must expend considerably more resources in 

attending KE seminars than those from urban settings where such meetings are 

held. Academics and KE professionals organising such events should be mindful 

that while an urban location is beneficial for some non-academic audiences, it 

penalises others.  

Governments of all levels have expressed a commitment to basing policies and 

decisions on ‘evidence.’ However, austerity measures imposed on the public sector 

have led to reduced staff numbers and budgets - this situation has eroded 

organisational capacity for the public sector’s employees to engage with academic 

research. Over the last few years, a small amount of research has emerged in the KE 

literature on the detrimental impact of austerity on KE programmes in the UK 

(King, 2015; Nutley et al, 2010). The interviews were conducted just as the public 

sector cuts were beginning to take effect and have impacted on NAPs’ ability to 

engage with academics and academic research. No matter how ‘relevant’ academic 

research is to NAPs, a lack of organisational capacity will be a barrier to 

participation as NAPs focus more on their ‘core’ work at the expense of the 

‘peripheral’ extras that KE seminars were perceived to be.  

It should also be noted that these cuts have deepened since the data collection 

period. A lack of resource commitment (in staff time, money) may be one of the 

greatest challenges for KE now and in the immediate future. This is problematic 

because while the rhetoric from public institutions may espouse a commitment to 

academic research insights, in practice this is not matched by the dedicated human 

resources and financial structures that are needed to support it (see also Coote et al, 

2004).  

The final issue addressed in this conclusion is the wider political environment in 

which KE seminars exist. The political environment makes some substantive 

research areas of more interest to NAPs at some points in time, but not others. It 

also shapes how academics can target the right audiences and tailor their seminars 
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in order to address current political interests (Moore et al, 2011; Korthari et al, 2009; 

Guldbrandsson and Fossum, 2009; Nutley et al, 2007; Percy-Smith et al, 2006; 2002; 

Court and Young, 2003; Feldman et al, 2001; Bogenschinder et al, 2000; Weiss, 1979). 

This was framed within the analysis by a discussion on ‘relevance’ - which had two 

dimensions. 

The first dimension was how academics can frame their seminars in different ways 

to attract different audiences - this is conceptualised as a concentric circles model as 

shown in figure 19. Circle 1 represents a seminar which is very specifically tailored 

and targeted to attract a very small, but focused, NAP audience. Circles 2 and 3 are 

seminars which are less focused in scope, but which will attract a larger, but 

potentially less intensely interested, audience. This finding has consequences for 

how academics pitch their seminars and who they aim to attract. A seminar which is 

narrowly focused will attract fewer participants. But this is not to suggest that it will 

necessarily have less ‘impact’ than those with larger audiences.  

 

 

Figure 19 Concentric circles model of relevance of KE seminars  

The second dimension of ‘relevance’ relates to ongoing political interests. The 

political environment shapes what knowledge NAPs working for public institutions 

seek, and the speed and urgency with which they do so. Some research is demanded 

quickly and may be used immediately, while other research may be used only to 

inform a background understanding of the issues involved (Nutley et al, 2007). This 
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was framed within the analysis as ‘strategic interests’ and ‘hot topics.’ The model 

that is proposed in this dimension is akin to the surface of the sun, as presented in 

figure 20.  

 

 

Figure 20 ‘Hot topics’ and ‘strategic interests’ within government interests 

In figure 20, the largest circle represents everything that falls within the 

government’s remit (which varies considerably depending on the level of 

government – local, Scottish, UK, EU). The smaller circle represents the 

governments’ ‘strategic interests.’ These are the specific targets and goals that they 

wish to achieve, and to which they generally dedicate resources. These are areas 

where academics could speak to an engaged audience which has vested interests in 

those areas. The darkest spots on figure 20 are ‘hot topics’ which emerge from time 

to time, before cooling off again. These are intense periods in which governments 

and their supporting institutions are extremely focused on a particular issue. Yet to 

do so requires them to be sensitive and fleet-footed and act quickly when these 

issues emerge onto the political agenda, and to look for ways to shape their research 

in ways that may contribute to those debates.  



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Dimensions of PI 229 

8 Dimensions of ‘productive interactions’ 

8.1 Synopsis 

This chapter examines the functions that Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars serve 

which makes them worth the investment of resources. Those functions are framed 

in this chapter as the ‘dimensions of productive interactions.’  

The CPC’s KE seminars are ‘interventions’ which are ostensibly about disseminating 

academic (demographic) research to a targeted non-academic audience (Percy-

Smith et al, 2006; Graham et al, 2006; Bogenschneider et al 2000; Nutley et al, 

2003a/b; Walter et al, 2003). Yet, if ‘learning about research findings’ was the sole 

reason why Non-Academic Professionals’ (NAPs’) participate in KE seminars, then 

the task could have been achieved more quickly and cheaply by reading briefing, 

working, or policy papers. Such documents are now part of normal academic 

practice, free available online, and are possibly one of the most prevalent strategies 

for communicating academic research to a non-academic audience (Nutley et al 

2007: 133). Many NAPs do read such documents, thus making them an important 

route for NAPs to access academic research findings (ibid; Richinson, 2005). 

Therefore, there must be other functions beyond simply communicating academic 

research findings that participants perceive KE seminars fulfilling that justify their 

participation in them.   

This chapter argues that KE seminars are forums for academics and NAPs to engage 

with each other in a much more meaningful way than is possible via ‘indirect’ (text-

based) or non-face-to-face ‘direct’ interactions (Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011). 

What makes face-to-face interactions, in the context of KE seminars, ‘productive’ in 

the view of the academic and NAP participants is the third research question which 

this chapter addresses. 

The analysis presented in this chapter makes a case that indeed face-to-face direct 

interactions do embody important functions within the KE process, as the literature 
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suggests. This chapter goes on to identify four functions that KE seminars fulfil 

which would be difficult to simultaneously replicate through ‘indirect’ and non-

face-to-face interactions. Together, these are what this chapter terms ‘dimensions of 

productive interactions.’ By presenting these four dimensions, the analysis 

presented in this chapter seeks to further develop Spaapen and van Drooge’s (2011) 

‘productive interactions’ conceptual rubric.  

Section 8.2 presents evidence that KE seminars are sites of mutual learning, where 

both academics and NAPs engage in a two-way process of sharing tangible and 

concrete knowledge in much the same vein as Huberman’s (1994) two-way 

interaction model.  

Section 8.3 moves beyond two-way interaction models, and presents evidence of KE 

seminars as interpretive forums involving multiple actors with diverse sources of 

knowledge who make diverse contributions. The interactions within that forum 

integrate and blend participants’ respective knowledge bases to co-construct new 

and distinct knowledges which have value for NAPs and academics alike 

(Greenhalgh and Wieringa, 2011; Davies et al, 2008; Best and Holmes, 2010; Best et 

al, 2008; Nutley et al, 2007; Tyndén, 1993. See figures 4 and 5 in the literature 

review). Such a ‘transformatory’ process (Desforges, 2000) is difficult with text-

based ‘indirect’ interactions.  

Section 8.4 argues that KE seminars are not only sites of interaction, but are spaces 

away from the ‘distractions’ of work which gives NAPs time to think and reflect on 

a single topic for a dedicated period of time (Hislop et al, 2014; Rushmer and 

Davies; Larsen et al, 2006).  

Section 8.5 argues that KE seminars are sites for networking among academics and 

NAPs who share a professional interest. Such networking is important for 

establishing new informal contacts and reinforcing existing ones, particularly 

among colleagues who do not meet often.  
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Section 8.6 offers some conclusions. At its core is the case that proponents of the 

‘productive interactions’ framework (Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011; Molas-Gallart 

and Tang, 2011; de Jong et al, 2014) should make a distinction between ‘direct’ and 

‘indirect’ interactions. Once such a distinction has been made, it is possible to 

further examine what makes interactions within them ‘productive.’ This chapter 

argues that there are four dimensions to productive interactions within KE 

seminars. Interactions are ‘productive’ if they enable: knowledge exchange between 

academics and NAPs; the creation of new knowledge resulting from dialogical 

interactions among participants; opportunities for thinking and reflecting; and 

social networking. 

 

8.2 Seminars as sites of mutual learning 

KE events are principally about disseminating academic research findings to a non-

academic audience. This can sometimes be viewed as a teacher-student dynamic, 

with the transferring of ‘objective’ knowledge from a knowledgeable academic to an 

uninformed, passive audience. But it is not; seminars enable reciprocal exchanges – 

depending on the format. 

Seminars permit a mutual exchange where NAPs attend to learn about academics’ 

research findings which will be useful to their work, and where academics attend to 

learn about the non-academic implications and practical limits of their research 

from the perspective of the NAPs who might use it. This view of KE seminars is 

more ‘engaged’ than passive linear transfer models. It is underpinned by two-way 

interactionist models of KE (Huberman, 1994; Best and Holmes, 2010; Hanley et al, 

2003; Landry 2001). This view of the KE process is shared by the research funders 

(as detailed in the introduction to this thesis).  

Although discussion within the KE field has moved onto more complex, social-

constructivist models of KE (Best and Holmes, 2010), particularly in relation to the 

social sciences, it is important to recognise that this two-way interactionist model 
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seems to fit the views of those who participated in KE seminars. For many NAPs, 

seminars are an exercise in sharing specific concrete and ‘objective’ knowledge with 

one another. This two-way interactionist model of sharing objective knowledge was  

detailed in section 4.5.1 and demonstrated in figures 2 and 3 of the literature view). 

It has two components; one where academics are sharing knowledge with NAPs, 

and the other, the reverse. This analysis examines each of these in turn.  

 

8.2.1 Non-academic professionals learning about academic social 

research findings 

The majority (11/14) of NAPs articulated a position where they chose to attend KE 

seminars because they wanted to learn about academic social research and its 

implications for their professional work. This was often framed as a very matter-of-

fact transfer of academic research knowledge. 

 

We just want to know [what the research is about and] what 

the point is. What is it that you’re trying to get across, and 

why it’s important to us […]. We just want to know dum, 

dum, dum {makes gesture of bullet points with index finger}. 

We’re very problem-focused; our job is to resolve problems. 

We want people {academics} to say: “These are the issues. 

These are what we think you should be looking at.” (Sharad, 

civil servant, UK Government). 

 

Sharad’s quotation puts academics in a knowledgeable, teacher-like, position from 

which they instruct receptive, almost passive, students. Sharad asks the academics 

to ‘tell’ NAPs what their research findings are, and its implications for them. Such a 

view of the process implies knowledge as a concrete entity that can be transferred to 

NAPs.    

A small number of academics (2/13) also articulated even more clearly that 

interactions within KE seminars are an exchange between a knowledgeable teacher 
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and receptive student. In such an understanding of the interaction process, it is 

almost inevitable that academic knowledge is viewed as superior to the knowledge 

of the NAPs. An illustration of this comes from Joseph:  

 

There must be a lot of people who value knowing things that 

the people of the CPC know, but we don’t know exactly 

what it is they would really {pause}. I mean, even they might 

not be aware what it is. Even so far as they might be aware 

of what they would like to know, we don’t know what 

they’d like to know […]. These events are an opportunity for 

them to tell us what they would like to know, and for us to 

tell them what we think they should know. (Joseph, 

academic, SC).  

 

Joseph’s quotation does entail a two-way flow of information, where the 

communication of needs is fed back to academics (Huberman, 1994; Philip et al, 

2003). Yet it still develops a narrative where academics are cast in the role of 

teachers who pass knowledge to naïve recipients who would ‘value knowing the 

things that people of the CPC know.’ The seminar is thus situated as a type of 

classroom where NAPs ask knowledgeable academics ‘what they’d like to know,’ 

while simultaneously saying that NAPs are not always in a position where they 

know what it is that they should know. It presents academics’ knowledge (and 

academic knowledge) as superior to the knowledge of the NAPs. He then goes on to 

say that seminars are also opportunities for academics to ‘tell them what we think 

they should know.’ This is also reflected in the words of Angus. He saw a lack of 

understanding of demography within the civil service as a problem which the 

CPC’s seminars could remedy:   

 

This is an important area that the Centre can contribute to 

society in term of being, if you like, as the research councils 

would describe it: “achieving impact,” because you’ve got a 
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whole set of public servants that desperately need a better 

understanding of demography. (Angus, civil servant, 

Scottish Government).  

 

Like Joseph (and to a lesser extent, Sharad), Angus presents NAPs as 

unknowledgeable students who are receptive to and, indeed, in need of, academic 

tutoring.  

 

8.2.2 The type of learning: instrumental to conceptual 

If KE seminars are classrooms in which to learn about research findings, it is 

important to consider the purpose of such learning. The KE field has a major 

concern with how research might be used by NAPs in their professional work 

(Weiss, 1979; Nutley et al, 2007). This section now examines what use NAPs think 

the academic knowledge they access by participating in KE seminars has for their 

professional work. It does so by drawing on Nutley et al’s (2007) ‘spectrum of 

research use’ (from instrumental to conceptual, p. 51).  

A minority of respondents (4/14) claimed that academic research offers a 

neutral/objective source of information which can be used ‘instrumentally’ (Nutley 

et al, 2007) in their work. This view was most clearly expressed by interviewees 

from the National Records for Scotland (NRS) and the Office of National Statistics 

(ONS). As mentioned earlier in this thesis, the ONS is working with CPC academics 

in Soton on projects relating to improving population forecasting. This would 

represent a clear example of how the CPC’s research can be used instrumentally. 

Two other respondents (not connected with the ONS forecasting project) also 

commented that the CPC’s academic research could be instrumentally useful to 

their work as it can feed into an evidence base for policymaking or used for 

justifying grants. One of these is Elaine (Policy Support, Scottish local authority). 

When asked if the research presented at the CPC KE seminar she attended was 

useful in a tangible way, she said:    
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We are able to use that evidence in our work, yes. We can 

use it. I don’t know about other councils, but we certainly 

are able to make sure that this type of work {academic 

research} is used. I think it adds weight when you’re able to 

show this type of research has been done in our area […] 

especially if we’re doing consultations. We can feed that into 

reports if we’re building evidence for a case, and that can 

eventually shape policy. We can use that as evidence to back 

us up when we’re asking for funding for things. (Elaine, 

Policy Support, Scottish Local Authority).  

 

Implicit in this quotation is the idea that academic research is a source of neutral 

‘evidence’ that ‘adds weight’ in supporting policymaking or when applying for 

funding. As such, KE seminars provide an opportunity to access evidence which is 

instrumentally useful in professional life (Weiss, 1979; Nutley et al, 2007).  

While some participants viewed the CPC’s KE seminars as sites to access 

demographic knowledge which was instrumentally useful to their work, this was 

very much a minority view. Much more prevalent was the view that knowledge 

derived from KE seminars would inform the participants’ background 

understanding of the broader demographic situation across the UK/Scotland, and its 

implication for policy.  

 

Why did I go? Well I suppose it’s to do with the wider 

context of demography and what’s happening 

[demographically] […]. It’s an opportunity to hear 

presentations about what’s going on, what sort of things we 

should be looking out for. And listening to that can spark 

ideas and interest. And there is a lot of research going on 

that is of interest to us. And it’s about just keeping an eye on 

what’s happening. (Ashely, civil servant, Scottish 

Government). 
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I suppose it’s just background knowledge […]. It’s not going 

to answer the day-to-day questions that we’re involved with. 

(Sharad, civil servant, UK Government).  

 

In these quotations, the knowledge gained from participating in KE seminars was 

less instrumental and more conceptual (Nutley et al, 2007). Participation in seminars 

is about informing a broader ‘background knowledge’ (Sharad) of ‘the wider 

context of demography’ (Ashley) while providing ‘an opportunity to hear… what’s 

going on [and] keeping an eye on what’s happening.’ This is consistent with Weiss’ 

(1979) ‘enlightenment model’ or Nutley et al’s (2007) ‘conceptual use of research’ (p. 

51).  

There is a risk of perceiving conceptual use of research knowledge as inferior to 

instrumental. Yet conceptual research use can be beneficial for non-academic 

organisations. For example, Angus claimed that the CPC’s KE seminars changed 

how his department understands demographic issues. He credits the CPC’s 

seminars for allowing his staff to ‘focus on [the drivers of] demography,’ so that 

they are more conceptually ‘aware of the type of research being done’ in the area.   

 

Before the CPC was around there wasn’t the same focus on 

research, I think – at least in terms of demography. The XXX 

{department} does a lot of work in getting the figures out 

there […] but didn’t really look at the reasons behind some of 

them […]. There was some work going on, but not a lot. 

Having the CPC do these seminars makes people even just 

aware of the types of research that’s being done in the area. 

(Angus, civil servant, Scottish Government; emphasis in 

speech).  
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8.2.3 Managing expectations of non-academic professionals at 

knowledge exchange seminars 

Reflecting on the issue of how research knowledge accessed via KE seminars might 

be used by NAPs in their professional work inevitably leads to a discussion around 

expectations.  

There was an issue within the interviews regarding how NAPs perceived the value 

of KE seminars in relation to how ‘useful’ the research presented within them 

would be. In particular, it appeared that for some NAPs (or their colleagues), only 

research knowledge which can be used instrumentally was considered useful. This 

leads to the issue of managing expectations regarding what NAPs (or their 

colleagues) would actually gain from participating in KE seminars. 

While the NAP interviewees saw value in engaging with demographic research 

through participating in CPC KE seminars (sufficient to motivate them to attend 

one), two interviewees expressed a critical view of seminars, and others (4/14) 

reflected on what they perceived to be the views of some of their colleagues who 

were less than positive. There is a caveat here as the interviews were conducted 

with those who attended CPC KE seminars, and not their colleagues who may not 

have chosen to attend because they did not see enough value in it. Thus, the 

majority of the views expressed in the following quotations (except for Morag) are 

reflections of the perceived views of colleagues, rather than an articulation of those 

colleagues’ actual views.  

Morag saw value in attending KE seminars (and praised the CPC’s KE event), but 

she compared her CPC seminar experience with others she had previously 

participated in. When she was making such a comparison, she was more critical, 

saying that in other seminars: 

 

You go along and think: “okay, I’m really going to learn 

something from this,” and you come away disappointed 

because […] a lot of times we want more information. 
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There’s been a few [seminars] that are really good, and yours 

{the CPC} have been good, but sometimes you do sit there 

thinking: “you’ve not told me anything new. I knew all this. 

You’re just stating the obvious again.” […]. Teaching your 

grandmother to suck eggs. So some of these people talk to 

you like you’re stupid, and it’s like: “we do this every day; 

you’re just thinking about this now because it’s your 

project.” It can get really quite frustrating. (Morag, policy 

support, Scottish Local Authority).  

 

This quote illustrates two sources of frustration that seminars have created for 

Morag. The first is the expectation that KE seminars should be providing ‘more 

information,’ whereas she felt that some only reiterated information that she already 

knew. The second is a sense that they (local authorities) were sometimes treated as 

ignorant and passive entities that do not have experience in the areas in which they 

are working ‘every day.’ Some other NAP interviewees recognised this criticism of 

the failure of KE seminars to meet colleagues’ expectations, and attempted to rebut 

it: 

 

I think other people expect too much. You have to be 

realistic in what you’re going to hear about and what we will 

be told […]. There’s always little health warnings 

everywhere because it is about managing expectations. 

People expect numbers then answers, and as soon as you put 

numbers in, or facts, and draw some conclusions people will 

always think: “is that it!?” This event isn’t going to change 

policy like that. (Suanne, policy officer, Scottish Local 

Authority).  

 

And I think that’s a criticism that’s often made: “so what’s 

the point in working with academics because you’re not 

going to get solutions,” but I think that’s maybe the work of 

{pause} you know, it’s more of a lack of understanding about 
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what academia’s about, and what it does. But it’s a criticism 

that I’ve heard before: “yeah, that’s great, but what’s the 

solution?” But equally, yeah, if somebody did say: “this is 

the solution, there, that’s it,” well, you’d get the reply: “but 

it’s not that easy.” (Roxanne, Research and Policy Support, 

intergovernmental organisation, Scotland).  

 

Suanne felt that there was an issue around people who ‘expect too much’ about 

‘what you’re going to hear’ at KE seminars. Roxanne works for an 

intergovernmental agency and holds a PhD. She was more familiar with ‘what 

academia’s about’ and attempted to point out that, even if seminars could offer 

‘solutions,’ it might not be possible to implement them because of the political or 

economic context which makes academic conclusions unfeasible in the real world 

(Bullock et al, 2006; Nutley et al, 2007; Davies et al, 2000).  

Within this analysis, unmet expectations from KE seminars derive from the 

assumption that academic research can give clear and unambiguous answers to 

policy questions (Nutley et al, 2007; Clarence, 2002), and KE seminars are the 

classrooms where those answers are provided. This is particularly problematic 

when tackling complex social problems where research presented at KE seminars 

may either provide answers which are unfeasible, or only address one dimension of 

a complex problem. If KE seminars are presented as classrooms where solutions to 

problems are transferred to the NAPs, then there will always remain an issue of 

unmet expectations, which academics and NAPs must be aware of.  

 

8.2.4 Academics’ learning from non-academics’ professional 

perspectives 

So far this analysis has examined NAPs as the recipients of knowledge moving from 

academic ‘teachers’ to NAP ‘students.’ It has also examined some of the dimensions 

of this knowledge movement, including how research may be used, and meeting 

expectations. This section of the analysis examines the flow of knowledge from 
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NAPs to academics, as presented in the two-way interaction model outlined by 

Huberman (1994; 1993). KE seminars are sites where NAPs can communicate their 

needs and experiential knowledge to academics (ibid). This is what makes 

interaction within KE seminars an ‘exchange.’ Such reciprocity is important for 

academics to learn and appreciate the political and policy context of policymaking 

in order to better understand current problems, questions, and constraints which 

policymakers might be facing in their professional work (Huberman, 1994; 1993; 

Philip et al, 2003; Vivian and Gibson, 2003; Clarke and Kelly, 2005; Nutley et al, 

2010; Best and Holmes, 2010; Kitson et al, 1996). In other words, this exchange 

implies a movement of knowledge from the NAP to the academic; casting the 

former in the role of teacher, and the latter in the role of student.  

Nearly half of the NAPs (6/14) stated in their interviews that they felt KE seminars 

were opportunities to tell academics the type of things that they already know, 

would like to know from academic research (Iain), and to communicate to 

academics the policy and political constraints they faced (Susanne).  

 

Sometimes you can establish with researchers what we’re 

interested in. So I suppose it’s an opportunity to tell them 

what kinds of things that we already know, and what we 

want to know: that kind of thing. (Iain, NHS, England).  

 

Lots of researchers aren’t very good at knowing about the 

political or policy side of things but there're lots of things to 

consider […] [and these seminars] can be useful to tell them 

what the limits are for us. We’re obviously apolitical, but 

once things have gone to our elected members, we are a 

politically-driven organisation. So we have to support 

elected members, and we have to be mindful of that and 

researchers aren’t very good at recognising the types of 

[political] constraints that we have […] But it can be a bit 

anxiety-ridden for the researchers. (Susanne, policy officer, 

Scottish Local Authority).  
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Iain’s quotation succinctly encapsulated the point that KE seminars are 

opportunities for NAPs to tell academics about what they ‘already know’ and what 

they ‘want to know.’ Susanne’s quotation is more complex. She described KE 

seminars as opportunities for teaching academics about the political dimensions 

that their research engages with. She, like many others, felt that academics were less 

skilled at understanding how their research implications will be picked up by the 

political environment (specifically elected representatives, others mentions the 

media). This was particularly problematic with issues that were political ‘hot topics.’ 

As such, seminars are an opportunity to tell academics ‘what the limits are.’  

While some NAPs explicitly stated that academics should be free to disseminate 

their research in any way they like, they also described some academics’ attempts to 

reach out to them as politically naïve. This was particularly true when academics 

were attempting to engage with the different political and policy systems (and its 

associated audiences) across the UK. To illustrate this point is a quotation from 

Sharad. Sharad is a civil servant working for the UK Government, but who until 

relatively recently worked for the Scottish Government. 

 

All I’m saying is that at the moment there is a politick in 

Scotland and a politick in England which means that if you 

start talking about difficult things, like migration, you will 

be confronted with different reactions13. So if you’re 

{academics} speaking to one set of people, they are going to 

respond in one way, and if you speak to a different group, 

they will respond differently. If you’re speaking to people 

who deal with this area, they’re all going to be sitting there 

thinking: “how will people like me take this? How are 

                                                 

13 At the time of writing, the UK Government is seeking to limit migration to the UK from within the 

EU and beyond. Conversely, the Scottish Government is seeking to attract and retain migrants to 

Scotland from within the UK, the EU, and beyond; and have implemented a number of schemes and 

programmes to fulfil this ambition as far as it can under the current constitutional settlement.  
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elected representatives going to take this?” This is important 

to think about as these {seminar} events are a way to talk 

about what may and may not be acceptable to different 

groups. (Sharad, civil servant, UK Government). 

 

This view frames KE seminars as creating opportunities for NAPs to share their 

(insider) knowledge with academics. They are sharing their expertise and 

experiences in the political and policy environment in which academics’ research 

exists, and do so in a relatively informal and confidential social environment. Such a 

view was also to be found in several of the academics’ interviews: 

 

It {the seminar} gives us the opportunity to learn things from 

people and maybe gain a different perspective: how people 

work, what they are interested in, what policymakers are 

thinking about, what politicians are thinking about. (Emma, 

academic, Soton). 

 

Mainly it’s about information going both ways. So we get to 

hear […] the sorts of things that they’re interested in. In the 

other direction, we’re communicating the sorts of things that 

we’re working on, and the sorts of things that we might be 

working on next, and trying to have conversations about 

whether we could contribute something to their interests – to 

make our work a little more useful to the types of things that 

they want to find out. So these types of events are an 

informal way of just putting the feelers out there to see what 

type of things there’re interested in. (Harriet, academic, 

Soton). 

 

These quotations illustrate that for some CPC academics, KE seminars are an 

opportunity to listen to NAPs, to ‘learn’ (Emma), and to ‘have conversations’ in an 

informal setting. Harriet described seminars as a two-way exchange (‘information 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Dimensions of PI 243 

going both ways’) which echoes two-way interactionist models of KE (Hubberman, 

1994; 1993; Best and Holmes, 2010).  

Like the NAPs, the academics’ quotations do not suggest that these two-way flows 

of knowledge will be useful in an instrumental way, but as a way of ‘putting the 

feelers out’ (Harriet) to develop a better, more grounded understanding of the type 

of things NAPs are interested in, and to see if any future work can contribute to 

those interests.   

While some academics saw themselves as learners within the seminar encounter, 

the analysis revealed a discrepancy between the views of NAPs and academics on 

this matter. Most NAPs (11/14) talked about the importance of KE seminars as an 

opportunity for them to share their perspectives and knowledge with academics. By 

contrast, less than a half (7/13) of academics explicitly saw themselves in the role of 

learner or explicitly recognised that seminars were an opportunity for them to learn 

from the NAPs.  

The overarching theme in this section of the analysis has focused on the movement 

of discrete, concrete, existing knowledge between participants that can be shared 

with others, and moved around as if it were a physical entity. This section has 

drawn on the two-way interaction model to position both academics and NAPs as 

teachers and learners who are both giving and receiving knowledge within KE 

seminars.  Yet while it is clear that two-way communication of knowledge between 

academics and NAPs is an important reason why people attend KE seminars (and 

an important function that KE seminars can fulfil), it was clear from the data that 

this is only the beginning of a more complex story. KE seminars might be an 

opportunity for sharing preexisting knowledge with others, but they are also sites of 

creating new knowledge which is created from interactions between participants: 

knowledge which is distinct from each of the contributors’ original understanding 

of the topic in which they are engaging. It is to this matter that the analysis now 

turns. 
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8.3 Seminars as sites of the co-construction of new knowledge 

This section moves away from two-way interactionist models of the KE process 

within KE seminars towards a dynamic and multi-directional process underpinned 

by social-constructivist perspectives. Such a view undermines the perception that 

each ‘side’ (academics and NAPs) has knowledge that can simply be shared by 

talking to each other. Instead, new knowledge is not only exchanged, but created by 

a process of debate, dialogue, and discussion. The co-constructivist view also holds 

that all knowledge is shaped and filtered through pre-existing tacit and explicit 

knowledge among actors with diverse knowledge and expertise (Greenhalgh and 

Wieringa, 2011; Davies et al, 2008; see also sections 4.5.2 and 4.5.3). Knowledge 

exchange is thus a socially mediated reiterative, and dynamic process where 

academic knowledge is blended with other forms of knowledge, and integrated to 

create new ways of understanding social phenomena (Nutley et al, 2007: 119; Davies 

et al, 2008; Davies and Powell, 2012). 

KE seminars are physical sites in which these complex and multi-directional 

exchanges occur. 

Section 6.3.1 examines the importance of dialogue between academics and NAPs 

who hold equal status as knowledgeable participants within the exchange process. 

Section 6.3.2 presents evidence on the value that NAPs placed on engaging with 

other NAP participants, rather than academics. This is important because the KE 

field tends to focus on interactions between academics and NAPs, while the analysis 

of the interview data revealed that many NAPs placed greater value on KE seminars 

as forums in which to speak with other NAPs than with the academic researchers.  

 

8.3.1 Co-construction of knowledge from interactions between 

academics and non-academic professionals 

In the following quotations, note how the description of the interaction encounter 

within KE seminars moves beyond a simple communication of knowledge in a two-
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way fashion, towards one in which new knowledge is  ‘adapted, blended with other 

forms of knowledge, and integrated with the contexts of its use’ (Nutley et al, 2007: 

119).  

 

People {NAPs} have a substantial amount of knowledge 

overall in what they know. We don’t all know everything, 

we don’t need to know exactly the same things, but there is a 

fair amount of overlap in what we know. And so having 

opportunities to have these conversations {at KE seminars} 

can generate extremely interesting and stimulating ideas. 

And it’s really fascinating to listen to. If you have a few 

really skilled practitioners {NAPs}, they can really tease out 

things from the researcher and vice versa. (Harriet, 

academic, Soton).  

 

It’s really refreshing to be able to finish giving a presentation 

and then have people ask questions and for us to talk to each 

other about things that they actually care about. At 

[academic] conferences people might just ask a question for 

the sake of asking a question, but I really don’t see that 

happening so much at these types of events. It tends to be 

questions related to their work […]. So it’s direct questions 

about a particular issue that matters to them. And from that 

you can get into a good conversation. It’s really good 

because I think that people are genuinely engaged and it’s 

here that interesting things can come out. (Patrick, academic, 

SC).  

 

There are two interesting features of these quotations which are relevant to this 

discussion.  

The first is to recognise that NAPs are themselves ‘experts’ within their respective 

fields, and yet there has been a historic tendency within the KE literature to position 

academics in a position of power and cast them in the role of ‘expert’ at the expense 
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of the NAPs’ knowledge (Vivian and Gibson, 2003; Greenhalgh et al, 2004).  In these 

quotations, there is an explicit recognition that NAPs are active and knowledgeable 

contributors who have something valuable to offer the interaction process (Davies et 

al, 2008). They are more than a passive audience receiving academic wisdom; they 

themselves also embody ‘a substantial amount of knowledge’ (Harriet). Yet while 

NAPs do have expert and specialised knowledge, it is also partial, flawed, and even 

incorrect (Hislop et al, 2014; Rushmer and Davies, 2004), much like knowledge of 

the academics themselves. This is indicated by Harriet’s comment that ‘we don’t all 

know everything, we don’t need to know exactly the same things.’  

The second feature of these quotations is that both Harriet and Patrick are 

describing seminars as offering something beyond just a site for disseminating 

existing knowledge: they are sites for the creation of new knowledge. Seminars are 

sites which enable ‘conversations’ with ‘really skilled practitioners’ which ‘can 

generate extremely interesting and stimulating ideas’ (Harriet). This thesis posits 

that this is evidence of a co-construction of knowledge which emerges from the 

dialogical exchanges within KE seminars. Such productive interactions ‘can really 

tease out things’ (Harriet); it is here that the ‘interesting things can come out’ 

(Patrick). Patrick and Harriet both seemed to enjoy this process, describing it using 

the words: ‘interesting,’ ‘stimulating,’ fascinating,’ and ‘refreshing.’ This co-

construction of knowledge is a dynamic and social process in which dialogue 

integrates pre-existing knowledge and expertise (Davies et al, 2008) which can be 

beneficial to all participants:  

 

The selling point was that there was a two-way dialogue [...]. 

So they weren’t immediately going to get anything back on 

either side, but it was about creating an opportunity to feed 

into the other side and potentially invest something for the 

future. (Stephanie, Government researcher, Scottish 

Government).  
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Stephanie’s quotation viewed KE seminars as opportunities for dialogue to ‘feed 

into the other side.’ Such ‘interesting conversations’ were not going to lead to any 

change immediately, but they did enable both NAPs and academics to build 

something for the future that might be beneficial to all participants. Toby, an 

academic, makes this point clearer when he argues that KE seminars are sites of 

dialogue which can lead to new knowledge, to new ways of thinking, new ways of 

working, and new practices for producing research. Such productive interactions 

can help academics to influence how demographic data is collected by the state, and 

in return academics can help answer questions that governments are asking. Toby 

has a vision of academics in constant dialogue in order to build:  

 

an intimate relationship, a close relationship, with the 

producers of demographic information; then it becomes 

possible for academics to engage with things in a very 

different way. It means that the dissemination and the 

writing up process is done in a new way; stimulated not just 

by academic questions, but by the questions asked by 

government, and I think that is a very healthy thing. We are 

in the business of looking at new ways of doing things, new 

ways of looking at things, new ways of approaching topics 

that are pressing for society. (Toby, academic, SC).  

 

For Toby, interactions within KE seminars can lead to the development of a more 

intimate relationship between academics and NAPs which encourages new and 

‘very different’ ways of approaching, working with, writing, and disseminating 

demographic research. KE seminars are therefore important sites for not just 

disseminating academic research (or communicating needs back to academics), but 

rather a deeper and more meaningful engagement which can create new ways of 

thinking as well as potentially enabling changes in academics’ and NAPs’ 

professional practices.  
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As a caveat to this, Toby immediately qualified his position by saying that the 

power dynamics should not be shifted too far in favour of the state: that academics 

should always be careful not to become servants of the state and of those in 

positions of power:  

 

We have to be critically reflective about whether that 

intimacy can also lead to our position as academics being 

abused - by providing knowledge that we should be more 

sensitive to: specifically, those in positions of power. (Toby, 

academic, SC).  

 

Notwithstanding this caveat, Toby saw that strategic engagement with 

representatives of state institutions through KE seminars as a channel for positively 

shaping the agenda in both directions.  

This makes clear that KE seminars are an example of the physical sites in which the 

co-construction of knowledge actually occurs. They create opportunities for 

dialogue between academics and NAPs which can lead to the emergence of new 

ways of understanding and approaching research findings and their implications.  

 

8.3.2 Co-construction of knowledge from interactions between 

non-academic professionals 

While interactions between academics and NAPs within KE seminars can be 

conducive to the creation of new knowledge, this thesis now diverges from Spaapen 

and van Drooge’s (2011) conceptualisation where they imply (on page 212) that the 

process of productive interactions is mediated exclusively through exchanges 

between academics and NAPs. The interview data produced a very strong narrative 

in which NAPs clearly stated that one of the most important functions of KE 

seminars was not to engage with academics in discussion, but to engage with each 

other. Such a finding echoes that work of Philip et al (2003).  
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Almost all NAP interviewees (11/13) stated in their interviews that KE seminars 

were an important forum for NAPs to interact with other NAPs - their colleagues 

and peers - in a research topic of mutual interest.  

 

Well one of the key attractions was that we made it clear that 

it wasn’t going to be just XXXXX [Patrick] talking about his 

research findings […] you were also getting a discussion 

with your fellow people [to] share experiences and 

interpretations. So I think they’re {seminars} quite important. 

I mean they can serve a lot of different functions: hear what 

the academic is saying, which is ostensibly why people are 

going to events, but you’re also having the opportunity to 

speak to other people in the audience who’ve come along. 

Even if what you’ve come to hear about turns out not quite 

what you’ve thought, you might still get something out of it. 

(Stephanie, government researcher, Scottish Government).  

 

KE seminars fulfill a number of functions; they are spaces to hear about academic 

research findings, of course, but they are also spaces to have a ‘discussion with your 

fellow people [to] share experiences and interpretations.’ Stephanie very clearly 

stated that even if the content of the seminar failed to meet expectations, NAPs can 

‘still get something out of it’ through engagement with their peers.  

Therefore, KE seminars are not just sites of disseminating knowledge, or even the 

creation of new knowledge through exchanges between academics and NAPs, they 

are also ‘joint interpretive forums’ (Mohrman et al, 2001: 360; Golden-Biddle et al, 

2003; Rynes et al, 2001; Boland et al, 2001). Such forums increase the opportunity for 

perspective-taking and enabling the drawing out of new understandings of the 

research being presented among all the participants in ways which indirect 

interactions (Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) (such as via textual artifacts) or direct 

interactions between academics and NAPs alone cannot achieve. This 

fundamentally changes how one might understand the dimensions of productive 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Dimensions of PI 250 

interactions within the context of KE seminars; from a two-way interaction process 

between academics and NAPs, to a multi-directional, social constructivist process 

involving multiple actors with diverse sources of knowledge and expertise (see 

figure 5; Greenhalgh and Wieringa, 2011; Davies et al, 2008). This co-construction of 

knowledge is created and mediated through interactions among NAP participants. 

This is what Davies et al (2008) refer to as ‘knowledge integration’ and what Tyndén 

(1993) refers to as ‘knowledge interplay.’ KE seminars create social spaces in which 

that interplay, integration, and creation of knowledge can occur.  

Within such interaction dynamics, the academic (and their knowledge) move away 

from the central position within the interaction encounter to a more peripheral one. 

Indeed, productive interactions among NAPs within KE seminars may not even 

include the academic at all (Davies et al, 2008; Gabby and le May, 2004; Haas, 1992). 

On this latter point, there is evidence from the academics’ interview transcripts 

which indicates that they felt that the points where they stepped back from the focus 

of the exchange were the points where the most productive interactions occurred: 

 

The discussion part was possible because we were there for 

longer. I talked a little bit, but there was much more of a 

discussion afterwards. By the end I was not saying very 

much - I was more like a chair. Not moderating the 

discussion because there wasn’t much disagreement 

necessarily, but directing questions and comments between 

people who were interacting with each other much more – 

and different people from different organisations have 

different perspectives and that is really good […]. I wanted 

to have a forum; I wanted them to talk to each other. I think 

that’s probably where a lot of interesting stuff comes out, 

where the debates come out, where the interesting findings 

and the relevance of the work comes out. (Patrick, academic, 

SC).  
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The idea is that, basically, you want to try and create a 

roundtable discussion so that lots of people feel relaxed 

about contributing because it’s supposed to be for everyone. 

I try to act more like a facilitator on these occasions. […] 

These events do two separate things: the presentation tends 

to be a more formal thing, and the discussion and interaction 

is something else. And what you really want is that more 

exploratory conversation [of the second function]. So you 

want to keep that formal part as short as possible: we want 

people to contribute to a discussion, to those kind of 

exploratory conversations, and feel comfortable about doing 

so. (Joseph, academic, SC).  

 

Patrick and Joseph both recognised the importance of KE seminars as social 

occasions where NAPs can physically come together to communicate with each 

other. They claimed they deliberately sought to create such a ‘forum [for] them to 

talk to each other’ (Patrick). In order to create such a joint interpretive forum 

required them to step back from the interaction and act like a ‘chair’ (Patrick) or 

‘facilitator’ (Joseph). In doing so, they felt they were enabling ‘exploratory 

conversation[s]’ (Joseph) between the NAPs themselves, which is ‘where a lot of 

interesting stuff comes out’ (Patrick).  

Patrick’s quotation also mentioned debates – and this is an issue worth picking up 

in this analysis because the KE literature is clear that an important component of the 

KE process is to highlight the diversity in participants’ perspectives, highlight 

opposing views, and engage with those differences (Greenhalgh and Wieringa, 

2011; Davies et al, 2008; van de Ven and Johnson, 2006; Vivian and Gibson, 2003; 

Tyndén, 1993). Most of the seminar participants (both academics and NAPs) viewed 

KE seminars as an opportunity to introduce diversity in perspectives because they 

were open to participants employed by different non-academic organisations. Many 

NAPs (7/14) expressed a desire to hear alternative views from people from other 

non-academic organisations from their own. This is demonstrated in the words of 

Susanne:   
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There is something useful there about gauging what other 

people {NAPs} think about the research and working out 

what other people have and haven’t managed to pick up on 

[…]. So if you’re at an event, you find that people are coming 

from a completely different place. We want to hear that, and 

to think why, and that’s interesting for us. So it’s interesting 

to hear their points of view. There was someone from the 

CAB {Citizens’ Advice Bureau} who was there and she had a 

lot of interesting input. And I would say that this is probably 

the biggest benefit from it, really, was hearing other people’s 

perspectives on the research. (Susanne, Policy Officer, 

Scottish Local Authority).   

 

It should be briefly noted here that the person from the CAB was forthright in 

holding an opinion that was substantially different from the majority view in the 

seminar in which Susanne and the CAB representative were participating.  

For Susanne, and many other NAPs interviewed, it was ‘hearing other people’s 

perspectives’ that was the ‘the biggest benefit’ to be gained from participation in KE 

seminars; particularly those who were coming from ‘a completely different place’ – 

ie those from different organisations who held very different views from their own.  

Many academics also shared this view where the most productive interactions 

within KE seminars occurred between NAP participants who were from different 

organisations exactly because it led to a greater diversity of views and opinions 

emerging.  

  

There can be a problem if you have all people from the XXX 

[same organisation] there because they’re all singing from 

the same hymn sheet. You want different people from 

different organisations who have different perspectives to 

come [to the seminar]. (Patrick, academic, SC) 
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Well, they’re lots of local authorities that came, and lots of 

people with lots of different experiences and ideas. But 

sometimes the problem in these discussions can be that they 

will all sit there and just agree with each other: “Yes, I agree, 

I also agree” because they’re all from the same place {non-

academic organisations}. (Harriet, CPC, Soton).  

 

In these quotations, both Patrick and Harriet saw a lack of organisational diversity 

among non-academic participants as a barrier to productive interactions as they 

tend to be uniform and unanimous in their perspectives – with Patrick describing 

this as ‘singing from the same hymn sheet.’  

The evidence presented in this section attempts to expand our understanding of 

productive interactions to include not only interactions between academics and 

NAPs, but include interactions between NAPs themselves, which, for many, was an 

important dimension of the interaction experience that KE seminars can provide. 

Seminars offer spaces to integrate diverse knowledge among the participants but it 

requires the academic hosts to consciously step back in order to create a space which 

allows that multi-directional interaction which facilitates the interplay and 

integration of knowledge.  

 

8.4 Seminars as sites dedicated to thinking and reflecting 

A third identified function of KE seminars was their value in offering spaces for 

thinking and reflection (Buysse et al, 2003; Hislop et al, 2014; Rushmer and Davies, 

2004). They are spaces and times away from routine professional life which are 

dedicated to thinking and reflecting on a single issue. By this, I am referring to KE 

seminars as providing an opportunity for NAPs to physically remove themselves 

from their desks and dedicate a period of time within a ‘different setting to think.’ 

This is summed up succinctly in Lisa’s quotation:  
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And there has to be some benefit in just having time for 

people [non-academic professionals] just having time in a 

different setting to think about an issue slightly differently. 

(Leanne, academic support, CPC).  

 

The idea of having a dedicated period of time to think links back to the previous 

chapter which described the impact that reduced staff and budgets has had on the 

organisational capacity for NAPs to engage in KE practices. All of the NAP 

interviewees mentioned the challenge of diminishing public resources. This has led 

to fewer professionals working on a larger number of policy areas, which has 

imposed a greater demand on their time. As such, many NAPs (9/14) described KE 

seminars as an opportunity to create time to focus on a single issue - this was 

important as they were all working in a number of different policy areas 

simultaneously: 

 

When it comes to filling in evaluation forms for these kind of 

things, I’m always writing: “having time to think about that 

one thing.” It is the most valuable part. That and the 

networking. Just taking time out and thinking about that one 

topic area […]. We have busy lives, and I’m covering a wide 

range of policy areas, so that means they {KE seminars} are 

quite useful to focus my mind on a particular topic for a 

while. (Morag, Policy Support, Scottish Local Authority).  

 

Most of the time you’re running from one thing to another 

[and] you don’t get an awful lot of time for thinking. There is 

an awful lot to be said about actually having a dedicated 

time to look at only one thing and I would imagine for most 

people these days, and certainly in my role, you’re jumping 

a lot from issue to issue in different pieces of work that 

you’re working on. (Elaine, Policy Support, Scottish Local 

Authority).  
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Both Morag and Elaine said that their professional remit covered a number of 

different policy areas and that they were ‘running from one thing to another’ (or 

‘jumping a lot from issue to issue,’ Elaine). Both saw KE seminars as an opportunity 

to ‘focus [the] mind’ by ‘dedicating time’ to a single topic.  

Along with creating a separate time for thinking about a single issue, KE seminars 

are a dedicated space away from the busyness and distractions of the office 

environment which can encroach on a NAP’s ability to demarcate time to specific 

activities:  

 

It’s good if you get a day away from the office. It’s a separate 

space to think about something. (Lilly, UK Government 

agency).  

 

It’s great to be away because a lot of the time you’re in the 

office and there are phone calls, and there are emails, people 

coming in and out. Especially for what we do, we jump 

between different topics constantly. Just to have that time 

away from the office to think is really important. When I’m 

listening, I’m scribbling away, writing wee notes to myself: 

“should we look at this? Should I do that? Have we 

discovered anything about that?” And it really helps, and 

there’s a great value in that. (Morag, Policy Support, Scottish 

Local Authority).  

 

8.5 Seminars as sites of networking 

The fourth and final function of KE seminars is to provide an opportunity to 

network and make new contacts. Productive interactions are not only those which 

lead to learning; they can also be ‘productive’ if they enable participants to network 

and establish or reinforce their relationships with each other. 
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The sociological literature highlights that face-to-face conversations are crucial to 

the development of trustful professional relationships (Urry, 2002; 2003; Larsen et al, 

2006; Boden and Molotch, 1994). It has also been very well documented within the 

KE literature that face-to-face contact between academics and NAPs helps foster 

interpersonal relationships between them (Wilkinson et al, 2012). Such interpersonal 

relationships are critical to the KE process. They may be contractually obligated, or 

informal, or a combination of both, or move from one to the other and vice versa 

(Morton et al, 2015; 2014; Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014a/b; Grimshaw et al, 2012a; 

Shaxton et al, 2012; Moore et al, 2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011; Castro-

Martínez et al, 2011; 2008; Best and Holmes, 2010; Mitton et al, 2007; CIHR, 2006; 

Gabby and le May, 2004; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Jacobson et al, 2003; Kramer and 

Wells, 2005; Court and Young, 2003; Innvær et al, 2002; Feldman et al, 2001; Molas-

Gallart et al, 2000). 

While relationships have been identified as important within the KE process, there 

is very little understanding of their establishment and dynamics. This is particularly 

true for informal networks (ie those not contractually regulated such as via 

collaborative research projects or commissioned research contracts) which are 

considered by some to be very important to the process, particularly within the 

social sciences (de Jong et al, 2014; Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014b). Further work is 

needed in understanding informal interpersonal relationships, and this section 

contributes to this discussion in some small way. It argues that KE seminars create a 

social environment in which informal relationships can be established and 

maintained. NAPs and academics may have expansive informal networks with each 

other, but they do not often get to meet their those contacts in person (particularly 

those who are geographically distant) and so KE seminars are spaces for academics 

and NAPs to meet up in person (face-to-face) and ‘touch base’ with one another. 

Furthermore, not only do KE seminars help maintain and reaffirm existing 

relationships, they create opportunities for participants to establish new relationships. 
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To make this case, the following analysis is divided into two sections. Section 6.5.1 

addresses KE seminars as sites for academics and NAPs to meet and build 

relationships with one another. Section 6.5.2 presents evidence of KE seminars as 

sites where NAPs can meet other NAPs to reaffirm existing relationships and meet 

new, previously unknown, acquaintances who share the same professional interests 

as them. 

 

8.5.1 Networking between academics and non-academic 

professionals 

KE seminars are social spaces for academics and NAPs to network with each other. 

This view of KE seminars was expressed by both academics and NAPs. The 

following section presents the views of academics and NAPs. 

 

Academics’ view of networking with non-academic professionals 

The following quotations are from two CPC academics, one from Soton and another 

from the SC. Harriet makes the point that KE seminars are opportunities for 

academics to reconnect ‘in a relatively informal setting’ with NAP contacts who are 

previously known to them, but who perhaps do not meet regularly: 

 

It’s a chance to meet people informally in a relatively 

informal setting, and that helps with our networks because if 

the researchers are putting something on like this, you will 

send out emails to people in your contact list; people who 

might be interested in your work but whom you might not 

meet that often. (Harriet, academic, Soton) 

 

Harriet went on to make a further point that KE seminars also provide 

opportunities to make new contacts who were previously unknown to academics:  
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The researchers get a chance to contact some of those people 

in key places that they might not have gotten to speak to, or 

that they might not even have otherwise known about, or 

some charity that they previously didn’t know about, or 

some other organisation. And it’s good to make those new 

contacts which can be useful in the future […]. That doesn’t 

happen unless you have these informal chats at events like 

these. (Harriot, academic, Soton) 

 

In response to this quotation, one interpretation of it might be to argue that KE 

seminars are not closed meetings, they are what Oldenburg (1991) might call an 

institutionalised ‘third place,’ or what Goffman (1963) called ‘open regions:’ a 

‘neutral’, semi-public forum where strangers or acquaintances can gather and 

socialise and have a ‘right to initiate’ conversation (Goffman 1963: 132). In such 

spaces, people make themselves mutually accessible to interacting with others with 

whom they may or may not already be acquainted (Shaviro, 2003: 129). 

Such ‘open regions’ help to draw academics out from what several interviewees 

referred to as the ‘academic bubble,’ and encourage them into a more open forum 

which:  

 

…reminds me that there’s a real world outside, beyond 

academia. These activities {KE seminars} help me build 

networks and contacts […]. Those contacts at XXXXX and 

the XXXXXXXX XXXXXXXXXX {name of non-academic 

organisations} were quite useful. It’s not something that 

needs to be nurtured on a weekly basis kind-of-thing. But if 

they need information, they {NAPs} know who you are now, 

they could contact you, or if I needed, I could contact them 

in the future. It certainly helps instead of coming out of the 

blue and saying: “I’m a researcher, blah blah blah.” (Patrick, 

academic, SC) 
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Patrick’s quotations reflect the findings of Olmos-Peñuela et al (2014b), Molas-

Gallart and Tang (2011), Court and Young (2003), and Percy-Smith et al (2002), and 

others, when they suggest beneficial relationships between academics and NAPs are 

often informal and ad hoc, developed only after serendipitous encounters; they are 

‘not something that needs to be nurtured’ regularly or frequently, but those 

informal relationships are important for providing access opportunities and 

resources in the future. It is here, in the social gatherings of KE seminars, that those 

informal contacts are made and reinforced.  

 

Non-academics’ views on networking with academics 

The NAPs’ interviews shared a similar metanarrative to that of academics by 

highlighting that KE seminars are social (and physical) spaces which create 

opportunities for NAPs to network with academics. The following quotations were 

chosen here to reflect views from both the Scottish and English respondents.  

 

We go [to seminars] because we’re trying to build up links 

with academics to make sure that we’re getting public value 

out of research that’s going on: we’re all interested in 

developing links and building links. (Stephanie, government 

researcher, Scottish Government). 

 

I think we do tend to know who the key academics are who 

are interested in the areas that we’re interested in. Some of 

these events are good for flagging up people and projects 

that you might not know about who are also doing work in 

areas that we’re interested in. (Lilly, UK Government 

agency). 
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Stephanie says that her employer organisation (the Scottish Government) is trying 

to build up links with academics, and linked that networking activity explicitly to 

KE seminars. Lilly’s quotation was more explicit in pointing out that KE seminars 

are good opportunities for ‘flagging up’ new academics that they might not have 

known about, but with whom they share a common interest in a specific topic. 

Again, seminars are ‘open regions’ (Goffman, 1963) where previously unknown (but 

professionally useful) contacts can be made.  

 

8.5.2 Networking between non-academic professionals 

Reflecting a wider meta-theme of this thesis is the idea that interactions and 

relationships between academics and NAPs are only part of the story; it is the 

interactions and relationships between NAPs themselves within the context of KE 

seminars which are of importance in understanding KE seminars and NAPs’ 

experience of them. While the KE literature has discussed the importance of the 

relationship between academics and NAPs to a great extent (as cited earlier) it is 

only recently starting to engage with the idea that the relationships between NAPs 

themselves (not always including the academics) are important for KE (Best and 

Holmes, 2010; Davies et al, 2008; Gabby and le May, 2004).  

Almost all of the NAPs interviewed (12/14) described KE seminars as opportunities 

to meet existing or develop new NAP contacts (as opposed to academic contacts). 

 

Networking with existing contacts 

Many NAPs suggested that they already knew many of the attendees at the CPC KE 

seminars which they attended, and saw these events as opportunities to reconnect 

with those contacts. This theme was particularly prevalent amongst Scottish NAP 

participants who may benefit from the small world effect and thus be in a better 

position to know one another (Nutley et al 2010; 2007).  
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There’s no doubt that we all know each other. XXXXXXX 

and XXXXX {two colleagues} know most people in Scotland 

who are involved in that field of their work. We are very 

good at sharing information across different partnerships. 

We work closely with lots of people – particularly other rural 

councils […].  It’s not an ongoing thing, but we do meet with 

others in our partnerships, and other councils. Not very 

often, but when we go to events like this [the CPC KE 

seminar], we can meet up with them. (Susanne, Policy 

Officer, Scottish Local Authority). 

 

It’s interesting and I think many people have talked about it; 

it’s not only the event itself that people are interested in, but 

it’s the networking that’s important […]. It’s a good 

opportunity for people that are there to feel like they’re 

touching base with their colleagues. (Ross, Policy Support, 

English intergovernmental organisation). 

 

Susanne is from a rural Scottish Local Authority and as previously discussed, was 

concerned about the huge distances travelling to the ‘central belt’ when 

participating in KE seminars (an issue covered in the previous chapter); she often 

organised what she later called ‘pre-meetings’ with other colleagues from other 

(rural) councils either before or after the event itself. Of course, this leads to the 

question: how do NAPs know that the contacts with whom they want to meet up 

will actually be there? I posed this question to a number of NAPs: 

 

Hamish: We do need to sometimes get together to talk about 

things, and so I think a big part of going [to the seminar] is 

the networking with the other local authorities who’ll be 

there. 

ST: But how would you know if they’ll be there? Like. How could 

you be sure that your ‘counterparts’ will actually be going?  
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Hamish: Well, you’ll just know. We’re on several mailing 

lists like XXXX, XXXXX, and XXXX. They all have mailing 

lists so you’ll get information about events from them – often 

the same email’s circulated around [on] several lists. So 

you’ll have a fair idea of the other people who’ll be going. 

And if not, you can just email them: “Are you going, Tom? 

Should we should make time to talk about the XXXX 

meeting?” 

 

Both Hamish and Susanne strongly implied in their quotations that the NAPs who 

attended the CPC’s KE seminars are part of a network of contacts who at least 

occasionally needed to meet up with one another, and KE seminars offered an 

excellent opportunity for them to do so. KE seminars allowed NAPs to organise 

time within (or before or after) the seminar event to discuss other professional 

matters face-to-face. Such a finding mirrors Larsen et al’s (2006) discussion of why 

people come together for business meetings when the content could be transmitted 

virtually. They argued that it was the social functions that such meetings provided 

which made them indispensable. Furthermore, they claimed that professional 

meetings in the future would increasingly be about the social opportunities they 

provided, rather than (exclusively) learning ones. In a digital age, physically 

travelling to meetings is no longer for the sole purpose of sharing information 

between participants. Rather, the meetings have a social, rather than informational, 

function. This thesis agrees with this view in the context of KE seminars. Of 

particular relevance to this analysis was Larsen et al’s (2006) discussion on the 

informal ‘huddles’ either before the meeting commenced or the ‘social drink’ 

afterwards. So too at KE seminars there is evidence that the seminar event itself 

offers a focal point for NAPs to meet and interact with each other around the 

context of the event. It makes the travelling to attend those seminars worth the 

investment when they also encompass those productive meetups before or after the 

seminar itself.  
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Networking with new contacts 

Along with using KE seminars as opportunities for NAPs to reconnect with existing 

NAP contacts, they can also be sites for meeting new contacts. Ross says that KE 

seminars are:  

 

an opportunity to talk to people in government and the other 

people who are working on similar area as you who you 

might not have been aware of. (Ross, Policy Support, English 

intergovernmental organisation). 

 

It’s actually quite hard to build up a network that cuts across 

professional boundaries. So it’s relatively easy for me to 

contact people in other local authorities, but it’s much, much 

harder for me to have links to the government. It’s hard for 

us to meet with people from the NHS, third sector. You just 

don’t know who everyone else is. Sometimes you go to 

things like this [the CPC seminar] and you become aware 

that there’s a lot of interest in this topic, and it’s good if 

there’s some sort of structure where people on both sides of 

the government14 are able to come together and meet with 

each other. (Elaine, policy support, Scottish Local Authority). 

 

Elaine’s quotation offers insights into the difficulties of building networks which 

‘cut across professional boundaries,’ claiming it is ‘relatively easy’ for her to build 

contacts with other local authorities, and harder to do so with professionals from 

other non-academic organisations. She then explicitly states that she feels that KE 

seminars play a positive role in bringing people together from across different non-

academic organisations, who have a shared interest in the topic being discussed.  

                                                 

14 It is not clear what the interviewee meant here by ‘both sides of the government.’ It is possible this 

is a reference to the central and local governments, or between government and non-government 

organisations.  
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Again, this makes KE seminars ‘open regions’ where participants have the right, 

and often the expectation, to initiate conversation and network with new 

acquaintances who were previously unknown to them (Goffman, 1963; Shaviro, 

2003).  

As a final point about KE seminars as spaces for networking, Stephanie made an 

astute observation regarding the burden of responsibility for creating such ‘open 

regions’ which facilitate networking opportunities:  

 

And if you {academics} organise events it means that policy 

people, the practitioner, aren’t having to take the initiative 

[…]. The academic is making it {pause} putting the effort into 

creating the event and all audience has to do is sign up and 

turn up. Whereas if you did not have these formal 

networking events, it would rely on individuals working to 

maintain those contacts that they have. Whereas these events 

{seminars} can allow people to make contacts which may 

turn into something else. (Stephanie, government researcher, 

Scottish Government). 

 

Stephanie’s quotation was chosen because it was articulate in expressing the view 

that KE seminars create opportunities for NAPS to meet with other ‘contacts,’ but 

without them expending any effort, just ‘sign up and turn up.’  Stephanie makes it 

clear that creating such networking opportunities is a burden, and academics who 

organise them shift the burden away from NAPs. Such a view leads to the 

conclusion that an important function of KE seminars isn’t necessarily knowledge 

exchange, but rather a networking opportunity which may or may not even include 

networking with academics at all.  
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8.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to examine what functions KE seminars serve which makes 

them worth the investment of resources it requires to enable people to physically 

come together, face-to-face. It takes the view that KE seminars are a forum for 

academics and NAPs to engage in a range activities (which including knowledge 

exchange, but also includes other social processes, which this thesis collectively 

refers to as ‘productive interactions’  

It started from Spaapen and van Drooge’s (2011) conceptualisation of productive 

interactions. For them, interactions are ‘productive’ when they lead NAPs to think 

about, use, or apply academic research to their professional work. This chapter 

sought to explore how one might further expand on this conceptual rubric by 

examining what makes interactions at KE seminars ‘productive’ from the 

perspective of those who participate in them. The analysis presented in this chapter 

claims that there are four ‘dimensions to productive interactions.’ It finds that 

interactions are ‘productive’ when: 

 

1. They enable knowledge sharing (learning) 

To start, one of the most obvious reasons why academics chose to organise and host 

KE seminars is to disseminate their research findings to a non-academic audience. 

However, unlike ‘indirect’ forms of communicating research (Spaapen and van 

Drooge, 2011), KE seminars enable a reciprocal element where knowledgeable 

NAPs can communicate to academics their needs, perspectives, and understandings 

of the implications of the academics’ research findings. As such, KE seminars allows 

academics and NAPs to engage in dialogical exchanges with each other; a mutual 

engagement in which each side is providing insights to the other in a mutually 

beneficial way. However, while many NAPs described the importance of KE 

seminars as an opportunity for them to share their insights with academics, only a 
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small minority of academics explicitly stated that they saw themselves in the role of 

learning within the seminar.  

Such a finding is underpinned by two-way models of knowledge exchange such as 

that proposed within the ‘first generation’ understandings of KE (Best and Holmes, 

2010; Huberman, 1994).  

 

2. They enable the co-construction of new knowledge  

Interactions can also be productive if they create a ‘joint interpretive forum’ 

(Mohrman et al, 2001: 360; Golden-Biddle et al, 2003; Rynes et al, 2001; Boland et al, 

2001) to enable the co-construction of knowledge. This is a process by which rather 

than academics and NAPs swapping knowledge as if it was a physical entity, the 

interaction process creates a new way of thinking or talking about an issue. It is a 

‘transformatory’ (Desforges, 2000) and complex process where knowledge is shaped 

and filtered through pre-existing knowledge, and blended with other forms of 

knowledge.  It works through multiple actors with diverse knowledge who are 

contributing to the interaction engagement process (Nutley et al; 2007: 119; Davies 

and Powell, 2012; Greenhalgh and Wieringa, 2011; Best and Holmes, 2010; Davies et 

al, 2008; van de Ven and Johnson, 2006). Such a view of KE is underpinned by co-

constructivist models of KE.  

One particular dimension to note is that for many NAPs, the most productive 

interactions in KE seminars were with their peers - not with the academics. It is a 

multi-directional form of interaction which is mediated around a research project or 

programme, but in which the academic may or may not directly be involved in its 

interpretation (Davies et al, 2008; Haas, 1992; Gabby and le May, 2004). Many 

academics recognised this and sought to encourage such interactions by stepping 

back and letting the NAPs talk to each other, rather than with them. Such 

interactions were particularly productive if they were carried out among NAPs who 

were from different non-academic organisations as it encouraged plurality in 
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perspectives and knowledge (Philip et al, 2003). This finding has important 

implications because it makes KE seminars more than simply a vehicle to transfer 

research findings from academics to NAPs; they become important sites of complex 

multi-directional interactions which can create new interpretations and ways of 

understanding academic research. This would be difficult to replicate outside the 

‘joint interpretative forum’ (Mohrman et al, 2001; Golden-Biddle et al, 2003) that 

seminars can be.  

 

3. They allow for reflection and thinking (reflection) 

KE seminars provide NAPs with a dedicated space and time for thinking and 

reflecting on a single issue. Many NAPs are busy, and increasingly so. NAPs also 

generally have responsibilities over several policy areas and, like many other 

professionals, have the usual distractions of the office environment. KE seminars 

demarcate a space away from those office-based distractions, and be a dedicated 

time for NAPs to think about a single issue. Creating times and spaces for reflecting 

is important for connecting new knowledge with what we already know (Buysse et 

al, 2003; Hislop et al, 2014; Rushmer and Davies, 2004). This is an issue that has 

received very little attention within the KE literature, and is an area worth further 

examination in future research. 

 

4. They allow people to network (networking)  

This thesis argues that interactions can be ‘productive’ if they enable participants to 

maintain existing, or create new, contacts – thereby building social networks.  

The KE literature has increasingly focused on the importance of networking, and the 

development and sustaining of interpersonal professional relationships for effective 

KE. Indeed, some have argued that networking, personal contact, and effective 

relationship-building might be the single greatest factor influencing the ‘uptake,’ 

‘use,’ and impact of research (For example, see Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014b; 
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Wilkinson et al, 2012; Byrne, 2011; Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011; Molas-Gallart 

and Tang, 2011; Best and Holmes, 2010; Ward et al, 2009; Nutley et al, 2007; Lomas, 

2007; 2000 (linkage and exchange); Kramer and Wells, 2005; Kramer and Cole, 2003; 

Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Mitton et al, 2004; Innvær et al, 2002; Crewe and Young, 

2002).   

While the KE literature recognises the importance of (informal) interpersonal 

relationships and networking between academics and NAPs, there is very little 

recognition of the times and spaces within which such networks are created in the 

first place, or how informal networks are created and sustained through personal 

contact. This thesis argues that it is in social occasions such as KE seminars that 

informal relationships are established, maintained or developed into larger 

networks (Philip et al, 2003) which may or may not develop into more contractual 

relationships in the future (Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014b; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 

2011). 

 

Final comments about productive interactions 

While each of these four functions has been identified as one of the reasons why 

academics and NAPs attend KE seminars, not all participants attached equal 

importance to each – with some not citing any at all. Yet both academics and NAPs 

described the importance of seminars as sites of learning, engagement in dialogue 

with others, reflecting, and networking – albeit with different emphasis and 

ultimate goals for doing so. Interactions which facilitate one or more of these are 

considered to be ‘productive.’   

Together, these are what this thesis claims are four ‘dimensions of productive 

interactions’ within the context of KE seminars. Facilitating all these aspects of 

productive interactions would be difficult to replicate without participants coming 

together face-to-face. 
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This thesis describes ‘productive interactions’ in a way that is more focused yet 

more expansive than that proposed by Spaapen and van Drooge (2011). They 

suggested that productive interactions are merely exchanges between academics 

and NAP in which knowledge is produced that is both scientifically robust and 

socially relevant (see section 4.3.2). This thesis expands on this specific term to not 

only examine the wider context of ‘productive interactions’ as Spaapen and van 

Drooge do, but focus on what outcomes interactions between academics and NAPs 

would constitute them to be ‘productive’ in the words of those who engage in such 

exchanges.  

A key difference in how the term productive interactions is understood within this 

thesis as compared to Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) hinges on the fact that this 

research is not describing the wider research-production process. Instead, it focuses 

only on a small part of the conceptual rubric - ‘direct’ face-to-face interactions - and 

only within the context of a single, very specific and particular social environment – 

that of KE seminars. To elaborate, Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) are explicit that 

their concern rested with exchanges between academics and NAPs. They argued 

that for research to have societal impact, there needed to be personal contact and 

engagement between academics and NAPs. However, the evidence presented here 

suggests that it is not only interactions between NAPs and academics that the 

former found productive, but interactions between NAPs themselves – their peers 

and colleagues. Such a multi-faceted and multi-directional engagement would be 

difficult outside a social environment in which people, both known and unknown to 

one another, can come together to discuss research with academics and other NAPs.  
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9 Facilitating productive interactions through corporeal co-

presence 

9.1 Synopsis 

This final analysis chapter examines the preposition stated in the literature that face-

to-face interactions are qualitatively distinct from mediated interactions, and if so 

describe the significance of being face-to-face for facilitating the four dimensions of 

productive interactions. In doing so, it addresses the fourth and final research 

question: why do KE seminar participants choose to physically meet face-to-face in 

order to engage with academic research findings and their implications?  

Theoretically this analysis engages with the concept of corporeal co-presence (Zhao, 

2003; Goffman, 1966; Urry, 2002; 2003; Larsen et al, 2006) as a lens for exploring face-

to-face dialogical interactions among academics and NAPs in the context of 

Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars. Corporeal co-presence is a social situation 

where two or more people are co-located in each other’s presence, and are engaging 

with each other (see section 4.6 for more detail).  

The following analysis examines how the presence of the body and the sensory 

experience of being with others (intercorporeality) shape the nature and outcomes 

of productive interactions between KE seminar participants.   

Section 8.2 discusses academics’ embodiment of physical attributes which shape 

how NAPs engage with them (or rather how academics perceive NAPs to engage 

with them).   

Section 8.3 presents data on what academics and NAPs said about the importance of 

physically meeting with others to engage with academic research and the sustaining 

of professional relationships. This section addresses how the body and mutual 

sensory experience facilitate interactions between participants. It examines how 

corporeal co-presence allows for ‘small talk,’ ‘loose talk,’ and the ‘meeting of the 

minds’ (Urry, 2002; Larsen et al, 2006) which facilitate productive interactions.  
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The analysis of the interviews revealed a number of different ways in which the 

context in which corporeal co-presence occurs facilitates productive interactions. 

The most important were: the hosting venue, the format for the event, the physical 

layout of the event space, the use of technology, and food. This chapter cannot 

incorporate all of these aspects, and so only two will be discussed: food and 

videoconferencing technology.  

Food can be used to attract potential seminar audiences, and signals seminar 

participants as honoured guests. Furthermore, and more importantly, food creates 

an informal social environment which facilitates ‘loose talk’ and networking which 

would be harder to replicate without it.  

Technology is increasingly important in KE activities, including the use of 

videoconferencing technologies (VCTs) (Conklin et al, 2013; Ali et al, 2012; Sapsed et 

al, 2005). This chapter explores the views and experiences of those who have used 

VCT to ‘dial into’ KE seminars by proxy. It explores their narratives through a lens 

informed by Goffman (1966), Urry (2002; 2003), and Zhao (2003; Zhao and Elesh, 

2008).  

These two examples (food and VCTs) were selected for presentation in this thesis 

because: 

1. The importance of food and eating is underexplored both empirically and 

theoretically within the KE literature, yet represents a significant component 

of KE seminars in terms of budgets and the time dedicated to eating. Up to 

50% of the event time was dedicated to coffee and lunch breaks in the events 

observed in this PhD research. 

2. Technology is playing an increasingly important role in KE, yet there has 

been very little empirical examination and theoretical discussion as to why 

technology might be useful, because of its opportunities, and despite its 

limitations.  
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9.2 Academics’ embodiment and its influence on interactions 

Corporeal co-presence places the body and embodiment at the core of interaction. 

By embodiment, this thesis refers to how the physical body, and its presentation, are 

projected and perceived by others, through the senses, which can aid or interfere 

with how participants engage in the academic research being disseminated and 

discussed.   

The embodied aspect of being with one another means that interactions are 

dependent on the sensory experiences of touch, speech, hearing, and sight. This 

sensory experience is mediated through embodied attributes such as accent, body 

language, and inscribed attributes such as race, age, sex, etc. These embodied 

characteristics impact on how people view and experience each other which, in turn, 

shape how people engage with and judge the research via their perceptions of, and 

assumptions about, those who are communicating it.  

The age of the body is one such example.  

When I interviewed Elaine (policymaker, Scottish Local Authority (LA)), she 

commented on how young I was – 23 years old. I pointed out that I was only a few 

years younger than Patrick who hosted the KE seminar that she attended and she 

said:  

 

It’s strange because I was surprised about how young he 

was when I first saw him there. But to me, it just makes it 

quite refreshing that there’s new people coming in and 

taking an interest in the things that we are also interested in. 

We want to be supportive of his work and encourage his 

interest in these things. (Elaine, Policy Officer, Scottish Local 

Authority).  

 

Elaine expressed surprise at how young Patrick was when she arrived at the event, 

and described ‘new’ people interested in this area of research (focusing on local 
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authority level data) as ‘refreshing.’ She described a view that in light of his research 

interests and his age, those from Local Authorities should be ‘supportive’ of his 

work to ‘encourage his interest.’ This implies that NAPs at the seminars may 

communicate with Patrick in a different manner than they might otherwise have 

done had he been older. Thus, Patrick’s age may have shaped the nature of 

interactions between him and some of the NAPs. This is speculative, but offers an 

avenue for further research.  

Along with age, accent was another important embodied attribute which emerged 

from the interviews. 4 of the 13 academic interviewees described incidents within 

their KE seminars where they felt that their spoken accent influenced the nature of 

their engagement with NAPs. The first comes from Toby (Scottish Consortium (SC)) 

and his description of his seminar with senior civil servants and politicians at an 

event in London. He was arguing that Scotland’s demographic need for migration is 

not currently being met under current UK immigration policies. He claimed that his 

Scottish accent meant that he was perceived by the NAPs in a particular way, which 

in turn shaped how they viewed his research and its political implications: 

 

[I was talking about the] economics of migration, and of 

course the experience was different [from being in Scotland]. 

And the reason it was different […] was because they 

perceived me as Scottish; I am from Scotland, at a Scottish 

university, I speak with a Scottish accent, and therefore they 

were very sensitive and cautious to any comment I made 

that could be constructed as arguing for [Scottish 

independence]. The biggest challenge is to confront the 

stereotypes that people have of who they think you are […]. 

They saw me as a Scottish academic with potentially an 

independence agenda […]. So how people see you 

undoubtedly affects how they interpret what you say, and 

how they engage with what you say. (Toby, academic, SC).  
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In this quote, Toby makes a direct link between his accent (and other characteristics 

of Scottishness) and how NAPs perceived him and his research. His accent inscribed 

him as ‘Scottish’ and thus led to potential assumptions about his political views. 

This, in turn, led to the NAPs being ‘sensitive and cautious’ to what he was saying 

and how they received his work.  

The relationship between academics’ accents/origin and how NAPs engage with 

them within KE seminars is also evidenced by a quotation from Isabella 

(Southampton (Soton)). She is an academic research associate who comes from 

elsewhere in Europe. Her accent is difficult to place, but she conducted research 

through the medium of her native language with migrants from her country of 

origin who are living in the UK. She described how her accent associated her with 

her research participants in the eyes of some of the NAPs. She was, as she put it, 

seen as ‘one of them’ and felt that this might change NAPs’ perception of her 

research, and how they engaged with her during the seminar. 

  

When I’m talking to an international audience they usually 

think I’m British because, for them, I have a British accent. 

But if I’m talking to a British audience, they recognise that I 

have a foreign accent, so they know that I’m not English 

because they can hear it. I have come across situations where 

people didn’t understand that it was me interviewing the 

XXXXXX migrants in XXXXXX {their native language} 

because they couldn’t see that I actually know XXXXXX {the 

language}. I think this might change their perception because 

when I say that I’m XXXXXX, or speak XXXXXX, or 

whatever, they think that I’m one of them, whereas if 

somebody thinks that I’m British, then I think they 

disentangle me from the subject, from my research subjects, 

to put it that way. (Isabella, academic researcher, Soton).  

 

Isabella’s quotation makes more explicit the connection between her accent (and 

nationality) and how seminar participants reacted and respond to her research. This 
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quotation was selected because of its particular interest as the ambiguity around her 

accent meant that different audiences responded to her (and her relationship with 

her research participants) in different ways, depending on where they perceived she 

was from (this was based on her accent). The implication here is that her accent may 

have affected how her NAP audience viewed her research: specifically subjective 

and politically driven (much like Toby) if they associated her too closely with her 

research participants. Conversely, Isabella claimed that if British audiences 

perceived her accent as British, then they ‘disentangle me from the subject, from my 

research subjects.’ The implication here is that a British accent means that NAPs 

view Isabella’s research as more objective and disinterested.  

This section is illustrative of how academics’ embodied characteristics (such as age 

and accent) can impact on how NAPs perceive and interact with them and their 

research. This is an important area to develop empirically within the KE literature 

because if academics and NAPs are going to be together physically when they 

engage with each other, then KE scholars are going to have to understand how 

embodied characteristics help facilitate, or create barriers to, productive 

interactions. This is an area of future sociological study that would best be 

addressed by observational and interview methods. 

 

9.3 Corporeal co-presence in facilitating productive interactions 

This section addresses the issue of corporal co-presence. It is here that the thesis 

pushes the claim that face-to-face interactions are important and makes the 

connection between the necessities of physically coming together for engaging with 

one another to facilitate productive interactions from the perspective of those who 

participate in such forms of engagement.  

The literature review (section 4.6) detailed Goffman’s ideas on daily social 

interaction which placed emphasis on the importance of co-presence (1966). 

Corporeal co-presence is the social situation where two or more people are 
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physically co-located and engaged with each other: where participants are 

‘accessible, available, and subject to one another’ (Goffman, 1966: 22: see also Boden 

and Molotch, 1994; Urry, 2002; 2003; Larsen et al, 2006).  

Corporeal co-presence is always reciprocal (two-way; dialogical), embodied, and 

instantaneous; where people can experience each other through unmediated ‘naked’ 

senses (Goffman, 1966: 17). It is an intercorporeal form of engagement which occurs 

through both verbal and non-verbal communication. For Urry, co-presence is a 

social environment in which interactions are based: ‘not just on words, but indexical 

expressions, facial gestures, body language, status, voice intonation, pregnant 

silences, past histories, anticipated conversations’ (Urry, 2002: 259). The body is the 

anchor to communication and engagement which is used to channel normative 

performances and social rituals which regulate and facilitate social interaction.  

While non-verbal communication is important, for Goffman, it is talk which is the 

basic medium of the encounter, yet even this is not disembodied (as described in the 

previous section). It is the embodied experience of being with others that makes 

travelling to meet others not only desirable, but often necessary (Larsen et al, 2006).  

 

9.3.1 Bodily attendance as an act of commitment 

NAPs are under time and other constraints (as described in chapter 7). Therefore, 

travelling somewhere to attend a KE seminar represents an act of commitment to 

the endeavour of that event. A small number of NAP interviewees (4/14) stated that 

their physical (bodily) attendance at the KE seminar was a sign of commitment to 

the research being presented and discussed, and the CPC itself. This was also 

acknowledged by a small number (3/13) of the academics.  

 

I have been really impressed at the willingness and 

eagerness of people within the XXXXXXXX XXXXXXX 

XXXXXX {name of non-academic organisation} to attend 

those {CPC} seminars […]. I like that, and I think that’s a 
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great support to the CPC that on the other side of the fence 

people are happy to do that. I think that is a very good thing. 

(Toby, academic, SC).  

 

In this quotation Toby said that he was ‘impressed at the willingness and eagerness’ 

of NAPs from one particular government organisation to ‘engage in ideas.’ He 

refers to their physical attendance at the seminars as a ‘great support to the CPC.’ 

This view suggests that NAPs’ physical presence within the seminar signals a 

commitment to the research being presented, and the CPC itself. Such a view was 

echoed by others; however, in the interests of brevity this issue is put to the side in 

order to focus on other findings.  

 

9.3.2 A ‘real’ sensory experience of being together 

Corporeal co-presence facilitates dialogue through the intercorporeal and sensory 

experience of being together. Academics and NAPs both described the importance 

of meeting in person for facilitating knowledge exchange, and its implication for 

policy and practice, via dialogical exchanges which are rooted in the sensory 

experience of being with others. It is argued here that it is this sensory experience of 

being together which forms the foundation of productive interactions within KE 

seminars. This is evidenced in the following five quotations from 3 academics and 2 

NAPs. The words in bold highlight references to the corporeal (body and sensory) 

aspects of the quotations.  

 

Non-academic professionals:  

You’re going to listen to; and to hear different people’s take 

on the problem, in addition to the information that’s been 

given. And sharing that information face-to-face is, of 

course, a big part of that because you can’t have those sorts 

of conversations with people otherwise. (Elaine, Policy 

Support, Scottish Local Authority).  
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Well – briefing papers are very, very useful, but I think 

hearing it being spoken and having the main points 

emphasised is really good. (Iain, NHS, England).  

 

Academics:  

I think there’s no substitute for face-to-face meetings […]. I 

think people also generally have some notion that talking to 

people directly is much more effective and useful than 

producing a findings document. (Joseph, academic, SC). 

 

I get more satisfaction going to see people, and chatting 

face-to-face. In terms of briefing papers, I don’t really know 

what they do. You write them, they go off to someone, and 

probably go on the website. Not saying they’re a bad thing, 

but I don’t know what the policy outcomes from that are. 

Whereas at least here {at these seminars} you can see with 

your eyes that people are there. (Patrick, academic, SC). 

 

I think you can gauge quite a lot just from talking to 

someone: nothing compares to being face-to-face. But I 

think things like the way people speak to you, their tone 

{pause} you can kind of gauge what it is that they’re 

interested in; what they want you to say and what they think 

about what you’re saying. (Sophie, academic researcher, 

Soton). 

 

These five quotations represent voices from academics and NAPs in Scotland and 

England illustrating the importance of the corporeal aspects of facilitating 

interactions between seminar participants. What is particularly salient in these 

quotations is the descriptions of the sensory experience of being with others. All 

three of the academics’ quotations described the importance of ‘talking’ (or 
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‘chatting’) face-to-face. Sophie’s quotation was particularly insightful because it 

described in detail why the embodied nature of interactions within KE seminars 

aided communication. She claimed it allowed her to hear ‘the way people speak to 

you’ and ‘their tone’ which gave her indications (‘gauge’) of the types of things that 

NAPs are thinking about and interested in. This comment creates a link between the 

sensory presence and the nature of interactions amongst seminar participants. 

Sophie and I discussed this a little more, and she went on to describe how the words 

and intonation of NAPs in Q&A and discussion sessions indicated how they felt 

about what she was saying:  

 

Even how people are sitting you can tell what they think, 

especially if they disagree with you. You can tell [by their 

body language] when people are asking questions that they 

disagree with you. Not in a bad way, not vicious, but maybe 

just {drifts off}. (Sophie, academic researcher, Soton). 

 

This quotation illustrates what Boden and Molotch (1994) and Urry (2002) argue is 

the core of corporeally co-present interaction: communication exists not just with 

words, but is delivered with body language, voice intonation, and anticipated 

conversation, etc. As Goffman (1966) points out, we often know if someone agrees 

or disagrees with us, even if they have not told us, because of these embodied non-

verbal communications: ‘you can tell.’ 

Along with talking (and tone), the physical presence of the body also adds a visual 

dimension to the interaction. It is a social environment in which people can ‘see 

with [their] eyes that people are there,’ and Patrick claimed to have derived pleasure 

from the visual sensory experience of seeing others: ‘I get more satisfaction going to 

see people.’  

Both Patrick and Joseph were explicitly critical of ‘indirect’ (non-face-to-face) forms 

of engagement, viewing them very much as a ‘substitute’ (Joseph). This was a view 
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shared by the majority of academic interviewees (11/13) who collectively saw 

limited value in publishing such documents alone. There is an important caveat to 

this. A number of interviewees stated that texts such as briefing papers can be very 

useful in conjunction with KE seminars where they act as a primer sent out before 

the seminar, or as a recap after it. This was also the view of Bogenschneider et al 

(2000) and Norman (2004). Furthermore, a number of participants, including 

Patrick, recognised the role that documents can have post-event, by acting as a link 

between the event and the NAP attendees’ colleagues who did not (or could not) 

attend. In other words, such texts might have a role in disseminating at least the key 

ideas and findings of the research beyond those who attended the event itself.  

On addressing why being corporeally co-present with others is important, it was 

clear that a number of NAPs (6/14) felt  that being physical together with others 

made the engagement experience more ‘real:’ 

 

There’s something about looking at research, flicking 

through data, research, you know, it makes it more real if 

you’re actually there. You can focus on that and nothing 

else. And having somebody talking you through the key 

points – it’s useful. So you know, there are a lot of little 

things that you only pick up when you’re actually there. 

(Susanne, Policy Officer, Scottish Local Authority).  

 

I think the hands-on stuff, or things that are a bit different, 

people will remember it. They might not remember the 

details, but they will remember being there. (Stephanie, 

government researcher, Scottish Government)  

 

The key theme here is that the embodied and sensory experience of being together 

with others makes the experience of engaging with academic research (through 

interactions with other people) ‘more real if you’re actually there.’ 
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Goffman describes how all social interaction is mediated around the sensory 

perception of others. The embodied nature of corporeally co-present engagement 

means that communication and information flows between participants are richer, 

more meaningful, and enable participants to sense people directly: to ‘read’ each 

other, to observe, to see, and to be seen, and to hear first-hand what those with 

whom they are engaging say for themselves (Boden and Molotch, 1994; Urry, 2003; 

2002). This thesis argues that it is corporeal co-presence, the act of being both co-

located and engaging with one another through unmediated senses, which 

facilitates productive interactions because it makes the nature of engaging with 

academic research knowledge, through interactions with one another, more ‘real’ by 

virtue of the shared embodied and sensory experience which KE seminars can offer, 

and which ‘indirect interactions’ cannot.   

 

9.3.3 Informal chats and the ‘meeting of the minds’ 

For Urry (2002; Larsen et al, 2006) one important reason for travelling to 

professional meetings is not the formal components of the meeting itself, but the 

‘loose talk’ that exists before and after the formal, structured components. ‘Loose 

talk’ is unstructured conversations (chats) which create a ‘meeting of the minds’ 

(Goffman, 1956; 1983). That is to say, KE seminars produce opportunities to create 

social spaces which allow participants to talk through problems, clarify meaning, 

correct misunderstandings, and affirm private commitment (or opposition) to 

particular ideas or points raised in the formal components meeting itself (Larsen et 

al, 2006). These informal social spaces include tea and lunch breaks, or the pre- or 

post-meeting chats. Urry (2002; Larsen et al, 2006) argue that corporeal co-presence 

is necessary for this ‘loose talk’ to occur. One cannot have such serendipitous, 

informal, unplanned chats via Skype conference calls or via email exchanges – 

especially if they are among people who do not yet know each other. 
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What’s important are the exploratory conversations. I think 

those type of exploratory conversations do happen, but not 

on a formal basis; not in the formal bits of the seminar. I 

don’t think it’s formalised anywhere. Official documents and 

briefings might be influenced by those conversations, but 

they aren’t documented anywhere.  

[…] What’s important is when we meet others one-on-one. 

When we meet, who is the {pause} does this person seem to 

be on the same wavelength as me? Are we talking about the 

same kind of things? Are we asking the same kind of 

questions? Do we see this kind of thing, or do they seem to 

be in a separate bit? […] When you talk to people one-on-one 

you build a sense of common purpose with them. So it’s 

important to have meetings where we can all get together at 

these seminars and just have those chats. (Joseph, academic, 

SC). 

 

What Urry refers to as ‘loose talk’ Joseph calls ‘exploratory conversations.’ They are 

private, unstructured, informal chats which occur around the formal components of 

the event: ‘when we meet others one-on-one.’ They are what Cornwall et al 

(2008a/b) call ‘bottom-up’ interactions where there is often purpose to such 

interactions, but they are less immediately agenda-orientated, and less regulated 

and controlled by those organising the seminar as compared to the formal, planned, 

‘discussion’ elements.   

Such small (even ‘one-on-one’) ‘exploratory conversations’ can be very productive 

and beneficial, and Joseph states that such conversations outside of the formal 

(structured) components of the seminar can influence ‘official documents’ and 

policy briefings. This also suggests that an element of discretion might create a more 

preferable environment in which to have such ‘exploratory conversations’ rather 

than the open forum of a group discussion.  

The second part of Joseph’s quotation was included because he was the most 

articulate of all the interviewees in expressing a view that Goffman (1959; 1983) 
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would term a ‘meeting of the minds’ – a form of consensus-building, or at least a 

drawing out of a mutual awareness of contradictions and divergences in opinion. 

These informal elements of KE seminars give an opportunity for participants to talk 

through things to see if they are ‘on the same wavelength.’ Such informal chats ‘one-

on-one [helps] you build a sense of common purpose with them.’ The idea that KE 

seminars are important opportunities to have those unstructured, informal, yet 

productive, chats with others outside the formal, scheduled, and structured 

components of the events itself was shared by just over half (15/27) of all the 

interviewees 

There are multiple opportunities within the context of a KE seminar where such 

informal chats can occur, but especially important are mealtimes. This is an issue 

which will be returned to later in this chapter. 

 

9.3.4 Corporeal co-presence in facilitating relationship-building 

The previous analysis chapter described in detail how KE seminars were sites to 

build and strengthen informal relationships. This section of the analysis examines 

why being corporeally co-present is so critical to that process.   

A number of business studies scholars (Weber and Chon, 2002; Davidson and Cope, 

2003; Collis, 2000) and social theorists (Urry, 2002; Larsen et al, 2006; Boden and 

Molotch 1994) have pointed out that because technology now allows information to 

travel around the world in seconds, the necessity of travelling to conferences and 

meetings in order to share information is obsolete. Instead, professional meetings 

are critical for their social dimensions, rather than informational ones. As Weber and 

Chon (2002) claims in their research on international conferences: ‘since more 

information can be exchange via technology, there is a greater need to build 

relationships when getting together for face-to-face meetings’ (p. 206).  

The evidence presented in the following quotations demonstrates how being 

corporeally co-present with others in the context of KE seminars is important for 
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informal relationship-building. In particular, the point of physically meeting 

contacts is important for developing trust and commitment as part of a wider social 

network, without which, such networks would eventually deteriorate and 

disappear (Urry, 2003; 2002; Larsen et al, 2006). A huge majority of both academics 

(11/13) and NAPs (11/14) stated the importance of corporeal co-presence for creating 

and reaffirming their professional relationships with one another. Many of the 

interviewees made comparisons between corporeal and non-corporeal forms of 

meeting in the process of relationship-building (ie face-to-face versus internet-

based), with the latter judged less favourably than the former. Angus’s quotation 

below supports this point well. In it, he placed particular emphasis on the 

importance of physically meeting, particularly at the nascent stages of forming 

relationships, which would be difficult to replicate via internet-based (non-

corporeal) forms of interacting.  

 

[We keep in contact by] email, and Skype as well, but mainly 

by email. With XXXXXXX and XXXXX {two CPC academics} 

it’s just a case of picking up the phone and having a chat. 

That happens a lot, and that works. And physical meetings 

as well but they’re expensive so we do limit those to a 

certain extent because of the cost, but it does happen. It 

happens because they’re important. There’s some things that 

you just can’t ‘get’ unless you’re face-to-face with somebody. 

You can’t {pause} there’s some things that are missed at 

times if you don’t see people face-to-face. And when you’re 

building relationships, particularly at the beginning, it’s 

important that you have face-to-face meetings. But it is hard 

to do this too regularly so you’d try and combine it with 

other things, like having them on the same day as the 

seminars here at XXXXXXXX XXXXX, or other things that 

might be happening at the same time. (Angus, civil servant, 

Scottish Government).  
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Angus’s quotation describes the importance of physically coming together in order 

to build relationships ‘particularly at the beginning.’ Without this corporeality 

‘some things are missed,’ and this thesis argues that those ‘things’ are the sensory 

experience of physically being together and engaged in the intercorporeal 

experience of one another.  

Angus’s quotation is also interesting because it points out that these networking 

opportunities are combined with other activities. In other words, KE seminars are 

multi-functional events which extend well beyond the core purpose of merely 

communicating research findings, or even engaging a non-academic audience. This 

mirrors the work of Urry (2002; Larsen et al, 2006) when they argue that meetings 

are a catalyst for other activities which occur around the core meeting, particularly 

social networking ones, which cannot be replicated online or via other ‘indirect’ 

forms of interaction (see also Weber and Chon, 2003).  

One final point on Angus’s quotation is the distinction he makes between 

communicating face-to-face and through technological media (such as email, Skype, 

and telephone). This distinction was common across many of the interviews, and 

made by both academics and NAPs. The argument put forward by most of the 

interviewees (and this is an important finding of this research) is that internet 

technologies cannot replicate the same quality of professional relationship 

development as those built around face-to-face meetings. This claim is evidenced by 

the following quotation from Joseph:  

 

I think one of the important things about networking at these 

events, and this remains as true today as ever, even with 

social media, Facebook – it’s still the case. If you’ve actually 

met someone, there’s a different nature of your relationship 

to if you’ve only interacted with them via the internet […]. 

There’s no substitute for it. I think that when you personally 

know someone they enter into a different category. If you’ve 

met someone at an event, at a seminar or something, you’ve 

heard them speak, present their research, you’ve talked to 
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them, you have created a relationship that is a 

fundamentally different kind than if you’ve just exchanged 

information over the internet. Of course, if you’re having 

conversations over the internet, if you’re Skyping, having 

Skype conversations or something, it’s as close to physically 

meeting you can get, [but it’s a substitute]. So I really do 

think that there is no substitute for face-to-face meetings.  

(Joseph, academic, CPC).  

 

By meeting a person ‘in person,’ it changes the ‘nature of your relationship’ 

compared to those in which one has only interacted online, such as via Skype. When 

we meet someone face-to-face, they ‘enter into a different category’ and it creates ‘a 

relationship that is a fundamentally different kind.’ While Joseph considered 

Skyping ‘as close to physically meeting as you can get’ (without physically 

meeting), it is an inferior substitute when compared to meeting face-to-face. It 

changes because the sensory engagement with the other person has changed once 

‘you’ve met someone […], heard them speak [and] talked to them.’  

Given the KE literature’s increasing focus on the importance of strong, well-

developed, informal relationships within the KE process (Olmos-Peñuela et al, 

2014b; de Jong et al, 2014; Best and Holmes, 2010; Ward et al, 2009; Mitton et al, 

2007; Nutley et al, 2007; Lomas, 2007; 2000; CHSRF, 2000; Molas-Gallart et al, 2000), 

it seems prudent to explicitly recognise that such relationships are developed and 

sustained through at least occasional face-to-face meetings where groups of people, 

both already known and previously unknown, are corporeally co-present (Moore et 

al, 2011). Even if most communication between academics and NAPs is via routine 

‘emails of a rather simple kind,’ KE seminars remain important opportunities to 

meet for contacts who have never met, and to reinforce existing relationships with 

those with whom one has an existing relationship but with whom one does not 

often meet. 
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The overarching argument here is that meeting contacts face-to-face is fundamental 

in creating informal interpersonal relationships, and KE seminars are the actual 

physical spaces where those relationships are established and reinforced. This face-

to-face element to the meeting is important because, as Urry (2002) argued, 

telephones and emails do not create strong relationships, they only help start 

tentative ones, or help maintain existing ones. Eventually, he argues, professionals 

are going to have to meet their contacts in order to develop rapport, trust, and to 

signal commitment to one another (2002; 2003; Larsen et al, 2006). This thesis agrees 

with that view, arguing that in the context of academics and NAPs networking with 

one another, KE seminars are one such place to do this.   

This claim inevitably raises the question: why does having physically met someone 

(in the context of KE seminars, or elsewhere) change the nature of academics’ and 

NAPs’ relationships with one another?  

The research found that once academics and NAPs have met, it leads to tangible 

benefits for both that may not have been available without such physical meetings. 

For example, a number of KE seminars by the CPC were organised with the help of 

NAPs from different organisations. It was only possible to draw on the resources 

that the NAPs could offer once the academics had met them. The academics’ 

interview transcripts paint a picture of informal relationships which are sustained 

over time (Kramer and Cole, 2003; Lomas, 2000; Cousin and Simon, 1993) and 

reaffirmed by occasional face-to-face meetings, is important in enabling the 

academic to draw on their NAP contacts’ resources. Such resources offer material, 

tangible benefits to the academics which can be of help in organising KE seminars, 

disseminating their research, and accessing potentially interested audience 

members.  

 

It’s easier to contact people once you’ve done the 

groundwork and met them a few times, built up a bit of a 

rapport with someone because once you’ve got a rapport 
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with someone it’s harder [for them] to say “no”’ to you, 

hahaha. It’s harder for you to say “no” to them of course, 

aye. So I think that works to have those types of contacts. 

Going back to my previous research on XXXXXXX 

XXXXXXXXXXXXX […] I’ve got contacts there that 

eventually I could go back to which is easier now. So yeah, 

having developed these relationships is definitely helpful. 

(Patrick, academic, SC)  

 

If you email someone out of the blue, cold-contact, a cold-

contact email, then you’re likely to not get a response. If 

you’ve met them they’re often more willing to be helpful in 

the future if you contact them. They will be more likely to 

help you to organise things, to give advice on proposals, or if 

you want one of their team to participate in a project, that 

sort of thing. They will feel that it is part of building your 

relationship, and it’s easier to feel like you’ve got a 

relationship with someone if you’ve actually met. Even if it’s 

only a few times a year they will feel more obliged because 

they will feel they have a duty, more so than if you’ve never 

met them [face-to-face]. (Harriet, academic, Soton).  

 

Both Patrick’s and Harriet’s quotations illustrate the point that once the 

‘groundwork’ has been established by meeting a person a few times face-to-face, 

‘even if it’s only a few times a year,’ the nature of the relationship changes. Such a 

finding is reminiscent of Wilkinson et al (2012) where they described a situation 

where once face-to-face contact has been made, NAPs tended to respond to the 

academics’ emails quicker, and with fuller content (p.316); which is suggestive of 

some qualitative change in their relationship with one another. Patrick and Harriet 

describe why having met someone changes the nature of the informal relationship, 

and what potential resources that relationship can provide in the future. Taking 

each of these points in turn: 
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1. The relationship changes because having physically met someone (at a KE 

seminar or elsewhere) creates a rapport which, in turn, creates a sense of 

reciprocal obligation: ‘it’s harder [for them] to say “no” to you. It’s hard for 

you to say “no” to them of course’ (Patrick); ‘they will feel more obliged 

because they will feel they have a duty’ (Harriet).  

2. Such relationships give access to privileges and resources. Patrick said that 

he had developed contacts that he can ‘go back to.’ Harriet was more 

specific, citing concrete ways in which such contacts might help: ‘organise 

things,’ ‘give advice on proposals,’ and potentially collaborate on projects in 

the future.  

 

The relationships which Patrick and Harriet described are not formalised 

contractually, but there is still a sense of duty or obligation that exists between the 

academics and NAPs that would not exist had the physical meeting(s) not taken 

place. As Patrick said earlier in a previous chapter, ‘it’s not something that needs to 

be nurtured on a weekly basis, kind of thing,’ but the relationships exist and entail a 

sense of obligation which can produce tangible benefits. This makes KE seminars 

more than just sites of ‘knowledge exchange,’ they offer a social resource which 

facilitates networking opportunities between academics (and NAPs). These face-to-

face meetings of known (yet often unmet) contacts are the very nascent stages of 

what may eventually become a more developed and contractual relationship in 

future endeavours (Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014b; Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011; 

Molas-Gallart et al, 2011). 

Along with strengthening existing professional relationships among 

contacts/acquaintances, KE seminars are also sites of ‘chance encounters’ (Larsen et 

al, 2006; Boden and Molotch, 1994) between academics and NAPs. KE seminars are 

places of ‘inadvertent meetings that happen because like-minded people from 

similar social networks are informally encountered’ (Urry, 2002: 260). 
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Understanding the role that KE seminars can have in establishing new relationships 

among people who are totally unknown to one another is important because much 

of the KE literature has focused on contractual or innovative approaches to 

collaboration where academics and NAPs work together to develop the research 

project and funding proposals, the research agenda, the production, and 

dissemination of the findings (see the special issue of the Journal of Health Services 

Research and Policy; Golden-Biddle et al, 2003; Ross et al, 2003; Goering et al, 2003; 

Dennis and Lomas, 2003; Court and Young, 2002 for examples of innovative 

collaborations). However, that body of research offers only limited recognition of 

the fact that by the time such collaborative linkages have been developed, the 

relationship between academics and NAPs must already be very well established. 

Thus, what is highlighted here are the first stages of those professional 

relationships, and the role that KE seminars can have in creating opportunities to 

meet people and establish those contacts which may, eventually, develop into a 

more contractual relationship, or not (Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014b). KE seminars are 

a way to bring people together because they are what Goffman (1966; 1971) would 

call in his dramaturgy, ‘open regions’.  

Open regions are social spaces where unacquainted persons have the right to 

initiate engagement (Goffman, 1966: 132); they are sites of ‘social accessibility’ (p. 

136) which provide opportunities to have that ‘chance encounter’ with people 

whom one has never met. This is because KE seminars are not only sites where 

‘known’ or ‘expected’ people will be, but they also attract ‘new’ and ‘unexpected’ 

people.  

 

The events help build networks and contacts. Everyone 

who’s interested in your work is in one place. Well, not 

everyone, but the people who are interested are there. When 

you’ve got lots of people coming [then] you meet new 

people. [Of course], it’s also more difficult to talk to them all 

individually because you don’t have the time so you don’t 
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get that same intensity of interactions with people. But it’s 

enough for people who come to know that they can meet 

new people who have a degree of shared interest. (Justin, 

academic, SC). 

 

You generally know most of the people who’ll be there. It 

seems to be enough for people to feel that they are, you 

know, touching base. And you’ll often get new people from 

some third sector organisations, or new people taking on 

new roles or portfolios, who all share interests. There is an 

element of opportunity to meet new people unexpectedly, 

and, I hope, room for creating more of a sense of common 

purpose. (Emma, Soton). 

 

This thesis frames Justin’s and Emma’s descriptions using Goffman’s concept of 

‘open regions’ (1966; 1971). These are semi-public spaces where ‘new’ people can 

come onto the ‘scene.’ They are about creating a forum in which to attract a 

concentration of professionals who, more or less, share a degree of common interest 

in the topic being discussed. This makes KE seminars a potentially important source 

of making new contacts and building professional networks. It is why 

businesspeople and academics travel across the world to attend conferences (Weber 

and Chon, 2003). They do so not to listen to presentations, but to build and sustain 

their professional networks. The same process is occurring here in KE seminars.  

This being said, Justin’s quotation illustrated an interesting point about the number 

of participants. He described a situation where, if there are too many people, it 

becomes difficult to speak to all the participants, or have the same intensity of 

interactions with them. This leads to the question of what might be an optimal 

group size for such KE activities. This is unfortunately a question that the interview 

data cannot shed light on, and so it is left to one side. 
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9.4 The role of food in facilitating productive interactions 

Mealtimes15 play a significant role in KE seminars which has been underappreciated 

within the KE literature. Mealtimes during KE seminars are not just for bodily 

sustenance; they encourage participation, extend hospitality, and provide a catalyst 

for ‘loose talk’ and networking (Golden-Biddle et al, 2003).  

Interviews with CPC administrative staff revealed that providing food is one of the 

most expensive components of hosting KE seminars. Of the 12 seminars observed, 8 

provided food for participants. It was also clear that mealtimes represented a 

significant proportion of the event time – up to 50% but normally 33%. The format 

of the event itself was organised around mealtimes – often broken into sections 

demarcated by mealtimes (such as formal presentations, then lunch, then formal 

group discussions). Every time that food was offered, it was done to create an 

informal social space for participants to chat to each other and to network; these, as 

discussed in chapter 8, are some of the key reasons why NAPs go to KE seminars. 

Tea or coffee breaks and buffet lunches are an effective catalyst for facilitating 

productive interactions at KE events. Thus, mealtimes are more than just physical 

comfort breaks; they fulfil social and knowledge exchange functions which warrant 

further study.  

This section of the analysis argues that mealtimes can help attract participants to KE 

seminars; they create social spaces which act as ice-breakers for forging new 

relationships, and help reaffirm existing professional relationships, particularly 

between participants who may meet only infrequently. Mealtimes help facilitate KE 

by demarcating a space and time for informally sharing knowledge, implications, 

ideas, expertise, and perspectives of the research which participants listened to in 

the formal presentations.  

 

                                                 

15 The term ‘mealtimes’ is used to refer to a number of different eating activities such as tea & coffee 

breaks, lunches, and wine receptions.  
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9.4.1 Food as an attraction, and a gesture of hospitality 

Although not part of the original interview schedule, when the significance of food 

became obviously important to KE seminars, I asked one of the CPC administrators 

about the role of food in encouraging participation in the CPC’s KE events. She said:  

 

Food is very much something that we think about when 

organising these things, especially when working with 

people from outside university [NAPs]. I forgot to mention it 

earlier because you don’t inherently think of it [...]. They’ll 

[NAPs] not come unless there’s free food hahaha. I’ve picked 

up on a theme when a few researchers have said to me: “if 

you want people to come to your event, you just need to 

order food. The day needs to be organised around food. 

Food first, then event; or event then food. But food is the 

centerpiece.” (Lisa, academic support, Soton).  

 

Such a view was shared by 7 of the 13 academic interviewees. Three of these are 

presented below. They collectively present a view of food as a type of advertisement 

to try and draw potential audiences to the CPC’s KE seminars: 

 

I usually find that if there’s a lunch that’s a good way of 

getting people to come. So having the event around 

lunchtime provides the possibility to wrap the seminar 

around lunch. So maybe you’ll have your presentation and 

then people will have their lunch. Or people turn up, have 

lunch and you do your talk afterwards. The lunch becomes a 

kind of focal point. (Stuart, academic researcher, Soton) 

 

I think if we, as an organisation, put food on, more people 

are inclined to come, locally […]. Even at smaller meetings, if 

you don’t put anything on, no tea and coffee, then we know 

from experience that people can be a bit like: “what do you 
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mean there’s no tea?!” They can become a bit upset. So it’s 

good even at small events to have tea, coffee and those 

corporate biscuits. Even small things like that can help make 

people feel valued. (Wayne, academic, SC). 

 

I think another thing is that if people are coming from a 

distance, asking someone to come from Glasgow to 

Edinburgh, or from Dundee to Edinburgh, for a one-hour 

seminar, it’s stretching it. But if you say: “come for a 

seminar, even if you can’t make the morning session come 

for lunch. Come for lunch, chat to people over lunch, and 

then come to the afternoon seminar session.” Which some 

people do […]. It’s an experience, really. (Joseph, academic, 

SC). 

 

These three quotations illustrate two points. The first is that mealtimes are 

presented as something which will encourage participants to come to the CPC’s KE 

seminars. The second is that they add an element of hospitality; the seminar 

becomes ‘an experience.’ Small gestures like offering tea, coffee or ‘those corporate 

biscuits’ can ‘help make people feel valued’ (Wayne). 

The comments by Joseph link back to the discussion in analysis chapter 7 which 

recognised the substantial commitment made by NAPs in choosing to attend KE 

seminars. Here, Joseph is acknowledging that participants from outwith Edinburgh 

(which was the host city for the KE seminar he is describing) need to travel, and 

food (and the social opportunities it creates) is one way of making that journey 

worthwhile. It adds another element to the seminar which help makes it seem more 

worthwhile to attend.  

These three quotations are representative of half of the academic interviewees (7/13), 

but only 2 (of 14) of the NAPs interviewees (Morag and Ross), a significant 

discrepancy. While generally unacknowledged by many, Morag and Ross did 

recognise, and were grateful for, the offering of food.  
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I appreciate when there is food there. Providing lunch, teas, 

cakes makes people feel welcome and important. Especially 

the cakes, it’s hard to resist those, hahaha. It shows that 

we’re not just there so some academic can tick a box. (Morag, 

Policy Support, Scottish LA). 

 

Food not only encourages participation in the seminar, it also bestows honour on 

the participants. The sight and abundance of food have, in many social gatherings, 

been used to show appreciation of guests, allowing them to feel honoured, 

respected, and welcome to the occasion to which they have been invited. 

 

9.4.2 Mealtimes as ‘open regions’ for facilitating productive 

interactions 

The social (and physical) spaces dedicated to eating are important. They demarcate 

time away from scheduled routines and interactions, and allow people to come 

together and socialise (Warde and Martens, 2000). Earlier in this chapter, KE 

seminars were described as ‘open regions;’ spaces where unacquainted persons 

have the right to initiate engagement and which create opportunities to have 

‘chance encounters’ (Goffman, 1966; 1971). Yet the whole seminar is not uniformly 

an ‘open region,’ it is the mealtimes which create those opportunities for informal, 

opportunistic chats. Mealtimes are a paradigmatic instance of enabling social 

interaction, and this is well discussed within the sociological literature (Ochs and 

Shohet, 2006; Mintz and du Bois, 2002; Symons, 1994) but less so in the KE literature, 

and so the analysis presented here argues that mealtimes are an important facet of 

KE which deserves more attention than it has hitherto been given. By doing so, this 

work aims to bring to the fore the issue of the role that mealtimes play within the 

interaction (and wider KE) process.  
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Mealtimes as a way of creating social spaces for informal interaction 

Mealtimes create space and time to share knowledge, exchange ideas, and work 

through problems (Och and Shohet, 2006). Within business and academic meetings 

and conferences, it is the tea break, the lunch, the dinner, and the wine reception 

which are the times in which problems are talked through, commitments made, and 

deals agreed (Collis, 2000; Nandhakumar, 1999). KE seminars are not different; it is 

the mealtimes which create opportunities for productive interactions. 

 

So it was close to the [Westminster] Parliament. And at one 

stage we were wanting, hoping, Parliamentarians would 

drop in to listen to the debate, and stay and have a glass of 

wine as it would give us an opportunity to speak with each 

other. (Emma, academic, Soton).  

 

Although not explicitly stated in this quotation, Emma is describing the wine 

reception after the ‘formal’ component of the KE seminar (focused around a debate) 

as a way to get CPC academics and NAPs (Parliamentarians) to speak to each other 

more privately, informally, and one-on-one. The wine reception is a route through 

which CPC academics could engage with those Parliamentarians. Such personal 

contact may potentially be influential in trying to bring up or reaffirm points raised 

within in the formal elements (debate), but in a more private and discrete sphere.  

It was also clear from the transcripts that many NAPs (9/14) felt it was mealtimes 

which provided them with the best opportunities to engage in productive dialogue 

with the other seminar participants. The importance of KE seminars as places where 

NAPs can speak to each other was discussed in chapter 8, and this thesis asserts that 

it is specifically during mealtimes that those informal, chatty, conversations are 

occurring.  
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I certainly think that at these conferences {seminars} the most 

useful bit is the breaks, where you actually talk to people 

face-to-face; you just get so much more of a dialogue going, 

exchange ideas. You can’t do that in the formal 

presentations. (Ross, Policy Support, English LA). 

 

If you have a panel discussion where people say their names, 

and people are sort of talking more broadly, then it gives 

people an opportunity at lunch to go and talk to them and 

ask each other questions […]. You can go up to that person 

from that charity and say: “well actually, I’m really 

interested in this area too, are you doing anything about 

this?” (Iain, management, NHS England). 

 

Ross, like many other NAP interviewees, described the tea and coffee or lunch 

breaks as ‘the most useful bit’ because they offer the opportunity to ‘get a dialogue 

going, exchange ideas,’ mirroring Collis’ (2000) analysis regarding the significance 

of ‘loose talk’ that occurs during mealtimes. Such interactions are less structured 

and more exploratory in terms of their content and nature. They are ‘bottom-up’ 

(Cornwall et al, 2008) in the sense that these interactions occurring within the 

context of mealtimes are less regulated by the constraints placed by the seminar 

organisers in the same way they do within in the formal elements of the meeting 

(such as Q&A sessions, roundtable discussions, etc; see also Escobar, 2011; Cousin 

and Simon, 1996).  

Iain’s quotation was interesting because he describes the relationship between the 

formal and informal components of the event which can be beneficial in different 

ways. In his view, the formal group discussion is a good way of getting to know 

people’s names and organisations, as well as discovering where the other NAP 

participants’ broad interests are. These can then be picked up and discussed further 

during lunch.  

 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Facilitating PI through CCP 298 

Mealtimes as a way to facilitate networking 

Along with the opportunity for loose talk, most academics (10/13) and NAPs (8/14) 

described mealtimes as opportunities to create new, and reaffirm existing, 

professional relationships. Reaffirming existing relationships with acquaintances is 

particularly important for informal contacts who do not get to meet often (Urry, 

2003; Larsen et al, 2006, Nandhakumar, 1999).  

 

It’s because other people go there that we do, it’s the 

networking opportunities that exist there. That would be the 

key thing why we go to specific events. The research is 

interesting, and definitely relevant to what we do, but the 

networking part of it is the most important part. We are with 

them the whole time: breakfast, dinner, and lunch. (Carol, 

civil servant, Scottish Government agency).  

 

Networking is an important reason why NAPs decide to attend KE seminars, or not, 

and it is the mealtimes where that networking to occurs. 

 

And it {lunch breaks} gives people a chance to talk and 

network, and to make connections, hopefully. I suppose if 

you just invited people and they’re just sat down, even 

though it might be a panel discussion, it doesn’t actually 

mean they have the chance to talk to each other […]. So 

lunch is a chance to meet their counterparts in other areas 

that they might not get to meet often, but also a chance to 

meet the researchers informally, and that actually helps with 

their networks. It’s a chance to meet, and that happens over 

lunch. It also means that some of the researchers get to 

contact some of those people in key places that they might 

not have gotten to speak to. And in doing that, there’s more 

of a link there; they now know each other’s name, they know 

each other’s faces, they can speak to each other on an 

informal level and that’s more likely to make things go 
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forward in terms of contacting them in the future in terms of 

possible collaboration. And that doesn’t happen unless you 

have those informal, chatty platforms which are always 

associated with food. (Lisa, Academic Support, Soton). 

 

Although lengthy, Lisa’s quotation offers a fascinating insight into the role that 

mealtimes in KE seminars can have for creating networking opportunities. Lisa 

describes lunches as a chance to ‘make [new] connections’ as well as reinforce 

existing ones, particularly those she might meet only infrequently: ‘meet their 

counterparts in other areas that they might not get to meet often.’ It is often easier to 

approach someone with a plate of food and strike up a conversation than it is to do 

this outside the context of mealtimes. Food can be a good icebreaker between people 

previously unacquainted with each other (Larsen et al, 2006; Collis, 2000). Along 

with meeting other NAPs, Lisa’s quotation also describes mealtimes as 

opportunities for participants to meet with the academics in an informal 

environment. Lisa said that physically meeting people in the context of mealtimes 

can be advantageous in making things ‘go forward’ in terms of future contact and 

possible future collaboration. She concludes with one of the most articulate 

sentences from the all the interview transcripts on the matter: that none of this 

happens ‘unless you have those informal, chatty platforms which are always 

associated with food.’  

For many of these participants, this recognition only came after probing. But once 

probed, participants started to talk about it in great detail. This probing was 

important because food at seminars (or other professional meetings) can be taken 

for granted and thus easily overlooked – as it so often has been within the KE 

literature.  
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9.5 The role of videoconferencing technology in knowledge 

exchange seminars 

The final issue that this thesis examines is the use of VideoConferencing 

Technologies (VCTs) to facilitate productive interactions within KE seminars. More 

specifically, it examines the use of VCTs to link one or more non-co-located 

academics and/or NAPs to the seminar when they could not attend in person. 

Technology, particularly VCTs, is becoming ubiquitous in our professional lives 

(Fletcher and Major, 2006; Cairns et al, 2004; Jones et al, 2004; Liscoppe, 2004), and 

KE activities are no exception to this.  

The following analysis explores the experiences of those who used VCTs to 

participate in KE seminars, and is theoretically informed by the works of Goffman 

(1966), Urry (2002; 2003; Larsen et al, 2006), and Zhao (2003; Zhao and Elesh, 2008). 

Collectively, these scholars are interested in the role of the body in shaping social 

interaction. In this chapter, the discussion moves from corporeally co-present 

interactions, to corporeal telecopresent interactions.  

The analysis presented here differs from others in the KE field because what little 

work there is in the field has tended to focus on ‘webinars’ (Ali et al, 2012; Conklin 

et al, 2013). Webinars are what Zhao (2003) refer to as ‘virtual telecopresence’ 

because in such communications there is no physical meeting place; every 

participant is ‘present’ only online. Instead, what is being described here with the 

use of VCTs is what Zhao (2003) terms ‘corporeal telecopresence’ (corporeal 

presence by proxy).    This is where most seminar participants are co-located in the 

same physical space, but in which one or more non-co-located participants are 

‘present’ by emulating corporeality through technological projection (Zhao, 2003; 

Zhao and Elesh, 2008). They are ‘embodied’ in the room (they can be seen, see, hear, 

and be heard) through the use of microphones, speakers, cameras and projection 

screens. Thus, there is an embodied sensory connection (co-presence, which is 

important), but it is not ‘unmediated.’ 
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The analysis is divided into two sections. The first section explores the reasons why 

some academics and NAPs chose to participate in KE seminars via VCTs. The 

second section explores participants’ experiences of using VCTs to participate in KE 

seminars. In this exploration, there is a conceptual focus on the lack of bodily 

presence and how technology can assist, or not, in facilitating interactions through 

the use of VCTs. 

 

9.5.1 Rationale for using videoconferencing technologies to 

participate in knowledge exchange seminars  

As discussed in chapter 7, travelling to KE seminars is expensive and time-

consuming. Larsen et al (2006) and Ali et al (2012) argued that technology can play 

an important role in bringing together geographically dispersed professionals; 

particularly those with travel budget or time constraints.  

Some of the participants in this study came from rural local authorities, some of 

which (particularly those in Scotland) are based a considerable distance from the 

urban centres where KE seminars are typically hosted.  

4 of the 12 KE seminars observed used VCTs to link academics and/or NAPs to the 

event site. There was 1 academic and 3 NAP interviewees who participated in at 

least one CPC KE seminar via VCT. Within their interviews at some points the 

participants viewed VCTs as an effective substitute for physically attending, while 

at other times they felt it was an inferior substitute, a compromise if personal 

attendance was impossible.  

Starting with the positive, Mhari (a policy support officer from a rural Scottish 

island Local Authority (LA)) described how participation in KE seminars can be a 

challenge because of her remote location. She also described how, over the last few 

years, technological improvements have meant that it is possible to participate in KE 

seminars, which was difficult, or impossible, even just a few years ago.   
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If you talk about the XXXXXXXX Isles, it’s really, really hard 

for them to get to these events. And they would benefit so 

much from being able to have a higher involvement in 

things, but it’s so difficult in terms of time and budget. 

Videoconferencing is a great way to link in, and people have 

better facilities now to do so compared with even a few years 

ago […]. But an awful lot of people, say, the “rural network” 

organisation, are in the same boat as they are all from rural 

local authorities. So it’s always going to be a challenge at 

times. It’s not a barrier, but it can be an obstacle and there 

are ways to get around that. (Mhari, Policy Support, rural 

Scottish Local Authority). 

 

As will be recalled, Mhari is the respondent who speaks in the third person about 

her own organisation and colleagues. As such, when she is referring to the difficulty 

for ‘them to get to these events,’ she is referring to those from her own organisation. 

It should also be noted that this interview was one of two which were conducted via 

Skype.  

In this quote, Mhari is suggesting that teleconferencing is a good way to participate 

in KE events which would otherwise be difficult. Mhari also points out that 

improvements in technology over the last few years (and access to that technology) 

have made VCTs a ‘great way to link in’ to events. Indeed, the development of 

increasingly sophisticated technologies, and their availability, means that VCTs will 

increasingly become embedded within professional life in the future, and shape 

how those interactions unfold (Fletcher and Major, 2006). As it does so, social 

interactions mediated through new technologies will ‘crystallise as these 

technologies become widespread and as each additional communication resource 

[…] coexists with previous ways of managing relationships’ (Licoppe, 2004: 135). In 

other words, participating in KE seminars via VCTs will become normalised as they 

are further embedded in professional KE practices.  
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We have these videoconferencing suites now in the offices 

which were installed in 2011 […]. It makes it so much easier 

now to dial into these things, and that’s been a great benefit 

to us. Everything’s all set up and it means that we don’t have 

to travel all the way down to the central belt to do things. It’s 

been really important for us, as it is for all rural local 

authorities […]. In the future there’s no doubt that we’ll be 

doing more of this. (Susanne, policymaker, rural Scottish 

LA).   

 

Susanne’s quotation suggests that such technologies are going to become ever more 

embedded in their professional practices, including participation in KE seminars; 

this is indicated by the increasing investment in specialist videoconferencing suites 

and an expectation of greater use in the future: ‘in the future there’s no doubt that 

we’ll be doing more of this.’ Susanne, like Mhari, feels that the use of VCT’s has 

‘been a great benefit’ to her organisation.  

VCTs are a viable solution to the challenge of engaging with geographically 

dispersed colleagues and business partners (Ali et al, 2012; Fletcher and Major, 2006; 

Sapsed et al, 2005; Townsend et al, 1998). Thus, one of the most positive aspects of 

VCTs in KE seminars is their ability to overcome geographic distance and bring 

together professionals from different organisations who are spatially dispersed or 

far from urban centres and/or who have serious budget restrictions and who 

therefore might not otherwise be able to meet face-to-face. This was also the finding 

of both Ali et al (2012) and Conklin et al (2013) in their work on healthcare 

professionals’ use of webinar technology for sharing knowledge across a virtual 

network of practitioners, policymakers, and academics. The use of VCTs creates a 

new way of working ‘unrestrained by geography, time, and organizational 

boundaries’ (Townsend et al, 1998: 17).  
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9.5.2 Videoconferencing technology as a substitute to physical 

attendance 

While VCTs can play an important role in KE, a number of participants expressed 

the view that participating in KE seminars via VCTs were framed as a compromise 

or substitute for corporeal attendance. This is a view which is shared by Urry (2002; 

2003; Larsen et al, 2006) and Boden and Molotch (1994) when they argue that 

technologically mediated interactions are an ancillary for physically meeting face-to-

face: they are a pragmatic substitute when physical attendance is difficult or 

impossible.  

 

And it is a balance between events – what do you physically 

go to or not? Maybe we can get away with teleconferencing 

in to save money. It is that balance between the relevance 

and interest, and time, and money to travel to it. (Elaine, 

Policy Support, Scottish Local Authority).   

 

I would imagine that myself and XXXXXXX {Hamish} got a 

lot more out of it than XXXX {Mhari} who was sitting on the 

end of the screen in XXXXXXXX {a Scottish Island}. We can 

be involved with the elements of sharing research and 

information, and practical experiences. But attending most of 

these events are a problem for us. Most of them are 

neighbours and they can visit each other and attend these 

things and so they have good strong relationships with each 

other, and it takes only an hour to get across – whereas we 

have to travel for 4 hours to reach the central belt where 

most of these things are held. So I can see why people want 

to use videos rather than physically go, but you do miss out 

on a lot of the other things that go on in these events when 

you’re not there. (Susanne, Policy Support, rural Scottish 

LA).   
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When choosing how to participate in KE seminars, Hamish describes a balance of 

competing interests which require consideration: a ‘balance between relevance and 

interest, and time and money.’ As some form of compromise, Hamish says: ‘maybe 

we can get away with teleconferencing’ suggesting it is a half-way commitment 

between participating and not participating. It suggests that this is an inferior 

substitute for physical attendance. This sentiment can also be found in Susanne’s 

quotation when she says that attending KE seminars is ‘a problem for us’ because, 

unlike some other local authorities who are geographically closer to each other, it 

takes a long time for her and her colleague (Hamish) to travel to attend them, 

leading her to conclude ‘I can see why people want to use video rather than 

physically go.’ However, Susanne’s quotation also beautifully illustrates the point 

that there are adverse consequences in choosing to participate in KE seminars via 

VCTs. She recognises that seminars are about networking as well as opportunities 

for knowledge exchange. By participating via VCTs, ‘you do miss out on a lot of the 

other things that go on in these events.’ She compares her and her colleague 

Hamish’s experience of participating in the CPC’s KE event with that of Mhari (who 

participated via VCT), and she felt that by not attending, Mhari, ‘who was sitting on 

the end of the screen’ got less from the event then she and Hamish did. The things 

that Mhari would miss, according to Susanne, were the ‘elements of sharing 

research and information, and practical experience.’ Teleconferencing technologies 

are a way for some NAPs to participate in events which they otherwise might not 

have been able to do.  

Such a view presented here is shared by several examples of empirical research, 

such as Ali et al (2012), Orlikowski (2002), and Sapsed et al (2005), who find that 

while VCTs might be useful for sharing information, they are more limited in 

supporting the exchange and creation of ideas and knowledge, and make it very 

difficult to create new relationships via opportunistic meetings (such as those 

enabled by mealtimes) when you are not physically there. VCT was only used at 

certain times within the seminar, during the formal presentations and discussion. 
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As such technological and practical constrains limits such spontaneous chats (Sole et 

al, 2002; Sapsed et al, 2005).  

 

9.5.3 Situating the body in corporeal telecopresent interactions 

While VCTs are able to emulate corporeality, the body remains physically absent. 

As such, those who use VCTs remain outside the ‘naked sensory range’ (Goffman, 

1966). As Urry described it:  ‘virtual travel does seem to produce a strange and 

uncanny life on the screen that is near and far, present and absent’ (2002: 255).  

The use of screens, microphones, and speakers can emulate an embodied presence, 

but they are technologically mediated, and remain a substitute for the real thing 

(Urry, 2002). That physical absence from KE seminars prevents the many benefits 

derived from being with others. It is this relationship between the body, technology, 

and productive interactions, in the context in KE seminars, which is the final focus 

of this chapter. 

As stated earlier two CPC academics participated in CPC KE seminars via VCT. In 

both of these cases the academics in question viewed the practice as a compromise 

on occasions when their physical participation was impossible. In both of the 

following quotations the importance of physical corporeality is emphasised, as is the 

difficulty in engaging in productive interactions when that corporeality is mediated 

through technology.  

The argument presented in the last section of this final analysis chapter is that the 

body is an integral part of the engagement process. While technology can play a role 

in facilitating some of the ‘dimensions of productive interactions,’ it does not enable 

all of them. It is a substitute, an ancillary, in circumstances where physical 

participation is not possible. This intersection between knowledge exchange, co-

presence, and technology is explored through a lengthy monologue from Isabella. In 

this quotation she is describing her participation in a CPC KE seminar through 

VCTs. In this quotation particular attention should be paid to how a lack of physical 
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presence at the event made her feel not truly part of it. This had consequences for 

how she engaged with the audience, and the ensuing dialogue with them.  

 

For me it was really terrible. I’ve done teleconferencing 

before but it was done in a different way where I was 

actually in a room with other people, and then we were also 

linked to another campus with other people so I can see 

some real people in front of me […]. Somehow if I see people 

face-to-face I feel more confident because I can see that 

they’re interested in what I’m saying; you can see their faces, 

you can see they’re writing notes. But the thing we did at the 

XXXXXXXXX event was different. I had no awareness that 

people could actually see me. I wasn’t even aware that I was 

standing and you couldn’t see my head. Until we had this 

situation where we were then cut off [disconnected] and 

when we finally managed to actually hear and see each 

other. But that’s terrible because I was really getting {pause} 

I felt I was much less clear than I usually am because I was 

feeling just so uncomfortable just looking at a wall and 

seeing my own slides, not seeing any audience and not being 

totally sure if I’m making sense or not because when you 

look at people you can see by their reactions that you’re 

making sense or not, and you can adjust what you’re saying 

or clarify something based on that feeling that you get from 

the audience during the presentation. So for me it was 

terrible. I was disembodied, very much disembodied, and I 

couldn’t see anyone. It was silence […]. So when I realised 

that you could actually see me, it was better, but before I 

realised that, it was really terrible for me. Talking to my own 

slides. Not being aware of somebody seeing me […]. I could 

only see both once I switched off the slides and I could see 

the screen. Afterwards at the questions, when I switched off 

the slides and I could see you I realised. But when I was 

actually talking I couldn’t, and for me it was terrible. If there 

was anybody else present in the room when I was talking it 

would have made things easier for me […]. But if I can’t see 

people’s reactions, I get very nervous which doesn’t usually 
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happen to me. So I found that in the first part, until I started 

being aware that you could actually see me, it was terrible 

[because] I thought: “this is just a voice getting lost in the 

words that they can hear.” So I think that if it was done 

differently, as I say, if I could see people while I was talking, 

I wouldn’t have a big problem with that, but it was just a 

wall [in front of me] and that was terrible for me. (Isabella, 

academic researcher, Soton).  

 

This quotation illustrates the relationship between knowledge exchange, 

corporeality, and technology. In this quote, Isabella is describing her experience 

with participating in a KE seminar via VCTs. She felt detached and isolated. This 

feeling came from the fact that she could not see others, nor did she realise that she 

could be seen by others. So while VCT did provide the opportunity for her to talk 

about her research to a non-academic audience, the nature of the interaction was 

less than ideal. Isabella used the term ‘terrible’ 6 times in this quotation to describe 

her experience, and the source of this ‘terribleness’ was the fact that the VCT was set 

up in such a way that it disembodied her and separated her from the audience by 

depriving her of the sensory perception of others.  

First, there is the issue of sight. Being able to see your audience and to be aware of 

being seen is important to effective social interaction – which, as argued through 

this thesis, is central to engaging in facilitating productive interactions. Isabella’s 

quotation demonstrates a strong connection between seeing the audience, reading 

body language, and deducing their level of interest and engagement: ‘when you 

look at people, you can see by their reactions that you’re making sense or not.’ The 

fact that she could neither see her audience, nor perceive them seeing her (although 

in fact, they could) led to Isabella feeling detached and disengaged. She felt ‘alone’ 

and was not sure if her disembodied ‘voice [was] getting lost in the words.’ She 

makes a distinction between her ‘words’ and her ‘voice;’ the latter being the 

physical embodiment of the words.  
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Second, there is the issue of body language. Body language is important to social 

interaction. Urry claims that corporeal co-presence is an intercorporeal form of 

engagement in which interactions are based not only on words, but expressions, 

facial gestures, body language, status, and voice (2002). As pointed out earlier in this 

thesis, the body is not simply an appendage for communication, it is the anchor of it 

(Goffman, 1966; 1971). The lack of visual contact affected the visual feedback of the 

audience’s body language, which then affected Isabella’s confidence in what she 

was saying, since she was unable to ‘read’ the room by using the audience’s visual 

cues to assess if she was ‘making sense or not’. These visual cues would have 

allowed her to ‘adjust what you’re saying or clarify something based on that feeling 

you get from the audience during the presentation.’  

Isabella’s experience was one in which technology failed to fully bring together 

seminar participants because of its failure to replicate the corporeal aspects of the 

engagement which are so fundamental to engaging with others who are co-located. 

Isabella explicitly stated that the presence of another person would have helped 

because it would better replicate a more natural form of interacting with others, and 

ease the sense of disconnectedness with, and the anonymity of, an invisible 

audience.  

Part of this problem is the limitations of the technology’s capabilities. Isabella was at 

several points cut off, which can be salient in emphasising the physical and social 

distance of the non-co-located person (Boden and Molotch, 1994). So while VCT 

allows for simultaneous and instantaneous two-way audio and visual 

communication across huge distances, it is also dependent upon the stability of the 

technology. Disruptions compromise the intercorporeal nature of the engagement 

which can compromise the flow and structure of the interactions by causing 

interruptions; these then compromise the ‘interaction order’ (Goffman, 1966; 1971) 

which mediates all social interaction. 

While technology can overcome some barriers in professional life (Collis 2000; Jones 

et al, 2002; Ali et al, 2012), it is not a panacea for many of the challenges and barriers 
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(including overcoming limited travel budgets, time, and bringing together 

dispersed communities) to creating an environment in which productive 

interactions, in the context of KE seminars, can flourish. VCTs cannot replace 

physically meeting with others, which will continue to make KE seminars an 

important interface between academia and wider society.  

Urry argued that communication technologies create a social situation where people 

are both ‘present and absent; here and there, near and distant, home and away, 

proximate and distant’ (2003: 35) and this certainly seems to be the case here where 

VCTs bring people together, but also reinforce remoteness from other participants 

who are co-located. It is this disjuncture that was described by Isabella where VCTs 

give an illusion of corporeal co-presence, but can also emphasise the lack of bodily 

and sensory presence. Larsen et al (2006) described this contradiction of 

teleconferencing as a: ‘thinner version of physical meeting in terms of bodily idiom 

and sociality. One cannot sense much of the client’s office space, shake their hand, 

have sustained eye contact, and observe all bodily expressions’ (2006: 38) which 

makes being together in KE seminars so critically important in facilitating all the 

dimensions and richness of productive interactions which cannot be fully replicated 

via VCTs.  

 

9.6 Conclusion  

The main proponents of the concept of ‘productive interactions’ (Spaapen and van 

Drooge, 2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011) argued that ‘direct’ ‘productive 

interactions’ must be personal, but not necessarily face-to-face. The KE literature 

contains evidence that personal, regular (sustained) contact is important in 

facilitating KE (Moore et al, 2011; Mitton et al, 2007; Ross et al, 2004; Innvær et al, 

2002; Molas-Gallart et al, 2000; Lomas, 2000; Cousin and Simon, 1996). Yet this 

chapter has attempted to move beyond this by exploring the importance of that 
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contact being supported by at least occasional face-to-face meetings, even if they are 

irregular and infrequent. 

In doing so, this chapter explores in much greater detail the nature of ‘direct’ 

productive interactions. Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) give seemingly equal 

weight to the importance of ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ contact for facilitating productive 

interactions - the latter being where academics and NAPs are not communicating 

directly with one another, but via textual artefacts or knowledge brokers. By 

contrast, this thesis examines why there are differences between direct and indirect 

interactions (from the perspective of those who engage in those practices), and 

argues the benefits for face-to-face ‘direct’ interactions among people that cannot be 

replicated through other types of engagement. This thesis asserts that only when 

academics and NAPs are physically co-located and co-present can they engage in all 

the dimensions of productive interactions which were identified and outlined in 

chapter 8.  

This conclusion adds to the growing body of research within the KE field which 

finds that interactions between academics and NAPs (and among NAPs themselves) 

are most effective not only when they are person-to-person, but also face-to-face 

(Wilkinson et al, 2012; Mitton et al, 2007; Nutley et al, 2007; CIHR, 2006; Golden-

Biddle et al, 2003; Lomas, 2000). This corporeality is especially essential for 

interpreting academic research and co-constructing knowledge, rather than just 

disseminating it. Furthermore, face-to-face meetings are important for making 

contacts and network-building (Urry, 2003; 2002; Best and Holmes, 2010; Walter et 

al, 2007; Lomas, 2007; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Gabby and le May, 2004).  

While it is possible to establish and maintain contacts via online exchanges or 

through intermediaries (brokers), it is clear from the interviewees that at some 

point, academics and NAP acquaintances who are in contact with one another 

(either through email or via an intermediary) are going to have to eventually 

physically meet to build on their relationships into something more substantial 

(even if they remain informal and ad hoc). KE seminars are an excellent opportunity 
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for doing this. Being physically present means that KE seminar participants can 

change their relationships by develop rapport and trust which are emerging 

properties of personal, proximate, intercorporeal contact (Urry, 2003; 2002; Larsen et 

al, 2006; Wilkinson et al, 2012; Jacobson et al, 2003). Creating such relationships 

would be difficult, if not impossible, through ‘indirect’ interactions. It is for these 

reasons that it is important for academics and NAPs to have the opportunity to be 

both co-located and co-present in order to engage in all the dimensions of 

productive interactions. Yet the KE literature has largely ignored the fact that such 

corporeally personal contact occurs in physical spaces – such as KE seminars. There 

has been very little discussion as to why co-location (being face-to-face) is so 

important in facilitating KE and relationship-building processes.  

The analysis presented in this chapter addressed this lacuna by dwelling on the 

importance of face-to-face interactions. It situates this discussion within the concept 

of corporeal co-presence and its relationship to social interaction (Goffman, 1966; 

Urry 2003; 2002; Larsen et al, 2006; Zhao, 2003).  

This chapter constructed an argument where being corporeally co-present with one 

another at KE seminars creates a richer and more ‘real’ encounter which cannot be 

replicated by other ‘indirect’ or non-corporeal forms of engagement. By ‘real,’ this 

thesis refers to the embodied and sensory experience of participants being together 

and engaging with one another through their embodied selves (Boden and Molotch, 

1994). This argument was constructed by presenting evidence as to why this 

embodied and sensory presence actually shapes and facilitates productive 

interactions. This chapter did so by first examining how academics’ embodiment 

(and embodied attributes such as age or accent) shaped how NAPs interpret and 

receive the academic research being presented. It also describes how an embodied 

presence at KE seminars signals commitment to the research being presented, and to 

the CPC more broadly (Larsen et al, 2006).  

Corporeal co-presence permits a meeting of minds by creating informal social 

spaces around the formal elements of the event for participants to engage in 
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informal chats with one another, to meet with their colleagues, and to meet new 

contacts through ‘chance encounters’ (ibid). For many of the NAP interviewees, it 

was not the structured (formal, planned) discussions which often justified their 

attendance at KE seminars, but the ‘catch up’ with their colleagues, and the 

opportunity for chance encounters with new people at some point within the 

meeting space and time. This is possible within KE seminars as they can create 

‘open regions’ (Goffman, 1966; 1971). One of the most important ‘open regions’ are 

those formulated around mealtimes. Food plays an important role in KE seminars 

(Golden-Biddle et al, 2003). It has an impact on the prestige of the hosts (Warde and 

Martens, 2000) and bestows honour to the guests. Eating is not only sustenance for 

the body, but marks out time and space for people to come together, to exchange 

information, interact, and create or strengthen relationships (Symons, 1994; Mintz 

and du Bois, 2002; Ochs and Shohet, 2006). Mealtimes create a shared experience 

which helps form bonds between professionals, and helps create a focal point for 

‘loose talk’ and networking to occur. It helps to break the ice between previously 

unacquainted people (Larsen et al, 2006; Collis, 2000), and to reaffirm commitment 

among familiar people (Nandhakumar, 1999).  

The analysis also examined non-corporeal forms of co-presence within the seminar – 

specifically the use of VCTs. As before, the discussion of VCTs was framed through 

a theoretical lens informed by Goffman (1966; 1971), Urry (2002; 2003), and Zhao 

(2003; Zhao and Elesh, 2008). The sparse literature which does describe technology 

in KE has tended to focus on ‘webinars’ (Conklin et al, 2013; Ali et al, 2012) which 

Zhao (2002) would refer to as a form of virtual telecopresence. What was described 

in this chapter is videoconferencing – a form of corporeal telecopresence. The 

conclusions to be drawn from the analysis on the use of VCTs within KE seminars 

are more complex.  

On the one hand, VCTs are useful in (virtually) bringing together academics and 

NAPs when it otherwise may not be possible due to geographic, budget, or time-

restraints. It is a viable solution to a problem of communicating with dispersed 
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colleagues. VCTs allow people to participate in KE seminars in a way unconstrained 

by geography, time, and organisational boundaries (Townsend et al, 1998: 17).  

On the other hand, VCTs do not fully replicate the experience of being with others 

because they fail to allow a form of unmediated intercorporeal engagement. In 

agreement with Boden and Molotch (1994) and Urry (2003; 2002; Larsen et al, 2006), 

this chapter concludes that technologically mediated interactions are an ancillary 

which does not fully replicate the experience of corporeal co-presence: it is a 

substitute for physical attendance because it does not fully emulate the experience 

of being with others. The disembodied presence leads to a different (more hindered, 

unnatural, and potentially emotionally uncomfortable) form of interaction. By 

removing the body from social interactions, it makes it more difficult to 

communicate and build rapport between participants; which as been identified as 

an important component of effective KE. Thus, there is a compromise of interests 

where new technologies can both bring people together yet emphasise distance, 

which can impede effective engagement in productive interactions among seminar 

participants. The relationship between embodiment and co-presence within the 

process of knowledge exchange is an area which requires further research.  
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10 Discussion and conclusion 

10.1 Interaction and relationships at the core of knowledge 

exchange seminars  

The Knowledge Exchange (KE) literature has been consistent in arguing that 

academic social science research does have non-academic societal impact (Olmos-

Peñuela et al, 2014a; European Commission, 2005), but has been less clear on the 

process by which such impact is achieved, and how best to facilitate it (Morton et al, 

2012; Bornmann, 2013; Nutley et al, 2007; Molas-Gallart et al, 2000). Yet two 

important findings have emerged from the KE literature.  

The first is that interaction between academics and Non-Academic Professionals 

(NAPs) are important. This has been demonstrated to be the case across a number of 

social science research terrains where academic social research knowledge must 

interact with other forms of knowledge (such as experiential, tacit, and expert-

practitioner) for academic research findings to be made socially relevant and useful 

(Greenhalgh and Wieringa, 2011; Davies et al, 2008; Walter et al, 2005). 

The second is that interactions are mediated through interpersonal relationships and 

social networks (Wilkinson et al, 2012; Byrne, 2011; Nutley et al, 2007; Mitton et al, 

2007; Greenhalgh et al, 2004, and others). There is also excellent work regarding 

how those relationships are mediated either contractually or informally (Olmos-

Peñuela et al, 2014; Castro-Martínez et al, 2011; 2008), and situated within 

organisational structures (Best and Holmes, 2010).   

Interactions are important, complex, and facilitated by interpersonal relationships. 

Yet there has been a paucity of work examining them, and as such there is a need 

for more qualitative work and model-building to better understand them, and the 

mechanisms which facilitate it. It is on this point that Spaapan and van Drooge 

(2011), Molas-Gallart and Tang (2011), and de Jong et al (2014) developed their 

concept of ‘productive interactions.’ This concept attempts to shift analytical focus 
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from the outcomes of KE activities, to the process which is mediated by 

interpersonal engagement, networks, and organisational structures.  

This thesis has taken the concept of productive interactions to examine a single site 

where interactions occur – KE seminars. KE seminars are not the exciting or 

innovative collaborations or avant-garde approaches to disseminating academic 

research and engaging with NAPs that the KE literature is often concerned with. 

Instead, they are mundane social occasions which are interesting because they are 

an increasingly common, almost canonical, part of academic/non-academic 

dissemination and engagement practices. They are probably the most common form 

of KE.  

By using the productive interactions framework, this thesis sought to explore KE 

seminars by examining what functions they serve its participants, and why 

physically coming together face-to-face was so important in fulfilling these 

functions. This was framed within the research question:  

 

What functions do academics and non-academic professionals feel knowledge 

exchange seminars serve, and why coming together face-to-face is necessary for 

facilitating those functions?  

This chapter is structured to answer this question by drawing together some of the 

overarching themes which emerged from across all the analysis chapters, and 

bringing them together in cohesive whole. Section 10.2 positions KE seminars 

within the wider social and political context in which they exist. Section 10.3 

attempts to expand the on the concept of productive interactions by focusing on 

what constitutes direct, face-to-face interactions to be ‘productive.’ It also outlines 

why corporeal co-presence is desirable, and often necessary, in facilitating them. 

Section 10.4 offers some final reflections, including the limits of the research, 

recommendations for KE professionals and academics organising KE seminars, and 

avenues for further research.  
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10.2 The wider social and political context of knowledge exchange 

seminars 

There is a tendency for some within the KE field to be dismissive of the value that 

‘single interventions,’ such as KE seminars, have in the KE process (Walter et al, 

2003a). Yet what is often overlooked is that KE seminars are not isolated events. 

They are situated within a wider social, political, and economic environment which 

has an impact on the interactions which occur within them.  

What is at the core of this thesis is the idea that interactions between academics and 

NAPs do not happen in a social vacuum. They occur within specific interaction 

encounters, be it email exchanges, Skype calls, team meetings, or, as in this case, 

seminars. None of these exchanges occur in isolation from the wider social 

environment in which they are occurring. They are mediated through interpersonal 

social networks, the economic and political climate, and contractual/financial 

obligations that academics and NAP may (or may not) have to one another.  

Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) and Molas-Gallart and Tang’s (2011) productive 

interactions framework includes focusing on the economic, social, and political 

environment in which productive interactions occur. However, given the specific 

context of their case studies (for example the latter focused on a business research 

Centre called BRASS), both these papers tended to focus on the commercial aspects 

and dynamics between commercialisation and research. This thesis focused on the 

political ones.  

 

10.2.1 The social environment 

De Jong et al (2014) argued that the network configuration of researchers, 

intermediaries, and other stakeholders can all influence who comes to interact with 

research, and the nature of those research-orientated interactions between actors 

(see also Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011 and Molas-Gallart et al, 2000).  
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While the CPC’s KE seminars may be one-off and informal (ie, neither part of an 

ongoing series nor contractually obligated), they are not a group of people who are 

totally unknown to one another coming together for a few hours and then departing 

never to communicate again. Seminars are moments of togetherness: fixed points in 

time and space for a group of people who are all connected in some way to come 

together to discuss and engage with research topic through interacting with other 

people who share a mutual interest. Some of these professionals are well known to 

each other, and some will be new acquaintances. Molas-Gallart and Tang (2011) 

described the importance of making ‘serendipitous’ contacts which may or may not 

later develop into formal, contractual relationships. This thesis asserts that KE 

seminars are one such place for those ‘serendipitous’ new contacts to be made. They 

both create and sustain networks, and utilising those networks is how academics 

(and KE professionals) reach potential audiences. Who is in a social network 

determines who finds out about the seminars, and, by extension, who comes to 

them. They enable academics and KE professions to find those who are interested in 

engaging them and using their research. They enable academics to meet with new 

contacts informally and allow NAPs to network with each other. KE seminars’ 

success was embedded within, and dependent on, social networks. 

This thesis examined these social networks by drawing on Social Network Analysis 

(SNA) and interview data to paint a picture of the CPC’s network structure, and 

how that structure relates to KE seminars. It concludes that social networks are 

shaped by geography and institutional boundaries which impacted on the nature of 

CPC members’ informal non-academic relationships.  

To detail this point further, this thesis asserted that there is a relationship between 

the CPC’s social networks, the institutional structures of the Centre and those with 

whom the CPC’s membership engages, specifically the various levels of government 

within the UK. This thesis presented evidence demonstrating how Scottish 

Consortium (SC) CPC members were less closely connected to each other compared 

with Southampton (Soton), and had fewer but stronger connections to NAPs from 
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Scottish non-academic organisations. By comparison, Soton, had a greater number 

of connections to English/UK-level organisations, but with fewer contacts to them. 

This geography and organisational boundaries were both important in shaping who 

the CPC’s academics could reach within their social networks which, in turn, had 

consequences for who attended their KE seminars. The thesis demonstrated the 

relationship between the individual and the organisational levels which Best and 

Holmes (2010) argue was ripe for further examination within the KE field. This 

thesis demonstrated this link between the individual and the organisational level.  

 

10.2.2 The political environment 

Not only are KE seminars embedded in a social environment, they are also 

embedded within a political one. This thesis examined that environment from two 

perspectives. 

The first was the broader structural issue of the KE and Evidence-Based Policy-

Making (EBPM) agendas (Maybin, 2013; ESRC, 2009a/b; RCUK, 2007; Davies et al, 

2000; Giddens, 1994). Those agendas have developed professional expectations and 

rewards for academics to disseminate their research to non-academic audiences, and 

for NAPs to engage with research as part of their professional decision- and policy-

making practices. This wider political culture permeated through the interviewees’ 

narratives regarding why they decided to engage with one another through hosting 

and attending KE seminars.  

NAP’s willingness to seek academic research is determined by their employers’ 

milieu which values and seeks academic research, and sees it as important (Cherney 

et al, 2015). Yet while the political rhetoric was strong in supporting the use of 

‘evidence’ in informing the basis on which decisions were made, it is in practice not 

being matched with adequate levels of investment. The impact of budget and staff 

cuts in the public sector was salient across the NAP interview transcripts; many 

described the pressure on dedicated resources which adversely affected the 

organisational capacity that allowed them to personally engage in KE activities. A 
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lack of resources and organisational capacity is a barrier to participating in KE 

activities. Such a conclusion has been well established within the KE literature 

(Mitton et al, 2007; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Ross et al, 2003; Innvær et al, 2002; JFR, 

2000), and this thesis echoes this point. Yet this thesis has gone further and drawn 

specific attention to how politically-driven austerity measures in recent years have 

reduced staff numbers, shifted priorities, and restricted funding for those in the 

public sector to do ‘additional’ and ‘periphery’ things, such as participate in KE 

seminars. This was particularly dominant in the narratives of NAP interviewees 

who worked for Local Authorities. As such, KE practitioners and academics need to 

reflect on how to maintain and develop their contacts and KE engagements in times 

of austerity. 

The second perspective of the political environment in which KE seminars are 

situated was more dynamic. The timing and timely availability of research which 

addresses the current interests of NAPs is one of the most important factors 

stimulating interest and participation in KE seminars. This mirrors findings by 

Mitton et al (2007) and Bogenschneider et al (2000). KE seminars and other 

temporally situated interventions need to be able to contribute to the ongoing 

debates of wider society, not just the ongoing debates of academia. Therefore, 

academics and KE professionals cannot rely on the ‘sleeper effect’ (Whitehead et al, 

2004) where research findings and their policy implications remain dormant until 

they are needed. Instead, academics and KE professionals must remain alert and 

recognise when issues come to the fore in the public/political consciousness (at 

different levels of government and in different places), and act quickly on the ones 

which their research can address.  

Many things are of interest to government (and other non-academic organisations), 

but the intensity of that interest varies over time as issues move from being long-

term ‘strategic interests’ to ‘hot topics’ for a while, before receding back to ‘strategic 

interests’ once interest has waned.    
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10.3 The knowledge exchange seminar 

Moving down in scale from the wider social and political environments in which KE 

seminars are situated, this section discusses KE seminars themselves.  

Given that there are significant budget and time pressures on both academics and 

NAPs, to travel somewhere to meet with others and commit themselves to the 

meeting sends a signal that the seminar is worth the resources and effort to attend 

(Larson et al, 2006).  

This thesis examined why participants chose to make such a commitment. It is clear 

that KE seminars serve multiple functions which would be difficult to replicate 

through ‘indirect’ or incorporeal engagement.  

 

10.3.1 What are productive interactions?  

KE seminars are sites where academics and NAPs assemble together, making them 

an interface between academia and wider society. This thesis also argues that they 

are an interface between different levels of government and other organisations as 

KE seminars attract NAPs from different places.  

This thesis explores this interface by using the concept of ‘productive interactions.’ 

This thesis approaches this concept from a different perspective than Spaapen and 

van Drooge (2011) proposes. They use this concept at a wider scale; focusing on the 

interrelationship between different types of interactions (direct, indirect, and 

financial), and the factors which shaped them. By contract, this thesis explores the 

concept by focusing on direct interactions which are conducted face-to-face, and 

within only a single social context, that of KE seminars. As such, this thesis has 

approached the concept very much focusing on the actual exchanges – drawing 

attention to what participants felt constituted ‘productive’ interactions within the 

interaction encounters which occur within KE seminars.  

Therefore, while this thesis approaches the concept of ‘productive interactions’ from 

a different perspective from that proposed by Spaapen and van Drooge (and 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Discussion and conclusions 322 

focusing only on one specific component of it), it is hoped that this thesis has 

expanded our understanding of what constitutes interactions to be ‘productive,’ and 

the wider social, political, and economic environment which shapes them.  

Spaapen and van Drooge (2011) described interaction between academics and NAPs 

as ‘productive’ when it ‘leads to efforts by stakeholders to use or apply research 

results or practice information or experiences’ (p. 212). Molas-Gallart and Tang 

(2011) and de Jong et al’s (2014) definition varied slightly from this. The former said 

that when contact between academics and NAPs led to an ‘effort by the stakeholder 

to engage with research’ (p. 219), that made interactions ‘productive,’ while the 

latter said that they were ‘encounters between researchers and stakeholders in 

which both academically sound and socially valuable knowledge is developed and 

used’ (p. 4).  

This thesis has sought to build on this concept and added further dimensions to this 

definition. The empirical evidence presented in this thesis leads to the conclusion 

that not all useful research (or interaction) will lead to change, use, or even 

immediate, tangible outcomes (a finding which reflects Molas-Gallart and Tang, 

2011). However, Molas-Gallart and Tang’s definition seems to place too much 

emphasis on what NAP’s gain from the interaction, and places the academic 

research knowledge too centrally within the exchange. Academics can also learn 

and draw value from their interactions with NAPs. Furthermore, this thesis 

produced evidence that NAPs found the most productive interactions were with 

other NAPs, quite separate from the academics, although still centered on the 

research being presented and discussed.  

This then expands the concept of productive interactions. In light of the research 

findings, this thesis proposes that interactions at KE seminars can be considered 

‘productive’ if they (1) lead to mutual learning, (2) enable the co-construction of 

knowledge through multi-directional exchanges, (3) create opportunities for 

reflection and (4) support networking.  

 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Discussion and conclusions 323 

1. Mutual learning refers to a two-way exchange where academics are sharing 

their research findings with a non-academic audience, and that audience is 

sharing their experiences and knowledge with the academics (Huberman, 

1994). Academics and NAPs are simultaneously learners and teachers.  

2. Co-construction of knowledge refers to a more complex type of exchange 

which occurs between academics and NAPs, and among NAPs themselves. 

Such conceptualisations are underpinned by co-construction and 

integrationist models of KE (Davies and Powell, 2012; Greenhalgh and 

Wieringa, 2011; Davies et al, 2008; Tyndén 1993). KE seminars are not only 

classrooms (sites of disseminating research findings), they are also ‘joint 

interpretative forums’ (Mohrman et al, 2001; Rynes et al, 2001; Boland et al, 

2001; Golden-Biddle et al, 2003). Furthermore, the evidence presented in this 

thesis suggests that the most productive interactions within KE seminars are 

often the points where academics took a step back and let NAPs 

communicate with each other without them (ESRC, 2012; Gabby and le May, 

2004; Bogenschneider et al, 2000). For many NAPs, it was the contributions 

of other NAP participants which provided the most insightful exchanges, 

particularly those NAPs from organisations different from their own since 

those NAPs had very different perspectives, leading to plurality in views. 

This all suggests that productive interactions are not just a two-way process, 

but multi-directional engagement involving multiple actors with diverse 

sources of knowledge and expertise (Davies et al, 2008; Best and Holmes, 

2010; Tyndén, 1993). One conclusion to draw from this is that to facilitate 

such productive interactions requires NAPs from diverse backgrounds and 

the creation of an open social space which allows such multi-directional 

interactions to occur. 

In relation to the above two points, it is important to note that two-way 

forms of engagement (between academics and NAPs) can be as ‘productive’ 

as co-constructionist ones. Best et al (2008; 2009) were clear in stating that 
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even as models of the KE process became more complex and sophisticated, it 

did not mean that earlier conceptualisations were obsolete. Both points 1 and 

2 are grounded in social learning theory which views knowledge exchange 

as a socially constructed process in which meaning and value develop 

through social interaction. KE seminars contain a mix of KE mechanisms; 

they engender a ‘package of activities’ (Walter et al, 2003a: 3; also Nutley et 

al, 2009; 2003a/b) such as dissemination through conveying academic 

research findings to a wider audience via a tailored message, and the 

interpretation of those results through a process of dialogue, debate, and 

discussion among participating actors. Such communication can be 

facilitated by formal presentations and discussions (Q&A sessions, group 

discussions), or informal dialogue (‘loose talk’ chats around food, or just 

before/after the seminar).   

3. Reflection refers to interactions which create space and time for thinking. 

Seminar participants listening to others talking will also be thinking about 

how what is being said is relevant to their professional work. Some 

interviewees mentioned writing notes to themselves during PowerPoint 

presentations and group discussions on things they wanted to follow up 

once they were back at their office. Others described ‘thinking aloud’ with 

their colleagues with whom they attended the seminars. KE is a recursive 

process of reflecting and talking (Rushmer and Davies, 2004), and so KE 

seminars can be a dedicated time and space (away from the daily 

distractions of the office) for reflection on a single issue (Buysse et al, 2003; 

Bogenschneider et al, 2000) which is important, especially so when NAPs 

have many portfolio areas under their professional remit. 

4. Networks are critical to KE. Networks of interpersonal relationships are vital 

to the KE process (Olmos-Peñuela et al, 2014b; Mitten et al, 2007; Percy-

Smith, 2006; Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Innvær et al, 2002; Molas-Gallart et al, 

2000, and others). Relationships enable academics and NAPs to access 
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information, sources of funding, material or intellectual opportunities for the 

future, inter alia. Therefore, interactions can be productive if they help 

maintain existing informal relationships, and establish new ones. KE 

seminars can create social spaces where seminar participants can interact 

with each other, to ‘touch base’ with their existing informal contacts, and 

establish new ones as an ‘investment’ into future KE endeavours. Such a 

finding reflects Urry’s and view that professional meetings are increasingly 

less about sharing information via presentations (using PowerPoint, 

flipcharts, etc), and increasingly about the social opportunities that these 

meetings can provide (2002; also Weber and Chon, 2003; Larsen et al, 2007).   

 

10.3.2 Where do productive interactions occur within seminars?  

As mentioned, KE seminars contain a number of different opportunities to interact 

within the schedule, depending on the format. This thesis has conceptualised the 

format into two groups: formal and informal, and most KE seminars have a mix of 

both. They typically involve disseminating research in lecture style ‘sit-and-listen’ 

presentations, as well as interpretation and integration of knowledge through 

group discussion sessions and buffet lunches for participants to talk and network. 

This thesis takes the position that both formal and informal interactions are 

important, yet for many interviewees it was the latter which were of particular 

value to them. 

Formal interactions are the planned and structured interactions within the event, 

such as PowerPoint presentations, Q&A sessions, and break-away groups. They are 

‘top-down’ in the sense that academics (and KE professionals hosting the event) 

have considerable power in shaping the parameters of the interaction (Escobar, 

2011; Cornwall et al, 2008a/b; Cousin and Simon, 1996) but they are an informal and 

relatively politically neutral environment (Bogenschneider et al 2000; van Egmond 

et al, 2011; ESRC, 2012).  
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Informal interactions are those which are peripheral to the formal aspects of the 

event (Larsen et al, 2006). They are ‘bottom-up’ because participants can choose to 

interact with anyone they wish, and the interactions are not shaped or controlled by 

the seminar hosts. This thesis drew on Goffman’s concept of ‘open regions’ to 

describe such spaces of informal interactions. 

Informal interactions within KE seminars are important. It is not simply enough to 

physically bring people together for them to engage with one another if they are 

only sitting listening to an academic talk about their work. There is co-location but 

no co-presence. Open regions are spaces where participants are available to be 

approached without prior acquaintance for the purpose of interaction (Goffman, 

1966; 1971).  

This thesis describes the importance of mealtimes not just for bodily sustenance and 

comfort, but for creating open regions which facilitate informal (productive) 

interactions. By mealtimes, this thesis refers to any social context involving food or 

drink, such as tea and coffee breaks, buffet lunches, wine receptions, etc. The 

provision of catering cost the CPC money, and took up to 50% of the event time in 

the 12 KE seminars observed. Despite the financial and time investment in food in 

KE seminars, remarkably little has been said within the KE literature regarding its 

importance in facilitating interactions among participants.  Many interviewees 

found that the social spaces created around mealtimes were among the most 

beneficial for engaging in productive interactions. The provision of food: 

 

1. Signals to the seminar participants that they are important to the seminar 

organisers, making them feel welcome and respected. 

2. Creates a forum for informal interaction among participants to engage in 

unstructured yet productive exchanges - ‘loose talk.’ 
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3. Creates a forum for networking among participants. They are a space to 

reaffirm existing relationships, particularly among those who may not meet 

often, or to act as an ice-breaker in the creating of new ones. 

 

10.3.3 Why does being face-to-face matter? 

This thesis explores this assumption that face-to-face interactions are important and 

asks why that is the case. It does so by examining one type of site of face-to-face 

social encounters, one of the most intimate and canonical interfaces between 

academia and wider society: Knowledge Exchange (KE) seminars. 

In their conceptualisation of productive interactions, Spaapen and van Drooge 

(2011) & Molas-Gallart and Tang (2011) make a distinction between ‘direct’ and 

‘indirect’ interactions. For them, indirect interactions are those which are mediated 

through carriers such as textual artifacts and knowledge brokers, and direct 

interactions are those conducted person-to-person. For them, direct interactions can 

be either face-to-face or technologically mediated through telephone, email, or 

videoconferencing.  

This thesis built a case for making a distinction within the term ‘direct interactions’ 

between those which are face-to-face, and those which are mediated through 

technology. While both enable two-way exchanges, some KE scholars have 

suggested that exchanges between academics and NAPs should not only be person-

to-person (direct), but also face-to-face (Wilkinson et al, 2012; Mitton et al, 2007; 

Nutley et al, 2007; CIHR, 2006; Golden-Biddle et al, 2003; Lomas, 2000). This is 

particularly important within the social sciences where academic research 

knowledge must interact with other forms of knowledge for it to be made socially 

relevant and useful.  

This distinction between face-to-face and technologically mediated direct interaction 

derives from the empirical data which clearly indicated that for many interviewees, 

there was a difference between the two, with a preference for the former in which 
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they saw the greater value in physically being together with others, as opposed 

participating through VideoConferencing Technologies (VCTs) (while recognising 

the self-selectivity of the interviewee population as those who have chosen to 

participate in face-to-face interactions in the context of KE seminars). This is not to 

suggest that technologically mediated interactions have no place in the KE process, 

and this thesis described their benefits – particularly in bringing together 

geographically-dispersed groups who would otherwise not be able to engage with 

one another. Urry (2003; 2002) argued that telephone and email exchanges do not 

create strong relationships, but only start tentative ones, or help maintain existing 

ones. This thesis agrees with Urry. This thesis explores the claim that face-to-face 

interactions play a particularly important role within the KE process. It goes further 

and explores why this is the case. In doing so, this thesis makes a connection 

between the concepts of productive interactions and corporeal copresence, positing 

that while some elements of productive interactions can be facilitated via VCTs 

(particularly (1) mutual learning and (2) elements of co-construction of knowledge), 

it would be difficult to replicate all the dimensions of productive interactions 

without corporeal copresence (ie via technology). In particular, it would be difficult 

to replicate the relationship-building and ‘serendipitous’ meetings with like-minded 

professionals. Seminars in particular are important because they enable 

relationship-building not just between academics and NAPs, but between NAPs 

themselves, as well as opportunities to establish relationships with previously 

unknown people outside their own existing immediate network.  

Physically meeting contacts changes the nature of the relationship. This was an area 

that was explored in the analysis chapters in which one interviewee described how 

the nature of the relationship with their professional contacts had changed once 

they had physically meet them face-to-face – they entered into an almost informal-

contractual relationship where it became harder for academics and NAPs ‘to say no’ 

to each other once they had developed a rapport with one another (see also 

Wilkinson et al, 2012). 



‘You are warmly invited.’ 

Discussion and conclusions 329 

 

10.3.4 Theorising ‘direct’ face-to-face interactions 

This thesis goes beyond simply making a distinction within the term ‘direct’ 

interactions. It attempted to theorise those differences, and their effect on the nature 

of productive interactions.  

Drawing on the ideas of Goffman (1966; Urry, 2003; 2003) and Zhao (2003), face-to-

face interactions were described as corporeally co-present ones, and technologically-

mediated interactions were described as corporeal telecopresence (in the case of 

VCTs) or virtual telecopresence (in the case of webinars).  

Corporeal co-presence is critical in the patterning of professional social life (Urry, 

2003: 155), and this includes practices of KE. The final analysis chapter examined the 

importance of co-presence, and the nature of ‘human togetherness’ beyond verbal 

exchange into an embodied, sensory experience of being and engaging with others 

through the medium of their own bodies. Co-presence allows non-verbal 

communications such as facial expressions, intonation, gestures, posture, and other 

forms of body language which can be important for facilitating effective and 

productive interactions among seminar participants. This thesis asserts that there is 

a clear connection between productive interactions and corporeal co-presence. 

Despite significant advances in technology, and technology’s increasingly central 

role in professional life, VCTs and webinars remain a substitute for physical 

meetings, and one which does not fully replicate the embodied corporeal experience 

of being with others. This thesis concludes that there is a role for VCTs within KE 

seminars (and the wider KE process), but argues that it is an inferior substitute for 

occasions when physically coming together is impossible or impractical. Even if 

academics and NAPs are in constant and regular email/Skype contact (or even 

collaborating on a joint research project (co-producing research)), that contact must 

be buttressed with at least occasional face-to-face meetings. More research is needed 

on the possibilities for telecopresent meetings, and how they can replicate physical 

meetings in as normal and effective a way as possible within KE.  
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10.4 Final reflections 

This section offers some final reflections, including the limits of the research, 

recommendations for KE professionals and academics, and areas for further 

research. 

 

10.4.1 Limitations of the research  

There are a number of limitations of the research. Some of these were addressed in 

the methods chapter; here are offered a few reflections on the overall process. 

First, this thesis interviewed participants who chose to attend at least one CPC KE 

seminar. Thus, the views of those participants were generally favourable to the role 

and function that such events can play in their professional lives, which impacted 

on how this thesis is written. Had the interviews been conducted with people who 

were aware of the CPC’s KE seminars but chosen never to attend, the narratives and 

the resulting thesis might have produced very different views.  

Second, the data collected for this thesis came from questionnaires, observation, and 

an online questionnaire. These produced a vast quantity of valuable data, and it was 

decided not to include evidence from the observation in this thesis (although there 

scope write journal papers from that data in the future). So while the observation 

was helpful in shaping the interview schedule and accessing participants, in 

hindsight I should have dedicated more of the limited resources that a PhD affords 

to interviewing more participants rather than observing seminars.  

Third, there was the conceptual challenge of marrying up the views of the 

interviewees with the theory which is presented in this thesis. As with all thematic 

analyses, the words of the participants are taken out of context and embedded 

within an analysis and a theoretical framework which they themselves did not 

articulate. As a result I was very cautious about how I represented and described 

the views of the participants in this thesis. This was an issue discussed in some 
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detail in the epistemology section (5.2.1). This thesis drew together contributions 

from the participants and combined them with both sociological and KE literatures. 

It used the concept of ‘productive interactions’ as a heuristic device to conceptualise 

and frame the interview narratives which hopefully accurately reflected the 

interview participants’ views, while at the same time providing insights for KE 

scholars and academics interested in organising KE seminars.  

Notwithstanding the limitations noted here, the research process produced a 

valuable source of data. While the participants’ accounts and the CPC’s case study 

cannot be empirically generalisable to other centres’ KE practices, this thesis has 

nevertheless hopefully provided insights into KE seminars, and a deeper 

understanding of the context and nature of productive interactions within them. 

The remainder of this chapter details the implications for further research and 

advice to KE professionals and academics.  

 

10.4.2 Implications for future research 

Firstly, this research sought to explore and understand KE seminars by framing it 

within the conceptual framework of productive interactions as espoused by 

Spaapen and van Drooge (2011; and others). How that framework was used within 

this thesis is structured differently from how Spaapen and van Drooge initially 

described it, and focused on only specific elements of their conceptual framework. 

The concept of productive interactions is a valuable conceptual rubric, but it 

remains underconceptualised, and with only limited empirical work used to test, 

expand, and refine the concept. Therefore, while it is hoped this thesis adds some 

further dimensions to consider within that framework, further empirical work need 

to build on it. 

Secondly, while the KE literature describes the importance of interpersonal 

relationships in the KE process, there has been little examination of work 

investigating those webs of relationships using social network methodologies. This 
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thesis aimed to demonstrate SNA as a method for revealing the complex ties which 

bind academics and NAPs together. Yet there is great scope for further examination. 

Social network analysis is a methodologically fruitful terrain that has yet to be fully 

cultivated within the KE field. One area suggested within this thesis was mapping 

participants at KE seminars. Another could be the mapping of informal and 

contractual relationships, and the effect that those different types of relationships 

have on the KE process, even if the former is methodologically difficult (Olmost-

Peñuela et al, 2014b). Such analyses would help further our understanding of the 

relationship between interpersonal relationships and the KE process which has been 

identified as so critical to KE.  

A third area of future research could come from ethnographic research of KE 

seminars. This thesis has highlighted a number of areas of interest, including how 

food, event format, technology, and venues can all shape the nature of productive 

interactions within the seminar. Thus, observations of those events could produce 

valuable insights. In particular, the event format has a critical role in facilitating or 

hindering productive interactions. Such research would likely draw upon the KE 

and pedagogy literatures.  

One particular area of interest to me is just how carefully KE seminar organisers 

choose their event locations. KE seminars are rarely in university buildings. Instead 

they were hosted in hotels, government and public buildings such as community 

centres and libraries. This was done with deliberate intention. It is an area that was 

developed in earlier drafts of this thesis but was not included due to word length 

constraints, but is something I hope to write about in future journal articles. 

Finally, there is also much more scope for examining the timing and nature of ‘hot 

topics,’ their emergence and how academics can capitalise on the interest of wider 

society by targeting their research at its ongoing debates.  
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10.4.3 Implications for seminar organisers 

This thesis has produced a number of practical insights which would be of benefit to 

academics and KE professionals who are organising seminars.  

 

1. Be alert to emerging hot topic issues from wider society. Academics who 

wish to contribute to the debates of society must be alert to them. Use NAP 

contacts to keep abreast of the types of concerns and conversations which 

different sectors and potential research users are engaged. Hot topics can 

emerge very quickly and be short-lived, and so it is important to be fleet-

footed in organsing interventions (such as KE seminars) to disseminate 

research and engage with the right people at the right time.  

2. Recognise that NAPs often have limited resources to devote to attending KE 

seminars, and these seminars are often perceived as ancillary to their core 

work.  

3. KE seminars should have a mixture of formal and informal components. 

However, the latter seem more important than the former, and so seminar 

organisers must ensure that there is sufficient scope for ‘open regions’ so 

that participants can interact and network with academics and, more 

importantly, with each other.  

4. Food is a very important element in KE seminars. While expensive, it 

demonstrates to seminar participants that they are welcome and valued. It is 

also an excellent way of creating those informal ‘open regions’ for seminar 

participants to interact with each other. 

5. Location is important. While urban centres will be accessible to many NAPs, 

they can also create a barrier to the participation of those in rural locations.  

6. While there is a place for VCTs in KE seminars, one must be careful when 

using them as a substitute for physical face-to-face meetings because they are 
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an inferior ancillary. Without face-to-face meetings, it is difficult to engage in 

all four dimensions of productive interactions.  

 

10.5 Finally 

This thesis has offered insights to KE seminars and the necessity for an embodied 

engagement between professionals who share a mutual interest.  

The word seminar derives from the Latin ‘seminarium,’ which literally means 

‘seed/source room.’ KE seminars are sites which indeed could be described in such 

terms. They are a physical space where ideas and knowledge is germinated, 

developed, and nurtured. As mentioned elsewhere, there is sometimes a sentiment 

within the KE literature that seminars are somehow detached form the wider social 

world in which they are situated. Far from it. KE seminars are part of a wider social 

environment in which relationships can be fostered and reaffirmed and where ideas 

exchanged and developed which may later lead to other projects and activities. 

The thesis examined the wider social and political environment in which KE 

seminars are situated, why academics and NAPs organise and attend KE seminars, 

some of the barriers to doing so, and what academics and NAPs find useful about 

them. In doing so, this thesis elaborated and expanded on what ‘productive 

interactions’ means in light of the views of the interview participants. It makes a 

distinction between face-to-face interactions and those which are mediated through 

technology, and argues that while expensive, there are elements of such physical 

meetings which make investment in attending them worthwhile: there is never 

going to be a substitute for face-to-face meetings. No text document, no Skype call, 

no email conversation is going to replace the effectiveness of sitting down with 

others in a room. Such meetings enable far more than just a site for the 

dissemination of academic research knowledge to a non-academic audience. And so 

studying sites of corporeally co-present meetings, at any scale, is a very important 

and worthwhile endeavour.  
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Appendix II: Consent form 
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Appendix IV: Academic interview schedule 
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Appendix V: Non-academic professional interview schedule 
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Appendix VI: Interview participant list 

Pseudonym  Occupation Organisation Location 

Emma Academic  

 

 

 

 

The Centre for Population 

Change 

 

 

Southampton 

(England) 

Harriot Academic 

Isabella  Academic researcher 

Sopie Academic researcher 

Lisa Administrator  

Leanne Administrator 

Cynthia Academic  

The Scottish 

Consortium 

(Scotland) 

Joseph  Academic 

Justin Academic 

Patrick Academic 

Toby Academic 

Stuart Academic researcher 

Wayne Academic 

Angus Civil servant  

Scottish Government agency 

 

 

 

 

Scotland 

Ashley Civil servant 

Carol Civil servant 

Elaine Policy officer  

 

Scottish Local Authority 

Hamish Policy support 

Mhari Policy support 

Morag Policy support 

Susanne Policy support 

Roxanne Policy support Intergovernment organisation 

Stephanie Government researcher  Scottish Government 

Iain Support NHS  

England Lilly Support UK Government agency  

Ross Support Intergovernment organisation 

Sharad Civil servant UK Government 
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Appendix VII: Transcription protocol 

1. Process 

The transcription of the interviews was a three-stage process.  

First, in order to retain the participants’ ‘voice’ within the evidence the interviews 

were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

Second, the transcriptions were then read alongside a final listening to ensure that the 

words were accurately recorded.  

Finally, the transcripts were read a final time, this time for readability. The 

transcripts underwent a process of edited at this stage to ensure that the participants’ 

meaning was clear and that the narrative flowed, unhindered by superfluous words, 

false sentence starts, idioms, or anything else which would obscure meaning. 

Particularly, when that text will be presented outside of its context as evidence within 

this thesis, unaccompanied by the original spoken word. 

2. Orthography and spelling 

2.1 Spelling 

The transcriptions will use standard orthography in the British-English style. This 

means using ‘-sation’ rather than ‘-zation’ (as in standardisation or globalisation) and 

‘-our’ rather than ‘or’ (as in colour or humour).  

2.2 Contraction 

Contractions will be used if spoken by the interview participant. Furthermore, if the 

interview participants use non-standard forms of contraction such as ‘wanna’ ‘gotta’ 

‘woulda’, etc, then these will also be used. 

2.3 Hyphenated and compound words 

To avoid confusion and to clarify meaning, hyphenated words will be used rather 

than separate or compound words, for example: anti-migration, not anti migration or 

antimigration.  
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2.4 Abbreviations, acronyms and spoken letters.   

Abbreviations will not be used when transcribing the interviews, unless the interview 

participant spoke it in this way. For example, if the participant uses the phrase 

‘improv.’ rather than ‘improvisation’, the former will be used in the transcription. 

However, any abbreviation will be use a (.) at the end of the word, or (‘) if the 

missing letters are in the middle of the word.  

Acronyms that are spoken as a single word or a series of letters will be both 

capitalised and have no spaces in between each letter. For example: ‘I came to 

Scotland on the GNER train’.  

2.5 Numbers 

All numbers that are spoken will be typed out in in digit format. For example, the 

‘number two-hundred and twenty two’ will be transcribed as 222.   

2.6 Punctuation 

The transcriptions will use standard punctuation. It must be recognised that the 

conversion of spoken to written word can lose meaning once the text is no longer 

accompanied by the verbal recording. As such, the transcriptions will attempt to 

standardise syntax, grammar and style across the transcripts to ensure that the 

transcripts are as readable as possible. 

Exclamations marks will be used to emphasise emphatic speech.  

[Square brackets represents missing words].  

{Baces} are used to clarify meaning, particularly after censured words.  

“Quotation marks” are used to indicate direct speech and thoughts within a narrative. 

For example: ‘and then he said: “But what about me?” I just laughed and moved on’.  

3. Disfluent speech and accents 

3.1 Introduction 

Disfluent speech and regional accents are difficult to transcribe. Speakers may repeat 

themselves, utter partial words, utter false sentence starts, and use a number of non-

lexemes, but vocal, noises. Furthermore, some regional accents and dialects can be 
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difficult to understand once transcribed. When transcribing there is a balance 

between readability of the transcript, and letting the interview participant’s 

experiences and opinions come out in their own words. Because this research is not 

focused on a narrative research, or deeply reflexive on the emotional aspects of the 

interview, it was felt that many of the aspects such as tone, emphasis and delivery 

was not required to be retained in the transcript. Rather, the focus is for the content to 

be as clear as possible while retaining the voice of the interview participant.  

3.2 Filled pauses and hesitations 

Pauses and hesitations are used in language to delay the spoken word while 

maintaining conversation. These will not be transcribed. 

3.3 Partial words and restarts 

Often a speaker might break off in the middle of the word. These are done for a 

number of reasons: to make themselves clearer, to change the point, or the wording 

of the point they were making. In all cases, partial words will not be transcribed 

unless deemed to be significant in some way. In which case, the incomplete word 

will finish with a single dash ‘-‘. For example: absolupt-.  Sentences with restarts (or 

a false start) will only be transcribed if there are more than 3 words uttered. 

Sentences with false starts are indicated with a double dash ‘--‘. For example: Well, 

the thing is--.  

3.4 Idioms 

Every person speaks with their own idioms. For example, some interviewees started 

most of their sentences with “and” or “so.” Other interviewees finished many of their 

sentences with “I think.” These are sometimes transcribed, and sometimes not. 

Where they were not it transcribed it was done in the interest of making sure the 

meaning of the quote was as clear as possible.  

3.5 Non-lexemes noises 

All languages use non-lexemes noises that, despite not being words, or non-standard 

words, indicate meaning. Some of these are recorded in the transcript, such as 

laughing. However, the standard practice will be to not include non-lexeme noises.  
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3.6 Accents 

Accents and dialects are an interesting part of the speaker’s method of 

communication. As many Scottish phrases such as ‘Aye’, ‘Nae’ and others will be 

retained so long as it does not breech any of the rules set out above.  

4. Backchatter and Interjections 

Part of the interview process involves the researcher engaging in ‘backchatter’. This 

is when the researcher makes noises such as ‘uh-huh’ as the respondents is speaking, 

or has just finished speaking. The goal of this is to add encouragement for the 

respondent to keep talking and reassure him or her that the researcher is still listening 

and interested in what the respondent has to say. These will not be transcribed.   

Scott Tindal 

June, 2013 

Approach to transcription based on the guidelines found here: 

http://www.ling.upenn.edu/~wlabov/L560/Transcription_guidelines_FAAV.pdf 
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Appendix VIII: Online questionnaire 
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Appendix IX: Core-periphery analysis results 
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Appendix X: Faction analysis results 

Factions Goodness-of-

fit  

2 1636.00 

3 1138.00 

4 830.00 

5 678.00 

6 586.00 

7 528.00 

8 486.00 

9 458.00 

10 450.00 
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Appendix XI: Girvan-Newman analysis 
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