
This CDKN Essentials summarises how the Climate 
and Development Knowledge Network defines and 
understands climate knowledge brokering. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has 
called for systems-wide transitions, resilience building and an 
urgent all-of-society response to address the climate change 
crisis.1 While research information and its tailoring into accessible 
knowledge products plays an important role in informing climate 
decision-making and action, strong knowledge and innovation 
brokering are also essential to navigate a complex environment 
that encompasses a range of sectors and stakeholders with 
different values and priorities, at multiple scales. 

What is knowledge brokering? 
Knowledge brokering is the process of moving knowledge into 
action, where knowledge brokers link producers and users 
of knowledge to facilitate the generation, dissemination and 
eventual use of that knowledge.2 The range of activities they 
are involved in can be understood along a spectrum that goes 
from working with information flows to seeking to bring about 
systemic change (see Figure 1).3 

	z As infomediaries, they guide stakeholders to access, identify 
and filter information relevant to their needs by compiling and 
aggregating information.  

	z As knowledge translators, they synthesise, tailor and 
package information into accessible language and formats, so 
it is more relevant and credible for specific target audiences.4 
They may also work with stakeholders to assist them to 
interpret the information and make the knowledge legitimate 
and actionable. 

	z As knowledge co-creators, they identify, engage and 
connect stakeholders to facilitate collaboration and the 
process of collectively making sense of, generating and 
facilitating the use of knowledge in decision-making.5 They 
may help stakeholders to understand each other’s abilities 
and needs; and/or to support learning and create feedback 
loops between producers and users of knowledge, to identify 
and address further knowledge gaps.6 Knowledge co-creators 
also strengthen individual and institutional capacities, and 
maintain and mobilise social networks. 

	z As innovation brokers, they seek to bring about change at a 
systemic level, such as through re-organising social, economic 
or institutional practices and behaviours at different scales, 
including by addressing gaps tied to legislation, the market, or 
infrastructure.7 They may also seek to bridge divides and silos, 
such as those created by power imbalances, differing values, 
priorities, incentives or knowledge systems. In some cases they 
may also help to increase access to political support or capital 
through their connections and championing activities. 

The role of knowledge brokers in advancing  
climate action
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Figure 1: Spectrum of knowledge broker roles, adapted from Harvey et al. (2012)8 and Shaxson et al. (2012).9 



What are climate knowledge brokers being  
called to do? 
Although producing relevant, credible evidence is critical, it 
is usually insufficient on its own to foster shifts in policy and 
action – especially for a complex problem like climate change. 
Such evidence must be accompanied by activities that assist 
decision-makers to understand the value of the knowledge and 
how it can be applied to their context. Whilst knowledge brokers 
have often focused on making knowledge more relevant and 
accessible (the left-hand side of Figure 1), the scale and urgency 
of the climate crisis today calls for knowledge brokering practice 
to move towards innovation brokering (on the right side of the 
spectrum).10 

The multifaceted nature of climate change requires action and 
an appreciation that relationships, power dynamics, trust and 
conflict management are as, if not more, important than access 
to accurate information. This means actively engaging with, 
and seeking to shift, the broader decision-making, governance, 
cultural and political context (at different scales) through a 
dynamic process in which knowledge is one of several elements 
at play. 

Knowledge brokers need to be able to navigate challenges 
such as limited political will, competing interests, institutional 
fragmentation, bureaucracy and various types of asymmetries. 
In addition to overcoming barriers including limited awareness 
and capacities, an effective knowledge broker needs to be able to 
work at the interface of different knowledges, sectors, disciplines 
and fields, building relationships and trust across and among 
these. This may also mean challenging traditional perceptions 
of ‘producers’ and ‘users’ of knowledge, to facilitate mutual 
exchange and learning between actors with diverse values and 
knowledge types. Furthermore, knowledge brokers need to be 
sensitive to their position in the social hierarchy and any biases, 
such as those tied to their gender or socio-economic status, they 
may bring to the process.

In the context of the urgent climate crisis, climate knowledge 
brokers need to increasingly see their role as:

A facilitator of change seeking to strengthen relationships, 
networks and understanding on the climate challenge, based 
on diverse types of knowledge and experience, to ensure 
appropriate decisions are taken and implemented for a more 
climate-resilient world.

Whose knowledge are we referring to? 
A critical role of knowledge brokers is to bring different 
knowledge holders and knowledge types together. These 
could include western scientific knowledge generally provided 
by academic researchers, but also experiential, applied 
knowledge normally held by practitioners, technical officers 
or those working in the field. Furthermore, traditional, often 

tacit knowledge that is owned by Indigenous communities 
or other local stakeholders is critical for sustainable and 
equitable action on the ground. Creating inclusive, safe spaces 
for these various knowledge holders to come together in a 
way that respects the value and validity of each, is essential for 
successful knowledge brokering.

In the climate arena and more widely, there are many 
terms to describe activities within the ‘knowledge to action’ 

spectrum – what CDKN terms ‘knowledge brokering’.  
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On the opposite side, 
knowledge brokering may be

 equated with these roles:11

On one side of the spectrum, 
these may include:

knowledge
sharing

	z Focus on strengthening skills and capabilities of 
current and future knowledge brokers, including by 
learning from and with them – particularly in the global 
South.

	z Ensure that climate-related activities encourage 
dialogue and action at multiple scales and between 
different kinds of knowledge- and stake-holders. 
As actors begin to claim their agency and take action, 
accept that you will lose control of the outcome, but 
that it will be more sustainable and inclusive. 

	z Create awareness, especially among the climate change 
academic community, that understanding and 
working with and within one’s governance and 
political context is as crucial (if not more crucial) 
as developing and communicating ever-more refined 
disciplinary knowledge.

	z Understand that facilitating change requires time, 
and the precise amount of time cannot be predicted 
at the start, so strictly bounded project timescales can 
undermine impact.

	z Accept that there are no clear answers about how to do 
this ‘right’ and so we need to be exploring, learning 
and sharing lessons as we try. 
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Brokering knowledge and innovation in 
Namibia
In Namibia, the University of Namibia and their partners 
produced, packaged and disseminated critical knowledge 
about the impacts of a 1.5°C and higher temperature 
change on key economic sectors in the country. This 
highly relevant information was accompanied by a variety 
of activities seeking to influence decision-making and 
implementation of climate action, including:

	z a long-term process of capacity strengthening of 
government officials (from national to local levels), as 
well as young people, journalists and the general public 
over the radio, to create awareness of fundamental 
concepts and potential responses; 

	z relationship and partnership building with critical allies 
(including various ministries and parliamentarians) 
who could advocate for certain issues and support 
implementation; 

	z participatory stakeholder engagement using 
interactive, solutions-oriented tools to produce a 
deeper understanding of risks, challenges and needed 
responses; 

	z the development or enhancement of platforms to 
bridge sectoral silos and increase collaboration between 
governance sectors and levels; and

	z action at multiple levels of society, including with 
the communities on the frontlines of climate change 
impacts, to promote more resilient livelihoods. 

Transformative scenario planning process in Omusati, Namibia
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