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Introduction
The Geneva Science-Policy Interface was created based on the normative premise that evidencebased policy-making (EBPM) leads to more robust, impactful policy outcomes. EBPM presupposes
that policy decisions are based on rigorous information collected through a process of systematic
investigation.
This normative premise faces two difficulties: (1) the scientific process focuses on pushing the
knowledge frontier and as such does not necessarily produce decision-relevant insights; (2) even if
science would produce relevant insights, their dissemination and integration into decisions are not
straightforward for plenty of reasons. Among many others, they include different languages (scientific
language versus policy language), different timings (scientific processes are usually slow and policy
processes are sometimes erratic), and a lack of time among policy actors to read scientific papers
and synthesise their evidence.
This think piece delineates a set of factors that contribute to impactful knowledge brokering.

Figure 1: How to provide information while avoiding information overload?
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The puzzle: how can we adequately supply scientific information to
policy actors?
International organizations (IOs) from the Geneva ecosystem work on global challenges such as
responding to COVID-19, preparing for future pandemics, holding negotiations on disarmament and
human rights, deploying peacebuilding activities, and many more.
In order to achieve their missions, IOs broadly need three types of information:
1. Descriptive information such as the number of new COVID-19 cases globally, how many nuclear weapons are being produced, how many violations of human rights occur, or projections
on CO2 emissions emitted by which countries. This descriptive information allows evaluating the importance of problems, the urgency of solutions, and the corresponding adequate
resource allocation. This information may be collected (facts) or anticipated (predictions).
2. Explanatory information such as what causes new COVID-19 cases, the investment in nuclear weapons, violations of human rights, or the provenance of CO2 emissions. This information provides an indication of the relationship between different variables and can thus allow
identifying leverage points to define the focus of policies. This information is produced through
the use of research methods such as statistics and recently through computational models.
3. Models of the world such as mental, visual or theoretical models of interconnected issues
such as a pandemic (how it affects different sectors) or the policy-making process (e.g. which
opinions influence decisions, and how to assemble those opinions into policy design and implementation). Those models may be built based on descriptive and explanatory information
but they can also be the aggregation of professional experiences.
One challenge is that it is extremely difficult, and impossible in most cases, to have fully objective information. Different stakeholders likely have different interpretations of reality either because
they ask different questions or have different information sources. Some actors even purposefully
instrumentalise false information to spread their ideas.
Building upon its rationale and past think pieces, the GSPI believes that, generally, science provides
reliable information because it relies on systematic methods to examine phenomena. As such, the
ideal information input into decisions should come from scientific sources and respect standards of
transparency and integrity.
However, the GSPI does not see science as a fully objective process. The GSPI recognises that
the scientific process has flaws and is still subject to human biases, power dynamics and vested
interests. Yet, this is not a reason to throw out the baby with the bathwater. The GSPI believes that
science remains the best way to approximate reality and therefore delivers reliable descriptive and
explanatory information as well as empirically validated models of the world.
The problem is that even if we agree that science has an important role to play in providing
information to policy systems, it is far from obvious to use scientific knowledge in decisions.
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Many barriers characterise the mismatch between science and policy processes. And many barriers are actually on the science side. We cannot expect time-constrained policy actors to look for
scientific papers behind paywalls, read their content, synthesise the evidence and extract policy
recommendations. Therefore, knowledge brokering is needed.
Knowledge brokering is the process by which relevant knowledge is produced and disseminated to
the right actors at the right time. It is a task that requires professionalism and an area where the
GSPI aims to build expertise.
It is important to note that knowledge brokering does not mean that science must sacrifice rigour nor
always be policy-driven. Science motivated by curiosity is an endeavour we still want to encourage
but is not the point of this think piece.

Six factors for impactful knowledge brokering
In what follows, we delineate six factors that characterise what we see as effective knowledge brokering. We expect these factors to work as ‘reminders’ or ‘a checklist’ that support academics, policy
actors and platforms in their knowledge brokering activities. We extracted these factors from our past
activities as well as from the literature on knowledge brokering and academic policy engagement.
In summary:
1. Knowledge must be produced in line with decision needs.
2. Knowledge must be the result of a synthesis.
3. Digestible (even interactive) formats must be used to disseminate knowledge.
4. Knowledge must be disseminated in open access.
5. Knowledge must be disseminated during a window of opportunity.
6. Knowledge brokering requires building the right policy networks.

1. Knowledge must be produced in line with decision needs.
First of all, the production of knowledge for policy purposes must be guided by what is useful.
This contrasts with the usual scientific process which is guided by pushing the knowledge frontier
and consists of back-and-forths between theories and empirical findings. Decision-relevance builds
upon three elements:
(1) Research questions are co-designed together with end-users. This presupposes the existence
of relationships between academics and policy actors before the research starts. Ensuring this step
allows remedying the scenario where excellent research is produced but fails to address decision
dilemmas and trade-offs.
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(2) Research is framed in line with policy problems and solutions. In a usual scientific process,
research is discussed and presented as the progression towards new knowledge. For research
to be salient and useful for policy, it must be framed in policy terms. What is the problem to be
addressed and why is it important for society? More and more research is being framed along those
lines, which is a positive sign.
(3) Research should result in clear policy recommendations. It is not enough to describe a system,
even if done really well. Policy actors need to know how to navigate and act within systems and
thus benefit from clear recommendations. Recommendations can both be clear and incorporate an
indication of uncertainty and notes of caution.

2. Knowledge must be the result of a synthesis.
Even if research is decision-relevant according to the above, the production of new, original research
still is the norm. This is problematic because policy actors usually need knowledge synthesis. That
is, they need knowledge that generalises across contexts and that is highly robust in order to base
actions on it.
Single studies do not offer generalisability and robustness. Instead, they offer new pieces of evidence in a subset of contexts, on a limited time span and using a subset of data sources. As
a result, different studies often have conflicting results and different levels of quality. It would be
unreasonable, and potentially dangerous, to make decisions on international policies using that
context-specific evidence only.
Syntheses, in the forms of evidence maps, systematic reviews or meta-analyses, remedy this difficulty. They allow us to weigh evidence according to their quality and summarise the current state of
knowledge on a given question. They allow us to express levels of confidence in the state-of-the-art
knowledge and offer corresponding recommendations. They are crucial if we want policy actors to
use scientific knowledge.
One limitation of syntheses is that they are time-consuming to produce and can become quickly
obsolete. Some technological innovations pioneered by the World Health Organization seek to solve
this problem by creating living systematic reviews.

3. Digestible (even interactive) formats must be used to disseminate knowledge.
Decision-relevant syntheses may still be unreadable or too demanding to process. Therefore, knowledge brokers must create formats that are:

• concise: the text covers key points and further information can be found in go-to references.
• easy to read: the authors use non-technical language.
• obvious to use: policy recommendations are visualised and easily identified.
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• quickly skimmed: one can understand the main points by reading headings and looking at
visuals.

• fast to consume: reading the entire document should take a maximum of 30 minutes.
The above applies for text formats such as policy briefs and policy reports. Notwithstanding, knowledge brokering does not necessarily require publications. Instead, it may consist of searchable online resources, digital tools that can simulate scenarios, online maps, in-person sessions and more.
If those options are possible, then pursuing them might be more promising than overwhelming policy
actors with publications.

4. Knowledge must be disseminated in open access.
What would be the point of publishing documents or creating tools that cannot be accessed for free?
None. An important aspect of knowledge brokering is to make knowledge freely accessible.
Even if many scientists and policy actors rely on illegal websites such as scihub[dot]se that provides
free access to most academic publications, it is important to install mechanisms and norms such
that decision-makers do not need to pay or bypass the law in order to use scientific content.

5. Knowledge must be disseminated during a window of opportunity.
Imagine the situation where a decision-relevant synthesis is produced and disseminated in the right
format and for free but arrives. . . just after decisions are made. Its impact likely shrinks dramatically.
By the time similar decisions are be made, the knowledge might have evolved in the meantime and
thus needs to be updated.
Therefore, it is critical that knowledge brokering is done in cognizance of the timing of decisionmaking processes. This requires partnering with policy actors who are aware of the milestones and
know when decisions are made. This requires to either anticipate or have enough capacity to quickly
react to a window of opportunity.
Acting within a window of opportunity is not straightforward because a policy window also means
that the space will be more crowded with additional actors. COVID-19 is a great example. The
pandemic has definitely led to a window of opportunity and the need for policy actors to design quick
responses. The result is that many academics and policy think tanks have turned to COVID-19 and
launched projects to contribute to the policy table.
While acting during windows of opportunity is essential, it is also likely to be paired with more
brouhaha that constrains political attention even more, which, in turn, reduces or biases research uptake. Therefore, if the other factors above are also fulfilled, then it increases the chances to provide
a distinct contribution to the window of opportunity.

www.gspi.ch

5

GSPI Think Piece

The art of brokering knowledge or how to align the stars

6. Knowledge brokering requires building the right policy networks.
Many of the above factors require pre-existing relationships with policy actors. For instance, designing research questions requires interacting with policy actors. Or, anticipating and acting within
windows of opportunity requires having in-depth knowledge about policy processes - which policy
actors have, in contrast to academics (at least on expectation). Last but not least, the effective
dissemination of knowledge depends on the relevance of the networks in which that knowledge is
disseminated.
Therefore, knowledge brokering efforts must be paired with networking activities that ensure that, at
the time of knowledge production and dissemination, the right networks are in place and ready to
convert that knowledge into decisions. Actors like the the GSPI can play a useful role in opening
doors when academics might not have existing relationships with international Geneva actors.

Are these six factors both necessary and sufficient?
Knowledge brokering strategies that are built based on some, but not all of these factors, are difficult
as they are, and they seem to be a good start. But are they enough to have an impact? At the GSPI,
we want to raise knowledge brokering standards and thus claim that these factors are necessary.
Indeed, it seems that if one of them is not fulfilled, the impact of knowledge brokering is critically
reduced to a point that producing and disseminating knowledge can even be doubted. As a result, we
recommend the creation of systems and professional activities that ensure that knowledge brokering
is done in its best version. It is highly uncertain that writing one-off policy briefs without taking the
factors above into account will result in any impact. Therefore, effective knowledge really is about
aligning the stars. In practice, many trade-offs likely have to be made and a full star-alignment
might be impossible, which thus requires pragmatism.
Additionally, these factors are not sufficient. Even if they are all fulfilled, providing information to
policy actors still is subject to information processing - that is, how they consciously and unconsciously decide to select, use and turn information into decision. As such, providing information,
even according to the best standards, does not remedy the fact that policy actors are boundedrational, have limited attention and may be subject to motivated reasoning (like any other individual).
The most rigorous, best-packaged information will still have to compete against clickbait fake news
and appealing but fallacious pieces of information. It is important to keep information processing
dynamics in mind to adjust the expectations that one might hold about the value of knowledge brokering.
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How does the GSPI plan to align the stars?
Knowledge brokering is at the core of the GSPI’s mission. Aligning the stars is difficult because
brokering knowledge depends on collaborating with other people who often have different views and
schedules.
The GSPI is pioneering different publication formats that are embedded in a process that fulfils the
factors above. Those formats include policy briefs such as the recent one on Behavioural Insights
for Climate Action, evidence syntheses that focus on most recent evidence, and more extensive
reports that are accompanied by several stages of dissemination. Those formats are reviewed by
interdisciplinary review committees that also include views from policy and practice.
To respond to the challenge of information processing, the GSPI also aims to design in-person
simulations that allow decision-makers to experience the consequences of their decisions and learn
about complex problems. Those simulations pair the provision of rigourous knowledge together with
an interactive setting that can, in turn, favour more effective research uptake.
We can’t push this field alone however. There are many other actors involved in knowledge brokering
activities which have valuable experience to share. There is great opportunity for collective learning
and creating a community that pushes the boundaries of knowledge brokering towards the stars.
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