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Connecting ivory towers: triangulation of knowledge from practice, research and policy-
making  

Workshop at the Ceres Summer School, 3 July 2009 

Abstract 

Connecting ivory towers: triangulation of knowledge from practice, research and policy-
making  

Conveners: Josine Stremmelaar, Hivos, Sarah Cummings, IKM Emergent/Context, international 
cooperation, Wenny Ho, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

The sector needs to become more knowledge intensive and more collaborative if it is to make a 
difference. This recognition for the role of knowledge in the development sector is growing in the 
Netherlands. In particular, cooperation across the different domains of academia, policy and practice is 
increasingly acknowledged as crucial to comprehending the complexity of development and 
intervening effectively. So in recent years many mutual declarations of love have been voiced, but is 
the knowledge landscape of development really changing? Have interactions between knowledges 
produced by practice, research and policy-making increased in structural ways or are we just 
modernizing our development discourse? 

 

Workshop Report 

Introduction to the knowledge landscape (Sarah Cummings) 

Development is taking place in a turbulent, rapidly changing environment. Over the years, the 
development sector has increasingly become aware that, in order to tackle the tremendous 
complexities of the problems and opportunities, appropriate and timely knowledge is needed.  There is 
also recognition that the knowledge domains of policy, practice and academia need to be better 
integrated and combined if development is to be more effective and efficient, is to avoid duplication, is 
to facilitate innovation and is to tackle development as a wicked problem or series of interlinked wicked 
problems. However, policy-makers, academics and practitioners are still acting too much from ivory 
towers, unable to break free from domain-related dynamics and interests.  Despite the fact that there 
are a number of individuals (including many of the participants in this workshop) and initiatives which 
are trying to bridge the gap, such integration and combination has not yet moved beyond ad hoc 
successes,. Why? Cross-fertilization between the three domains is hampered by differences in 
incentive systems, ways and dynamics of working, timelines and priorities, knowledge creation 
systems, organizational cultures, and difficulties to strengthen mutual understanding. So, the main 
question at the workshop was: How can we foster more structural relations between the domains 
of policy, research and practice? 

The knowledge landscape from the perspective of policy-making (Wenny Ho) 

The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs (BuZa) has undertaken a number of initiatives which aimed at 
strengthening the internal knowledge management and infrastructure, both formally through the 
creation of, among others, specialized positions and the elaboration of strategies and plans, and 
embedded in the structure of the Ministry, and informally in the form of so-called knowledge groups 
that connect people across formal divisions. These initiatives form part of a broad-based approach to 
enhance the Ministry’s capacities to learn and interact with other actors. At the same time, the Ministry 
has been creating initiatives to enhance the performance of interfaces between the three domains by 
strengthening capacities and structures for interaction. Examples are the creation of thematic 
platforms in the health and education sectors, multi-stakeholder alliances such as the IS-Academie 
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and networks like the DPRN and the MDGProfs.  The Ministry also influences the development 
context, among others, by investing in multi-stakeholder knowledge and innovation systems, and 
stimulating collaboration between practitioners and knowledge institutions in the North and the South.   

Taking a bird-‘s eye view, the various initiatives can be grouped as follows: 

• Enhance capacities to interface (of the Ministry and of other actors) 

• Organize and strengthen structures for interfacing 

• Networking for change and for synergy: internally and externally 

The knowledge landscape from the perspective of practice (Josine Stremmelaar) 

Hivos introduced its Knowledge Programme (since 2007) which aims to integrate knowledge involving 
academics and policy makers on issues imperative to the work of civil society organisations (CSOs) 
and the development sector at large. Hivos took this step because she felt that the role of practitioners 
in knowledge development was (too) limited. Stremmelaar also reflect on why this could be the case, 
arguing that civil society organisations have been ambivalent towards investments in knowledge 
production. Knowledge production is a time consuming process, and this long term perspective does 
not fit very well with the development sector’s focus on quick results. But also because there is a lack 
of processes to make practitioner knowledge visible, hence the recognition for the wealth of 
knowledge that practitioners may have has been hampered by poor access to such knowledge.  And 
academia and policy-makers scarcely (although this is improving) acknowledge that practitioners are 
important knowledge holders. Hence, Hivos decided to redefine its role in knowledge development 
and dedicate considerable resources to the development of knowledge. 

Both BuZa and Hivos are building capacity for interfacing across the domains and are undertaking 
various initiatives in this area. These initiatives aim at influencing the macro-level knowledge 
landscape beyond own organizational interests and are motivated by the development sector’s need 
to become more knowledge intensive and more collaborative to make a difference. Characteristics of 
such initiatives include:  thinking outside of the box; doing things which do not come naturally; going 
beyond good intentions to address core issues; and changing the existing models of incentives and 
interactions. 

Discussion & recommendations 

Subsequently, the participants discussed various propositions in working groups. Out of these working 
groups came the following insights. 

It was felt that although there was a gap between the domains, but that the gap could be bridged. In 
an ideal situation, this would go hand-in-hand with influencing domains in the South at the same time. 

The following conclusions and recommendations have been distilled from the lively debates in the 
groups: 

Spaces 

- New cooperative spaces are needed where the different actors can meet and interact freely. 
- Existing spaces (Development Policy Review Network, thematic platforms,) need to be 

fostered and their bridging function further strengthened. 
- Willingness to meet is essential and could be developed further. Funding is a precondition, but 

on itself it is not enough.   
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Incentive system 

1. Because of its funding possibilities, BuZa is in the position to influence interfaces concerning all 
three domains. 

2. Finance from the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science is the main income for universities 
and other knowledge institutions. These funds have an incentive structure that is geared towards 
academic excellence. It should be altered to allow development relevance to be included as a 
criterion to judge excellence. 

3. How can practitioners be motivated to articulate and write up lessons? 
4. Benefits of an innovative approach need to be made explicit for each party and broadcasted to 

encourage and support change attitudes and motivations of individual 
practitioner/researchers/policymaker, need to be addressed.  Education institutions – at university 
level – should assume a different role in this. 

Southern “voice” 

1.  The South does not have one voice. 
2.  Multiple voices exist at the level of policymakers, researchers and practitioners. Which 

stakeholders to involve has to be judged on a case-by case basis, depending on the (research) 
question, the topic etc. 

3. -It is not clear how Southern ownership can be enhanced 

Relationships 

Building trust and relations requires time, especially if people have different backgrounds and different 
experiences. The frequent change in staff in the Ministry hinders this building up of confidence and 
understanding. 


