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Definitions

In the UN (United Nations) and its agencies,
a knowledge broker is defined as a “builder of
capacities and facilitator of exchanges in the
global development debate” in order to realize
development outcomes (UNDP 2014). The
UNDP (United Nations Development Pro-
gramme) emphasizes its own role as knowledge
broker connecting solutions seekers with pro-
viders and transmitting existing practical knowl-
edge and expertise from practitioners, as laid
down in its knowledge management strategy
framework 2014–2017 (UNDP 2014). The main
contributions of knowledge brokerage are seen as:
(i). identifying, capturing, disseminating, and

applying lessons learned from past projects and
initiatives; ii. strengthening knowledge exchange
and networking, through corporate social net-
working and thematic communities of practice;
iii. fostering openness and public engagement
through blogging, public online dialogs, consul-
tations, and events; and iv. embedding knowledge
management into talent management, HR pro-
cesses, including training (UNDP 2014).

This definition coincides with the literature on
knowledge governance, where knowledge broker-
age is generally framed as facilitating the creation,
transfer, and use of knowledge across different
knowledge systems. It includes the action of
intermediating knowledge, facilitating collabora-
tion and interaction, working both in the public as
well as in the private domain. In the UN Agenda
2030 (United Nations (UN) Transforming Our
World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment), in its sustainable development goal
(SDG) 17, partnerships towards sustainability
are understood as multistakeholder initiatives on
a voluntary basis where different actors, govern-
mental, nongovernmental, private sector, or civil
society join in order to leverage and implement
global and local pathways towards sustainability.
In the specific context of SDG 17, knowledge
governance in general and knowledge brokerage
in particular play a crucial role as links and brid-
ges between the different knowledge systems nec-
essary for managing the complexity of a transition
towards sustainability.
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Introduction

The year 2020 will go down in history as the
global breakout year of the Covid-19 virus. With
its devastating impacts yet to be fully determined,
the pandemic’s anthropogenic origins, reach, pub-
lic, and political response are a stark reminder of
the challenges the implementation of the UN
Agenda 2030 and its 17 sustainable development
goals (SDGs) will face. At first, the urgency and
immediacy of the Covid-19 crisis may fog this
comparison. However, a striking resemblance
becomes apparent when taking into account the
pandemic’s global nature, associated geopolitical
strife, scrambled initial institutional action,
dynamic of (mis)information flows, and uneven
geographical and socioeconomic implications.

Concerning knowledge, a clear dichotomy
emerged during Covid-19. On the one hand, a
collaborative race for solutions began in terms of
treatment, containment, and prevention. From
epidemiologists, physicians to social psycholo-
gists, from local nurses to the World Health Orga-
nization, from national heads of state to mayors
and civil society, Covid-19 mobilized joint work-
ing at different levels, sectors, and between a
widely diverse array of actors. On the other
hand, it also illustrated the speed in which fake
facts spread in the age of post-truth. This
highlighted the dangers of knowledge politiciza-
tion, with its use primarily tuned for political
combat rather than socially beneficial purposes.

Multiple lessons can be taken from the outset
of the pandemic to inform the implementation of
the UN Agenda 2030 and the SDGs: the need to
reorganize political priorities in face of a per-
ceived emergency and to work collaboratively at
multiple levels, as well as the relevance of an
adequate knowledge governance framework.
The political perception of the urgency of the
UNAgenda 2030’s objectives is an ongoing advo-
cacy battle amidst conflicting interests with no
end in sight. The latter two sit at the heart of
SDG 17 – the last but not least of the SDGs.

Transversal in its nature, SDG17 strives for
global partnerships for sustainable development.
It guarantees the pursuit of all other SDGs, as
decades of international governance efforts have

shown that governments alone cannot ensure a
transition to sustainability even if they are genu-
inely committed to it (Ostrom 2010). SDG17 aims
at multistakeholder partnerships that “mobilize
and share knowledge, expertise, technology and
financial resources, to support the achievement of
the sustainable development goals” (SDG Knowl-
edge Platform 2020).

Sharing knowledge among a diverse range of
stakeholders is easier said than done since it
involves dealing with multiple knowledge sys-
tems. However, in most cases their governance
relies solely on one type of knowledge: that of
the managers or decision-makers (Tengö et al.
2014). Thus, there is a growing advocacy for a
more inclusive knowledge base when designing
policy solutions to address the complexity and
uncertainty of a transition to sustainability. Com-
plementarities across knowledge systems, such as
local knowledge and scientific knowledge, make
for improved sustainability governance at multi-
ple scales (Tengö et al. 2017; Clarke et al. 2013).

The recognition of the existence of multiple
knowledge systems by itself does not necessarily
lead to a knowledge governance towards sustain-
ability. Often, the communicational distance
between different knowledge systems and, in
some cases, within a specific knowledge system
itself, ask for a further task: knowledge brokerage.
Focused on informing policy development and
enhancing decision-making, knowledge brokers
aim to identify who needs to be engaged and
how, sources of information to be used, and stew-
ard long-term professional and institutional rela-
tionships (Michaels 2009; Rathwell et al. 2015).
In sum, knowledge brokerage fruitfully connects
diverse knowledge systems towards a transition
for sustainability.

This chapter expands on the fundamental
importance of knowledge brokerage for SDG 17
illustrating its potential role and critically debat-
ing its impacts and limits to action. Part I intro-
duces the concept of knowledge governance as
the contextual framework where the debate
about knowledge systems and their role in a tran-
sition to sustainability takes place. Part II zooms
in on knowledge brokerage as an essential ele-
ment of knowledge governance. It breaks down
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its conceptual outline and critically reviews its key
facilitating and limiting factors. The chapter con-
cludes with a set of key points to further the
knowledge brokerage debate within the context
of the UN Agenda 2030 and all of its 17 SDGs.

Knowledge Governance Towards
Sustainability

Our common future, the pivotal Brundtland Com-
mission Report (WCED 1987), outlined the
unavoidable multidimensional and multilevel
nature of a transition towards sustainability. This
transition’s underlying complexity and uncer-
tainty have increasingly been acknowledged.
Contrastingly, traditional policy planning and
implementation have not been able to properly
leverage this transition. This stresses the need for
better policy solutions to anticipate and adjust to
the changes, surprises, and disruptions emerging
alongside this sustainability transition (Quay
2010).

Conventional systems of government have
struggled to resolve sustainability problems
(Clarke et al. 2013). This reflects how different
societal actors have very different views on sus-
tainability and how to achieve it (Shiroyama et al.
2012). Their political ideologies, values, educa-
tion, professional training, and work- and non-
work-related experience shape how they define
and understand public problems (Kraft 2017).
The societal dilemmas associated with sustain-
ability are complex because their impacts are pri-
marily visible in the future and not in the present
(Van Lange et al. 2018). As these authors explain,
uncertainty leads to heuristic thinking. Individuals
then naturally lean towards personal or local prob-
lems, rather than abstract global issues – and
political leaders follow suit. This perspective is a
fertile ground for what Doherty (2015) calls
“knowledge wars,” a post-truth-era reality when
“alternative facts” replace actual facts, and feel-
ings have more weight than evidence (McIntyre
2018).

The defining challenges of the sustainability
transition can be subsumed by: (i) its uncertain
and abstract nature, (ii) a wide range of actors

involved, and (iii) the difficulty to ensure their
accountability, manage their conflicting interests,
and outline effective courses of action (Kemp et
al. 2005). Against this backdrop, governance for
sustainability becomes an unavoidable need.

Shiroyama et al. (2012, p. 46) define gover-
nance for sustainability as “formal and informal
networks/interactions among actors, and systems
composed by them, that influence sustainability
by integrating its various dimensions.” These
authors go on to state that “governance for sus-
tainability asks for knowledge integration as a
means to deal with multiple dimensions of sus-
tainability and uncertainty” (Shiroyama et al.
2012, p. 46). The latter requires “fresh thinking
about the mechanisms that might generate and
inspire constructive co-knowing to advance deci-
sion making” (Michaels 2009, p. 995).

Accordingly, the sustainability debate has
increasingly focused on the issue of knowledge.
What knowledge underpins the very concept of
sustainability and its pursuit? Who creates it?
Who regulates it? What are the checks and bal-
ances in place to manage the pluralistic under-
standing of a world where multiple knowledge
systems often clash? In other words, what are the
knowledge politics steering a wider transition
towards sustainability?

Critics tend to highlight an inadequate integra-
tion of the variety of existing knowledge systems
in current governance for sustainability (Clarke
et al. 2013). Knowledge resides within various
academic disciplines and diverse actors across
society. However, the way it is currently available
and used only makes “a limited contribution to
sustainability policy and governance” (EEA
2019, p. 402). In other words, defining and pur-
suing transition goals and pathways require infor-
mation about the interests and preferences of the
different groups involved and their visions for the
future (EEA 2019). However, there has been a
“broader failure to capture the complexity of
voices, interests and values” (Clarke et al. 2013,
p. 88) underpinning such a transition.

These limitations have fueled a growing call
for enhanced knowledge governance for sustain-
ability. This refers to the deployment of gover-
nance mechanisms to influence knowledge
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processes, such as sharing, retaining, and creating
knowledge (Foss 2007). In face of the aforemen-
tioned criticisms, a key challenge in informing a
transition towards sustainability is the design of
the processes that optimize the knowledge transfer
between where it sits and where it is needed (cf.
Tábara and Chabay 2013). To do so, the dynamics
of knowledge-based interactions need to be bro-
ken down. It is necessary to take into account the
characteristics of the type of knowledge in ques-
tion, the actors involved, the relationship between
these actors, and the outcomes of the knowledge-
sharing process (Foss and Michailova 2009).

A good starting point to explore the challenges
of knowledge governance for sustainability is the
relationship between science and policy. Science
is recognized as such an authoritative mechanism
of legitimation that policy debates more often than
not are focused on technical questions and the
issue of values gets somewhat sidetracked
(Michaels 2009).

The established almost linear model of trans-
mission of science into policy has been growingly
criticized over the last 20 years (e.g., Clarke et al.
2013; Foss and Michailova 2009). Critics claim
that successful policy development rather requires
the involvement of diverse stakeholders and the
integration of their respective knowledge and
experiences. Knowledge is referred to as the way
people interpret, understand, and apply meaning
to the world and to their experiences (Clarke et al.
2013; Hulme 2009). In this context, conventional
scientific knowledge is usually contrasted with
other types of knowledge, such as local or tradi-
tional knowledge. The challenge related to the
latter is however how to develop useful, relevant,
and credible information for policymakers
(Brown 2009).

Hulme (2009) systematizes this debate with
three science policy models: (i) the decisionist
model (goals set by politicians); (ii) the techno-
cratic model (goals set by science); and (iii) the
coproduction model (joint scientific and non-
scientific considerations). The latter promotes
improved knowledge governance for sustainabil-
ity, as different forms of knowledge are seen to
bring valuable perspectives into a colearning pro-
cess (Brown 2009). A similar reasoning extends

to the technocratic model: the science necessary to
address a transition towards sustainability differs
to a considerable degree in structure, methods,
and content from traditional disciplinary science.
Progress in increasing the impact of science will
require a more problem-driven and interdisciplin-
ary research approach.

Despite sound reasons calling for the integra-
tion of nonscientific knowledge into policy design
and decision-making processes, its practical
implications have to be considered carefully. For
one, it has to be decided what constitutes legiti-
mate knowledge, who is entitled to speak, and
how open should science be to take in other
knowledge systems (Jasanoff 1996). On the
other hand, specific institutions and processes
that enable different knowledge systems to influ-
ence governance processes have to be developed
(Clarke et al. 2013).

These knowledge systems comprise the agents,
practices, and institutions that organize the inter-
nal production, transfer and use of knowledge.
Building on the assumption that legitimacy, cred-
ibility, and availability are fundamental for
knowledge’s effective use in efforts toward sus-
tainability, the key question remains how to
ensure that all relevant knowledge becomes
usable.

The diversity and complexity of the sustain-
ability transition require to take into account
dynamic and multifaceted forms of knowledge,
ranging from scientific, technical to local and
tacit knowledge (Feagan et al. 2019). Therefore,
the attention falls on the processes of linking and
bridging between different knowledge systems
(Fig. 1). According to Tengö et al. (2014), a
“cross-fertilization among a diversity of knowl-
edge systems” has the power to generate new
evidence, to enhance the interpretation capacity,
and subsequently to find answers, promote
changes and innovate. But how does this specific
knowledge reach the destination where it is
needed? For instance, how can specific local
knowledge reach and impact decision-making
processes in the required form and timeliness so
that informed policies can be developed? Here
enters the fundamental role of knowledge broker-
age as a bridging platform, crucial to paving the
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way towards sustainability (Tábara and Chabay
2013).

Knowledge Brokerage: The Missing Piece
of the Puzzle?

“Brokered knowledge is knowledge made more
robust, more accountable, more usable; knowl-
edge that ‘serves locally’ at a given time; knowl-
edge that has been de- and reassembled” (Meyer
2010, p. 123).

Knowledge brokerage, the concept of facilitat-
ing the sharing and transfer of knowledge across
knowledge systems, has become an important
factor in the current sustainability debate
(Michaels 2009). Different bodies of literature
have come to study knowledge brokerage in rela-
tion to diverse subareas of sustainability, from
cooperation for sustainable development to policy
development and decision-making towards

sustainability (e.g., Tengö et al. 2014, 2017; Cum-
mings et al. 2019).

First and foremost, knowledge brokerage
serves to diminish an information deficit between
producer and user of knowledge, resulting from
particular unfulfilled information needs or when
useful information exists but the potential user
does not know about it (McNie 2007). As Cum-
mings et al. (2019, p. 785) put it, knowledge
brokerage can be characterized by its functions:
“adapting, translating, connecting, acting as an
intermediary, match-making, convening of net-
works and professional learning, connecting sup-
ply and demand for knowledge, catalysing and
facilitating.” Independent from its form, knowl-
edge brokerage is a means to an end: improved
decision-making (Michaels 2009).

Accordingly, and broadly speaking, a knowl-
edge broker can be defined as an individual, insti-
tution, or organization that has access and moves
across different knowledge systems that are
embedded in persons, positions, or groups (Ward
et al. 2009). In other words, knowledge brokers
intermediate and facilitate the collaboration and
interaction across different, often unrelated,
knowledge systems, in both the public and private
domain. They help the creation, dissemination,
and use of knowledge across those systems (cf.
Sheate and Partidário 2010; Stovel et al. 2011;
Meyer 2010; Tengö et al. 2017). According to
Reinecke (2015), knowledge brokers’ main
actions are: identifying and localizing knowledge;
coordinating and networking; compiling and
translating; building capacity; analyzing, evaluat-
ing, and developing policy; and finally consulting.

In addition, Michaels (2009) identifies six dif-
ferent strategies that can be applied in different
knowledge brokerage situations. These are:
informing; consulting; matchmaking; engaging;
collaborating; and building adaptive capacity.
The order reflects the increasing level of intensity
of relationship building (Table 1). The left column
summarizes the six different strategies, the middle
column explains their main focus of action, and
the right column gives specific examples for each
brokerage strategy.

For instance, in the consulting strategy a broker
is usually approached by a knowledge seeker who

Interweaving Knowledge Systems Through Sustain-
ability Governance, Fig. 1 Linking across diverse
knowledge systems. (Adapted from Tengö et al. 2014, p.
582)
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is accountable for a specific problem. The bro-
ker’s main task is to identify where needed knowl-
edge sits and bridge across knowledge holder and
seeker. This can be done formally or informally,
via on-site or distant formats. An example would
be that a municipality, as the decision-making
authority, commissions a knowledge broker for
consulting on a specific topic, such as climate
action policy development. But it may also be
the case that the same municipality wishes to
develop a participatory approach to support their
climate action policy development and build on
knowledge brokerage to engage local key stake-
holders and leverage the cocreation of such policy

that finally capacitates the municipality’s techni-
cal staff. In other words, all these strategies (Table
1) are not mutually exclusive, as it is often the case
that a knowledge brokerage process may overlap
two or more strategies. Notwithstanding, each
strategy can work on its own with a very specific
mission and target audience.

The practice of sustainability-related knowl-
edge brokerage is expanding rapidly. From local
adaptation and mitigation to climate change (e.g.,
Mourato et al. 2018; Porter et al. 2015), biodiver-
sity policies in ecological systems (e.g., Reinecke
2015) to wider environmental governance (e.g.,
Bäckstrand 2003), knowledge brokerage emerges

Interweaving Knowledge Systems Through Sustainability Governance, Table 1 Knowledge brokerage strate-
gies, techniques and practical examples (adapted from Michaels 2009, p. 1000)

Strategy Description
Examples of brokerage
techniques

Examples of real-world
application

Informing Disseminate content Fact sheet; booklet;
website

Publicly available online/physical
reports on specific subjects

Consulting Consulting a knowledge seeker on
a specific problem or engage a
third party to do so

Policy briefing;
meetings; solicited
consultations

Municipalities receive policy
consulting for climate action
policy development

Matchmaking Find out the type of needed
expertise, where it is located, and
the best way to bridge across
seeker and holder of knowledge

Introduce parties who
otherwise would not
know of each other

An overarching organization
builds on a broad knowledge
network. It facilitates knowledge-
seeking policymakers the
connection to individuals of the
organization with the required
expertise

Engaging Brokers take on the role of
facilitator and liaise across
different parties: the one with the
problem and starting a process to
solve it, and the other parties
holding and delivering knowledge
when needed

Technical committees;
workshops; focus groups

A national government asks a
technical committee to prepare a
report for a specific topic (e.g.,
carbon neutrality pathways)

Collaborating Leveraging a joint decision
process where actors frame their
interaction and negotiate how a
specific problem is addressed

Jointagreements A multi-stakeholder workshop on
a specific topic including holders
of different knowledge systems
develops a final document that
informs decision-making

Building
capacity

Taking the collaborative approach
further: 1. leveraging a joint
decision process where actors
frame their interaction and
negotiate how to address the
multiple dimensions of a problem;
2. identifying what can be learned
from this process and applied to
future related situations

Coproduction of
knowledge;
comanagement of a
research-policy project;
training actions

Various stakeholders 1. negotiate
the rules of a collaborative
process; 2. develop a joint
agreement to address a current
issue and frame future learning
and monitoring; the latter can be
updated as new knowledge
becomes available

6 Interweaving Knowledge Systems Through Sustainability Governance



in a growing number of policy areas. In this sense,
the implementation of the SDGs is no exception.
As Cummings et al. (2019) explain, KM4Dev,
founded by the International Development
Research Council (IDRC) in Canada in 2001, is
a community of practice of international develop-
ment experts. As a global network, KM4Dev
(Knowledge Management for Development)
takes on the role of a cognitive bridge across
development agents, international development
institutions, and governments. Similarly, the Aus-
trian K4DP (Knowledge for Development Part-
nership) developed in 2017 the Agenda
Knowledge for Development, consisting of 13
knowledge development goals aiming to comple-
ment the SDGs from a knowledge perspective (cf.
Brandner and Cummings 2017).

How Does Knowledge Brokerage Work?
Following a structural approach (cf. Wasserman
and Faust 1994), there are different forms of
knowledge brokerage with respect to their com-
plexity (i.e., Figs. 2 and 3). Below, knowledge
systems or knowledge holders are represented as
blue dots, the knowledge broker as a black dot,
and the connections between the different actors
in the network are shown as blue lines.

The most straightforward and simple form of
brokerage is the one where the knowledge broker
links two otherwise unconnected knowledge sys-
tems, acting as a bridge or intermediator (Fig. 2).
Figure 3 shows two more complex stylized depic-
tions of the knowledge brokerage configurations.
They vary depending on the degree of complexity
of relations between knowledge holders or sys-
tems, and the knowledge broker itself. In the
network on the left, the different knowledge
holders do not interact with each other, yet
become interlinked via the broker. On the right,
some actors are interlinked priorly, representing
cohesive knowledge communities, while others
only become interlinked via the knowledge

broker. These structural variations represent how
differently types of knowledge can flow among
different actors of the network, and how close or
distant they are from each other and/or from the
knowledge broker. Furthermore, one can distin-
guish between middle-man brokers and catalyst
brokers; while the former rather facilitates
exchange across established relationships and
the latter focuses on generating new relationships
and bridges across knowledge holders (cf. Stovel
et al. 2011).

Where Does Knowledge Brokerage Take
Place?
Nowadays, knowledge brokerage takes place at
multiple interfaces that bridge existing knowledge
systems. However, at the time of its conceptual
outline this was not the case. Sheate and Partidário
(2010) pin the conceptual origins of knowledge
brokerage in an attempt to methodologically
bridge the gap between expert and experiential
knowledge in order to foster “evidence-based”
community development.

For effect, the science–policy interface has
dominated the knowledge brokerage debate so
far. It initially focused on the translation of scien-
tific knowledge into policy-relevant knowledge
and, to a lesser extent, of policy knowledge into
science-relevant knowledge (Van den Hove
2007). As sustainability policies are developed
facing controversial scientific findings and com-
plex relationships, combined with uneven or
scarce information, the importance of science
knowledge for policymaking has been increasing
since it has repeatedly been argued that it
improves policies or regulatory decisions (Sheate
and Partidário 2010; Holmes and Clark 2008;
Bielak et al. 2008). Knowledge brokerage in this
context aims at enabling decision-makers to
acquire and value expert knowledge that other-
wise would not have been incorporated into deci-
sion-making (Michaels 2009). At its most
effective, the information flow is bidirectional
(Cash and Moser 2000).

However, there is an increasing perception that
assessing sustainability as a policy field ultimately
needs to draw on multiple knowledge systems
(Sarewitz 2004; Bocking 2004). Therefore,
knowledge brokerage is moving beyond the strict

Interweaving Knowledge Systems Through Sustain-
ability Governance, Fig. 2 Simple knowledge broker-
age relationships. (Adapted from Stovel et al. 2011, p.
21327)
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science–policy link to include a diversity of
knowledge and intelligences. This results in a
more dialogical approach to knowledge dissemi-
nation through various potential user groups and
the overall institutionalization of science–policy
interfaces in a democratic context (Van den Hove
2007). In sum, it is neither in science lay knowl-
edge or policy alone that answers to the increas-
ingly complex challenges of a transition towards
sustainability can be found. A crosscutting knowl-
edge bridging involving “[. . .]different ways of
knowing with different degrees of rationality
ranging from scientific and philosophical to
more intuitive and innate[. . .]” (Blackmore
2007, pp. 512–513) is more appropriate. Figure
4 shows how various knowledge systems are

made up of different actors with their specific
ways of knowing and doing and how they are
interconnected via the knowledge broker.

For one, science does not necessarily stand in
the middle of this bridging process – rather, it can
be seen as a pillar of the whole knowledge-sharing
framework. To this effect, an increasing interdis-
ciplinary scholarship focuses on how different
knowledge systems can be brought together in
order to enhance governance towards sustainabil-
ity (e.g., Fazey et al. 2014; Gómez-Baggethun et
al. 2013; Rathwell et al. 2015), or how to bridge
the scientific and civil society knowledge systems
via public participation or knowledge cocreation
(cf. Weiss et al. 2013; Riedlinger and Berkes
2001; Armitage et al. 2011). All in all, there is

Interweaving Knowledge Systems Through Sustainability Governance, Fig. 3 More complex knowledge bro-
kerage relationships. (Adapted from Stovel et al. 2011, p. 21327)

Interweaving
Knowledge Systems
Through Sustainability
Governance,
Fig. 4 Knowledge
brokerage as knowledge
systems’ interface (authors’
elaboration)
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currently a general shift away from a normative
view on the integration of knowledge from differ-
ent knowledge systems towards more egalitarian
approaches (Rathwell et al. 2015) of knowledge
valuing and sharing amidst different knowledge
systems. The latter informs what Tengö et al.
(2014) call an interweavable “multiple evidence
base” from different knowledge systems to solve
sustainability problems.

Challenges, Barriers, and Facilitators of
Knowledge Brokerage
The embedding of different knowledge systems
into an overarching knowledge system allows for
the fixing, learning, and application of knowledge
over long periods of time. In other words, the
formal and informal “institutionalization” of
knowledge enables long-lasting relationships of
trust and respect that can ultimately turn into
multistakeholder partnerships for sustainability
action (cf. Tengö et al. 2017; Michaels 2005).
Ideally, this knowledge infrastructure represents
an actor-network spanning across sectors, scales,
and communities of practice. However, and
despite the importance attributed to knowledge
brokerage in facilitating a transition towards sus-
tainability, there are several challenges that hinder
its practice.

Firstly, Reinecke (2015) proposes to analyze
knowledge brokerage according to three princi-
ples: credibility, saliency, and legitimacy. The
challenge of credibility concerns the trustworthi-
ness and technical/scientific accuracy of the infor-
mation conveyed by the broker, since these are
central qualities to knowledge (Reinecke 2015).
This regards the knowledge broker’s impact on
the knowledge transfer process (cf. Michaels
2009). Does the broker’s interference lead to a
partial knowledge loss or transformation of it,
and if so, to which extent? Saliency refers to
how relevant the knowledge is to the final user.
The challenge is for the broker to identify which
knowledge is exactly needed so that it becomes
actionable in practice (cf. Cash et al. 2003;
Reinecke 2015). Legitimacy concerns the degree
to which diverse values and views are integrated
in a knowledge production process to guarantee
unbiasedness and fairness. This concerns how

different knowledge systems that do not follow
similar rules and practices are mobilized and inte-
grated. For instance, how to bridge indigenous
and scientific knowledge to inform policymaking
if the starting point mirrors often diametrically
opposed worldviews? Similarly, how to make
sure that the initial holder of knowledge is able
to follow through the knowledge bridging pro-
cess? The challenge lies for multistakeholder
approaches to mobilize, translate, negotiate, and
integrate knowledge across these invisible bound-
aries towards final application (cf. Tengö et al.
2017; Riedlinger and Berkes 2001; Cash et al.
2003; Weiss et al. 2013).

Secondly, a knowledge broker’s action is chal-
lenged by the ties inevitably developed with all
actors throughout the process. This becomes par-
ticularly complex when bridging across
conflicting knowledge systems. A knowledge
broker risks being drafted to one side, even per-
haps to the most powerful knowledge holder
(Stovel et al. 2011), which could undermine the
value and skew the outcome of the knowledge
brokerage process.

Finally, there is the question of the outcome of
knowledge brokerage. Does the bridging or con-
veying of relevant knowledge ultimately lead to
its inclusion into the decision-making process
(Michaels 2009)? This refers to the risk of bro-
kered knowledge not meeting the final needs for
its application, finding political opposition to its
use, or that the established ties across knowledge
systems vanish once the broker disappears. The
challenge lies in facilitating long-lasting knowl-
edge relationships that outlive the brokerage pro-
cess and create a true learning legacy that informs
desired pathways towards sustainability.

All these challenges revolve around the type of
communication that has to be established and how
actors have to be engaged (e.g., Juhász and
Lengyel 2018). The literature hints at some solu-
tions to overcome these dilemmas. For one, the
risk of the broker’s personal impact on the infor-
mation and its inadequacy for final use may be
mitigated by both involving the final knowledge
users early in the process (e.g., Jull et al. 2017;
Menny et al. 2018) as well as thriving for external
validation by renowned experts (Reinecke 2015).

Interweaving Knowledge Systems Through Sustainability Governance 9



Furthermore, when brokerage functions are
embedded into existing organizations, the level
of trust in-between different knowledge systems
increases, creating a sort of neutrality zone (Stovel
et al. 2011). This institutionalization of knowl-
edge brokerage is fundamental to allow for a
collaborative exchange where the integrity of
each knowledge system is respected (Tengö et
al. 2017).

Concluding Remarks

The implementation of the UN Agenda 2030 and
its 17 SDGs will depend on a structural reorgani-
zation of political priorities worldwide. Recent
decades of governance efforts have shown that
governments alone cannot ensure a transition
towards sustainability. In face of the rise of post-
truth politics and the challenges of pursuing
global climate action efforts, the UN Agenda
2030 plays a pivotal role. It must strive to push
the wider transition towards sustainability back on
track politically, and secure its implementation on
the ground. SDG 17, with its aim to create global
partnerships for sustainable development, plays a
central role in this process. It is transversal to the
pursuit of all other SDGs.

However, SDG 17 faces an uphill battle, since
it is a crucial knowledge governance endeavor.
Here is where the decisive challenges lie: First,
the mere existence of a knowledge governance
framework does not automatically imply that
knowledge flows from where it is produced to
where it is needed. Second, conflicting knowledge
systems are a source of innovation and policy
learning, but at the same time they can inflict
structural damage, or even bring to a halt, policy
development. Third, knowledge governance is
highly exposed to political pressures, thus it is a
challenge in itself to secure desired levels of legit-
imacy, transparency, and accountability in knowl-
edge production, transfer, and use.

This is the arena for knowledge brokerage,
increasingly perceived as a fundamental process
in informing decision-making for sustainability.
At first sight, it focuses on bridging between
where knowledge sits and where it is needed,

identifying sources and building long-lasting rela-
tionships. However, there is another crucial role
for knowledge brokerage. It concerns the manage-
ment of conflicts of interest among different sus-
tainability stakeholders, of conflicts between
objectives and implementation strategies that
hail from different development goals, and con-
flicts between different knowledge systems and
their agendas.

The potential contradictions that will surface
from the UNAgenda 2030 implementation cannot
be overlooked. Knowledge brokerage plays a
potentially crucial role in ensuring that the SDGs
forward a just transition towards sustainability.
The challenge lies in not solely promoting such
transition, but also to assure its saliency, credibil-
ity, legitimacy, and justice. To pursue the latter,
acknowledging the role of diverse values and
views from different kinds of expertise (e.g., sci-
ence vs. practice) in the knowledge production
process is paramount. A pluralistic approach,
embracing multiple voices, such as indigenous
or local knowledge, needs to be further valued
and strengthened in order to promote knowledge
unbiasedness and an overall more democratic pro-
cess. An inclusive and democratic knowledge
base when it comes to designing policy solutions
for a transition to sustainability is the make or
break factor for long-lasting partnerships and a
key determinant of the impact of the UN Agenda
2030.

Cross-References

▶Cross-Sector Partnerships: Role Toward
Achieving the UN Sustainable Development
Goals

▶Global Partnership in the Service Industries for
Sustainable Development

▶ International Governance of Global Commons
in the Context of SDG 17
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