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About the Strategic Learning Initiative  
The Strategic Learning Initiative (SLI) is an IDS programme that works collaboratively with IDS 
Knowledge Services, their peers and partner organisations.  SLI’s purpose is to build understanding 
about the role information, especially research-based information, plays in stimulating positive 
social change and to help to apply that understanding in practical ways to strengthen knowledge, 
information and communication programmes, at IDS and across the sector. 
 
Anna Downie is the SLI Monitoring and Evaluation Coordinator.  
 
 
About this publication 
This report summarises the evaluation from the Power of In-Between conference, held in South 
Africa in July 2008. The event was organised by the Institute of Development Studies (IDS), UK and 
the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC), South Africa and explored the role of intermediaries 
and research brokers in evidence based pro poor policy and practice. The report analyses to what 
extent the conference met its objectives: to raise awareness about the ways and contexts in which 
the intermediary role is being played, and share and generate knowledge, initiate debate and 
catalyse future action around this role.  An electronic version of this publication is available as a free 
download from http://powerofinbetween.wordpress.com/.   
Please send any comments or questions to sli@ids.ac.uk  
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“Fantastic diversity of participants: majority/minority world men/women. Good to break feeling of 

isolation in the work I do.” 
 

“Thank you for this opportunity to learn and grow.” 
 

Objectives of the conference and methods for the evaluation 
 
The conference was aimed at: 
 

 Research brokers and intermediaries 

 Research producers 

 Academics (in information and communication sector) 

 Research users in policy and practice 

 Funders of research, communication and information programmes 
 
The objectives were to: 

 Raise awareness of the contribution and potential contribution of intermediary actors amongst 
delegates and other stakeholders  

 Share and generate knowledge about this contribution  

 Initiate debate around the role of intermediary actors  

 Catalyse future action by facilitating connections between stakeholders  and stimulating new 
ideas  

 
Using the outcome mapping approach we identified progress markers (indicators) that we would 
hope to achieve with each of these groups (see appendix 1). 
 
Based on these indicators a questionnaire was given to all participants on the final day of the 
conference. 55 completed questionnaires were received.  
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Summary: To what extent did the conference achieve its objectives? 
 
Although further work will need to be done following up with conference participants to find out 
about actions they took as a result of the conference, there is evidence that the conference met its 
immediate objectives. Although there were fewer academics, donors and users of information than 
might have been hoped; the audience was made up entirely of those who identified as belonging to 
groups who were the conference’s intended participants- and the majority were research brokers or 
intermediaries.  
 
From the questionnaires we can see that all the participants could say in one way or another how 
the conference had helped them to: 

 Debate and discuss the role: Helping to define, understand, broaden, clarify, value and explore 
the challenges relating to the role of the intermediary/research broker  

 Share lessons and experiences with other intermediaries and learn from others: Particularly in 
relation to gaining new ideas, comparing experiences and setting their work in a wider context 

 
From the follow up activities people mentioned, it also appears that the majority of participants:  
 

 Plan to co-operate with intermediaries in future  
 Identified opportunities for collaboration with other institutions and actors  

 Will apply new thinking, ideas and practical tools to their own work 

 Will share their learning with their colleagues and others in their organisation and networks 
 
The main criticisms of the conference were that there was not enough time and that there was 
confusion over terminology and the hypothesis which could have been clarified and set in context at 
the beginning of the conference. There were also differing views on the focus that the conference 
should have taken.  
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Results 

 
In total 101 people attended the conference. These were made up of researchers, communicators, 
NGO workers, policy makers and intermediaries themselves, mainly from South Africa, East and 
Southern Africa and Europe, with some representatives from Asia, North and South America and 
New Zealand. Of the 55 people who completed questionnaires, they identified themselves in the 
following stakeholder groups (some people identified with being in more than one group): 
 

 
The conference met or exceeded the expectations of the majority of participants.  

Exceeded 
expectations

14%

Mostly met 
expectations

62%

Met 
expectations 

to some 
extent
22%

Did not 
meet 

expectations
2%

To what extent did the conference meet your 
expectations?  

 
Participants views on whether the conference changed their understanding of the role of 
intermediaries and research brokers in evidence based policy and practice 

 
Most participants felt the conference had helped to broaden, affirm or change their understanding 
of the role of intermediaries.  Thirteen participants said it had broadened their understanding of the 
role: 
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“Greatly changed, as a researcher, dissemination of findings is done through conference 
presentations, publishing in peer reviewed journals. The use of intermediaries is a new concept to me 
and one that I think will work for me.” 
 
“It’s broadened my understanding of who intermediaries are – I’m so used to only thinking of 
librarians. I’ve been confronted with my (wrong) assumption.” 

 
“An understanding that brokers are wider than the media.” 
 
“The role of an intermediary and how they can be the change agent.” 

 
For 9 respondents the conference helped to reaffirm existing understandings:  
 

“It has reinforced my belief that intermediaries do important work – and that my organisation still has 
much to do in linking research to policy and practice, but I will be able to make a stronger case upon 
my return.” 

 
Some felt the conference had broadened their perspective to understand the multiple roles for 
intermediaries in different niches and the diversity of actors from a variety of backgrounds in that 
role:  
 

“It’s been blown up! There are horizontal roles, vertical roles, one-way, two-way, multi-way, 360 ” 
 
“Made me think about the many different roles and way people are intermediaries.”  

 
Although for some discussing the role of intermediaries raised further challenges: 
 

“It’s made my understanding more sophisticated – but raised more questions than it has answered.” 
 
“It has ‘problematised’ my understanding but positive as it brings out many areas to think about.” 

 
Other ways the conference contributed to understanding for participants included: 
 

 Greater appreciation of the role 

 How difficult it is to define the term intermediaries (although some thought the focus of the 
conference too broad, others too narrow) 

 Challenged their concept that intermediaries are neutral and demonstrated how vital it is that 
intermediaries are aware of their powerful role. 

 Confirmed the need to understand intermediary roles in development processes 

 Understanding of the common issues and challenges faced by intermediaries. 

 Demonstrated the importance of planning and best practice 

 Ideas of standards of good practice 

 The need to be more proactive and more concerned with use and impact 

 An emphasis on working collaboratively and in partnership (2 responses) 
 

Participants views on whether the conference enabled them to share and generate 
knowledge about the role of intermediaries 
 
The vast majority of respondents felt that the conference had given them a chance to share and 
generate knowledge:  
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“It did in a number of ways – presenting our work, contributing to group discussions, good 
opportunities to ask questions in plenary sessions etc.” 

 
Specifically, 9 people commented that the conference had enabled them to better define what is 
meant by the term intermediary and to identify the different aspects of the role. 
 

“This is the first time that I had ever thought about the role of intermediaries so the venue assisted in 
developing my knowledge and understanding.” 
 
“I am able to more clearly explain what we mean about intermediaries.” 

 
“It helped me realise that our policy division office cannot be regarded as an intermediary.” 
 
“Good to have working paper for similar starting point, definitions to work with because so many 
different perspectives, words.” 

 
Many people felt that the conference enabled them particularly to learn from the experience of 
others intermediaries and set their work in a wider context: 
 

“Gained lots of practical experience of others from diverse situations and backgrounds.” 

 
“Yes, to a great extent – time to talk and share and good questions for everyone to discuss – finding 
the common themes in different contexts.” 
 

Nine people did not think that the conference had helped them to both generate and share 
knowledge. Some suggestions included that it would have been helpful to have a summary of the 
parallel sessions to feed into the plenary, more chances to have further discussion to really get to 
grips with the issues and more clarity on the role of an intermediary at the start of the conference.  
 

What participants gained from the conference 

 
Half the respondents felt that new contacts, friends and the chance to network were key benefits 
they had gained from the conference: 
 

“Contacts and context and awareness of others in the field.” 
 
“I’ve gained a lot of knowledge and experiences from my colleagues, making friends for the better 
cooperation in the future.” 

 
There were a wide range of new ideas which people felt they had gained from the conference. 
These related to practice (such as Web 2.0 and other tools for dissemination and monitoring and 
evaluation) and to understandings around the role of intermediaries and the context in which they 
are working. For many the conference had given them increased confidence and motivation. 
 

“Lots of new ideas, motivation to restructure own activities.” 
 
“It is possible to monitor and evaluate research communication.” 
 
“A rethinking of some of the earliest perspectives I had” 

 
Seven participants particularly valued the chance to share and compare their experiences and feel 
more connected with others working in the same field: 
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“A sense of connection with other people facing the same issues. Confirmation that the values and 
questions we ask are shared e.g. the issues of neutrality.” 

 

Least useful aspects of the conference 

 
Of those who answered this question (not everyone did), six people felt there was nothing that was 
not useful in the conference.  
 
Six people felt the emphasis of the conference was not very useful to them. Some felt they already 
knew more than the presenters and thus discussions on the mechanics of brokering and technology 
were too basic, another person wanted more of a focus on how to engage with grassroots 
organisations and others wanted more focus on policy:  
 

“Felt there was insufficient attention to the actual policy process and how it could/should use 
information / evidence.” 

 
This may have been due to the very different perspectives of those involved in the conference, and 
the differing levels of experience.  
 
Some people felt that aspects of the way the conference was structured were not particularly useful. 
For example about six people commented on the plenary sessions; particularly when panellists did 
not stay on to participate in the conference, were not well briefed or were allowed to go on for too 
long. A couple of people found particular small group sessions not useful due to the size of the group 
and the lack of focus for the discussion.  
 
Five people found the exhibition space not very useful; the space was fairly limited and it was not 
well used for discussion.  
 

“The exhibition space was too removed from the conference – the “graffiti walls” not well utilised. 
Perhaps should have had boards in the room along with walls.” 

 
The hypothesis presented in the pre-conference paper and in the opening session were quite 
controversial and cause some debate. Five people felt that they were the least useful aspect of the 
conference and the paper itself needed a good edit to make it more accessible as one person felt it 
was quite impenetrable. 
 

“Perhaps we needed to phrase the hypotheses more carefully – but then they generated useful 
discussion.” 

 
Four people felt that discussions around terminology were quite challenging and not always useful, 
others felt that terms needed to be defined and the debate put in context at the beginning of the 
conference.  
 

“Not least useful perhaps, but in the session looking at the hypotheses – in our group, a lot of time was 
spent debating the term ‘intermediaries’ (and in other groups ‘pro-poor’ was a similar stumbling 
block) – I’m sure they were useful discussions, but lack of general/common understanding weakened 
the hypotheses and confused people – even though some definitely in background paper, perhaps 
some recap/brief overview at the start would have been useful.” 

 
Other aspects that were less useful included: the Web 2.0 session, lack of time (open space 
techniques were suggested). 
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Actions which will be taken as a result of the conference 

 
The most common action at least half of the participants will be taking following the conference is to 
follow up with the contacts they made and identify opportunities for collaboration:  
 

“I will collaborate more closely with similar organisations.” 

 
“Try to coordinate intermediation work in my region.” 
 
“Forming alliances and expanding networks to reach out to other regions.” 
 
“Important to know what others are doing in the area and not duplicate but rather collaborate.” 

 
Around a third of the participants gave examples of specific actions relating to practice that they 
would be taking. These included actions relating to M&E, capacity building for research users, 
developing strategies, promoting information literacy, use of web 2.0, looking into different 
methodologies for communication, engaging more with communities, writing research proposals, 
understand information needs better and restructuring activities.  
 
Seven participants felt that they would try to integrate the new thinking they had been exposed to 
during the conference in their day to day work.  
 

“Integrate new thinking into our organisation plans.” 
 
“Spend more time thinking and reflecting on my work and what intermediary really means.” 
 
“Re-think my role in terms of ‘In-between’.” 

 
Seven participants planned to return to their organisation and share what they had learnt within 
their organisations:  
 

“I am going to make the case for increased capacity in my organisation for this type of service.” 
 
“I will share this with colleagues who are intermediaries within my organisation.”  

 
Six people planned to do more advocacy and to raise awareness of the role of intermediaries with 
others.  
 

“Raise awareness about the role and usefulness of intermediaries.” 

 

Opportunities for debate and discussion 

 
The vast majority of respondents (46) felt that the conference did offer sufficient opportunities for 
debate and discussion; the combination of plenary and parallel sessions and lunch and tea breaks 
facilitated this. 
 

“Plenty, in breakaway sessions, around tables and over lunch and tea breaks.” 
 
“Yes, I really liked the concept of the “open/roaming” mike as well as the boards outside with the 
different hypothesis – it ensured discussion.” 

 
However, seven people felt there were not sufficient opportunities for discussion. This was partly an 
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issue of time (as eight people commented); either due to the limits to a two day conference or 
speakers/sessions running over time. It was mentioned that day two offered more opportunity for 
discussion than day one.  
 

“Discussion time was limited. People were not brief enough to give chance to others.” 
 
“Though there was a slight time shortage, we were able to discuss and share ideas.” 

 

Organisation of the conference and conference facilities 
 
Most people (42) thought that the organisation of the conference was very good or excellent and a 
further nine felt it was good or average. People appreciated the welcoming atmosphere and the 
time and space created for discussion and reflection:  
 

“Very good! Also, all organisers really friendly and welcoming. Very easy to feel out of place at 
conferences but appreciated efforts to make me feel involved and included. Thanks!” 
 
“Overall good, the discussion (small group) of critical issues in 2nd day is a very good idea.” 

 
There were two mentions that the time keeping could have been better. There were also some 
comments about the information provided before the conference; some felt that the information in 
advance was very good, but others were concerned how few people had heard of the conference 
and that interaction before the conference was fairly limited: 
 

“I was amazed at how many people within South Africa had not heard about this conference – perhaps 
the programme might’ve been finalised a little earlier and posted on sabinet and other such vehicles.”  
 
“Love the attempts at more dialogue before, during and after event but not quite sure people know 
how to use it.” 

 
Three people commented on the graffiti boards used during the conference. Whilst they thought 
they were a good idea, it was felt that there needed to be more effort to get people to use them, for 
example by bringing them into the main conference area:  
 

“Graffiti boards etc a great idea although we clearly still need to be socialised into using them!” 

 
Suggestions of ways to improve the conference included: 

 More case studies 

 Extending the conference to three days 

 Feeding the results of the parallel sessions into the plenary 

 Explain the term intermediary more at the start of the conference 

 Bring together issues in sectoral parallel sessions 
 
The majority of people (32) felt that the conference facilities were very good or excellent, eighteen 
thought that it was good or average. One person pointed out that the hotel was expensive and 
another that Centurion is not the most lively location!  
 

Future steps 

 
There were a few suggestions of topics which the conference missed and which could be 
incorporated into future work or discussions: 
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“The networking opportunities were very valuable and I would encourage a rollout of future projects 
rather than expecting one conference to solve all.” 
 
“Need to know how research can be policy focussed.” 
 
“Supporting access, a very important topic. Only focussed on web based resources rather than a 
variety of resources.” 
 
“Did not engage enough in value of power of the different sectors and how to address different 
agendas.” 

 

Network analysis 

 
One objective of the conference was to catalyse future action, and our indicators included progress 
markers relating to participants meeting new people and identifying those they would like to work 
with in future. In order to find out more about this, we decided to experiment with a network 
analysis of the conference, with the possibility of doing a social network analysis.  
 

“"Social network analysis is the mapping and measuring of relationships and flows between 
people, groups, organisations, computers or other information / knowledge processing 
entities." (Valdis Krebs, 2002). Social Network Analysis (SNA) is a method for visualising our 
people and connection power, leading us to identify how we can best interact to share 
knowledge.”1 

 
There are also many critiques in the literature of social network analysis; the analysis can miss out 
the power dynamics in relationships and the changing nature of relationships. Network analysis itself 
often does not necessarily give very much useful information which can be acted upon.  
 
What we did 
 
Delegates were given a list of conference participants and asked to identify who they had known 
before the conference, who they spoke to during the conference, and who they intended to contact 
or work with following the conference.  
 
This was the first time we had tried anything of this type, and the results are quite varied and not 
very reliable! 49 people completed the network questionnaire in total (with five people asking to 
remain anonymous).  
 
Many people found it hard to complete the questionnaire and there were many inconsistencies in 
the way the forms were filled in which made the data unreliable and very difficult interpret. There 
were a few reasons for this: 
 

 We should have clearly define what was meant by ‘spoke to during the conference’ and ‘met 
before’ as people interpreted this in different ways (for example if you saw someone present 
would this count as having met them?) 

 We should have explained how to complete the form during the plenary at the end of the 
conference (this was the plan, but time did not allow for this)  

                                                           
1
 http://www.km4dev.org/wiki/index.php/Social_Network_Analysis Accessed 20th November 2008 

http://www.km4dev.org/wiki/index.php/Social_Network_Analysis
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 The participants list provided was not completely up to date, so not everyone who attended was 
listed.  

 It is very difficult for people to remember who they have spoken to and to then put a face to the 
name. We quite frequently have interesting conversations with people which stimulate new 
ideas but when asked who we spoke to cannot remember the name. Many people who did not 
attend the conference but who were listed were ticked by several participants! 

 Once we had the data, it was difficult to manipulate. The computer software itself is time 
consuming to learn how to use (we did not have enough time to really get to grips with it). 
Drawing a network map was not possible in the time available. 

 In addition, we should have had clearer research questions to ask of the data (and to have coded 
it as such). For example it might have been interesting to know whether the conference enabled 
people from the same geographical region to make more links with each other.  

 
Taking into consideration all those caveats- we did not get that much out of the network analysis to 
the extent we were able to do it. We were able to verify our indicator that the majority of 
participants:  
 

 Plan to maintain contact with at least one person who they have met at the conference 
 Have identified opportunities for collaboration with other institutions and actors  

 
Whilst there were a number of existing linkages at the conference, the majority of participants met 
with people they had not met or spoken to before, and planned to work with a number of these new 
contacts.  
 
On average respondents:  

 Had met or worked with 6 of the participants before the conference 

 Spoke to 17 participants during the conference  

 Met at least 11 new people they hadn’t met before at the conference  

 Intended to contact or work with 14 participants after the conference  
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Appendix: Progress markers (indicators) for the conference  

 
As a result of the conference we expected to see participants doing the following: 
 Can identify the value of the intermediary role  

 Debating and discussing the role of intermediaries  

 Have interacted with other groups of stakeholders they haven’t met or worked with before  

 Sharing of lessons and experiences with other intermediaries nationally and internationally  
 Say they have been inspired by, or learnt from, others 
 Plan to maintain contact with at least one person who they have met at the conference 

 
As a result of the conference we would like to see participants doing the following: 
 Plan to co-operate with intermediaries in future (not necessarily those at the conference) 

 Have identified opportunities for collaboration with other institutions and actors  

 
Actions we would like to see a few months after the conference: 
 Participants have told others about outcomes of conference and promoted the value of intermediaries 

 Intermediaries put new ideas into practice when they return home 

 Increased use of intermediaries to access research 

 
Actions we would love to see a few months after the conference: 
 Champion the role of intermediaries in other networks and forums 

 Collaborate with intermediaries  

 Sharing of lessons and experiences with other intermediaries nationally and internationally continues 
after the conference 

 Academics conducting research with or about intermediaries 

 Intermediaries mentioned in research outputs (conferences, discussion papers, journals etc.) 

 Intermediaries identify new funding opportunities. They access funding from new sources or receive 
increased funding 

 Donors support intermediary programmes (through funding, advocacy, technical support) 

 


