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1. Introduction

This paper draws on knowledge management/production literature to develop a framework for interlinking research and action (policy/strategy).  It develops this approach within an institutional framework which is then used to inform considerations about how a think tank for co-operatives links with other knowledge producing institutions including university researchers and their networks.  

2. Institutions and Knowledge Production

As the pace of economic change increases, many commentators are noting that innovation in goods and services is increasing at a similar pace, and that this is placing more and more pressure on organisations to develop new ideas, new know-how, expertise, strategies, and new technologies (both hard technologies and soft technologies – in the sense of changing the routines, techniques and structured ways of doing things. This trend has become so significant that people are using the term ‘knowledge economy’ to describe the dominant feature of such economies. Thus knowledge production and knowledge management have become important intellectual themes in technology policy and innovation discourse. The traditional way of producing knowledge is characterised by the Newtonian three phase ideal where, simplistically, basic science precedes applied science, which leads to technological development. This is known as Mode 1. Traditionally the knowledge producing institutions are universities, government research departments and laboratories, corporate laboratories, etc. Mode 1 refers not just to these institutions, but also to the institutionalised rules associated with the production of knowledge i.e. what counts as significant problems to be studied, who can practise science, and what constitutes good science. In Mode 1, knowledge is science, and knowledge producers are scientists.

Gibbons et al (1994) argue that a new form of knowledge production, Mode 2, is emerging alongside Mode 1. Science and scientists are no longer the only relevant terms; in Mode 2 we refer to knowledge and practitioners. Mode 2 is associated with a “wider temporary and heterogeneous set of practitioners, collaborating on a problem defined in a specific and localised context” (Gibbons et al). Knowledge production is not so tightly bounded by academia. It is widely diffused, and socially distributed in a global web of strategic alliances; collaborative agreements are supported through informal networks and good communication systems. 

In Mode 1 knowledge production is typically within a single discipline. In Mode 2, solving practical problems requires the integration of different skills and knowledge – it is transdisciplinary
. It develops its own evolving framework for solving problems; it develops its own methods, theories, and practices; its knowledge is diffused through practitioner networks, rather than through professional journals and conferences; its knowledge production is closely and dynamically linked with a succession of problem contexts rather than with the building of disciplinary knowledge. It is heterogeneous: there are a wider range of practitioners (knowledge producers) linked together in temporary teams and communication networks, reconfiguring and combining specialist knowledge into useful knowledge.

The generation of knowledge in a context of application leads to greater sensitivity about its effects and impacts i.e. greater reflexivity on the part of practitioners and because of the diversity of players in the knowledge production site, greater calls for social accountability. Quality control in Mode 1 is based on peer review (e.g. through journals) usually within disciplinary boundaries. Mode 2 quality control is broadly based and multi-dimensional, embracing social as well as technical criteria. The implications are to make traditional research institutions more permeable and collaborative; to support networks and alliances, to broker collaborations and to integrate educational, research and industrial/business polices.

Table 1
summarises the distinctive attributes of each mode.

	Attribute
	Mode 1
	Mode 2

	Problems set/solved
	By academic community
	In context of application

	Motivation
	Increased understanding
	Practical goal – useful

	Nature of knowledge
	Disciplinary
	Transdisciplinary

	  “”
	Homogeneity
	Heterogeneity

	  “”
	Hierarchical/stable
	Heterarchical
/transient

	Quality control
	
	More socially accountable/reflexive


In Mode 1: Basic science precedes applied science which precedes technological development.  In Mode 2, a denser network of interlinkages is required with a wider range of institutions including: Universities, NGOs, business and industry, regional and international government, citizen’s groups, professional bodies.  Universities have to overcome bureaucratic inertia, and allow their staff to become multifunctional and more entrepreneurial. They have to build closer ties with outside organisations engaged in knowledge production. And they have to meet the needs of transdisciplinary knowledge production. 

There are a number of issues of wider public concern: quality control to a certain extent, and participatory science, and the use of new knowledge production capabilities in the public sphere.

Thus the Mode 2 conceptualisation illuminates new patterns of knowledge production.  Typically this involves developing different kinds of ways of working, with researchers working at different points in the knowledge creation phase alongside other institutions and stakeholders.  There is a recognition of a greater diversity of knowledge: practitioner and policy knowledge, journalistic processed knowledge, and a greater range of people producing it. It can sometimes involve action learning where structured learning and reflection inform the next phase of action.   One important way of thinking about how such knowledge production frameworks can function is through the concept of communities of practice, which is discussed in the next section.

2.1 Communities of Practice

This concept has been an important part of the very influential work of Etienne Wenger (1999 & 2000). Wenger (2000) is not just concerned with internal relations between a group or network of people. He argues “that the success of organizations depends on their ability to design themselves as social learning systems and also to participate in broader learning systems such as an industry, a region, or a consortium.” Wenger describes ‘communities of practice’ as “communities that share cultural practices reflecting collective learning”, for example a medieval guild, a group of nurses in a ward, a street gang, a community of engineers interested in a specific design area. In his recent book (Wenger, 2000), Wenger uses a case study of an insurance claims department, and examines how people in the department interact as a community trying to work with a formal computer based system to interpret, classify and process claims. He documents the informal (and formal) interactions which help them make sense of the system, develop their expertise and operate effectively.

He regards these communities as the ‘building blocks’ of a social learning system or social containers of knowledge. The work and its competencies may be formally defined, but it is the community that determines what this means in practice, and communicates this to its members. 

Communities of practice share the following characteristics:

· they are bound together by and contribute to a joint enterprise

· they are mutually engaged in the enterprise, with establish norms and relationships of mutuality;

· they are competent in a shared repertoire of language, routines, tools, stories, etc. 

The interplay of competence and experience within a mutually engaged community provides the basis for social learning, but within a context where communities of practice operate within larger systems of interrelated communities of practice. 

Wenger outlines a theory of the internal operation of these communities of practice, such as how they create a sense of group identity; and he regards it as just as important to balance core activities with important features of interactions across their boundaries, for example brokering, making connections, exchanging knowledge and information. He also argues that these learning systems for the knowledge economy are based on such characteristics as: collegiality, reciprocity, expertise, informal processes, etc, and so challenge traditional organisational characteristics like authority structures. This means that in order to manage social learning systems or communities of practice, organisations need to privilege informal learning processes, facilitate the development of community identities, and design interactive relationships between different communities of practices. Wenger’s well developed theoretical framework for these networks and groups is based on cohesive knowledge-producing communities engaged in similar activities, but this framework also seems to have some parallels with the ways in which clusters and regional networks learn and innovate. 

Fox (2000) makes some criticisms of this view, but goes on to link communities of practice theory to Actor-Network Theory (Callon, 1986). And thus recognises that communities of practice can extend across organisational boundaries, linking institutions and actors in an embedding process of knowledge creation, development and change. 
New Approaches

Not only are the roles of academic researchers changing, but we are seeing new approaches and methodologies developing for working in Mode 2 contexts.  Thus narrative approaches (including anthropologic, folkloric, ethnographic, symbolic, social constructionist - Gabriel,  2000) are becoming more important and more used as a way of exploring how knowledge is constructed  close to participants experiences.  This includes the policy level, where the gap between theory and complex reality is addressed by, for example Roe (1994) who proposes a narrative policy analysis methodology for complex policy debates where uncertainty and confusion predominate.  The methodology leads to a reframing of the situation so that the situation may become more tractable with more conventional analysis. 
And a theme of PAR research embedded with practice is co-developing more accessible knowledge: (Huxham and Vangen, 2005) use participative action research methods to develop a theory of collaborative advantage which aims to provide “conceptual handles to support practitioners’ considerations of the situations facing them and the actions they need to take”. 

We are seeing greater use and more sophistication in participatory action research (PAR) where the researchers involve other stakeholders in managing, researching and implementing a project which applies theories or methods to an actual problem. 

And action-learning approaches can operate at different levels: group, organisation, network and institution.  Increasingly we are seeing relationships and projects develop where actors and social scientists collaborate in communities of practice as Mode 2 knowledge producers.  At a higher level these communities of practice may be networks of researchers linked with institutions to facilitate knowledge production in policy, strategy and practices.

2.2 New institutional actors in knowledge production

These new perspectives on knowledge production have been paralleled by changes that shape an increasingly diverse and complex context.  A variety of institutions are playing important roles in knowledge production – thus changing the role and relationships of academic researchers.  The following feature on this new knowledge production landscape:
· Consultancy companies – increasingly these have moved into providing standardised and contract research activities.  Many of them have close client relations, and are well placed to assist client organisations in developing their knowledge base for their praxis. In public and other tenders for research, university researchers frequently compete with consultancy companies.  

· The media – TV, radio, and newsprint, particularly serious journals have become more and more important in helping shape the way the public frame issues, and are informed about them; because of this politicians and policy-makers play their full part in this framework for shaping public perceptions.  In countries, the serious press, performs an essential role in informing politicians and key decision makers of relevant knowledge, essentially acting as knowledge brokers.  In addition, given that much knowledge in the socio-political sphere is not value free, but is contested, they play a key role in debates on issues, marshalling competing sources of evidence.
· The web – in many ways the web has extended the scope and impact of media activity, but it is much more than this in facilitating direct exchanges vertically between organisations and institutions, and the public; and horizontally in peer to peer exchanges.  In this sense it has helped democratised information exchange and knowledge production, (through for example, blogs, etc).  This allows civil society to play a fuller part in constructing interpretive frames, and revealing diverse perspectives on the ground.  And in way, this has reduced the power-distance between the top and bottom rungs of society, though one should not underestimate the extent to which this changes the essential characteristics of power distribution in society.  With regard to academic researchers and their work, the web allows a greater access to their findings, and opened access to “grey literature” of various kinds for all groups, including academics, policy makers, and practitioners.   
· Development structures and NGOs – these diverse organisations play advocacy, development and service delivery roles in civil society, and the larger ones frequently inform this work with research, sometimes in collaboration with academic researchers, and sometimes with consultant experts.
· Think Tanks –at the policy level, the new sector of think tanks plays an intermediary role for politicians and key decision-makers, and for informing the general public.  They often use academic researchers as associates contributing to policy debates.  Some are highly influential in knowledge production at the highest level.  
· Corporate Universities – Larger corporations have frequently had their own research and development functions, though this may be subcontracted or done in partnership with specialist organisations, including organisations, in a Mode 2 fashion.  And particularly in new technology areas they are moving increasingly into knowledge production roles training future generations of technologists, and updating the skills of practicing experts (eg Microsoft, Cisco Systems).  The boundaries between academia and larger corporations and large NGOs are becoming more fluid with customised courses, and Mode 2 type research.  

· The Open Source Movement – this has become an increasingly important form of knowledge production which can be both highly effective and low cost to users often relying on a new form of volunteering by knowledge workers.  A key principle is that any changes made should be submitted to peer review, and that the revised version should be freely available to others.  Perhaps the best known examples of open source products and processes come from the computer software area, where Apache and Linux have been developed by programmers operating in a virtual network linked by the web, and giving their time free to develop a product for the common good.  Similar principles have been used in creating networks of researchers who work on diseases which have not previously received effective research attention, partly because they may not have offered a return on product development investment for pharmaceutical companies.  And similar ideas have been applied to develop open content.  MIT has received a very large grant to put its courses on the web, making them accessible to all.  The Open University has a similar project.  But there many other initiatives including the wikipedia (an online encyclopaedia that has been created and maintained on open source principles – see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/); and there are many much smaller scale open content initiatives.  
· Universities and research networks: Universities and research networks are driven by policy and resource frameworks which are increasingly moving towards the market, but with the government playing a very strong role in controlling funding regimes for research.  Many universities are also developing “third stream” income for research/development – this is contracted research/consultancy in the mode 2 system.  Thus they are being forced to become more commercially minded, but it is still possible to leverage research support at relatively low cost. However, the developing activities of these other institutional players is continually change the roles of academic researchers in a Mode 2 context.  In some sense (the traditional role) the academic role is shrinking, but the opportunities for partnership present a huge challenge for academic researchers.  If they successfully adapt, they can engage in knowledge co-production, playing multi-faceted roles, both close and distant from the site of knowledge use.  Their roles may include the following:

· Quality control – ensuring that high standards of research are maintained, through training, development, monitoring, evaluation, in collaboration with diverse knowledge workers;

· Multiple roles –producing, sharing, disseminating knowledge in interdisciplinary networks

· Partnerships – at every stage, from knowledge production to its use.

· Knowledge brokers – advising and facilitating on relevant sources of knowledge 
· Entrepreneurship – not just in an economic sense, but as civic/public and social entrepreneurs, and as knowledge entrepreneurs, acting for and with civil society institutions and actors. 

3. Institutions and Think Tanks for Co-ops in Europe
An important point to bring out in this institutional perspective is that these institutions are essentially inter-linked, and that designing knowledge production for the co-op sector should involve thinking beyond the development of one institution, like a think tank, to how the constellation of knowledge producers might link some of their activities with this new institution and/or perform some complementary functions.  

Thus, in general terms it would be important to consider how a new institution like a think tank would fit with activities currently carried out by some of the key institutions identified above, but particularly consultancies, journalistic media (including web forms and blogs), development organisations, universities and their networks, and open source.  

Re-thinking the knowledge producing institutional galaxy for co-ops

Re-thinking how this institutional galaxy fits together, and whether its activities may be better focused and leveraged may be more important than creating a new institution.  Thus for example, the development of knowledge sharing platforms may increase the visibility of work that has been commissioned (consultancy/research), by different parts of the sector and facilitate access to it.   Similarly national co-operatives ought to be open to form collaborative clubs for funding research at the European level.  
The great potential for integrating the knowledge infrastructure

Some universities and research networks are developing portals that form part of these knowledge sharing platforms, eg Ciriec Espana is developing some such capacities for the social economy: see http://www.ciriec.es/.  This is part of Ciriec International, which is an established research network focusing on the social economy and public sector fields; it has had its origins in an economic perspective, but now is more multi-disciplinary. It has its own journal, temporary working groups/networks, and a practitioner/academic conference.    It is one of few bodies that combines managers, board members and researchers in their activities.  Similarly the EMES research network on social enterprise has an excellent reputation, a well-developed website (see: www.emes.net)  and a history of working collaboratively with social economy organisations.  
Improving the knowledge infrastructure in other ways, like developing databases of case studies innovation, etc, stories of good practices, etc would enhance the capacity of many knowledge producing institutions.  Some of this can be done making use of integrative capabilities inherent in new web-based technologies – portals and RSS feeds.  In relation to a different segment of knowledge production, the ICA in Geneva is planning a high level online journalistic initiative building partly on parallel journalisms via RSS feeds.   
Increasing the possibilities of collaborative knowledge production/sharing

In principle national co-operatives ought to be open to form collaborative clubs for funding research at the European level.  This could even function on a cross-sector basis. 

Co-op federations at national and international levels play key roles in shaping the potential for collaboration, and many of them are engaged in such activities. The potential for mapping such knowledge content, and sharing experience of good practices, as well as developing intersectoral collaborations is self-evident.  

Leveraging knowledge from Universities and research networks
Universities engage in a wide range of research activities, and as noted above many are influenced in direction by government and the market, but some are relatively open to being more closely linked to co-op sector research agendas.  These include Conferences, and research projects (ie Phd, Masters, MBA, Undergraduate projects and theses). Dialogue informs research agendas, and improves the prospects of effective dissemination.  The most obvious area for improving leverage is the links with international research networks since they are often highly knowledge productive.  Ciriec and EMES have been mentioned already, but the European branch of the ICA research committee has an annual conference, and contributes to the ICA journal “Review of International Co-operation”.  Similarly for national networks like the UK’s Society for Co-op Studies.  
Building media relationships

Nurturing and networking sympathetic journalists is absolutely essential in a world dominated by an increasingly global media. This applies equally to Blogs and their writers. But globalisation can be developed in the co-op sectors interests too.  For example the UK magazine New Sector has links with its equivalent in Italy, for sharing/exchanging interesting news.  And News Agency functionality could be developed, both for news and pictures, possibly on a commercial basis.  
Using Open Source
Open source is both functional and low resource (a new form of volunteering).  It offers the possibilities for the co-op sector both to develop some of its infrastructure (by for example setting up small/medium scale wikis), and for drawing in knowledge workers to address knotty problems and issues. There may also be issues about mainstreaming and sector specific strategies: for example ensuring that mainstream online content like wikipedia is informed about co-ops.  It and collaborative knowledge working technologies should clearly be part of any new knowledge production strategy.  This can assist developing learning in extended networks which only meet occasionally - the potential for utilising “groupware”: technologies for asynchronous virtual interaction and collective working through web-based communication could be further explored, (though email played an important role in these projects);

A Think Tank for Co-ops
While there are large well established think tanks like the Brookings Institute in the USA, the more typical think tank is a small agile lively body that stimulates thinking about policy (and practices).  They generally aim to have good links with the media, and policy makers in government and other sectors; they make use of associate researchers/journalists; they respond fast to emerging issues and problems; and they frequently play an important role in rethinking, reframing issues or generating novel approaches. They are quite adept at producing brief reports that aim to be influential and widely disseminated, well promoted in the media.  They are funded from a variety of public and private sources and some clearly promote partisan views, which may limit their impact, and restrict their potential sources of funding.  

Some think tanks already exist in the co-op sector, for example Mutuo in the UK, see 

They describe themselves in this way:  “Through Mutuo consumer co-operatives, building societies, mutual insurers and friendly societies work together to promote their shared interests to the Government, media and other decision makers.” 

They may have a client base for specific services, and their board can play an important role in strengthening their network capabilities, and establishing their credibility both within the sector and outside it.  
Issues that would need to be addressed in forming a European Think Tank for Co-ops would be:


Overlap with activities of sectoral federal bodies at the European level


Developing independence, but ensuring sufficient linkage to ensure consistency and coherence of activities with other co-op institutions at European level.  Thus developing a good board would be very important.  And developing some liaison processes over policy messages being communicated.

Whether such a function should be in-house (of Co-ops Europe) or a separate institution is a key decision at this stage; but one option may be to create that function in-house, and after a few years spin it off, once sufficient expertise and understanding has been developed..

4. Conclusions: Reflections on Think Tanks for Co-ops
This paper has adopted a number of perspectives (knowledge management, action-learning, institutional theory) to develop a new framework for understanding how researchers play multiple roles in constructing different kinds of knowledge in conjunction with practitioners and other stakeholders.  It has argued that it is important to consider the institutional context for any new knowledge creating institution like a think tank.  The case for improving both the infrastructure for these potential partners in knowledge creation has been strongly argued.  And the issues that need to be addressed if a Think Tank for Co-ops is established.  Nonetheless the case for developing such a function at the European level seems well-founded.
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� “Multidisciplinarity is characterised by the autonomy of the various disciplines and does not lead to changes in the existing disciplinary and theoretical structures. Interdisciplinarity is characterised by the explicit formulation of a uniform, discipline transcending terminology or a common methodology. The form scientific co-operation takes consists in working on different themes, but within a common framework that is shared by the disciplines involved. Transdisciplinarity arises only if research is based upon a common theoretical understanding and must be accompanied by a mutual inter-penetration of disciplinary epistemologies.” (Gibbon et al, 1994).


� Heterarchical means varied structures (vertical and horizontal) which might include vertical hierarchies





