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INTERFACE

Exchange between researchers and practitioners in urban planning: 
achievable objective or a bridge too far?

Joe Hurleya , Christian Wilhelm Lamkerb and Elizabeth Jean Taylora 

acentre for Urban research, rMiT University, Melbourne, australia; bSchool of Spatial Planning, TU Dortmund University, 
Dortmund, germany

Introduction

The relationship between research and practitioner endeavour is not easy and straightforward – it needs 
deliberative attention from both researchers and practitioners to thrive. There are a range of barriers in 
research and practitioner contexts to effective exchange and knowledge transfer. Some are general to 
broader social policy spheres, and others are more particularly associated with urban planning (Krizek, 
Forsyth, & Slotterback, 2009). Exchange between planning researchers and practitioners is essential 
to the development of both disciplinary knowledge and professional practice. But how effective and 
successful can it be? What can or should be achieved and how? Planning practice benefits from new 
perspectives and a new understanding of problems and potential solutions that flow from rigorous 
research. However, this should not be conflated with a “linear and utilitarian view of research” (Davoudi, 
2006, p. 14). As with practice benefiting from research knowledge and evidence, research benefits from 
being informed by practice problems and practical knowledge, leading to broader issues of knowledge 
production in both spheres.

Many barriers to exchange and knowledge transfer would appear to be ubiquitous across jurisdic-
tions, such as the basic tension between the scholarly aspirations of research work and the context 
specific drivers of practice (Durning, 2004; Davoudi, 2006); or the access barriers to scholarly publica-
tions, both in terms of their fee-for-service nature and the extended, dense, and often perceived ‘elitist’ 
language (Taylor & Hurley, 2015). However, there are also differences between jurisdictions, perhaps 
connected to differences in planning systems and professional cultures; or the result of locational 
specific efforts to bridge the research-practitioner divide.

This Interface examines the issue of research-practitioner exchange in planning. We look at the issue 
of knowledge exchange by focusing on three challenges: access, use and collaboration. While not a 
strict linear hierarchy, these three challenges are interrelated and follow a roughly escalating order. This 
Interface then asks a range of researchers and practitioners to reflect on the value of research-practice 
exchange, drawing on their own experiences, which together provide a rich picture of current problems 
and challenges, while also highlighting successes and new ideas. We build on previous Interface issues 
looking at the theory-practice divide (MacDonald et al., 2014) and questions of reflection and interac-
tion with planning practice (Balducci & Bertolini, 2007), providing a view from multiple jurisdictions, 
and focusing on a combination of researcher and practitioner voices.
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The contributions to this Interface article bring together different ideas and experiences of researcher- 
practitioner exchange from both academia and practice, across different jurisdictions, responding 
to the following provocative question: is the quality exchange between practitioners and researchers in 
urban planning an achievable objective or a bridge too far?

The idea for this Interface article emerged from some months spent on sabbatical in 2015 at RMIT 
University by one of the authors, Christian Lamker of TU Dortmund. Through some shared experience 
of seminars, reading groups, and day-to-day conversations, we realised a common interest in the 
barriers to translating planning research into practice (and vice versa). Christian had been involved in 
a research project on this topic in Germany (“Mind the Gap”), and had come across a paper Elizabeth 
and Joe published on barriers to researcher-practitioner exchange in Australia (Taylor & Hurley, 2015) 
that, through its title “Not a Lot of People Read the Stuff”, has had the ironic privilege of being proven 
slightly wrong by each person who reads it. Some of the contributions to this Interface highlight the 
value of time and routine in being exposed to new research and ideas. It was partly through these kinds 
of practical opportunities that we came to discuss the similarities and differences across German and 
Australian planning practice, and to develop the idea of collecting a range of views and experiences 
of the research-practice interface in planning. We were interested in exploring barriers, but also in 
highlighting successes, and in looking at perspectives from different jurisdictions and contexts.

In this introductory piece, we establish the themes of access, use and collaboration, drawing on 
two independent but related research projects – one in Germany and one in Australia. Following this 
are six contributions from researchers and practitioners from Australia, Europe and North America.

In the first contribution, Dominic Stead synthesises a range of research in order to reflect on what 
is known of the who, what, where, when and how of exchange between practitioners and research. 
In doing so he argues against simplifying practice and research into two homogeneous and separate 
fields. Instead he examines the dynamics of exchange across borders and through specific institutions 
and knowledge brokers. In the second contribution, Meike Hellmich and Linda Lange share their story 
of a joint research/practitioner investigation of exchange in German regional planning. They show that 
while barriers exist to access, use and collaboration in the German planning context, they can be, and 
often are, jointly addressed. The practical value of time and collaboration is highlighted. In the third 
contribution, Helen Rowe shares her experience of professional practice in Australia, across government 
and private contexts, providing insightful perspectives on the realities of the use of research in practice. 
She includes examples of practices to facilitate use and collaboration, focusing on communication 
between research and practice and on the importance of workplace cultures. In the fourth contribution, 
Sonja Beeck provides a case study from practice in Germany, focusing on innovative communication 
practice to overcome barriers to collaboration. She argues that using new vehicles for communication, 
in this case art, helps to challenge practitioner and researcher practice norms and can lead to better 
outcomes. In the fifth contribution, Peter Phibbs elaborates on the challenges posed by the political 
and bureaucratic context in which planners operate. Using examples, he highlights the political bar-
riers to research use and collaboration, but also strategies to overcome such barriers and the selected 
circumstances in which it is worthwhile to put in such effort. He argues for example that researchers 
benefit from better understanding of policy and political processes. The final contribution from Ann 
Forsyth provides an in depth examination of how researchers and practitioners perceive their roles 
with respect to ‘research’; and the norms and practices of ‘doing research’ in both communities. Often, 
she notes, ‘research’ means quite different things in different contexts. Drawing on her own thought 
processes in practice and research settings, she highlights the challenges of using and collaborating 
on research stemming from two often different conceptions and applications of ‘research’.
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To conclude the Interface, we reflect on the overall implications of the discussion, considering 
the role of international exchange on these issues around the themes of research access, use, and 
collaboration.

Seeking an international perspective on exchange

Examining two studies, one in Germany and one in Australia, provides the opportunity for a broader 
perspective on researcher-practitioner exchange. Such dialogues across jurisdictions are rare given 
differences between policy frameworks, practice cultures and institutional structures. Indeed, at the 
practitioner level the difficulty of deriving localised implications from other jurisdictions is identified as 
a barrier in itself. The collaborative assessment of both studies offered here seeks to diminish the impact 
of these barriers and to provide a think piece for the subsequent contributions of both researchers 
and practitioners. It should be noted that the two studies, while related, were not integrated and that 
this is not a strict comparative study. The two studies were conducted using different methodologies, 
addressed different aspects of planning practice, and were partly grounded in their national contexts. 
Nonetheless, valuable insights emerge on differences and similarities in the challenge of knowledge 
exchange in urban planning across different jurisdictions. We argue that it is increasingly important not 
only to see research as international and globally connected, but also to look at the local connections 
between research and practice from an international perspective.

The purpose of the Australian study was to understand existing knowledge transfer practices and 
services; and to identify barriers to researcher-practitioner exchange. There were three elements to 
the research: a desktop review of existing opportunities for information exchange in the planning 
sector and of examples of information exchange from related sectors; semi-structured interviews with 
14 planning professionals and academics; and a focus group conducted with 7 planning profession-
als. Regarding planning in Germany, we draw on research from the working group “Mind the Gap 
– Cooperations and Self-Images in Spatial Planning”, appointed by the German Academy for Spatial 
Research and Planning (ARL) in 2013 and running until 2016. As part of that research a survey of 
practitioners working in public planning at the regional level was conducted between January and 
March 2015, with 59 completed responses. The survey reveals ideas of practitioners about the role of 
research evidence and knowledge as well as providing an indication of the current state of the interface 
between research and practice.

Challenge I: Access

The first of the three challenges we address is access. Based on our sample from the Australian study, 
urban planning practitioners rarely engage with applied urban research outputs. This is despite prac-
titioners identifying research as an important factor in good practice, policy and professional develop-
ment. The Australian evidence suggests that a critical challenge for knowledge exchange is access to 
research knowledge in ways that meet the needs and constraints of planning practitioners (cf. Head, 
2015, p. 7; Taylor & Hurley, 2015). Fundamental to this is the way research is published and made avail-
able. Much of the research base that could inform and improve practice is locked behind fee-for-access 
paywalls and rarely accessed by professionals. This is driven in part by institutional settings that reward 
critical theoretical scholarship published in high-ranking international journals. It should be noted that 
while the current emphasis in Australia is on traditional academic output, this is likely to shift in future 
to encompass broader notions of ‘impact’.
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Research is also often written in ways that make distilling practical and localised implications difficult 
or time-consuming. As one practitioner in Australia stated: 

It is difficult to decipher and figure out what academics are talking about even in terms of language. 
Especially in planning, we’re so used to the language of glossy dumbed down magazines for the general 
public.

Being time poor, practitioners indicated that they preferred succinct and targeted information useful 
to the practice landscape. It was evident that some lacked the skillset to understand and respond to 
research contributions; and/or had different understandings about what research is and can contribute 
to. It was also clear from responses that there is a significant level of scepticism of research amongst 
professionals, with researchers often characterised within the profession as “problematic nay-sayers”; 
while research was cast as too “up in the sky” and “irrelevant to what practitioners do”. Researchers, on 
the other hand, lacked the drivers to invest time in communicating findings to professional audiences 
in an effective manner; and often lack the required communication skills to disseminate their work in 
a professional context.

Evidence from Germany suggests access to research knowledge is less of an issue, with practitioners 
making use of a variety of different sources of research evidence. Overall, the German case suggests 
that a majority of German planning practitioners make use of research knowledge, access it regularly 
or engage actively in networks, research contacts and research projects. This is surprising given the 
limited amount of time available and the high number of pressures planners are exposed to in their 
daily work – common to both Australia and Germany.

Challenge II: Use

While the issue of access appears problematic, more so in Australia than in Germany, the issue of how 
research knowledge and evidence is used is more critical to effective knowledge transfer. In Australia, 
respondents identified two forms of engagement with research that could be useful for practitioners. 
One concerns being kept up to date with debates on an ongoing basis. The other concerns practi-
tioners starting with a particular issue or problem, often the more ‘left field’ or ‘cutting edge’ ques-
tions, and wanting to find material to inform their work. For the former, respondents highlighted 
the importance of succinct summaries of topics (potentially emailed to membership lists) with links 
through to a substantive database of research. Quality and credibility is important in this role. For the 
latter, respondents raised the issue of ‘knowing where to look’ to find accessible and relevant material 
to inform their work. In both cases the view from Australian practitioners was that clear avenues for 
knowledge transfer were missing.

In the Australian context, rather than using relevant urban research, practitioners were more likely 
to seek input from other sources dominated by professional publications; professional networks; and 
popular media. A number of respondents suggested there is a culture of “accepted knowledge” and 
not of staying abreast of new developments in knowledge and practice. Decisions, therefore, seem 
more typically based on experience and general views on “what seems to work”, rather than on research 
(Krizek et al., 2009).

The political context of decision-making was another key limitation on the use of research knowl-
edge and evidence in the Australian study. Respondents stressed that the political context of their 
work diminished the perceived role for research outputs. In this context the views of their councillor, 
minister, client or community drive their work, not an engagement with the latest evidence base. As 
one respondent stated somewhat sardonically: “As a planner, my client is my councillors. I have a brand 
new market every 3 years”.
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The German survey, by contrast, revealed that a lot of practitioners do read and engage with research 
outputs, though the challenge of making effective use of research in practice still remains. However, 
practitioners feel poorly supported to engage with research and to connect it to their daily work. Two 
commonly named barriers were resources (both time and money) and political pressures. German 
planners engage with research and want to work together with researchers, but lack resources and 
face political pressures that often lead effort and resources away from an engagement with research.

Challenge III: Collaboration

While access to and use of research presents many challenges, a genuine bridging of research and 
practice requires collaboration between researchers and practitioners. For Australia, our research reveals 
a lack of resources to aid interaction between researchers and practitioners. While there are published 
examples of researcher/practitioner collaboration (e.g. Woodcock 2016), respondents suggested this 
was rare and dependent on strong individual relationships. They highlighted the lack of forums for 
bringing together practitioners with researchers around topics of interest to both. There was support 
stated for improved exchange resources (such as designated conferences and/or web portals) to pro-
vide a better basis for this, allowing research to be disseminated, but also as a basis for practitioner 
input into research agendas and perhaps the beginnings of co-designed research endeavours.

In contrast to the Australian case, the German survey reveals considerable collaboration between 
research and practice in planning. The most important collaborative efforts are the engagement in 
research projects, conferences and personal contacts. Only 27 % of practitioner respondents had not 
been active in research projects in recent years. On the other hand, the interface between research 
and planning has significant issues that need addressing. Qualitative responses highlighted broad 
issues of collaboration between research and practice (e. g. different working cultures) and the use 
of research knowledge (e. g. idealistic view of research vs. constraints in practice), whereas few were 
concerned with specific topics.

The challenge of exchange is further complicated by ongoing evolution of both the practice and 
research knowledge base; and by changing institutional contexts and limitations. For effective exchange 
there is a need for adequate vehicles to organise research-practice collaboration over a longer times-
cale and covering a variety of smaller and larger topics in practice. Intermediate bodies are helpful 
in connecting individual researchers and different universities to practitioners and their networks. 
These networks could be organised by professional bodies, research institutes or government bodies. 
Establishing such bodies does not guarantee any better outcome, but it increases the likelihood of 
interaction and reduces the risk of oversimplification by researchers, when even their own research is 
already a simplification of a complex environment. It can be seen as a way to connect the ‘two tribes’ 
(Durning, 2004) of researchers and practitioners to one community of practice – even when facing 
different standards and different success criteria.

Learning and building bridges through international exchange? 

The discussion on the exchange between research and practice as a problem or challenge is neither new 
nor confined to urban planning. However, there are dimensions that may be particular to the profession; 
and also variation across jurisdictions. Consideration of these variations through international exchange 
and comparison has the potential to reveal lessons for more effective research practitioner relations.

Even from a very broad comparison across different contexts, planning and research environments, it 
becomes clear that there is a common challenge: how can planning research support planning practice 
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to get to better informed processes and decisions? We have to acknowledge that research is first and 
foremost about developing new ideas and that autonomy and self-regulation are long-established 
important values – that practical use is not a major criterion for evaluating research. Additionally, 
planning research has to keep up with both, (planning) theories and planning practice, enlarging the 
discussion to very broad questions of theory-practice differences (e. g. Balducci & Bertolini, 2007). The 
German survey suggests that practitioners have a certain understanding of planning theories, but one 
that is closer connected to their work and to their needs. In any case, large parts of planning research 
have a vested interest in a strong connection to planning practice and in changing what is done there.

Both the German and Australian examples discussed here reveal ‘gaps’ in researcher-practitioner 
exchange that can and should be addressed. Learning from differing international contexts can help 
understanding national contexts and inform potential solutions. We propose to engage in an open 
discussion about new ways of supporting access, increasing use and fostering ongoing collaboration. 
Our aim is to open up the debate on issues of exchange, learning from different actors and jurisdictions, 
and from stories of success and failure and reasons for engagement and disengagement in issues of 
exchange along our three frames of access, use and collaboration.
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The use of academic research in planning practice: who, what, where, 
when and how?

Dominic Stead 

Faculty of architecture and the Built environment, Delft University of Technology, Delft, the netherlands

Introduction 

The use of academic evidence in policy-making is certainly not a new issue – it has been a subject of 
enquiry for at least several decades. More recent is a trend of greater involvement of policy users in 
academic research, often based on underlying ideas that this will raise the quality of research, increase 
the influence of research on policy-making and/or improve the effectiveness of policy-making. Indeed, 
involving policy users in academic research to promote the co-creation of knowledge is an increasingly 
encountered requirement of research funding agencies across the world. This requirement not only 
places new demands and expectations on academics and policy-making professionals in the research 
process, it also adds to the importance of understanding the utilisation of academic research in practice. 
This contribution contends that the uptake of research evidence in planning practice is contingent on a 
wide variety of factors including the type of user and knowledge producer, the nature and origin of the 
evidence, the policy-making context and the user’s fundamental rationale for using research evidence. 
In other words, the use of academic research in planning practice needs to be closely considered in 
relation to questions about who (in planning practice) uses academic research, what sort of academic 
evidence is used, where it is used, when and how.

Who uses academic evidence?

In 1979, social psychologist Nathan Caplan described the academic and policy-making domains as ‘two 
communities’ with different values, reward systems and languages, living in separate worlds with limited 
channels of communication between them (Caplan, 1979). Although by no means universally accepted, 
the ‘two communities’ metaphor has been employed by various authors who wish to highlight a strong 
divide between academics and policy-makers which creates barriers to interaction between the two 
groups. In the planning literature, Durning (2004) invokes the ‘two communities’ metaphor (referring 
to ‘two tribes’) in an exploration of the extent to which academics and practitioners form two separate 
groups or a single community of practice.

While ‘two communities’ is a convenient distinction that can be made when considering the use of 
academic evidence in policy-making, it can also lead to an oversimplification. In part, this is because 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2014.886801
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08111146.2014.994741


454  INTERFACE454  INTERFACE

the policy-making community is usually understood to include both politicians and bureaucrats, where 
both groups of actors follow different rules, motivations, and organizational structures. More impor-
tantly, however, is the fact that neither academics nor policy-makers are homogenous groups (even 
when a distinction is made between politicians and bureaucrats in the policy-making group). Instead 
of operating within two communities, the relationship between academia and policy occurs along 
a spectrum of interaction where some groups of policy officials engage more closely with academic 
research than others (Newman et al., 2016) and some groups of academics engage more closely with 
policy-making than others (Head, 2015). A consequence of the heterogeneity of the policy-making 
and academic communities is that different understandings and interpretations about the merit and 
applicability of academic research to professional work are evident (Newman, 2014).

What sort of academic evidence is used?

Research by Wolman and Page (2002) illustrates the extent to which local government officials involved 
in urban regeneration in the UK consider different types of information sources (both academic and 
non-academic) to be useful for their work, and the relative frequency with which they use these 
sources in their professional activities. Perceptions among these policy officials about the importance 
of  different information sources bear close similarities to research into the use of academic evidence by 
civil servants in Australia (Head et al., 2014), Australian planners (Taylor & Hurley, 2015) and city planners 
in Europe (Stead, 2013). Unsurprisingly, opinions about the usefulness of different information sources 
often closely match the reported frequency of their use: information sources that are considered to be 
more important are often used more frequently. According to Wolman and Page (2002), information 
sources considered to be the most useful and frequently used among practitioners include government 
publications, conversations with officials, good-practice guides and practitioner journals. Meanwhile, 
information sources that typically involve exchanges between practitioners and academics (e.g.  seminar 
presentations or conversations with researchers) are considered less useful (and less frequently used). 
One conclusion from these findings is that the information sources considered to be the most useful, 
and most frequently used, do not necessarily involve interactions between practitioners and academics. 
Clearly, information sources such as government publications, good-practice guides and practitioner 
journals can and do sometimes have inputs from academics and/or make use of academic research 
but this is certainly not always or necessarily the case.

From where is academic evidence used?

Policy officials in local governments often prefer to draw policy lessons from within their own region or 
country (Wolman & Page, 2002) whereas officials in national governments will often search more widely 
(i.e. internationally) for policy lessons than their local counterparts since there are by definition fewer 
relevant examples at the national level on which to draw. As a consequence, policy-makers who have 
an interest in using academic research often have a predisposition towards evidence prepared by ‘local’ 
researchers and/or with a focus that is close to home. The perceived relevance of academic evidence 
among practitioners (and academics too) is also dependent on the reputation of the researcher or 
research team producing the evidence and/or the organisation commissioning or funding the research.

Evidence or examples from abroad are sometimes of interest to policy-makers but less often than 
national sources of information. According to Wolman and Page (2002), local policy-makers in the UK 
generally consider international examples to have only a small effect on planning policies and practices 
at the very most (and many policy-makers consider international examples to have no effect on planning 
policies and practices). The perceived relevance of any foreign evidence is strongly linked to its place of 
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origin and the extent to which it is considered to be comparable in a political, economic and/or cultural 
sense. While near neighbours are often considered to be more suitable for policy comparison and learn-
ing, more distant comparators may sometimes also be of interest to policy-makers. Clearly, policy-makers’ 
choices about the applicability and suitability of international examples as sources of policy lessons are 
subject to bounded rationality in various ways, from the cities or countries considered similar enough to 
merit study to the types of policy instruments considered feasible for deployment (e.g. Pojani & Stead, 
2014). According to these sorts of choices, certain knowledge becomes the accepted ‘evidence base’ while 
other forms of knowledge become marginalized or rendered invisible in the policy arena (Porter, 2015).

When is academic evidence used?

Practitioners are more likely to commission new research and/or pay more attention to research find-
ings when they face specific situations, such as changes in political power, policy crisis or failure, or 
changes in public opinion about certain issues. These situations help to explain why there may be more 
interest in academic research among practitioners at certain times than at others. The lack of in-house 
expertise in a particular policy issue can be another reason for a heightened interest in policy learning 
and an increased readiness among policy-makers to engage with academics.

Closer collaboration between academic researchers and policy-makers or practitioners in the formula-
tion and execution of research projects often results in research that is used in policy or practice (e.g. Nutley 
et al., 2007). However, closer collaboration alone is insufficient to ensure that academic research has an 
impact on policy or practice. There needs to be a willingness among researchers and policy-makers to work 
together and some clear benefits for both parties to engage with each other – simply forcing collaboration 
to happen is unlikely to have positive outcomes. The extent and form of dissemination and interaction 
activities between academic researchers and end-users can also have a major bearing on research utilisation 
(Cherney et al., 2015). Ultimately, the supply of academic research greatly exceeds demand among policy 
makers, and only a small proportion of research ever finds its way into practice. Because of the profligacy 
of academic information, research outputs or activities which offer (or claim) to summarise this knowledge 
will often attract more attention among policy-makers than other types of evidence.

How is academic evidence used?

When considering the use of research in policy-making, a distinction is often made between conceptual, 
instrumental, symbolic and political uses of research (Nutley et al., 2007). Conceptual impact refers to 
research used to change understanding about an issue or choice; instrumental use of research is con-
cerned with direct impacts on policy or practice; symbolic use refers to the tactical use of research to delay 
action; and political use refers to the use of research to legitimise or justify a pre-existing position (ibid.).

Policy is influenced as much by values, ideologies and contextual circumstances as by research evi-
dence. Moreover, true ‘objective’ evidence does not exist because facts are value-laden and highly con-
text-dependent, leading some to suggest that political uses of research in policy-making are  dominant 
(e.g. Kay, 2011) and that policy makers do not use academic research in an instrumental sense very 
often, if at all (e.g. Landry et al., 2003). However, others suggest that practitioners employ academic 
research for conceptual, instrumental, symbolic and political reasons (e.g. Head et al., 2014).

Conclusions

For some, the main barriers to improving policy outcomes are related to the transmission of information 
from the knowledge ‘producers’ in academia to the knowledge ‘consumers’ in government, and the 
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proper interpretation and absorption of the information by these knowledge consumers (e.g. Landry 
et al., 2001). Specialists who operate as ‘knowledge brokers’ or ‘boundary spanners’ may provide one 
way of bridging research and practice by helping to demonstrate the utility of academic research for 
policy-makers. In urban planning, various organisations currently provide information brokerage ser-
vices, drawing on dedicated resources and staff. Meanwhile, consultancies specialising in synthesising 
and tailoring academic knowledge are increasingly being hired by local governments as ‘knowledge 
brokers’ to provide an overview of evidence.

Clearly, the underuse of academic evidence in policy-making cannot be solely addressed by increas-
ing communication and information flows between policy makers and academics. Other mechanisms 
are also necessary. Both formal and informal processes of interaction between researchers and pol-
icy makers are extremely important in supporting the use of academic research in policy-making. 
Ultimately, however, it has to be recognised that academic research is generally not the most influen-
tial factor in decision-making. Issues of budgetary constraints, public and political acceptability and 
expediency usually take precedence.
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Bridging research and practice through collaboration: lessons from a 
joint working group
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In 2013, a joint practice-research working group “Mind the Gap! – Cooperations and Self-Images in 
Spatial Planning” was appointed by the German Academy for Spatial Research and Planning (ARL). Its 
aim was to embark upon a three-year collaborative journey of planning researchers and practitioners 
to investigate the gap between theory, research and practice in spatial planning in Germany and 
central Europe. Planning theory, in this context, is viewed as an academic field of knowledge which is 
abstracted from planning practice. Planning practice is conceived as actions made by people working 
in public planning and planning consultancies on topics of spatial development. Research (or science 
in general) is considered as a bridging tool between theory and practice, operating with planning the-
ories while addressing issues of practical importance. The working group process itself and an online 
survey of German regional planners offer insights into opportunities and challenges for an enhanced 
collaboration between planning researchers and practitioners.

Simply convening the working group alone presented challenges, given the barriers between 
research and practice, namely time pressures and ongoing personal commitment. During the past 
three years of collaboration, all members of the working group have themselves gone through a 
process of self-reflection. This process has been fostered by the direct, intensive and honest dialogue 
between practitioners and researchers outside of their regular working environments. They reflected 
on, changed or confirmed their own understanding of spatial planning, including their positions on 
research, theories and practices. This short contribution will reflect on these fruitful ‘gap experiences’ 
when researchers and practitioners work together to address common challenges.

The more the group started to define the gap, the greater its size was revealed. It became evident 
that both, the high complexity of spatial planning practices and their inherent interdisciplinarity, 
as well as the large number of different research outputs available, defy any attempt to define only 
one gap between planning research and planning practice. Rather the discussion evolved to talking 
about the many relations between planning research and planning practice. For example, planning 
theories can be generated by both fields – by research as well as by practice. They can be more or 
less comprehensive, can be conscious or unconscious, written down by researchers or subtly hidden 
in practitioner’s work.

Informed by these rich collaborative discussions on the relationships between research and  practice, 
the group developed an online survey and asked practitioners working in public planning at the 
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regional scale between January and March 2015 for their views. The objectives of the study were 
to represent the current state of planning practice in Germany at the regional scale; to gather more 
information about the practitioners’ understanding of planning theories; and to examine the current 
interface between practice and research. The survey received 59 complete replies, corresponding to 
a response rate of 38%. The following four topic areas were addressed in the survey:

•  planning processes;
•  planning actions;
•  exchange between planning practice and planning research; and
•  planning theory and planning practice.

The survey revealed that there are many different challenges for researcher and practitioner collab-
oration. It showed that formal planning activities build the main part of the usual daily work of German 
planners. Evaluating, arguing and coordinating seem to be the next most important parts of practice. 
With regard to the relation between research and practice the survey showed that the most common 
ways to access scientific outputs are via specialised websites (60% regularly or occasionally), expert 
conferences and also professional journals (both 50%). Academic books and research reports are rarely 
used. Therefore, practitioners do read research evidence, but the shorter and more accessible, the better. 
Further, 68% of respondents had actually participated in research projects. However, the majority clas-
sified the relevance of research in supporting their daily work within the domains of planning methods, 
instruments and contents, as ‘rather low’. As one respondent stated: “Practice in regional planning and 
questions from the field of research often diverge widely” (translated by the authors). It is interesting to 
note that, nonetheless, collaboration is considered to be important. Despite these reservations there 
is clear motivation for research collaboration and even a momentum for discussing planning theories 
amongst practitioners. Through such engagement practitioners see ideas and stimuli for their practical 
daily work. They also value research for supporting and legitimising their work.

Overall, the working group efforts have confirmed that practitioners and researchers collaborate 
and exchange their knowledge in diverse and even surprising ways. There is enough evidence to state 
that certain conditions have to be met for a more fruitful exchange – beginning with the availability of 
resources like time and adequate funding in both fields. Access for practitioners to research platforms 
and results is one key factor for building and strengthening relations (cf. Taylor & Hurley, 2015), but 
efforts need to go further. Another prerequisite for improving collaboration is to make sure that the 
relevance for practice is made clear. However, regardless of relevance, local political content can stifle 
collaboration. As one practitioner stated: “more research support for my work would be useful, but 
can often not be implemented in practice because of political interests” (translated by the authors).

An important precondition for gaining mutual benefits from the exchange between research and 
practice is an acceptance and understanding of the differing operating rules and logics of both worlds. 
It is necessary for planning practice and planning research to accept the aims and interests of each 
other’s working environments and to realise that it is not always possible to get a recognisable ben-
efit from collaboration. Practitioners affirmed a separate role for planning theories from the practical 
application in their daily work – though they are, variously, both, sceptical about the way theories work 
and in some cases eager to work closer with them. In this case, research and practice are separated 
from each other and legitimately exist on their own. Research and practice can be both, two tribes 
and a joint community of practice depending on circumstances (cf. Durning, 2004). Some gaps have 
to be accepted and cannot and should not be bridged. But if there are common interests and common 
ground is laid, collaborations can be successful and be enriching for researchers and practitioners.
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To foster and maintain an acceptance and understanding of each other’s worlds a regular and trust-
worthy exchange between research and practice is necessary. Collaboration can increase the chance 
of several benefits for both, but it is not a guarantee. It cannot be taken for granted, but requires active 
support – both from researchers and practitioners. It needs significant effort to gain a joint understand-
ing, mutual conventions and a certain amount of trust. Collaborations that step out of the usual working 
environments and routines are especially valuable, but difficult to establish. Institutions like the ARL 
in Germany play an important role in fostering mutual understanding, leading to greater access to, 
use of, and collaboration on research. Bodies like the ARL can also act as knowledge brokers between 
researchers and practitioners. Joint research-practice groups are examples of first bridge pillars, but 
to build a whole bridge demands further effort and support. Such efforts could then become more 
regular and accepted items in working schedules of researchers and practitioners.
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Getting the relationship between researchers and practitioners 
working

Helen Rowe

coDesign Studio, Melbourne, Victoria, australia

Over my career I’ve had the good fortune to experience a broad spectrum of work in the areas of 
transport, land use planning and urban design; working across policy, legislation program delivery, 
government, consulting, research and social enterprise. I’ve seen research used (and not used) in 
many contexts and experienced a range of attitudes towards engaging with research. Drawing on this 
experience, I will describe some challenges of connecting research with practice in different practice 
sectors. In reflecting on these experiences I provide some suggestions for getting the relationship 
between research and practice working better.

The nexus between research and practice has long been a pet interest of mine. How we as  planning 
professionals are conceptualising and re-conceptualising problems and the impact this has on the 
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solutions we consider, as well as how we draw new information to drive innovation, are issues of 
importance to me. My interest has also been driven in part by frustration. Research outputs often do 
not align well with problems facing practitioners. In addition, practitioners often do not have time 
to keep up with research and new thinking. Many practitioners feel they cannot engage frankly with 
researchers to talk through issues they are facing in the field. Such frank engagement seems critical 
for research to be well targeted.

Reflections on current challenges and barriers

Based on my experience, it seems that the way research is drawn on is a product of the environment in 
which it is being used. Focusing primarily on the government environment, there are three key  factors 
hindering connections between practice and research: time and capacity pressures on the public 
service; perceptions of usefulness of research outputs; and open conversations about the problems 
practitioners are facing.

I’ve been lucky to work with many smart, passionate people in government, who are genuinely 
interested in new ideas and strategic thinking. However, using research in systemic and strategic ways to 
drive new policy is not easy, with research commonly drawn on in more ad hoc ways. The main reasons 
relate to the pressures of limited staff time and capacity to pursue new information, combined with 
the need to get information quickly to solve immediate issues. These time pressures flow through to 
the types of research drawn on and formats used. Often, quite tailored and easy to absorb research 
is most useful, with project teams seeking information that is quick to access or from nimble sources. 
A typical approach, given time and capacity constraints, is to engage consultants to provide advice 
or perhaps undertake a literature review, to help address problems in a timely way. While the need to 
respond to problems in a timely manner is understandable, discussions about the longer term and 
broader research agendas to support strategic directions are less common in this environment. Perhaps 
this can be viewed as a symptom of a broader trend of immediate issues and projects crowding out 
strategic planning in highly political operating environments.

Being time-poor also limits the ability of public servants to actively seek out new information. 
Practitioners rarely have spare time to read reports or research, particularly journal articles which are 
viewed as hard to take in and apply. Instead, there is an appetite for easily absorbed and opportunis-
tic ways to get information. I’ve heard many public servants say they prefer summary documents or 
PowerPoint presentations that highlight key points and actions from research that can be immediately 
acted upon. Popular sources of information are reports from major respected bodies. In Australia good 
examples are the Productivity Commission or Grattan Institute, which have done the hard work of dis-
tilling relevant information about the challenges and provide clear recommendations. Presentations 
from visiting experts, attending conferences and team members who are studying, seem to be the 
other ways that new ideas are introduced to practice. It is great that this happens, however the way new 
ideas are incorporated into practice again appears ad hoc rather than systematic. Constant  restructures 
in the public service do not aid matters here. With policy and planning areas in constant churn, it is 
difficult to imagine the environment is conducive to frank and fearless leadership on new ideas.

There are, of course, exceptions to this time pressured use of research with examples of public 
servants playing a strategic long-game by seeking out big ideas and looking for opportunities to 
implement them. Work on the Transport Integration Act in Victoria, Australia jumps to mind here as an 
example. The work demonstrated thought leadership by engaging with research on leading thinking 
and best practice in strategic transport policy. Such examples give confidence that strategic work can 
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be done, however they seem the exception rather than the rule and there is a need for more leaders 
who collect the ideas and create opportunities for change.

In addition to time and capacity pressures, another issue is practitioner perceptions of research 
and the usefulness of research outputs, in terms of the nature, subject matter and format of research. 
Colleagues and friends working in the field have mentioned a number of frustrations. Research topics 
are not useful to them in that they do not address current issues. Even when topics are useful, they are 
too theoretical in how they are discussed or not related back to the local context. When practitioners are 
approached to be involved in research, the resulting outputs can be highly critical of current practice 
but without clear recommendations on how to improve, making them hesitant to be involved again. 
If the research is seen to be hindering rather than helping, this puts further barriers between practice 
and research. Achieving a balance between researchers as critical friends and providing research to 
help practitioners that are trying to change entrenched practice or political norms is a challenge here.

Barriers between research and practice also relate to the lack of open conversations between 
researchers and practitioners. A lack of open dialogue from practitioners about the issues they are 
facing can limit the ability of researchers to target their research efforts effectively. The public service 
however appears constrained from expressing openly and in detail the challenges being faced. This 
partly relates to a sense that some decisions and thinking are confidential as well as apprehension 
about talking about big issues and strategic directions due to perceived or real risks of reprisals in 
the media or politically. Constraints that stifle open discussion not only limit well targeted research 
but also feed the circle of increasing critical commentary from researchers. Such criticism may in turn 
decrease the likelihood of practitioners engaging in open conversations. Breaking this cycle does not 
seem insurmountable; but it would take work and a desire to see it change.

Better ways to connect research and practice 

Some simple ideas to overcome these challenges are available for those keen to pursue them. Firstly, 
there are organisations and programs seeking to bridge the gap between research and practice, and 
to help practitioners test new thinking. In recent years, I’ve worked with CoDesign Studio, a social 
enterprise consulting firm in Melbourne that is inspired by new methods for city making and which 
tests and prototypes ideas as a way to innovate. An inherently nimble and experimental organisation, 
we seek out new ideas from both research and practice, and have limited or no barriers to putting 
these ideas into practice. When we partner with government on projects, this provides a way to bring 
new thinking and research into their practice. Another example of this is Loci Melbourne, a non-profit 
organisation I’m involved with which explicitly seeks to connect new urban planning knowledge with 
practitioners. It would be refreshing to see these creative and experimental approaches encouraged 
within government itself as well as through these partnering arrangements. Fostering environments 
which allow practitioners to test out new ideas, perhaps on a small scale to start with where it is ok to 
fail, seems like a great way to increase appetites for new ideas.

Secondly, creative ways to improve the exchange of information between researchers and practi-
tioners are needed. While these don’t have to be complicated, they do rely on people getting actively 
involved. I’ve tried a few, perhaps unorthodox, approaches here and continue the search for good 
ideas. When in government, I started a ‘brussels sprouts book group’ to help practitioners keep up 
with new ideas. One afternoon a month we would divide and conquer the reports and publications 
that we viewed as being good for us to read, but challenging to get through - like brussels sprouts. 
Providing each other with a summary of the key points made sharing the workload of keeping up 
with the overwhelming amount of reading material a bit more achievable. Creating opportunities for 



462  INTERFACE462  INTERFACE

more informal discussions between researchers and practitioner is also needed. A refreshing example 
of this working successfully was a transport ‘un-conference’ held in Melbourne where researcher and 
practitioners could talk more informally. A conversation with friends working in transport inspired 
me to set up a social media discussion group, with occasional face-to-face gatherings, called ‘Gunzels 
and Roses’ to encourage transport planners and researchers to share ideas and talk about common 
challenges. Another very popular social media forum in Melbourne is ‘Urban Happiness’, a hub for 
students, researchers and practitioners to exchange a wide range of urban ideas and articles. Finally, 
in Australia the Australian Research Council (ARC) Linkage Projects and the conversations that go into 
creating them, offer a positive way to build common ground between researchers and practitioners.

It is sometimes hard to believe that the connection between research and practice in urban planning 
should encounter so many barriers when both need to support one another to create better cities. 
In reflecting on the last decade or so of work, I have seen many barriers, but I’m still hopeful that an 
exchange between practitioners and researchers can work effectively. Like all strong relationships, 
however, it is going to take some effort to make it work.

Notes on contributor
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Art and urban planning: stimulating researcher, practitioner and 
community engagement

Sonja Beeck

chezweitz, Berlin, germany

Cities are very difficult to describe in fixed or linear models. They are, in the language of systems the-
ory, ‘complex systems’. Complexity, according to Rittel and Webber (1973), can entail two problematic 
fields; the so-called ‘tame problems’, meaning all that can be calculated by processing data or hard 
facts, and the so-called ‘wicked problems’, which cannot be so easily solved. Even in the future, wicked 
problems will not simply be solved by big data but there will rather be only possible solutions without 
definite answers. Therefore, it is not surprising that urban planning is understood as a social science, 
thus repeatedly generating imperfect theories and models. If cities are categorised by society using 
terms such as complexity and wicked problems, then the interaction between theory, research and 
practice functions very differently from the technocratic approaches to planning. It therefore requires 
other descriptions – and fewer models. Could planning perhaps establish a tradition of practice with 
other completely different areas, such as the creative arts?

In the following piece I reflect upon my experiences from a ten-year urban redevelopment project with 
the International Architecture Exhibition (IBA) in the German state of Saxony-Anhalt. During this project we 
were able to draw attention, through the means of artistic strategies, to the increasing problem of shrinking 
small and medium-sized cities in many parts of Eastern Germany. Furthermore, these strategies offered a 
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future-oriented method to work through the problem of shrinking cities. Art, artists and especially their 
strategies were the key catalysts in this process. Through this process I came to increasingly understand 
urban planning as a discipline that could benefit from the involvement of artists and artistic process.

An example: art and planning

Within the framework of the IBA urban redevelopment project in 2010, the city council of Aschersleben 
(Saxony-Anhalt) allowed a team of curators to create works of art along the main road through the 
city where clear signs of negative growth impacts could be seen. Anything seemed to be better than 
those, as participants perceived, “disgraceful spots and horrible corners.” What should be done with a 
street no one wants to live on anymore, but which 17,000 motorists use and experience day by day? 
This once grim thoroughfare road became the first “Drive Thru Gallery” in Germany.

Interestingly enough during the development of this project, much more was happening simulta-
neously and often unintended. With their totally diverse pieces, the individual artists were creating, 
above all, a new perception of this street. New and regular exhibitions with opening and closing events 
popped up which more and more citizens attended. Beyond expectations, suddenly discussions sur-
rounding transport policy and local identity were being held in large gatherings. The exhibit ‘Hitzefrei’ 
by the British painter Christopher Winter was supposed to spark discussion about the local school land-
scape, instead unexpected discussions emerged, such as a heated discussion about child pornography. 
The installation ‘Frittentanke’ by Swiss artist Luc Mattenberger, which collected fryer fat from the city’s 
restaurants and was filtered into free, usable moped gas, was a huge hit. This inconspicuous art project 
started a discussion about sustainability and the understanding of future environmental standards 
and connected the massive theme of climate change to the streets and local youth population. Such 
discussions, while often unexpected, fostered community interest and engagement. Over 20 projects 
of this nature were created on this bypass street right around the city centre. While not originally con-
ceived as a method to solve urban problems, the projects worked out to be exactly that by engaging 
participants, changing their perceptions and opening up problems for discussion and creative action.

The potential contribution of art to collaboration and engagement in planning

Traditional problem solving approaches in urban planning are solutions focused, with little space for 
broader perspectives, alternative views or creative thinking. This is the point where art and artistic 
processes can be put to use (Fögen, 1997). Art is simulative. It is indefinite and nonbinding. This lack of 
ultimacy is what distinguishes art (Cavell, 1969). But can art, through its openness and the experimental 
nature that unsettles the existing, be developed as a problem-solving approach in urban contexts?

Art doesn’t give advice as a decision, but rather opens the context through its advice as a provoca-
tion, open to debate and interpretation. In dealing with a city and its planning, artistic strategies initially 
increase the complexity of the problem through latent incomprehensibility. This could consequently 
produce a pseudo crisis: “now I don’t understand anything at all”. But it also generates a need for debate, 
engagement and communication. This is especially relevant in the context of urban challenges that 
have researcher, practitioner and community interest. The example above illustrates the role art can 
play in stimulating engagement from different actors without needing a solution-driven narrative. 
Furthermore, it provides space for unforeseen, innovative and engaging ideas to develop.

Art should not be misunderstood here as a critical part of every planning process, as then it may 
not live up to its potential. Art is less suited to the instrumentally rational pattern of problem solving 
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strategies. Art and artists can, however, play a role in opening up debates, revealing blind spots and 
fostering conversations between researchers, practitioners and communities. Art cannot solve prob-
lems, but it can be a catalyst in the process, through which progress can be made together.

Notes on contributor

Sonja Beeck has worked for the IBA STADTUMBAU 2010 urban development laboratory, where she was respon-
sible for project development and management, preparing new spatial development strategies for regions with 
shrinking populations. Since 2013 she is CEO of chezweitz, a firm for urban scenography based in Berlin. Email: 
sonjabeeck@chezweitz.de

References
Cavell, S. (1969). Must we mean what we say? A book of essays. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Fögen, M. T. (1997). Die Enteignung der Wahrsager: Studien zum kaiserlichen Wissensmonopol in der Spätantike 

[The expropriation of the fortune-tellers: Studies on the imperial monopoly of knowledge in late antiquity]. In 
Suhrkamp-Taschenbuch Wissenschaft (Vol. 1316). Frankfurt am Main: suhrkamp.

Rittel, H. W. J., & Webber, M. M. (1973). Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy Sciences, 4(2), 155–169. 
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF01405730

Collaboration between researchers and practitioners: Political and 
bureaucratic issues

Peter Phibbs
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The position I take on the issue of effective exchange between researchers and practitioners is that 
exchange is possible, although there are a number of significant barriers. Many of these barriers have 
been mentioned in the introduction but I want to talk a little about political barriers. The potential for 
effective use of urban research, and indeed collaboration between researchers and practitioners, must 
be considered within the political and bureaucratic context in which practitioners act. In this piece 
I highlight the impact of changes in the public sector in Australia on the level of effective exchange 
between researchers and practitioners.

Political barriers to effective exchange

One of the great dilemmas for practitioners working in the public sector is the political footprint that 
influences their work. I remember an instance of being asked to present some research findings with 
a colleague to a lunchtime seminar for a Government planning agency. We were asked to change the 
abstract of our talk because it did not comply with current Government policy. We hadn’t even started 
to talk about our research findings. So much for an open discussion about research.

This political bottleneck can be a severe constraint to effective exchange of research ideas. Some 
recent work has highlighted this issue. Australia’s large cities have some of the highest housing prices 
in the world. This is not a fluke or accident – Australian Governments have worked hard at this outcome 
for many years because it is a way of keeping the home owners happy (and they make up about 70 % 
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of Australian households) and increasing State Government revenue since sales taxes on houses have 
become a major source of revenue. While many researchers have provided their evidence to govern-
ments on potential solutions to the affordable housing problem and/or appeared at the numerous 
public inquiries about the issue, it is pretty clear that Governments and a variety of lobby groups are 
quite happy with the status quo. Gurran and Phibbs (2015) write about the notion of policy capture 
and use political science theory to explain why the default position of most Australian Governments 
is to act concerned about the affordable housing issue but take no effective action.

Governments often say they are interested in evidence based policy in the planning space, yet in 
my experience they often mean they are looking for evidence that supports their existing position. For 
example, in NSW, the largest State in Australia, the Government has recently announced a new policy 
concerning social housing with a ten-year plan (NSW Department of Family and Community Services, 
2016). Whilst the positive aspect of this policy is that the Government is advocating a net increase in social 
housing stock, there is also an underlying view that social housing should only be for ‘safety net tenants’ 
and that many other tenants especially families and children should be ‘moved on’ to seek opportunities 
in the private rental market. This position seems to stimulate the only mention of research in the docu-
ment, where it suggests that the Department of Education should partner with the housing agency by:

Commissioning a joint research project to determine the extent that living in social housing explains under 
performance, beyond that which is explained by socio economic status. (NSW Department of Family and 
Community Services, 2016, p. 18)

What is stunning about this statement is not only that it seems to write the findings into the research 
brief, but that there is a range of existing research undertaken by a research funding body which the 
New South Wales (NSW) housing agency helps fund (the Australian Housing and Urban Research 
Institute) which says exactly the opposite – namely that children who move into social housing from 
private housing have improved educational outcomes (e.g. Phibbs, & young, 2005).

Barriers resulting from changes to the nature of the public sector

Previously researchers and academics have had a chance to work with and influence public sector 
practitioners and planning policy through interaction with their graduates – a ready-made asset for 
collaboration. However, because of two recent changes in the Australian public sector this strategy is 
less effective. The first change has been the replacement of content specialists in public sector agencies 
with generic managers. There has been a general trend in Government in Australia for senior staff in 
Government agencies to be “managers” and not have any specific content knowledge (Tingle, 2015). 
For example, in the NSW Department of Planning and Environment none of the current executive 
group appears to have any urban planning qualifications.

The other change has been the increasing importance of ministerial staff, rather than the bureau-
cracy, in shaping policy. Research in this context is about “votes” rather than content. Tingle (2015,  
p. 49) quotes a former Ministerial staffer:

Research – as in political research – he argues, has given staffers a false sense of confidence that you “can 
do it by the numbers” - that you can find your way through to a policy option purely by political judgement, 
by focus group testing different ideas and avoiding any dangerous ones.

Some strategies for improving exchanges between researchers and practitioners

Despite the barriers outlined in this paper and elsewhere in this Interface, there are a lot of opportuni-
ties to increase the amount of effective communication between researchers and practitioners. Three 
strategies are described below.
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Educating researchers about the policy process

One reason for the lack of effective exchange between research and policy is that academics often 
have limited understanding of the policy process as it operates across disciplines and jurisdictions. 
Academics often talk about the policy relevance of their work in the absence of evidence or knowledge 
on how policy is developed. This point is very well made by Embrett and Randall (2014, p. 147) who 
examine the issue in relation to health policy: 

Our systematic review, conducted in June 2012, identified 6200 SDH/HE [social determinants of health/
health equity] related articles in the peer-reviewed literature; however, only seven articles explicitly used 
a commonly recognized policy analysis theory to inform their analysis.

 …[we] conclude that researchers may have greater influence in helping to get SDH/HE issues onto gov-
ernment policy agendas if they gain a greater understanding of the policy process.

An obvious strategy would be to help academics better understand the policy process and where the 
best opportunities might exist for engagement between practitioners and researchers. Academics 
who have come from policy are a valuable resource in this space.

Building relationships with policy makers

A recent Australian research project which included researchers from several Australian Universities 
and nine public sector agencies focussed on the important issue of relationship building and com-
munication strategies as ways of improving the research-policy nexus (Cherney et al., 2015). The study 
suggested some practical steps for researchers could include:

(1)    Taking the time and effort to build and maintain relationships with policy makers;
(2)    Ascertaining preferred modes of communication and maintain regular contact; and
(3)    Creating opportunities for bringing academics and policy-makers together.

Engage knowledge brokers in key areas of research to facilitate knowledge transfer

Understanding how policy is developed in key content/discipline areas is often very difficult for aca-
demics. The task of managing the research/policy interface is time consuming and often not of great 
interest to academics. One option might be to hire a knowledge broker to assist with this task. The 
Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) performs this role in the housing policy area 
in Australia. Policy makers help define the research agenda of the Institute and are involved in helping 
to select and shape research projects. AHURI also holds a series of key seminars and often arranges for 
key academics to brief Ministers and senior policy staff on particular content areas. This model could 
be adopted for planning. Note that this strategy may assist knowledge transfer, but as the discussion 
above highlights it will not always overcome political barriers.

Providing incentives for academics to engage with policy 

Turning your research paper into a simple document that might be more ‘policy friendly’ takes a lot 
of time. So does talking to the press and engaging with practitioners about research. What existing 
research says about this issue is that academics often avoid this work because they cannot see the right 
incentives for them to be involved and they don’t see it as part of their role. Their chance of promotion 
and their standing at the University depends on their academic publication record not their policy 
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impact. This situation is exacerbated by the lack of clear and unambiguous metrics which could meas-
ure their policy engagement and impact. If Universities provided explicit incentives for more effective 
engagement with practitioners, researchers would respond according to the nature of those incentives.

In summary there can be effective exchange between researchers and practitioners. In some cases, if the 
practitioners work in the public sector, these exchanges will be limited by a range of political and structural 
barriers. Nevertheless, it is still worthwhile pursuing a number of strategies to improve the effectiveness of 
the exchange between researchers and practitioners. Just try to understand when there are opportunities for 
genuine exchange and when policy makers are simply not listening because the ‘political fix’ is in operation.

Notes on contributor

Peter Phibbs the Director of the Henry Halloran Trust and Chair of Urban Planning and Policy at the University of 
Sydney. He has been a researcher for over thirty years who has valued his opportunities to interact with practition-
ers and engage in planning practice. His recent major research interest has been on the development of housing 
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Investigating Research

Ann Forsyth
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Complaints about the research-practice gap have a long history in urban planning and indeed in 
most other professions. Professions emerge, institutionalize, find training homes in universities, and 
develop research arms of various stripes. Professions find it useful to have a group of researchers who 
watch trends, ask larger questions, and systematically assess both the situation in the world and the 
effectiveness of practice. Those at universities and similar organizations typically have protocols and 
methods aimed at building up a body of such work of reasonable rigor and quality. Institutions such as 
universities provide contexts where faculty can access resources for research – peers, methodological 
assistance, trained staff, databases – and they often reward research outputs. This institutional context 
comes with a set of formats for crediting and sharing specific contributions from the refereed article 
to the scholarly book.
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Most practicing professionals, however, are focused on the day-to-day work of solving specific prob-
lems in real time and in very specific geographical, historical, and political contexts. Of course planners 
need to have an eye to the long-term and wider geographical and social implications, but they also 
have a compelling need to find solutions to particular problems. Research can seem too difficult to 
apply. This can be seen as a problem of scholars producing the wrong kind of knowledge (perhaps too 
theoretical for application or focused on the wrong issues), or failing to transfer it well (due to barriers 
such as format and cost) (Van de Ven & Johnson, 2006; Krizek et al., 2009)1. However, as others in this 
Interface argue, it may also be a problem of practice. Practitioners may not prioritize time for analysis. 
When they do use research it may be incorporated symbolically or politically to bolster pre-existing 
positions or delay policy change.

In this context I argue that the research practice divide is real but aspects of the division can be better 
negotiated. There are many dimensions to this problem but here I focus on two that fundamentally 
limit both research use and researcher-practitioner collaborations. One is the research/investigation 
confusion where practitioners and researchers are saying the same word—research—to mean quite 
different activities. The second involves differences between the research mind and the practice mind, 
by which I mean that the two ways of operating look at problems in distinctive ways.

Research/Investigation

Research has a very specific meaning in the academic world: it systematically fills a gap in knowledge, 
requiring an understanding of current research and scholarship, repeatable methods, rigorous docu-
mentation, and substantial quality control review by expert peers. It is made public, at least to those 
with library subscriptions (Forsyth & Crewe, 2006; Table 1, p. 162). This is research type 1. In contrast, 
what many practitioners mean when they demand more research, or undertake it themselves, is some-
thing I call ‘investigation’ or research type 2. Investigation aims to generate knowledge that is useful 
for solving a specific local problem rather than a question of broad interest, and may be new to the 
practitioner or situation, but not necessarily new or interesting to the wider world. Methods are more 
flexible, documentation less detailed, and if there is peer review it is typically focused on outcomes 
(e.g. awards). Results are often kept internally.

A great deal of professional ‘research’ is type 2 and includes local site assessments, precedent studies, 
diagnostic evaluations, inventories, policy histories, and compiling what seems to be reputable infor-
mation about a topic. Though typically not nearly so complex and time consuming as formal research, 
when budget cuts come, investigation may well be one of the first things to go. My experience from 
running university research units, technical assistance groups, and service learning courses, as well as 
observing professional debates, is that when practitioners ask for universities to help fill this gap in 
“research capacity” they very often want help with investigation. This can be appropriate in a techni-
cal assistance and service learning context, though it can be hard for a university to coordinate with 
practitioners to fulfil these needs.

Even if a request is potentially for research of type 1, the chance that it aligns with the expertise 
of a specific cutting edge faculty member is slim, in part because there are relatively few planning 
researchers. Of course many university faculty and research staff take on ‘research’ contracts for agencies 
and non-profits, but this often involves an investigation (type 2) for the client into which a research 
project (of type 1) is added on the side. As I have argued elsewhere, many faculty members are drawn to 
projects of practical relevance (Forsyth, 2012). But to make a contribution to knowledge such projects 
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still need to conform to the requirements of research and are rarely either as timely or project-specific 
as practitioners would like.

Perhaps the larger use that German planners make of the scholarly research outlined in the intro-
ductory piece of this Interface, is to do with the form of research – type 1 or type 2 – with the Germans 
perhaps having a more capacious view of research that includes investigation. It is interesting that in 
both Australia and Germany professional web sites are major sources of ‘research’ knowledge. While 
many do contain material from research of type 1, my experience is they contain many more inves-
tigations of topics, using less systematic methods but aiming at timely advice. In addition, research 
of type 1 can sometimes be used in a small part of a planning project – for example, some technical 
aspect – while other areas are based on other sources of information, such as general professional 
experience, anecdotal case studies, and the like (Krizek et al., 2009).

Investigation, or research type 2, is a good thing. It should be fostered. It is different from academic 
research, however. For practitioners wanting problem-specific investigations, research of type 1 can 
seem very distant, theoretical, overly time consuming if done from scratch, or hard to apply in a new 
circumstance when it is available and complete. One of the strategies for researchers is to make research 
summaries and the like with more of a feel of investigation, create evidence-based tools and manuals, 
or to take on more applied research contracts – I have done all of these. However, these attempts at 
improving knowledge transfer can only go so far given the myriad of time-sensitive and highly specific 
planning questions to be examined, the limited bandwidth of planners for extra data, and numerous 
other demands on their attention.

On the other hand, researchers see practitioners latch onto free-online sources that may be of 
dubious quality or only show part of a complex picture. When practice is based on such partial 
views, that may be selected because they make intuitive sense even if they are not correct, then 
practice loses.

Table 1. research, investigation, and Practice compared.

Sources: columns marked *adapted from Krizek et al., 2009; Forsyth & crewe, 2006.

Dimension*

Research* Investigation

Practice*Research Type 1 Research Type 2
goals and back-

ground
responds to a question of general 

interest related to gaps in knowledge 
or key intellectual problems

responds to a specific, concrete 
question meeting a need or 
solving a concrete problem

responds to a specific, concrete 
question meeting a need or 
solving a concrete problem

contribution contributes to knowledge in a field helps solve a problem Solves a problem; may contribute 
to the body of planning tools or 
practices

Methods conforms to research protocols, using 
data that has been systematically 
collected and analysed, and that is 
capable of answering a core question

collects new data and/or 
compiles relevant existing 
research in a semi-systematic 
way

application of existing knowledge 
and techniques at a professional 
level of skill; may involve investi-
gation as one part; adds political 
problem-solving skills 

relation to earlier 
work

Builds on and is usually placed system-
atically in the context of previous 
research efforts on the subject

May draw on some previous 
studies

May use standard techniques or 
best practices

argument Makes an argument that at least implic-
itly counters reasonable objections

Makes an argument that at least 
implicitly answers the need or 
question at hand

Makes an argument that at least 
implicitly answers the need or 
question at hand

Documentation, 
dissemination, 
and evaluation

Documents and evaluates its methods 
and findings, so that both can be 
replicated by others; public dissem-
ination

May be documented and made 
public for evaluation; not 
essential

May be documented and made 
public for evaluation; not 
essential

Peer review is subject to peer review Peer review may occur through 
awards or job evaluations; not 
essential.

Peer review may occur through 
awards or job evaluations; not 
essential
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Research Mind/Practice Mind

These issues are difficult enough. More complex is a difference in the way information is processed in 
research and practice. While I am a faculty member, conducting a great deal of type 1 research, I am 
also someone who has practiced with varying levels of intensity over three decades. As such I have 
experienced the more fundamental disjunction between how I (and my research peers) think when 
doing research and how I (and my practice peers) think when doing practice.

A first cut is that planning researchers are interested in a situation in the world. We create 
conceptual models of how the world works and attempt to identify key determinants or causes 
of outcomes, at least mentally exploring most potential variables even if we only end up stud-
ying a few in depth. In order to look beyond familiar answers, we defer judgement while we 
probe more fully. Researchers often find our initial assumptions are proved incorrect in some 
interesting way.

There are, of course, different flavours of research even within planning. Some work at the scientific 
frontier, others focus on practical relevance (though for many practitioners not nearly relevant enough), 
others look back at practice typically from a historical point of view, and yet others ask the enduring 
questions about ethics, values, and recurring human problems (Forsyth, 2012). As I have articulated 
elsewhere there is a great deal of conflict between these research positions – some work in teams and 
others value individual work, some are highly funded and others labours of love, and their products are 
different in length and tone. Further, not all production by planning faculty is research – some is plain 
consulting and other work is scholarly (demonstrating great learning) without having to make a new 
contribution (Forsyth & Crewe, 2006). However, the work that is research conforms to the standards 
of type 1.

A planning practitioner, in contrast, is interested in making a specific intervention and wants it to 
be a success. Situations are very specific, constantly evolving, and multidimensional, so that in order 
to overcome paralysis one has to bracket a great many of the questions that would be interesting to 
researchers. Instead practitioners need to focus on finding a viable solution. Practitioners are certainly 
open to new ideas but to make timely, politically savvy, and site-specific actions, they are likely to rely 
a great deal on prior learning, personal experience, professional judgement, good practices elsewhere, 
and investigations into the specific situation. Relying on formal research for more than a modest num-
ber of dimensions would slow planning to a standstill. Of course evidence based guidelines, research 
summaries, and the like can be immensely useful. But the culture of practice is not used to using them 
in any large scale.

Is effective exchange between practitioners and researchers in urban planning an achievable objec-
tive or a bridge too far? Exchange is possible but it seems to me that there is a need for better mod-
els of how to incorporate research of type 1 in ways that are efficient. These models need to avoid 
many potential pitfalls: bogging down the project in analysis, merely placing a veneer of research on 
common-sense or political judgement, or applying research to the wrong domain (for example, to a 
technical issue when it may be more useful in process). On the other hand, much could be done to 
make investigations more systematic. Just how systematic the investigation needs to be will depend 
on the scale, effects, and reversibility of the project or plan. Much, however, could be done to clarify 
and improve the outputs of research of type 2. This is an area where both academics and practitioners 
have much to gain.
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Note
1.  I am using knowledge production and transfer, echoing Van de Ven and Johnson (2006) but I am using 

the terms in somewhat different ways.
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Conclusion: Breaking down barriers through international practice?
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Quality exchange between planning researchers and practitioners is challenging, but the preceding six 
contributions, with multiple perspectives and examples, have shown that it is an achievable objective. 
While highlighting different constraints and limitations, all the contributions in this Interface present 
ways to foster and enrich research-practice exchange. Looking at personal experiences, innovative 
examples, beyond established mind-sets and across borders reveals a diverse landscape of views on 
the challenges of research access and use, and researcher-practitioner collaboration. The contributions 
highlight that efforts need to be strengthened from both sides and, despite differences in details, there 
is much to learn across jurisdictions in an international discussion.

Access to, and the accessibility of, urban research remains fundamental to research exchange. Helen 
Rowe, providing a practitioner perspective, has characterised the challenge of engaging with research 
in time pressured, political environments - especially when the relevance of research to practice context 
is difficult to discern. To support better access a greater researcher commitment to research commu-
nication is required (Taylor & Hurley, 2015). Practitioner commitment to making space (even of the 
‘brussel sprouts’ variety described by Helen Rowe) for exposure to research ideas also helps. Many of 
the contributions highlight good examples of ways to foster better access, such as through dedicated 
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organisation (e.g. AHURI in Australia and ARL in Germany) or via social media platforms where both 
researcher and practitioners are active.

Within the contributions there is extensive discussion on the issue of research use. Notions of 
research use in practice are many and varied, and Dominic Stead highlights that the dominant sources 
of ‘research’ used are the more easily accessible and digestible forms, such as government publications 
and practitioner journals, which may or may not make use themselves of academic research. Dominic 
also highlights the propensity to draw from local experience, with limited relevance attributed to 
international sources, and even then, dependent on the perceived comparability to the local context. 
Ann Forsyth, taking a step back, argues that differing understandings of what research is, and differing 
ways actors think about problem solving, explains much about the challenges of exchange between 
researchers and practitioners. Better articulation of what is meant by research, and why it is needed, 
is an important precursor to effective use.

Dominic Stead reminds us to be cognisant of the ends to which research is put in policy making: 
conceptual, instrumental, symbolic and political (Nutley et al., 2007). While researchers strive for, and 
perhaps assume conceptual and/or instrumental impact, Peter Phibbs provides stark examples sug-
gesting that research use is more likely symbolic or political, exacerbated by the changing nature of 
the public sector, with the demise of subject experts, and the extent of ‘policy capture’ by influential 
stakeholder groups. In part to counter this marshalling of the evidence, Peter stresses the importance, 
from a researcher perspective, of learning about and engaging with real policy process. To have effective 
impact on policy processes, researchers must consider when and how to engage. To help facilitate this 
engagement there is a certain momentum for intermediate bodies, or ‘knowledge brokers’, to support 
the use of research in practice. AHURI in Australia or the ARL in Germany provide two approaches to 
learn from. Meike Hellmich and Linda Lange emphasise the need to routinise the research-practice 
exchange to become effective.

Of our three challenges, collaboration between researchers and practitioners is the most difficult 
to achieve and the most highly valued. All six contributions consider in some way the ‘two worlds’ of 
research and practice, following different goals, drivers, norms, processes and ways of learning. Dominic 
Stead warns of oversimplifying, highlighting that across researcher and practitioner communities there 
are a range of views, capacities and commitment to collaboration. Ann Forsyth’s framework for type 1 
research (adhering to academic standards) and type 2 research (or investigation, targeted at solving 
specific problems) provides useful potential to foster collaboration founded on a strong shared sense 
of purpose and outcome.

Collaboration is also about transferring broader research ideas to more specific contexts, and in 
many cases there is a lack of political support for doing so. Peter Phibbs and Helen Rowe from the 
Australian perspective as well as Meike Hellmich and Linda Lange from the German point of view 
point to the critical factors of building personal relationships and trust between researchers and prac-
titioners. They point to the need for open dialogue, and for understanding of the drivers and needs 
of different actors seeking to collaborate. It is a fine line between being a critical friend and a critic, 
and most important, this process of mutual understanding takes time. Following what Porter (2015, 
p. 295) pointed out in an earlier issue of this journal, loosening categorical thinking in researchers 
and practitioners seems much easier outside usual daily routines and away from other activities (see 
also Krizek, Forsyth, & Slotterback, 2009, p. 474). This resonates with the contribution of Sonja Beeck, 
who highlights the disruptive and creative potential of art and artistic process to create new spaces 
of debate and engagement on urban problems.
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Planning has never had so many tools available to learn across contexts and jurisdictions to over-
come barriers in access, use and collaboration. There are lessons from more traditional examples like 
joint working groups, however these are also resource-intensive. New organisational vehicles, such as 
those discussed by Helen Rowe, can better facilitate communication between researchers and practi-
tioners and foster innovation. Finally, new methods for communication provide promising examples 
and starting points to look beyond traditional boundaries and contexts. Growing networks through 
social media could foster more international exchange of ideas between researchers and practitioners.

To conclude, this interface puts forward three appeals. First, researchers wishing their research to 
have value in the practice world should use clear language and different, tailored formats for presenting 
research evidence; should engage actively with practitioners and policy processes; and foster partner-
ships with practitioners to facilitate mutually beneficial collaboration. Second, practitioners seeking 
to change the status quo should engage with research, foster collaboration with researchers, and be 
open to looking beyond local contexts. Third, for effective exchange researchers and practitioners have 
to understand each other’s different way of thinking and working, as well as their different limitations 
and the specific needs and professional standards. Finally, an open question that needs further explo-
ration in the future is how the research-practice exchange can better work across borders. International 
research is common, supported and highly valued. Efforts at research-practice could also benefit from 
more international exchange.

The process of compiling this Interface has itself entailed many of the challenges of translation, of 
distance, and of locational details that the contributions highlight. The process has also benefited from 
some of the successful strategies pointed to in the contributions – such as the practical value of time 
and of routinized exposure to new ideas and experiences, in this case initially by way of a research 
sabbatical. Some of the initial impetus also came through a short summary written for a research 
exchange website. Whereas some contributors we met through formal seminars and networks, and 
others through published work, others came through social media sites for planners. The result, like 
the project of research-practice exchange itself, is a product of day to day efforts at collaboration and 
has its inevitable limitations and challenges. It also adds up to valuable connections and an exposure 
to a range of possibilities in bridging – even on an international scale - the research-practice interface 
in planning.
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