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COMMENT

It is time to acknowledge and act 
on the importance of power in integrated 
knowledge translation
Anita Kothari1*, Bev J. Holmes2, Iain Lang3, Chris McCutcheon4, Leigha Comer1 and Ian D. Graham4,5 

Abstract 

Integrated knowledge translation (IKT) has emerged as an approach to research centered on collaboration 
between researchers and knowledge users, particularly in health research. There has been a growing focus on power 
within the IKT literature, especially the concern that overlooking power inequities within IKT partnerships may 
reproduce forms of knowledge production and dissemination that do not align with IKT’s aspirations of shared 
decision making to produce useful and usable research findings. However, there remain significant gaps in our 
understanding of how to address and attend to power in IKT. The lack of conceptual precision around power compli-
cates these efforts. In this commentary, we draw on existing literatures that have grappled with the notion of power 
to sensitize those who study and engage in IKT to the importance of power and to identify helpful ways of thinking 
about power in IKT. We propose that it is time to not only acknowledge the importance of power in IKT but also to 
develop empirically based strategies through which the many dimensions of power can be identified and navigated.
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Background
Integrated knowledge translation (IKT) has emerged 
within Canada as an approach to research centered on 
collaboration between researchers and knowledge users, 
particularly in health research. Generally, knowledge 
users include those who can use the research findings, 

including policymakers, administrators, members of the 
public, and patients [1].

There has been a growing focus on power in the IKT 
literature [2–5]. In this paper, we define power as the 
capacity to act or to exert one’s will and also as a per-
vasive dynamic that circulates within IKT teams and 
the larger structures and processes in which they oper-
ate. Power imbalances can affect the process of engag-
ing in IKT and its goal of producing relevant and usable 
research findings. Nguyen et al. [6] suggest that sharing 
power across IKT teams fosters environments in which 
diverse perspectives are integrated, thus supporting 
inquiry into areas of relevance to knowledge users [6]. 
Conversely, Mackie et  al. and Winterbauer et  al. [7, 8] 
argue that power imbalances can undermine the develop-
ment of effective partnerships by eroding the trust neces-
sary for collaboration [7, 8].

In brief, overlooking power in IKT risks reproduc-
ing forms of knowledge production and translation 
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that do not align with IKT’s aspirations of shared deci-
sion  making and the generation of useful and usable 
research findings. However, as Rycroft-Malone et  al. [9] 
have noted, there remain significant gaps in understand-
ing how to address and attend to power in IKT [9]. The 
consequences of not addressing power can result in an 
unproductive process with several costs, including prac-
tical costs (e.g., resource costs to manage the team), costs 
to researchers (e.g., interpersonal conflict, reputational 
damage), costs to partners (e.g., costs to careers, sub-
jugation of partners), and costs to the research profes-
sion (e.g., the usefulness of research is questioned) [10] 
. The bringing together of researchers and knowledge 
users does not automatically neutralize power relations, 
and simple calls to share power, reduce tokenism, and 
develop authentic partnerships may not fully engage 
with the conceptual complexity of the notion of power 
[11, 12]. Power considerations unique to IKT result from 
the multiple stakeholders on the research team who are 
engaged throughout the research process. During the 
shared research process, tensions can arise around what 
counts as evidence and expertise, sometimes reflecting 
professional or social hierarchies [13]; competing incen-
tives, demands, and expectations [14]; and the sharing 
of responsibility and accountability [10]. A lack of con-
ceptual precision around power complicates efforts to 
account for the dimensions of power in IKT [15].

We propose that it is time to not only acknowledge the 
importance of power in IKT but also to develop strate-
gies through which the many dimensions of power can 
be identified and navigated. To support this effort, in this 
commentary, we identify  the ways in which power has 
been addressed in other disciplines and from which IKT 
could learn. Our aim is to draw on existing literatures 
that have grappled with the notion of power to sensitize 
those who study and engage in IKT. Our objective is to 
highlight the importance of power and to identify help-
ful ways of thinking about power in IKT. Drawing on 
these literatures, we also offer examples of aspects of the 
research process shaped by power relations, as well as 
guidance from the literature and on the basis of our own 
experiences for thinking about power in IKT.

Thinking about power in integrated knowledge 
translation: insights from the literature
The study of power extends back centuries, and it has also 
been studied extensively across many disciplines. More 
recently, the notion of power has been taken up by social 
scientists who have sought to understand how power 
emerges and operates. Whilst it is beyond the scope of 
this commentary to provide an exhaustive overview 
of the literature on power, in what follows, we identify 
some of the most influential contemporary definitions 

and conceptualizations of power. This includes the three-
dimensional model of power proposed by Steven Lukes, 
which offers a framework for organizing and building 
on earlier notions of power put forward by Weberians 
and political scientists [16]. Crucial to this model is the 
recognition that one dimension of power does not sup-
plant another; rather, they coexist and often reinforce one 
another. We also discuss the relevance of these theories 
of power for IKT, including examples drawn from vari-
ous literatures of how different modes of power might be 
identified and navigated in IKT. These examples are sum-
marized in Table 1.

The concept of power is challenging to define, as the 
idea tends to be laden with common sense meanings 
that downplay the different dimensions of power [17]. 
Max Weber, a sociologist writing in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, defined power as follows: 
“the probability that one actor within a social relationship 
will be in a position to carry out his [sic] own will despite 
resistance” [18]. This definition has been the starting 
point for others and underpins the way many research-
ers think about power. Within Lukes’ multidimensional 
framework of power described above, Weber’s definition  
is typically positioned as the first dimension of power 
[16]. It is also the conceptualization of power most fre-
quently employed in the IKT literature, as power tends 
to be seen as something that is held by one individual 
to either be used to carry out their will or shared with 
others. This first dimension of power can appear in IKT 
projects when, for instance, a single member of the team 
makes decisions without consulting others [6, 8].

However, one of the primary critiques of Weber’s defi-
nition is that he treats power as a thing that is held by 
one actor as a means of dominating others. As various 
scholars have argued, whilst domination and authorita-
tive modes of power persist, Weber’s definition ignores 
diffuse, decentralized dimensions of power character-
istic of contemporary societies [19–23]. In the context 
of an IKT project, for example, whilst there may be one 
member of a team who holds a position of authority or 
dominates the proceedings, thinking of power solely as 
an object that is held and wielded ignores the many ways 
in which other members of the team resist and subvert 
their authority, as well as structural forces that shape 
the capacity of some people to carry out their will over 
others.

Michel Foucault, a twentieth-century historian and 
philosopher, argues that power is not only exercised as a 
form of top–down domination but is always circulating 
and shaping social relations [24, 25]. Some scholars have 
characterized his conceptualization of power as a fourth 
dimension of power [26]. Foucault traces the emergence 
of diffuse forms of power that are constantly in flux and 
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being negotiated, including through the operation of 
regimes of truth in which one of the effects of power is 
the production of knowledge [27]. The philosophical 
foundations underpinning IKT, for instance, are pro-
duced through regimes that uphold certain beliefs about 
the production of knowledge as a means of revealing 
truths about the world that can be implemented within 
a larger scheme of evidence-based medicine. Through 
mechanisms that shape the way research is understood, 
funded, approved, and carried out, certain kinds of 
knowledge, but not others, can be produced through this 
process.

Foucault’s theory of the diffuse nature of power helps 
elucidate the ways in which power circulates in IKT 
teams, although questions still remain about how to 
navigate these dynamics. Community-based participa-
tory research (CBPR), which shares many of the ten-
ets of IKT, may be instructive here given practitioners’ 
and researchers’ existing analyses of the complex power 
relations that circulate within these research projects. 
These analyses recognize, for instance, the diffuse nature 
of power as communities bring their own ideas about 
the “truth” and what counts as evidence to the research 
process [8, 28, 29]. The insights gleaned from attending 
to these and other complex aspects of power are highly 
relevant to the work of IKT. We can import some under-
standings from this field whilst being aware that IKT is 
different from CBPR, as the aim of IKT is to collaborate 
in decision making with knowledge users  in positions of 
authority to achieve a particular implementation goal, 
rather than empowerment.

Conceptions of power based on the Weberian defini-
tion also assume that conflict occurs in the operation of 
power. However, this is not necessarily the case. In the 
1960s and 1970s, political scientists Peter Bachrach and 
Morton S. Baratz published a series of papers in which 
they proposed that definitions of power should account 
for instances of non-decision  making: situations where 
things do not happen because of factors such as admin-
istrative procedures or community values [30–32]. These 
forms of non-decision making tend to be understood as 
the second dimension of power. In the context of IKT, 
non-decision  making may arise in contexts where aca-
demic and institutional norms foreclose the possibility 
of considering other ways of doing things. For example, 
those who engage in forms of knowledge production on 
the basis of Indigenous ways of knowing have noted that 
there are decisions not made and questions not raised 
when Eurocentric ways of knowing are privileged and 
the logic of these forms of research is taken for granted 
[33, 34]. Often, the research process that is taught and 
adopted across research institutions is so engrained that 
it is difficult to imagine or propose anything different. 

This includes tensions between the primacy of building 
relationships and trust in research approaches aimed at 
decolonization and tight funding deadlines; research-
ers’ preference to publish in English-language journals 
for career advancement, which may preclude the dis-
semination of findings in local languages or accessible 
formats; and perceptions that funding proposals based 
on accepted Eurocentric epistemologies have a better 
chance of being funded such that other forms of research 
are not proposed or attempted [35, 36].

In his theory of the three dimensions of power, the 
social theorist Steven Lukes discusses latent forms of 
power through which individuals’ and groups’ interests 
are manipulated [16]. The third dimension of power 
operates by shaping individuals’ preferences and desires 
without resorting to explicit coercion, even if these 
preferences may work against their own interests. In 
IKT, these latent forms of power might emerge when 
dominant interests shape processes of producing and 
implementing knowledge in subtle, covert ways that are 
difficult to identify. The larger interests shaping research-
ers’ and knowledge users’ work might result in reluctance 
to disseminate findings that paint funders or employ-
ers in a negative light or pressure to ensure that recom-
mendations for implementation fit existing interests. The 
literature on health policy and decision making demon-
strates that the third dimension of power subtly shapes 
work processes and relationships when, for example, 
questions and ideas about implementation are not pur-
sued given individuals’ tacit knowledge that these direc-
tions will not align with backing institutions’ interests.

An important insight from Foucault’s work has been 
the recognition of the positive and productive aspects of 
power [24, 25, 27, 37]. Power does not merely negate—
it can also be positive or productive, as it is through 
power that, for instance, new partnerships are formed, 
resources are identified and used, research projects are 
designed and pursued, and new knowledge is produced, 
disseminated, and implemented. Hannah Arendt [38], a 
historian and philosopher writing in the twentieth cen-
tury, suggested that power not only corresponds to the 
human ability to act but to act in concert with others in 
the achievement of collective goals [38]. These notions of 
power allow us to recognize power as not simply a nega-
tive dynamic of domination in IKT partnerships but in 
fact a mechanism that can be collectively harnessed.

Distinctions drawn between power to, power over, and 
power with are also instructive here. Within the realm of 
IKT, we might think of power to as the ability to make 
decisions within a partnership; power over might take 
the shape of having authority over certain members of an 
IKT team in pursuing one’s research interests over oth-
ers’; and power with might be construed as the capacity 
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to work alongside others in setting mutual objectives. 
These forms of power do not operate in isolation from 
one another, but the distinction has been a useful one 
for acknowledging how power can support collabora-
tion. In their analysis of international philanthropic 
work, Partzsch and Fuchs [39] argue that the success of 
philanthropic endeavors often depends on collaboration 
with local communities, nonprofit organizations, and 
governments [39]. Likewise, in their feminist analysis of 
empowerment in international development, Biewener 
and Bacque [40] conceive of a feminist notion of power 
as collective agency and power with [40]. This distinction 
has also been mobilized in research on environmental 
politics [41], political power [42], and governance [43], 
amongst others. Drawing on scholarship that considers 
the importance of power in supporting collective agency 
might offer fruitful avenues for thinking about the devel-
opment of effective IKT partnerships in which collective 
action allows for the accomplishment of more together 
through the mobilization of power with.

Critical social science approaches also offer conceptu-
alizations of power and strategies for navigating power of 
value to IKT that draw attention to structural, systemic, 
and historical modes of power. For instance, Black femi-
nist onto-epistemologies have produced intersectional 
analyses of power that account for the inherent inter-
connections between structures of domination, such as 
sexism, racism, classism, ableism, colonialism, and so on 
[44]. In IKT, each team produces and implements geo-
graphically and historically situated knowledge within 
unique power configurations. Whilst a critical step to 
navigating power is the identification of the precise 
matrix of power in which each IKT team operates, this 
can be challenging.

One helpful tool to this end is Patricia Hill Collins’s [45] 
domains-of-power framework, which recognizes four 
intersecting domains of power [45]. Structural power 
encompasses public policies that organize and regulate 
social institutions and hierarchies within them; in IKT, 
this might include academic institutions and the health-
care system. The disciplinary domain of power refers to 
the rules and regulations of everyday life and how they 
can be mobilized to uphold or challenge social hierar-
chies, including disciplinary mechanisms of surveillance 
through which people watch one another and discipline 
their own behaviors. In the realm of IKT, markers of suc-
cess and criteria for hiring and promotion in academia, 
such as the number of publications and citation counts, 
emerge as forms of disciplinary power that shape the way 
researchers disseminate knowledge. The cultural domain 
of power, which comprises the institutions and practices 
that produce hegemonic ideas that justify social inequi-
ties, may appear in IKT in the form of dominant ideas 

about who is an “expert” on a team, who holds author-
ity, and who has the right to make decisions. Finally, the 
interpersonal domain includes people’s interpersonal 
experiences within these intersecting systems of oppres-
sion, such as instances of racism, sexism, ableism, clas-
sism, etc.

The notion of power has been taken up in a wide range 
of fields not only because of the importance of the con-
cept itself but also because of the implications for ques-
tions of agency that arise in relation to power. Work on 
the relationship between power and agency includes the 
writing of Norbert Elias [46], who developed a relational 
theory of power wherein power can be said to exist only 
if one party does not have total control over another [46, 
47]. Elias writes of the power “game” – interdependencies 
in which power is not a monopoly held by one party but 
instead figurations (dynamic networks comprising inter-
dependent people) in which countless individual inter-
ests and strategies are interwoven. Particularly important 
for Elias are the complex contexts in which these inter-
dependencies arise, as small changes in some aspects 
of the context might entirely shift existing relations of 
power. Some important insights for IKT from Elias’ work 
include the recognition that power dynamics may emerge 
not only between researchers and knowledge users on 
IKT teams but also between trainees and more senior 
researchers, full-time and part-time employees, knowl-
edge users working in different organizations or differ-
ent offices within the same organization, employees who 
occupy positions of greater or lesser authority in organi-
zational hierarchies, and team members with greater or 
lesser access to resources. Equally important is the fact 
that these power relations may change over time, poten-
tially leading to large shifts in existing power dynam-
ics,  including, for example, if a trainee takes on a more 
senior role or if a team member suddenly gains access to 
new resources [48].

Attending to power in integrated knowledge 
translation
Our selective overview of the literature has highlighted 
some of the definitions and theories of power we feel 
are relevant to IKT. In our call for those who study and 
engage in IKT to address power, we encourage building 
on the ideas of others who have worked to address this 
complex concept. To support these efforts, IKT scien-
tists and practitioners can start with Table  1, where we 
have pulled together our insights from the literature and 
our own learnings to offer examples of power dynam-
ics that may emerge throughout an IKT partnership. We 
have loosely  organized this table around aspects of the 
research process whilst noting that these are not neces-
sarily linear or identical across projects, and we have 
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included a section on the wider context in which IKT 
operates to encourage discussion of some of the chal-
lenges and opportunities noted in the literature that are 
less obvious as part of a research project.

Table  1 is written for researchers, and, in presenting 
the table in this way, we acknowledge that we are giving 
latent power to researchers over other knowledge users 
in decision  making during the research process. This 
table is, however, an initial way to start discussions about 
equitable partnerships, and it can also help research-
ers improve how they work with others. Similarly, an 
important power dynamic to recognize from the start 
is that some members of a research team may be better 
positioned to address power than others, such as those 
who hold leadership roles, those operating from more 
privileged positions within intersecting power structures, 
and those who hold certain resources. As researchers 
and knowledge users ourselves, we encourage open and 
transparent discussions about power from the begin-
ning of these relationships. This will help inform research 
team members, funders, and health service organiza-
tions about how to maximize benefits from IKT research 
relationships.

This commentary is meant to sensitize those concerned 
with IKT approaches to the challenges that power might 
present to an IKT research team operating within larger 
structural forces. Whilst we raise important considera-
tions, future research should explore topics that the cur-
rent empirical health services literature says little about, 
such as which strategies work for whom and under what 
circumstances and how IKT teams can harness their col-
lective agency through mechanisms of power.

Conclusions
Ideally, when using an IKT approach, knowledge users 
and researchers are working together and sharing deci-
sion making despite occupying different roles on a team. 
However, those involved in IKT partnerships will not 
necessarily know how to work together effectively or how 
to attend to the many aspects of power that might shape 
their work simply by virtue of being grouped together. 
The question of power is made all the more complicated 
by the fact that there exist many, sometimes contradic-
tory, definitions of power and the reality  that power is 
often not easily identified. In this commentary, we have 
suggested that it is critical for those who think about 
and engage in IKT to consider power in its many dimen-
sions. To sensitize those who study and engage in IKT to 
the importance of power and to identify helpful ways of 
thinking about power in IKT, we have offered an over-
view of some of the most influential contemporary con-
ceptualizations of power. Of course, it is important to 
note that we have only drawn on a handful of areas of 

research in this commentary and that there exist count-
less others that no doubt offer important insights for IKT. 
It behooves us to continue to draw on these existing and 
new forms of knowledge to develop more sophisticated 
strategies for identifying and navigating power in IKT. 
Likewise, there is an urgent need for empirical investiga-
tions into the ways in which power shapes all aspects of 
IKT and how challenges related to power dynamics and 
relations can be addressed within IKT.
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