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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.

Keywords Integrated knowledge translation, Power, Research co-production

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,
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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
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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



Page 3 of 10

(2025) 23:78

Kothari et al. Health Research Policy and Systems

103f0id ay31 Inoybnoiyl anunuod pinoys

SUONPSIDAUOD 953 "I0MaWely Jamod-jo-sujewlop suljjod [|iH e1d
-111ed Se yaNs 41amod JO SW0J 1ISA0D 2I10W AJauspl 01 pasn aq ued
2IN1eJ31| BY1 Ul $|003 bunsix3 -abiaws Aew 1eY3 9S0Y1 pue SOIURUAD
Jamod Bunsixe AJauspl 01 1x91U0D YDIeasal 9yl 9zA|eue ‘wes) sy} JO
SI9QUIBW || YuM uolssndsIp ybnoiy 1sfoid ayi jo sabeis Ajea uj «
(sanuaA ya1ym ybnoiya pue 1eym ysijgnd [jim oym “6-3) pazil

-Joud 34 ||IM UOIIB|SURIY 9DPIIMOUS| JO SIPOW YDIYM pue WOYM 1o}
papaau s| abpajmous| 1eym Buipiebal SUOIIBSISAUOD A|JBS dARH -
[2S] yoieasas ayi ul pabebus asoy) 03 9dueAS

-|24 Jo saibojowaisida pue ‘sa1bojouo ‘Buimou Jo skem a1ojdx3 «
[1G] smaln J12y3 ssa1dxe 01 9jdoad 1oy

sadeds buieald pue ‘sdiysuone|as bulasoy ‘yaieasal oy A1oeded
Buidojanap ‘sansst Alunuwwlod 01 uoiuane budalp buipnpul
'3WO02IN0 UP $31N111SU0D 1eYM JO SaAndadsiad peoiq Japisuod) »

[e 10}

3]0[P1IOJWIOD pUE ‘9|qISSSIIE ‘JUIIUSAUOD 3JE 1BY3 SUONEIO| Ul 13D »
19318 I3y} Ul Wy}

poddns 01 pazi|Igow 3G Ued Yim Jamod moy pue ueal syl ulyim
Aduabe 11ay1 buipn|dul ‘saaulel) JO $|eob pue $1sa191uUl Y1 J9pISUO)) «
[0S] pauyap 24e swa|gold pue sanss| Moy uoisanb dDiews)

-qoid spew sem 11 Woym Ag/moy pue 1sa1a1ul JO SI D1dol e Aym ysy «
[0S] 25|12 dUOAIaAS SE

U940 se wayl bupauad pue ‘wayy bueas)s ‘wayl buiwodem
'PRYAUI 1B OYM 3503 01 92edS Bulpiroid se uoisn|dul 01 JURLQ »
[6¥] paLIaAGNS 3¢ 1yBIw

diysuoneal siyy moy Japisuod pue ajdoad pazijeulbiew 03 ssae
S21INba1 9OUS1DS [BID0S YoNUI 1By} 3ZIUHOI3I {WAY3 91DNPS 0} Paz|
-leuibiewl 316 OYM 350Y1 UO A|24 JOU PUP SIA[RSWIBY] 1PINPS PINOYS
J1amod Yim 9503 :ubisap Yd1easal 03 Jold SSndSIp pue Siuswalels
Ayjeuonisod a31m Lamod pue Alljeuonnisod Inoge Uiyl ‘el
9SIDAIP A|BUIWLIDIS B 3|qUUSSE O3 S9XOQ JO 195 B JO bupydil ybnoyi se
diysiauied e 01 sIaquIsW ,3SI9AIP, BUllIAUL UBY) JaY1RY -

9DUSPIAS PUB 9HPI|MOUS| SB SIUNOD Jeym BuuluR1a( -

umou Apeaije sl 1eym buiysijgeisy -

1X91U0D YDIe3Sal 9Y3 UIYLM SOIueUAp Jamod Bupsixe Buissassy
IE]

-WBW [ 4O} S9WODINO0 Palisap pue sanuold yoieasas buiuyaq »
diysioyuswi Joy suejd buiysijgeiss buipn|oul ‘siasn abpa

-|MOUS| pUR ‘SI13DJeas3l J931ed AJies ‘saaulel Yum Buiieloge||od -
PaA|OAUL 3] [|IMm 3jdoad uaym pue moy buissnosiq «

(suonsanb yoieasal Jo JuswdolAsp ay1 souanyul IYBIw Ay
-leuonisod moy bunapisuod “6-9) suonsanb yoieasas buidopns
24e3531 33 1ONPUOD 0} Wiea) e Wlioj 03 Jay3abol ajdoad buibupg «
129(oud ay3 Jo sanuoud pue suie ay3 buluiuLlaq -

152431ul Jo d1do e bupenoban -

2Jeasai 10j seap) pue saiiold buneisuan

Jamod noqe Bunjuiyl 10j 31N3eI}1| Y} WO SduepIND

1amod 03 pojejal suoijeiapisuo)

Yoieasal Jo syadsy

Jamod Jo s1oadse asay3 Inoge bupjuiyl 104 2in1edall| 9yl wody aouepinb pue diysisunied yoieasal 1) ue Inoybnolyl abiaws Aew 1eyl Jomod 01 paie|al SUOIIeIapISuo) L ajqelL



Page 4 of 10

(2025) 23:78

Kothari et al. Health Research Policy and Systems

Au

-leuoiyisod pue samod 1noge uondayal ul abebus pue diysiaunied ul
AJ|NJ$s920Ns yiom 01 A1oeded wea) pjing o3 saiunlioddo ajenjeay -
[£6] 195N SDPa|MOUY PUP SIaYDIeaSal

‘a)dwiexa 104 'UsaMIaq JalIp Aew 1oedWl INOge SBIPI MOY pue
,oedul, AQ 1uesw st 1eym Jo buipuelsispun [eninul e ysijgeisy
[01] uoneiuswa|dwi punose saioud pue suole1dadxs uwes) e se
SSN2SIP ‘siseq Jejnbal e UO pue ss230id UDIeasal 9y Ul Apieq «

(019 ‘sisalLul SIapjoysyeis Yum ubije Jou op ‘bl peq e uj Jauiled
/uoneziuebio/lspuny e juted Juswia|dwil 01 NdUpP a1e 1yl sbulpuy
“6°9) pajpuey 3q ||IM SBUIPUY S|GBIOARJUN MOY SDUBAPE U] SSNDSIC
[9G] sedusIpne |je 0}

3]qIS$3228 UONRUIWISSIP 10§ S31631eI)s mau ubisap pue a1ojdx7
[9G] 1524911 JO SIUNWILIOD

‘U0 UeY} Jayiel 10 pue yum sbujpuy buidnpoid uo sndoy e yim
‘WOYM 10§ JUBASJDI 3Je SBUIpUY YdIym Bulpidap ul a1eioqge||od) «

[SS] syuedipiued Buipn|oul ‘Y21eSSI DY) Ul PIAJOAUL 9SO JO)
9OUBAS|2 PUE BulURSW PlOY 1BY1 S3SUS] [BD112103U1 PUE SisA|eue pue
U0I1D3||0 B1ep JO SWIO) JuIayIp Bunuawsa|dwl Japisuo) «

[] o|doad 1u1ay1p 104 JUSIBYIP $00] IYHBIW 1USW

-9bebus 1eyl BuipuelSIIPUN [GIXY B YUM ‘SISA[eUr P1Ep PUB UOIY
-39||02 B1EP Ul PIAJOAUI S| OYM INOGR SUOIIPSISAUOD Jejnbal oAH -
[6%7] 9bpajmouy 10e11%3 01 S911

-lunwiwod ojul dooms 01 Jo suoieindod yoess-01-piey buissadde Jo
sasodind ay3 10y A|9]0s 193(0id 21 01 SUOAUR S)IAUI JOU O( »

sayoeoldde |ed1Hojow3s1da-03U0 JO

apnuINW e pue sdiysuoe|as wisl-buoj Jo uswdolaasp ayi 1od
-dns 1ey3 sa1poq pue sjjes buipuny 1ioddns pue 4oy A|dde %99S -
SIYI0 YIM

21eJ0QE||0D 01 PSIDIAX 2q O} 32IN0S3I 3|qIssod e se Jay1es INg
$19sn abpaimouy| 01,dn UsAIB, 9 Uyl 01 SIaydieasal Ag play buiyy
-9WOos se Jamod 235 10U Op ‘Y2Jeasal buionpuod pue buiubisap uj
(Ajlenba 21nquIUod 10U AeW ING

[enba aJe sIagUISW Weal) 3wl 343 JO [|B YdIeasal ayi Jo s1oadse

||e 404 ANjIgISuodsal [enba awNsse J0uurd Wesl 3yl JO SIaquial

|e 1ey1 Buiziubodal 15|Iym Yd1easal ayi buiubisap ul Aided 1oy wiy -
[£6] 3uauaMOdUWD AUNWIWOD pue 10adsal

[eninw ‘Buip|ing 1snJ1 a>ueApe ued 103foid ayi moy pue samod jo
S9D10} [RINIDNIIS JSDIE| UIYIIM PIIBNIIS S| YDIeasal aYl MOY JSPISUOD) «

sbuipuy say1 bupuswajduwi) -
sue|d uonejusws|dwi buidojers( «

WOoYMm 1o pue

2bueyd 9dUdNYUI 03 PasN g p|Nod sbuIpUY aY1 MOy JO Uol
-eJ9PISUOD Ul 9Bpajmouy bueuiwassip pue bunejsuel «
diysioyine jo

19PI0 9Y1 PUB SIOYINE S PIPN|DUI 3Q [|IM OyMm Bulpaq
panodal bulag Jo Ayrom Bulpuy e se syunod yeym buipidaq -
sbulpuy sy bunioday -

ue|d UOIIBUILIRSSIP pUB UOIIR|SUEJ] B UO Bulplda( -

uoleu

-IWISSIP PUB UOIIR|SUEJ] Ul PAAJOAUI 3G O} Y]] PINOM A3U1 MOY JO
SWI91 Ul saduaseaud sadoad Bunel|oe) pue bupioddng -

(paznuoud aie suon

-e321dI33UI YdIYMm pue ‘sisAjeue 3y Ul PIAJOAUL S| OYM ‘Blep dy3 SZA|
-eUe 0} sueaW 1| 1eym Buipidap “6°9) e1ep pa1da||0d ayi buizAjeuy -
(N30 ||Im UOoNI3)

-|0d elep MOY pue /Blep, Se SJUNOD 1eyM ‘e1ep 33 133]|0D [[IM OYM
Buippap “6-9) Abojopoyiaw uasoyd ayi ybnouyl exep bunds|od -

ansind 01 sapjunuoddo Buipuny yaiym pue (suopedijdde

1ueIb UO SI01RIOCR||0D PUE ‘S101eDI1SaAUI-0D ‘s101ebisanul [edd
-uld se papnppul 3q ||Im oym buippap “6-3) buipuny loj bulk|ddy -
(5921N0S34 31LD0||B 0} MOY

Bulppap ‘papaau JI uopesuadwod buluiwiap “6'9) bunabpng -
(sap1jod annensiuiwpe Ag

PAUIWIIBP USYO S| YdIYMm ‘Bulpuny se Yons ‘s32In0sai 03 ssa0e
SP|OY OYM PUE ‘S92IN0S3I YDIYM SDAISID1 OYM 'S92IN0SII YDIYM
91820 ||IM oYM Buipap “6°3) $921N0Sai pue sl Bunedo||y
(A|dde 01 sa5U3| IO SUD| [ED11DI03Y]}

yoiym buipioap ‘Abojoulaisida pue AHOjOIUO O paiejas SUOHeId
-pIsuod ‘paziiold a1e YdIym pue passalppe aie suoisanb pue
$21d0) Y21e3sal YoIym BuluIuIRISp ‘YDIeasal 91ewniba)| se s;unod
1eym buipipap “69) Abojopoyraw yoieasal syl buiubisaq

(BSIDA DDIA PUE $13SN 3BPIMOUY JO 3SOY YIIM

ubife saulBWI pue s3121j0d JIWSPEIE. IO SAIRIISIUIIPE JSYIDYM
BuluiuIzI=p ‘AlljIge|ieAe pue A1oeded s3UO0AISAS 10} Buiunodde
‘SNSURSUOD YBNOoIY3 SUOP SI SIYY JSYIDYM pUe SaUI[aUI} S19S OYM
BuiuiwiRIep “63) S|pUUBYD UOREIIUNWIWOD U0 BUIpIDap pue ‘saul|
-awi} bumas ‘sbunasw buuueld buipnidul ‘saAOe Buluueld «

1oedwi pue uoneuawR|dw|

uoeulwassIp pue uone|suel|

sisA|eue pue UON23)|0d eleQ

yoJeasal syl buiuued pue Juswdoaasp |esodold

Jamod Inoqe Bupjuiyl 10) 31N3eI}| Y3 WO SduepIND

1amod o0} poajejal suoijeiapisuo)

Yo4easai Jo sydadsy

(panupuOd) | 3jqey



Page 5 of 10

(2025) 23:78

Kothari et al. Health Research Policy and Systems

[8G 's¥]

(pasn sI abpajmouy syl moy pue padnpoid sbpsjmous Jo adA1 oyl
adeys asayi moy pue 103foid e buikispun saibojouwaisida pue saib
-0|03UO 3y} UO 103|421 ‘sa|0 diysiapes) yijeay ‘a|duiexa 1oy ‘'se yons
's3j04 JasN abpamouy paldnodo aney sjdoad pazijeulbiew Ajjed
-1J01SIY J2YI2ym pue 135N 3BP3a|MOoUy B Se SJUNOD OYM ¥se ‘Aym pue
Wieal e U0 PapN|2ul 10U pue PapN|dUl Sl OYM I9PISU0D “6:3) suoliefal
Jamod azjjesinau 03 Bulkly 1o Bupioubl ueyy Jayies papPagI i

M1 Y21yM Ul sa1n3dna3s samod ayi a1ebiAeu pue ‘ssndsIp ‘Ajiausp

(L ‘6€]

UOIIDB 9A11D3]|0D PUB UOIIRIOGR||0D YBNoiy) 9Bpajmouy 1ueAs|al JO
uononpold syl Loddns 01 s1squisw Weay ||e Yum Jamod uo melq »
[6€] sdiysuone|as bunsniy pjing pue yaJessal Jo suiesboid

dojanap 01 ‘padnpoud Buiaq S| 3BpajMOUY WOYM 1O} 950YL pue
paydJeasal bulag 950yl Buipn|dUl ‘SSNIUNUILIOD Y)IM S1RIOGR||0D)

(s92edS |POIPaW pUE Y3[eay UIYIM BUIom 35041 UaM1a]
'ss9004d U21easal 9yl Ul PIAJOAUL A|[eUONIPEI] 10U 35041 pue
SI9YD1easal U9aMIaq ‘SIaydIeasal J0juas pue Jolunf usamiaq

“6°9) so1weuAp Jamod Bunsixs o) buipusiie pue bulkjuspy «
(saj01 diysiapes| yieay spjoy oym adeys ey sialiieq

2oe|dyIom pue [euonednps ‘sassadoid uonowoid pue buly “69)
saresado Jamod Yoiym ybnouyl susiueydsw 2yl 1oy bununoidy
(WISIPIUOJOD PUB ‘WISIS|GR ‘WISIXSSOI19Y ‘WSISSe|d

‘wispel “6-9) aresado sdiysiaupied || pue 109(oid sbpajmous e se
IY21ym Ul lamod Jo $2in1dnaas Buiidssiaiul syl bulspisuo) «

siouonndeld | Jo saniunwiwod bupioddns pue BusIso «
Ainba

s10woid Jo/pue abueyd 109)s 01 103f0id yoieasal 3|buls e puokaq
PUS1IX3 1eY1 YdJeasas Jo swielboid buiureisns pue buneaid
s109f01d papuaixa pue ‘syiomiau ‘sdiysiauried |y buidoasg -

pappaqua aie sdiysiauiied ] )] YdIym Ul SIXSIUOD JaPIM DY |

youeasal Jo weiboud sable| e buidoprsg

1amod 1noqe Bupjuiy) 10j 31n1eIDI| BY) WOy duepIND

1amod 0} pajejau suoO1RIDPISUOD)

ydJeasal Jo sydadsy

(panunuod) | sjqer



Kothari et al. Health Research Policy and Systems (2025) 23:78

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.
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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
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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
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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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