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Abstract
This article explores knowledge mobilisation in youth research. We take as a starting 
point that youth knowledge mobilisation (YKMb) requires specific strategies because 
of the unique power dynamics involved in mobilising knowledge related to young 
people. However, existing knowledge mobilisation models cannot account for these 
specificities. YKMb often requires co-creation with partner organisations as well as with 
youth themselves, leading to diverse and sometimes fragmented approaches to YKMb. 
An overarching discussion about the theory and practice of YKMb is missing from the 
literature. To explore the factors that influence the diversity of approaches to YKMb, we 
take up reflexivity to explore the experiences of a YKMb Chair working in intersectoral 
partnerships as well as with young people in Quebec, Canada. This article features an 
emergent YKMb framework that conceptualises a continuum of approaches to mobilising 
knowledge about, for, with and by youth. Across these modes of working, several factors 
influence YKMb in practice, from research paradigm and context as well as specificities 
regarding which actors are involved and why these different actors want to mobilise 
knowledge, as well as what roles different actors play in knowledge production and 
mobilisation. These factors influence the continuum of roles that academic researchers 
may play in YKMb, from more traditional roles as knowledge translators to engaged roles 

1 DECLARATION OF CONFLICTING INTEREST The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with  
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. FUNDING This work was supported by 
a grant from the University of Montreal for MYRIAGONE, the McConnell-University of Montreal Chair in Youth 
Knowledge Mobilization.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.5130/ijcre.v18i2.9405
http://ijcre.epress.lib.uts.edu.au
http://ijcre.epress.lib.uts.edu.au
mailto:jennifer.thompson@umontreal.ca
https://doi.org/10.5130/ijcre.v18i2.9405


such as facilitators, advocates and learners. Conceptualising YKMb through continuums of practice 
offers critical insights to support intersectoral and interdisciplinary teams of academic researchers, 
partners and young people in research co-creation to better bridge the gap between research and 
practice.

Keywords
Knowledge Mobilisation; Partnership Research; Youth Participation; Youth Research; 
Continuums of Practice

Introduction
This article explores the theory and practice of knowledge mobilisation (KMb) in the context of research 
about young people. This area of ‘youth research’ is notoriously vast; young people’s lives span many 
disciplinary areas and spheres, necessitating a plurality of approaches to research, from longitudinal 
statistical work to in-depth qualitative and narrative studies and conceptual interrogations of childhood. 
What is more, paradigm shifts in recent decades have changed the landscape for youth participation, 
leading to increased involvement of young people as active knowers and agents within different stages of 
the research process. This constellation of research practices raises interesting questions about how to put 
this knowledge produced by youth research into use so that it might contribute to young people’s lives 
in a meaningful way. Drawing on our experiences doing KMb in different ways as part of a collaborative 
interdisciplinary chair focused on youth research, we suggest there are opportunities to think across these 
diverse ways of working to consider the significance of youth knowledge mobilisation (YKMb). Given the 
paucity of literature exploring YKMb as a field, we offer a broad definition of YKMb as ‘the mobilisation of 
research knowledge that pertains to the experiences, lives and positions of young people in society’.

The concept of KMb has gained momentum in recent decades and is now considered an important 
criterion, if not expectation, for good quality research. Through the process of producing and mobilising 
knowledge generated within research environments, KMb aims to bridge the gap between research and 
practice. Associated with concerns about research impact, KMb involves the exchange and integration of 
knowledge with the goal of better informing decision-making and practice so that research benefits society 
(Phipps et al. 2016). The term ‘KMb’ was introduced in Canada in the early 2000s by the Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) and is based on the French term ‘mobilisation’, 
which draws on ideas about ‘making ready for service or action’ (SSHRC 2019, cited in Barwick, Dubrowski 
& Petricca 2019, p. 5). The concept builds on, overlaps with and integrates a range of concepts and terms 
leading to tensions in the literature about how to define it. For SSHRC, KMb is an umbrella terms that 
includes, for example, the one-way transfer of information associated with knowledge transfer, the adaptation 
of information for different knowledge users through knowledge translation (emerging from health sciences) 
and more interactive processes of knowledge exchange that involve knowledge users to a greater extent. 
Others suggest that KMb represents a more involved interactive process with knowledge users that requires 
building relationships and going beyond, for example, producing reports and articles. While this field 
continues to evolve heterogeneously in situated ways in different contexts and disciplines (Graham et al. 
2006), we work with the idea that KMb offers an evolving concept and process for a range of approaches 
aimed at putting research into use. In Canada, the term KMb has particular significance because the federal 
funding agency in the social sciences and humanities (SSHRC) evaluates the merit of KMb plans in 
funding applications (SSHRC 2023), leading to increasingly critical questions from academic researchers 
(researchers employed by research institutions) about how to do KMb.

To facilitate KMb, it is widely encouraged to involve knowledge users within various research stages. 
Intersectoral collaboration or partnership research offers a mechanism whereby academic researchers work 
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with non-academic partners to produce and mobilise knowledge together (Lavis et al. 2006; Phipps et al. 
2016). Partners might include any range of actors, from private and non-profit organisations, practitioners 
and community members to governments, policymakers, decision-makers and young people themselves. It 
is accepted that collaborative approaches such as co-production, co-creation, and participatory research are 
effective processes for integrating the knowledge produced through research more easily within practice and 
decision-making. Indeed, decades of collaborative research involving knowledge users have perhaps been 
doing the work of KMb without necessarily using this term or explicitly focusing on the KMb aspect of the 
partnership process. At the same time, KMb differs from partnership research because KMb is explicitly 
concerned with putting research into use (whereas partnership research might have different objectives). 
Recent scholarly work comparing KMb models with collaborative approaches such as engaged scholarship, 
co-production, and community-based participatory research distinguishes, for example, different objectives, 
historical roots, and researcher roles ( Jull et al. 2017; Nguyen et al. 2020). However, these theoretical reviews 
of the literature still leave questions for academic researchers working across the wide variety of research 
traditions that do not necessarily or traditionally involve non-academic partners. There is a need for more 
dedicated discussions across diverse research traditions about strategies for mobilising research findings 
with different groups of knowledge users, and how to navigate the realities and complexities of this work in 
practice.

In this context, KMb scholarship increasingly critiques pragmatic views of ‘common-sense’ 
methodological approaches to bringing academic researchers and non-academic partners together. 
Alongside a number of scoping reviews taking stock of the field (Golhasany & Harvey 2023; Ziam et al. 
2024), more critical accounts of KMb need to address how power relations influence the theory and practice 
of KMb (Crosschild et al. 2021; Grenier et al. 2021; Kelly et al. 2021). Taken-for-granted assumptions 
about the ease of ‘knowledge exchange’ pay little attention to the politics of knowledge and power, and 
how intersecting social structures influence KMb processes. As academic researchers increasingly engage 
in collaborative research with non-academic partners, KMb theory and practice need to account for social 
inequities and question whose (as well as what) knowledge and experiences are being mobilised and how. 
These questions are particularly important in relation to youth research given the complex social relations 
around youth in society and the important potential of KMb in making a difference in youth’s lives and life 
paths.

This article therefore begins with the premise that YKMb presents specific research scenarios for which 
existing KMb theories (developed in adult research contexts) cannot fully account. We posit YKMb as 
a unique form of KMb for two reasons. First, YKMb often involves more actors because of the social 
locations of young people embedded within and supported by structures such as families, schools and 
communities. These locations make it harder for academic researchers to access youth and youth knowledge 
independently. Youth are either not fully autonomous, or not thought to be autonomous, and are therefore 
often represented by adults. Certainly, many youth are active and mobilised in their communities yet 
academic researchers located within institutions tend to be removed from youth and their communities. 
Academic researchers thus often seek collaborations with non-academic partner organisations (for example, 
schools and community organisations) that act as gatekeepers, mediators or intermediaries. Second, 
YKMb involves complex power dynamics because young people are often constructed as less powerful and 
autonomous in society and therefore not expected or asked to have valuable knowledge.

For these reasons, producing and mobilising youth knowledge can take multiple forms, each presenting 
specific challenges and opportunities. Here, one significant distinction pertains to the extent to which 
young people are involved. Academic researchers doing youth research may or may not directly engage 
young people in knowledge production or mobilisation. Many researchers advocate for participatory 
approaches with, by and for youth to integrate or amplify youth as knowledge producers or youth as 
researchers. However, adult researchers based in academic institutions (and at times partner organisations 
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led by adults) often lead the majority of youth research with limited input from young people. Therefore, 
there is significant diversity in YKMb theory and practice due to the potential involvement of many 
actors, including academic researchers from different disciplines, multiple partner organisations, various 
adults in youth’s lives and differently positioned youth. Examining the tensions across these working 
relationships offers opportunities towards developing more critical accounts of KMb in the context of youth 
research. While many excellent case studies showcase, for example, participatory approaches to involving 
youth in YKMb, these approaches tend to be fragmented or niche areas within youth research. Much 
YKMb remains limited to what academic researchers do (after knowledge production) and therefore not 
necessarily explicitly named or theorised as a process with important implications for youth research. An 
overarching discussion across the diverse approaches to YKMb is missing from the literature. These gaps 
leave opportunities to unpack the theory and practice of YKMb and questions about how to advance YKMb 
as a specific form of KMb. In the absence of a paradigm for this work, much can be learned about YKMb 
by reflecting critically and collectively on how different academic researchers view and practice YKMb in 
different research contexts. This article explores academic researcher perspectives on the concepts, factors 
and mechanisms that influence diverse approaches to YKMb to map out an emergent integrative framework 
for YKMb.

To proceed, we first present an overview of the KMb literature to ground our analysis within existing 
theorical understandings. This review highlights some useful concepts for framing KMb in youth contexts, 
as well as the limits of existing models for understanding YKMb. We then describe the context for these 
questions – a collaborative research Chair on YKMb – and methodology for reflecting collectively on 
YKMb through the work of the Chair. The findings present an emergent YKMb framework as a work-in-
progress to advance discussion about the theory and practice of YKMb.

Existing knowledge mobilisation frameworks
As the field of KMb evolves amidst a range of concepts and terminology, KMb models increasingly 
attempt to account for complexity within KMb processes. Earlier models emerging predominantly from 
business and management environments conceptualise mechanisms like conduits (Boland & Tenkasi 
1995), stickiness (Szulanski 1996), and spirals (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995) to describe how knowledge is 
shared and integrated into practice. These models tend to focus on different mechanisms and outcomes 
within KMb processes with the aim of improving productivity and innovation ( Jull et al. 2017). Other 
collaboration and partnership models of KMb have different historical roots focusing on ethical questions 
and concerns about power relations within research with the aim of addressing social justice concerns ( Jull 
et al. 2017; Nguyen et al. 2020). Clearly, different values and objectives inform various approaches to KMb.

Three features of KMb offer conceptual tools for understanding the diversity of approaches to YKMb. 
First, knowledge production and mobilisation can be separate processes or they can be intertwined. As 
Crosschild et al. (2021) noted, many traditional scientific research scenarios first produce knowledge 
and then mobilise it later. For example, academic researchers commonly produce articles, books or other 
outputs (for example, reports, infographics, videos or podcasts) to mobilise knowledge at the end of funded 
research projects. In other research scenarios, the production and mobilisation of knowledge may occur 
simultaneously, after which knowledge may also then continue to be mobilised with different knowledge 
users. For example, participatory traditions involve community members in data collection and analysis, such 
that the research knowledge is mobilised through the co-production process. Then, communities may also 
decide to hold a forum with other knowledge users (like local leaders) to share what was learned through 
the research. Second, some types of knowledge may be more readily shared and exchanged compared to 
others. For example, technical knowledge in the sciences may be easier to share compared to knowledge 
in sectors such as health, social services and education (Graham et al. 2006), and explicit knowledge may 
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be more readily shared than implicit forms of knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). Third, different 
relationships exist between knowledge producers and knowledge users. For example, Lavis et al. (2006) 
identified various models of KMb including: (1) push, where academic researchers or intermediaries reach 
out to community or institutional partners likely to use scientific knowledge; (2) pull, where partners ask 
researchers to listen to their needs and produce knowledge adapted to their questions and realities; and 
(3) exchange, where projects are co-developed and co-produced by both researchers and partners. Some 
KMb models now distinguish academic researcher roles within KMb processes, from producing knowledge 
to brokering research relationships and fostering networks, to advocating evidence, researching practice and 
advancing the field of KMb itself (Davies, Powell & Nutley 2015; Haynes et al. 2020). The field is becoming 
increasingly more complex and self-critical in refining the elements, mechanisms and impacts of KMb.

However, existing KMb models typically assume that partners are adults with the rights and privileges 
of adults, certain levels of education and training and experience working within organisational or 
institutional environments. Many questions remain about the theory and practice of YKMb and how the 
specificities, challenges and opportunities of youth engagement shape YKMb. While KMb may incorporate 
collaboration with partner organisations, the possible involvement of young people adds layers of 
complexity. These questions are particularly critical when accounting for the realities of diverse, marginalised 
or differently positioned youth. Social inequities affect which youth are more supported and heard within 
research. Integrating diverse young people across intersecting power structures that include, for example, 
colonialism, racism, patriarchy and transphobia requires awareness of the specific challenges to meaningful 
youth engagement. Many empirical studies document the facilitators and barriers involving young people in 
KMb, for example, through youth advisory councils (Canas et al. 2019; Chan et al. 2021; Halsall, McCann 
& Armstrong 2022), popular theatre approaches to working with Indigenous youth (Plazas et al. 2019) and 
involving racialised youth in community-university action research project (Mosher et al. 2014), although 
this literature does not use the term YKMb. Limited scholarship integrates and advances the theory and 
practice of YKMb across these diverse approaches and actors. There are meaningful opportunities to 
explore – within the same frame – how and why researchers engage in YKMb in the ways that they do.

To interrogate this gap, we launched MYRIAGONE, the McConnell-University of Montreal Chair in 
Youth Knowledge Mobilization. The Chair is held by five co-chairs working together across three disciplines 
and numerous partner organisations. The Chair holders each conduct different types of youth research (from 
quantitative to qualitative and action-oriented) with various groups and communities in Quebec, Canada 
(including urban, rural, and Indigenous contexts). To understand the realities and circumstance of young 
people, we work with an interdisciplinary approach at the intersections of health, education and work. We 
are particularly concerned with reaching, understanding and addressing the realities of youth in situations of 
social inequity. As part of the intellectual work of the Chair, we bring our diverse field experiences alongside 
theories of KMb to think through the specificities and complexities of YKMb in theory and in practice.

Methods
To explore the diversity of YKMb practices within our Chair, we developed an iterative inquiry process 
involving qualitative, reflexive and conceptual approaches over several years and phases. Early in this process, 
it became apparent that many YKMb practices were implicit in our work. Reflexivity offers an approach 
for researchers to acknowledge their role in the research and to reflect critically on how their subjectivity 
influences the research process, in particular, for attending to issues related to power relations (Sultana 
2007). Therefore, our methodology aimed to first identify and explicitly name how the five researchers in the 
Chair work differently to produce and mobilise youth knowledge and then, second, develop an integrative 
framework for thinking across our diverse approaches. The work proceeded in three phases, as outlined 
below.
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PHASE I: IDENTIFYING DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO YOUTH RESEARCH

First, individual semi-structured interviews conducted by the first author (who was at the time, a 
postdoctoral researcher with the Chair) explored each Co-chair’s disciplinary background, conceptual and 
theoretical interests and methodological approaches to youth research. In this phase, each of the Co-chairs 
reviewed the transcript from their own interview and identified important insights, which were shared and 
discussed in a focus group session.

PHASE II: IDENTIFYING DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO YKMB

This phase allowed us to identify some key actors within YKMb processes, and the range of contextual 
factors that influence YKMb. For this phase, we adapted Lavis et al.’s (2003) questions to identify: What 
knowledge should be mobilised? To whom should knowledge be mobilised? By whom should knowledge 
be mobilised? How should knowledge be mobilised? With what effect should knowledge be mobilised? We 
also added the question: Who should produce the knowledge to be mobilised? We explored YKMb as a 
group in a facilitated workshop as well as through a second individual semi-structured interview with each 
Co-chair.

PHASE III: INTEGRATING A DIVERSITY OF PRACTICES

This phase aimed to account for the diversity of practices, approaches and concerns described across the 
work of the Chair. Inspired by continuum models of diversity, for example, Careau et al.’s (2015) framework 
for interprofessional collaboration, we developed a series of working continuums that consider the range 
of diverse approaches to YKMb within the Chair. Workshopping these continuums provided an inclusive 
co-analytical process that allowed for flexibility and fluidity so that researchers could identify their practices 
along multiple continuums, while also recognising that practices are not static and shift along continuums. 
These continuums – and the emergent framework below – remain purposefully tentative. This process 
allowed us to identify and structure the key themes and questions that we see shaping YKMb theory 
and practice. While we draw on our field experiences to theorise YKMb practice, we do not elaborate on 
individual projects in this article. We invite readers to visit our website to learn more about our work (www.
myriagone.ca).

Results
YKMb is as multifaceted as youth research itself; it takes many forms that necessitate different strategies. 
To account for the different approaches to YKMb, it might be initially tempting to attribute this diversity 
to disciplinary differences. While disciplinary traditions certainly play a role, our findings suggest that 
discipline alone cannot account for the different ways that academic researchers think about and practise 
YKMb. YKMb can also vary quite considerably among academic researchers located in the same discipline 
because of how YKMb changes from project to project as well as from context to context. Many researchers 
use different approaches to YKMb, depending on the project. As we elaborate below, several other factors 
also come into play, which we organise in two major sections. We first present an overview of the factors 
influencing YKMb within an emergent framework and how these factors interact. We then zoom in on one 
aspect of YKMb highlighted through our focus on academic researcher perspectives: the circumstances that 
influence the roles that academic researchers might want or need to play in YKMb.

Part I: Mobilising knowledge about, for, with and by youth
Figure 1 presents an emergent framework that integrates some key factors influencing YKMb in theory 
and in practice. To a certain extent, the spiral (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995) or stickiness (Szulanski 1996) 
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models of KMb form the basis of this framework. These mechanisms portray iterative and non-linear 
processes that encourage different actors (for example, researchers, partner organisations or young people) 
to spend time together and exchange explicit and tacit knowledge in different ways and spaces. This is far 
more complicated than it seems. We identify several inter-related factors that differentiate why academic 
researchers might employ different YKMb strategies in different research scenarios.

Figure 1.	 An emergent YKMb framework

In the centre, anchoring the framework, a continuum of YKMb practices includes YKMb about youth, 
for youth, with youth and by youth. Each of these working relationships offers a different mode of youth 
involvement within YKMb, and each with different epistemological and methodological implications. 
While we focus on YKMb, these modes of working may also refer to youth involvement in research (as 
noted earlier, knowledge production and knowledge mobilisation may occur separately or be intertwined). 
Each mode considers youth differently. YKMb about youth considers young people as the object or context 
of the research, accounting for most youth research that tends to be conducted and mobilised by adult 
researchers. This mode could include, for example, theoretical work advancing academic conversations about 
conceptions of youth or longitudinal statistical analysis to study the transitions in young people’s lives across 
generations. Moving along the continuum, YKMb for youth positions young people as beneficiaries, users or 
receivers of knowledge. For example, YKMb for youth could include research about teaching and learning 
that informs school curricula and teaching practice or psycho-social research that informs social programs 
for youth. YKMb with youth involves young people as consultants informing or guiding the research 
process, or as co-researchers, co-producers or co-mobilisers of knowledge alongside academic researchers. 
For example, participatory visual research inviting youth to produce images to identify, represent and co-
analyse issues in their lives helps to shift the narrative towards youth-centred ways of seeing. In YKMb by 
youth, youth lead the research process as researchers, knowledge producers and mobilisers. For example, 
youth-led organisations may plan, execute and mobilise research that invites academic researcher input, 
but youth lead the research decisions and process. These four modes of YKMb are neither static bounded 
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categories nor are they mutually exclusive. Many projects employ different approaches across different stages 
of implementation.

Around this central continuum, several inter-related factors in turn shape YKMb. These factors include 
research paradigm and context (two spheres at the top of Figure 1) as well as which actors participate, the 
roles different actors play and the reasons driving different actors to participate in YKMb (three spheres at 
the bottom of Figure 1). Each of these factors includes a range of possibilities. Given the interdependence 
of these factors and the spiral dynamic that animates the framework, it is difficult to describe each factor 
individually or sequentially. To describe this interplay, we first introduce how research paradigm influences 
YKMb. We then demonstrate how other factors related to the research context intersect with paradigm 
to influence and complicate the who, what and why of YKMb. In broad strokes, the more researchers seek 
the input and involvement of different types of actors, the more complex scenarios are encountered, and 
the more researchers need to consider what is needed for YKMb to be meaningful and relevant for those 
involved.

HOW RESEARCH PARADIGM INFLUENCES YKMB

Paradigm refers to ‘the basic set of beliefs that guides action’ (Guba 1990, p. 17). Research paradigm plays 
a significant role underpinning the construction of youth within research from a range of, for example, 
developmental, socially constructed, historically situated and structural perspectives. Paradigmatic 
differences in epistemologies, ontologies and methodologies influence how youth knowledge is produced 
and mobilised including disciplinary traditions as well as the assumptions, values and beliefs that shape 
research decisions and the criteria for good quality research. Guba and Lincoln (2005) distinguish five 
key research paradigms – positivism, postpositivism, critical theory, constructivism and participatory – 
and additional bodies of scholarship also include, for example, pragmatic and transformative paradigms 
(Creswell & Poth 2016) as well as Indigenous paradigms (Held 2019). We do not attempt to prescriptively 
map out the specificities of these and various other paradigms. We simply highlight how differences 
related to paradigmatic expectations affect what strategies researchers use for YKMb as well as the place 
of youth agency and voice in these processes. For example, in theory, paradigms that require an objective 
distance between researcher and youth knowledge (such as positivism and post-positivism) may align 
with YKMb about youth. Here, traditional scientific methods aim to describe a generalisable reality, where 
youth knowledge is seen as external from the researcher and validated through procedures that protect 
objectivity. Researchers’ values, subjectivity and positionality – as well as those of partner organisations and 
young people – may constitute forms of bias that need to be excluded from knowledge to anchor research 
validity. On the other hand, paradigms that seek the co-production and mobilisation of knowledge (such 
as participatory or transformative paradigms) may align more fundamentally with YKMb with and by 
youth. These paradigms produce situated, shared and more diffuse forms of lived, embodied and sensory 
knowledges, and aim to address more explicitly the power dynamics between academic researchers and 
young people. The credibility of these knowledges depends on the quality of youth engagement.

In practice, paradigms are far from discrete or essentialised systems and often co-exist in complex, 
overlapping and contested ways (Guba & Lincoln 2005). It may be unconstructive and even problematic 
to attempt to ascribe individual researchers or projects to certain paradigms. On the contrary, different 
paradigms often co-exist and serve different purposes at different stages of the research process. Many 
researchers combine multiple paradigms and modes of working. Here it might be helpful to envision 
paradigm diversity as a set of nested continuums that depict some of the key tensions across paradigms, 
for example, on the role of objectivity or subjectivity, or on the inclusion or exclusion of personal values in 
research (see Guba & Lincoln 2005; Held 2019). Essentially, paradigm influences the types of relationships 
that researchers have with knowledge production and therefore how YKMb is conceptualised and 
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negotiated. Research paradigm offers an integrative frame for dialogue across the diversity of approaches 
that researchers employ to produce and mobilise youth knowledge.

HOW RESEARCH CONTEXT INFLUENCES YKMB

Alongside paradigm, we also found that YKMb practices vary from project to project and from context 
to context. The factors impacting this variability include social, economic, political, cultural, linguistic and 
geographic specificities of different research contexts. The scope of research questions also influences the 
scale or unit of analysis, and the methodologies needed to meet the specific needs of particular projects 
and youth contexts. For example, youth research in collaboration with more formal organisational partners 
like schools or national statistical agencies often requires more institutionalised approaches to YKMb, such 
as producing accessible reports and sharing them on websites, organising meetings with school boards 
or communicating findings through professional channels. Youth research drawing on more informal or 
community-based spaces like homes, streets or parks often requires for informal or community-based 
YKMb strategies that include, for example, visual products like pamphlets or posters, or through publicly 
accessible channels like radio or social media. Each research project arguably has a unique set of contextual 
factors. Conceivably, innumerable contextual factors influence the landscape of what YKMb looks like in 
practice. Together, research paradigm and context influence how researchers imagine, create and negotiate 
YKMb in practice. This leads to the third major factor regarding the who, what and how engaging different 
types of actors in YKMb.

HOW THE INVOLVEMENT OF DIVERSE ACTORS INFLUENCES YKMB

Which actors participate in YKMb, the roles they play, and why they want to participate (their expected 
outcomes) also interact to create a range of research scenarios that require different YKMb strategies. 
As noted, these actors may include academics from different fields and disciplines, as well as partner 
organisations with different types of mandates, and young people with various backgrounds and lived 
experiences. Identifying who has power to take up the knowledge produced and make change helps to 
develop YKMb plans that include specific actors that need to be reached for the desired outcome of the 
KMb process. These actors also become key knowledge producers within the YKMb process and not just 
recipients or users of the knowledge. Research for, with and by youth requires the involvement of more 
actors, each with different interests and realities. Different actors often have different mandates that 
influence their relationships with young people, who needs to participate in YKMb and how researchers 
need to plan to facilitate these exchanges. Youth from different backgrounds or environments may have 
different interests in topics or motivations for being involved and have varying access to opportunities and 
mobilisation processes. For example, an interactive exhibition inviting adolescent participants and their 
family members to a university campus to mobilise youth-produced artwork requires a very different set of 
YKMb strategies compared to a media campaign mobilising research findings about the health and safety of 
young farmers from rural communities. Partners may have different organisational objectives, structures and 
capacities as well as priorities related to stakeholders and beneficiaries, internal needs or expectations. For 
example, organisations that want to improve service provision by supporting practitioners requires different 
YKMb strategies compared to organisations working to address power imbalances in their governance 
structures by engaging youth in decision-making. Certainly, diverse organisations have different starting 
points, which can create gaps in terms of language, benchmarks and resources required to participate in 
the YKMb. Negotiating these collaborations may be one of the ways that YKMb can effectively address 
the power dynamics inherent within youth research. Indeed, finding effective ways to engage diverse actors 
makes YKMb unique and challenging.
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Part 2: A spotlight on researcher roles in YKMb
Given academic researcher responsibilities and mandates for mobilising research knowledge, it is not 
surprising that how researchers see and negotiate their role in YKMb influences their YKMb practices. 
These roles reflect academic researcher motivations to do YKMb. The reasons why researchers may engage 
in YKMb – the types of outcomes they want to achieve – affects how they approach YKMb and involve 
other actors, and who is involved or excluded from the process. Academic researchers engaging in YKMb to 
meet funder requirements or research-focused impacts may prioritise academic publications and academic 
conferences (YKMb about youth). Academic researchers and partners who want to change policy need to 
engage with leaders and policymakers, perhaps through more formal, public-facing strategies like public 
round-table discussion events (YKMb for youth). Other academic researchers interested in how YKMb may 
improve social support for youth through, for example, improved outreach or services may need to mobilise 
practitioners (for example, teachers, youth workers, healthcare providers) through engaged YKMb strategies 
such as infographics or video capsules easily shared on social media to provide accessible ways to engage 
busy practitioners. To improve youth access to structures, services and institutions, academic researchers 
may need to dedicate time participating and advocating in organisational committees or boards where 
decision-making takes place (also YKMb for youth). Researchers who want to empower or support youth 
leadership need to involve youth directly in the research and mobilisation processes and create dedicated 
space to amplify youth voices (YKMb with and by youth). Academic researchers may also value reciprocity 
and want to give back to partner organisations or change how they work to disrupt dominant norms within 
the academy. Most researchers are likely motivated by several goals including broader societal-level ones 
such as addressing social inequities, creating a more inclusive society and decolonising research. Academic 
researchers mobilise knowledge for many reasons that each necessitate different strategies for involving non-
academic actors.

We suggest that academic researcher roles are also influenced – at least in part – by research paradigm, 
which ascribes specific roles that underpin criteria for what counts as good quality research (Guba & 
Lincoln 2005). Within some paradigms, academic researchers may view the responsibility to mobilise 
knowledge predominantly in their professional roles. Other paradigms may position researchers as advocates 
who mobilise knowledge all the time within their communities and personal lives. These roles are also 
shaped by how academic researchers adapt and adopt new roles to respond to partner needs or interests. 
For example, inviting adolescents with little exposure to academic milieus to participate in an academic 
panel requires more active researcher engagement so that youth feel comfortable and prepared in a new 
setting. In comparison, more traditional academic researcher roles involve preparing academic publications 
for scholarly journals. The continuum of researcher roles (Figure 2) begins to map out the diversity of roles 
that academic researchers may seek or expect to play in YKMb and approaches where young people are also 
involved as researchers. In general, these roles align with the about, for, with and by youth modes of working, 
as well as with paradigmatic expectations for change in the research process (bottom bar of Figure 2).

The two modes on the left of this continuum (about youth and for youth) may not directly involve young 
people. These modes probably account for large bodies of literature pertaining to young people over time. 
On the extreme left (YKMb about youth), academic researchers produce and disseminate research to make 
knowledge available through, for example, traditional academic outputs such as publications and conferences 
that tend to assume other researchers as the primary knowledge users. Academic researchers play a primary 
role in decision-making in these processes with little to no youth involvement or anticipated change in 
how researchers produce and mobilise knowledge. Moving toward the right, research becomes more like 
an intervention with anticipated action or change. YKMb for youth expects that the research may benefit 
youth directly or indirectly through partner organisation activities. For example, research may respond to 
partner concerns and be translated into a format accessible to diverse knowledge users (for example, reports, 
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infographics, podcasts). Academic researchers may also accompany partners (including youth) to actively 
facilitate discussions about how to integrate or use knowledge to influence or adapt practice, with some 
expectation that change may occur.

The two modes to the right of the continuum (with youth and by youth) must directly involve young 
people. These modes probably account for smaller bodies of scholarship overall but are becoming 
increasingly common with paradigm shifts around youth participation. Moving towards the right (YKMb 
with youth), academic researchers advocate and create opportunities and support for youth or partner 
initiatives. This includes including young people at various stages of the research processes, from research 
design and identifying research questions, to data collection and analysis, and dissemination or mobilisation. 
In YKMb led by youth, researchers listen and witness, and adapt their research practice through reflexivity 
and learning, often seeking to change themselves and how they do research. Moving towards the right along 
this continuum, personal relationships become more important; academic researchers, partners and youth 
must invest more time building and maintaining these relationships. The higher the level of involvement 
and longer duration of the relationship with youth and partners, the more time and effort are required and 
the more YKMb practice requires personal investment from everyone involved.

This continuum of researcher roles is not linear or exhaustive. In practice, researcher roles and interests 
change depending on the project and situation. Returning to the YKMb framework presented in Figure 1, 
YKMb involves several differently positioned actors (for example, researchers, partners organisations, young 
people themselves) working together over time in different modes: about youth, for youth, with youth and by 
youth. These modes are influenced by research paradigm and context as well as by who, how and why of how 
non-academic actors are involved. Each mode requires different strategies and approaches to communicate 
across differences by finding ways to build common languages. These multiple layers interact such that 
YKMb practices are dynamic, cumulative, responsive and transformative. When researchers work together 
in interdisciplinary and intersectoral contexts, they learn from each other and from other actors therefore 
can be inspired to work differently. YKMb occurs across multiple projects over time and across researchers’ 
careers. What happens in one project – the people involved, the processes developed, the knowledge 
produced, how knowledge users integrate this knowledge – become building blocks and pathways for future 
YKMb.

Figure 2.	 Continuum of academic researcher roles in YKMb
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Discussion
YKMb offers a critical avenue for building more inclusive and equitable societies. Global changes regarding 
the rights of young people have radically changed the landscape of youth participation in research 
(Graham, Powell & Taylor 2015; United Nations 1989). The increasing involvement of young people and 
youth-focused organisations in research, alongside the increasing expectation or requirement for academic 
researchers to both do interdisciplinary research and find ways to put the research into use, raises many 
questions and sometimes tensions about strategies for YKMb. Our findings build on some core components 
of existing KMb theories (from knowledge translation to co-production) and contribute new insights to 
the specificities of YKMb by identifying several layers of complexity and the concept of continuums as 
a strategy for working across diverse approaches. Many factors influence researcher decisions about how 
to develop YKMb activities: the research focus, the perception of the roles that academic researchers 
should (or should not) play in the public sphere, the ability to share decision-making power, the perceived 
responsibility for carrying out changes in practice settings and which youth ultimately participate and are 
heard within research. These complexities help to name what makes YKMb so challenging. We now discuss 
four challenges to YKMb.

First, existing KMb models imply that mobilising knowledge requires space and time to share 
experiential and tacit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). These models assume that people come 
together over time and build common language and understandings through rational ‘common sense’ 
processes (Crosschild et al. 2021). Our work suggests that the who and how of bringing diverse actors 
together is much more complex and power-laden, especially in youth contexts which involve many more 
structures and possible actors, each with different powers and expectations. The challenge is that there are 
zones of ‘no meet’ with impossibilities of actors spending time together. Many academic researchers have 
little to no contact with youth, whereas youth may be in contact with an organisation or other researchers. 
These relations make it essential for academic researchers to collaborate across disciplines, as well as with 
partners and with youth, to share knowledge. YKMb therefore involves not one knowledge spiral but several 
spirals that do not necessarily overlap or have the same powers. By doing intersectoral and interdisciplinary 
work, actors can more effectively mobilise knowledge across spirals.

Second, the institutional environments where academic researchers work shape what roles they are 
encouraged and supported to play in YKMb. It is well documented that universities prioritise peer-review 
publications in high-impact journals, which may inadvertently prioritise less time to intensive YKMb 
approaches. For example, YKMb about youth does not require as much of a time commitment as YKMb for 
and with youth where academic researchers facilitate and support relationships with partner organisations 
and young people. Working with youth involves building relationships and trust. Researchers need to 
spend dedicated time with young people to understand what interests and motivates youth to participate. 
Furthermore, academic researchers’ institutionalised locations – in quite different spaces from where 
youth spend their time – affect researcher capacities to reach marginalised youth, further shaping which 
youth tend to participate in research. Academic institutions also mandate their researchers with multiple 
competing responsibilities such as teaching and service. The resources and infrastructures needed to support 
direct youth engagement work are often not recognised within university structures or funding agency 
criteria.

Third, our findings highlight tensions in whether academic researchers can or want to work directly 
with youth. The time commitments and trust-building involved in working with youth complicates YKMb 
because academic researchers and youth may not always be available at the same times; youth have school 
and other responsibilities when academic researchers are available during a typical work week, and academic 
researchers’ personal and family responsibilities often conflict with youth’s availabilities on nights and 
weekends. It can be challenging to maintain ongoing contact as youth transition from secondary school to 
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the workforce and across different levels of tertiary education or starting of families. For many reasons, not 
all academic researchers are available, interested or well-suited to youth engagement. Partner organisations 
often have existing networks and relationships with youth and their communities as well as existing in-
house skills, resources and experience that are better equipped and positioned for direct youth engagement. 
Academic researchers may opt to collaborate with partner organisations as a more sustainable and effective 
approach to YKMb.

Fourth, the diversity of approaches to YKMb certainly does not occur in isolation but alongside and 
informed by KMb in other research contexts. While funders and institutions now often mandate KMb (for 
example, in the Canadian context), academic researchers often lack the practical and conceptual tools for 
developing KMb strategies and plans in general (Phipps et al. 2016). Existing models do not provide many 
concrete or reflexive tools for how to do KMb in different contexts. As a result, KMb involves individualised 
and sometimes ad hoc approaches (Ward et al. 2010). These personalised elements rely on taken-for-
granted assumptions, which tend to render underlying structural realities and inequalities invisible. Making 
researcher beliefs and expectations more explicit is helpful for unpacking the theory and practice of YKMb 
and for developing more intentional and transparent approaches to YKMb. Coming back to critical 
questions about power in YKMb, fostering conversations that explicitly name expectations and objectives 
around YKMb can help research teams and partnerships think through who ends up being included and 
excluded from research processes, whose knowledge is being mobilised and why. Supporting this strategic 
thinking can support the design of appropriate steps to reach particular audiences, within the realities 
of research timelines and budgets in ways that acknowledge the power dynamics and social inequalities 
at play. This emergent framework suggests that YKMb needs to remain both strategic and responsive, 
including planned elements as well as space for spontaneous and informed interventions that work with the 
momentum of evolving research scenarios.

Conclusion
Amidst global concerns about research impact are questions about how research can better contribute 
to policy, practice and social change. While this work is always situated – often called different things 
in different places and disciplines – the concept of KMb offers an umbrella term that can unite core 
concerns about what is needed to put research into use. While the term itself has particular significance in 
the Canadian context, we believe the underlying ideas presented in this article offer relevant insights for 
researchers working with other frameworks such as knowledge transfer, knowledge democracy, engaged 
scholarship, participatory research and others. In the absence of a unifying body of YKMb literature, this 
article draws on our research experiences as an interdisciplinary Chair to offer an emergent integrative 
YKMb framework based on academic researcher perspectives. We suggest that YKMb is distinct from other 
forms of KMb because of the realities and power dynamics of young people’s lives and positions in society. 
Given the need for the involvement of more actors, YKMb is a complex multifaceted process that can take 
many different shapes, influenced in part by academic researcher assumptions and social positions, as well 
as by the context and needs of partner organisations and youth. Many of these factors remain implicit in 
practice.

Our findings demonstrate practical and theoretical implications for community-engaged scholarship 
about, with, for and by youth, as well as for researchers working with more traditional approaches who also 
want to mobilise their findings. Our findings offer conceptual tools and language for naming some of the 
realities and factors that influence YKMb to spur more explicit and critical interrogations within this field. 
In particular, when we have presented these findings with our research partners (including government, 
funding and non-profit organisations), the idea that there are continuums of practice has resonated the most 
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clearly for acknowledging and articulating tensions in their work and in recognising the importance and 
value of different approaches to YKMb.

We conclude by emphasising the possibilities of continuums of practice in YKMb and suggest 
the possibilities of more community-engaged work to co-develop continuums with diverse groups of 
knowledge producers and users. To advance the theory and practice of YKMb, further research is needed to 
incorporate the perspectives of different communities of knowledge users and producers, including partner 
organisations, policy actors and young people themselves. We hope that inviting more critical discussions 
around the diversity of approaches to YKMb in theory and practice, and how continuums can support 
interdisciplinary and intersectoral teams, will help to make a difference in the lives of the young people who 
inspire this work.
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