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What gets lost when we adopt specific 
translation models, metaphors and 
pathways from biomedical research 
and extend these across the entire 
research system?











“Translation” has become a widely used metaphor for 
what happens to research in its passage from academia 
to users. Often used in a very general sense, without 
theoretical commitments to what translation might 
actually involve, the term also has a range more specific 
meanings tied closely to the broader conceptualisations 
of the nature of the research-policy relationship…”

Two critical responses: 
1) A radical interpretation of the term emerging from 
actor-network theory (ANT) and science and technology 
studies (STS), which emphasises change, rather than the 
simple “carrying over” of a well-defined entity. ANT’s 
founder argued  that “to translate is to displace” (Callon, 
1986).

2) The alternative critical response has been to view 
“translation” as irredeemably attached to linear 
conceptions of research use, and so to reject the term 
altogether (e.g. Penuel et al. (2015) claim it leads to “an 
impoverished way of thinking about the relation of 
research and practice”.)

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-021-00873-z


The ‘impact agenda’ today









“Never before in the history of 
humanity have so many written so 
much while having so little to say to so 
few”





1. Be critical, confident transdisciplinarians

A multidisciplinary approach draws upon the strengths or expertise 
of different disciplines, and more effectively joins up their findings, 
but leaves disciplinary boundaries (and sometimes hierarchies) 
intact.  

An interdisciplinary approach involves the fuller integration of 
disciplines, to develop potentially novel ways of approaching 
research questions, recognising that there is a diversity of ways to 
understand and address particular problems.

Transdisciplinary research not only integrates expertise from across 
academic disciplines, but also involves societal stakeholders in the 
design stage, and throughout the research process.  In 
transdisciplinary research, knowledge can come from beyond 
academic disciplines, and insights are often provided through other 
kinds of tacit knowledge – as held by local communities, businesses, 
social movements or practitioners.



2. Keep it complex & embrace the messiness



3. Get serious about ‘team social science’
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4: Expand criteria and indicators of research leadership to include 
impact & translation - & reflect this in hiring/promotion processes



5: Support brokers, 
networks & trading 
zones (including 
pan-university 
policy shops) 



6: Invest in meta-research as a path to translation 
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