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Interdisciplinary research (IDR) has been seen as essential in understanding the 
complexity of the issues that face society and academia today. It is initiated both by 
research policy makers (top down) and by researchers themselves (bottom up).  In this 
paper, we explore how researchers who believe in the value of interdisciplinary work have 
attempted to develop interdisciplinary collaborations. Becoming interdisciplinary in their 
research practices emerges as a dynamic relational enterprise – an intellectual and an 
institutional engagement, linking people, groups, institutions- in and outside academia 
across rigid bureaucratic or organisational boundaries. Some of the key barriers to this 
relational process that our interviews reveal are: external constraints, lack of departmental 
funding, a need for extra time, rigid spatial or bureaucratic arrangements, ineffective 
team-work or communication and disciplinary hierarchies. In contrast, good leadership, 
supporting key people, and flexible horizontal and spatial structures have been 
experienced as the key opportunities to break out of disciplinary constraints. The paper 
draws on qualitative data from in-depth interviews in one university in the UK and makes 
recommendations for overcoming institutional boundaries to IDR. 
 

The notion of „interdisciplinarity‟ as a policy orientation, or a form of knowledge about socially 

relevant or actionable knowledge, has been discussed by many scholars with a varying degree of 

critical analysis (e.g. Frodeman et al. 2009, Strathern 2006; Klein 2004; Rosow 2003; Traweek 2000, 

Brewer 1999). Recently, interdisciplinary research (IDR) has often been designed as a top-down 

policy initiative: within the context of the knowledge economy, it has gained the interest of policy 

makers as one of the possible answers to „complex‟ socio-economic and political issues facing 

industry, society and academia today. Indeed, IDR has been seen as „essential‟ in understanding „the 

complexity‟ of the issues that face society and academia today because ‘the greatest opportunities for 

breakthroughs are present precisely at the point where disciplines interface.‟ (The Advisory Council for 

Science and Technology Policy in The Hague 2003:5). In the UK, Research Councils UK (RCUK) 

have worked towards creating a common framework for IDR, training and knowledge transfer in 

response to the Government‟s vision of IDR as a tool driving global economic competition. All the 

major funding bodies in the UK (such as the MRC, NERC, ESRC and the BBRC) have introduced 

special schemes, such as „discipline –hopping grants‟ and cross-research council funded fellowships 

in order to promote IDR. Funding bodies have undertaken reviews to determine how they might 

improve and encourage interdisciplinary collaborations. These policies have led to the creation of 

many IDR centres and post-graduate courses based in UK universities and have attempted to 

transform epistemic cultures and research identities. Within these policy practices and discourses, IDR 

has been seen as leading to new knowledge, new discoveries and technologies, inspiring the new 

generations of scholars and bringing a deeper understanding of our place in space and time 

(COSEPUP:1). 

Apart from a social, political or economic problem-solving key (see also McCallin 2006), IDR has 

been seen as a possible advance in academic knowledge itself. Bracken and Oughton (2006: 372) 

argue that IDR is associated with collaboration and networking that will produce innovative concepts 

and methods to answer „complex research questions‟ compensating for the limits of individual 
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disciplinary expertise. Hansson (1999) claims that IDR‟s benefits are in drawing from each discipline to 

create a common IDR language and thus provide IDR academic capital that makes a new reference 

against which to test the relative strength of new approaches in contemporary research. In her critique 

of recent IDR, Strathern (2006:201) argues that IDR promises innovation and creativity by means 

other than criticism: it may not generate future possibilities by informed critical comment from within, 

but may provide instead only hopes for new sources of synergy. Other authors are more convinced 

about the critical resources of IDR. For example, Rosow (1974:9-13) argues that in some cases (e.g. 

postgraduate training) IDR may be rationalising a new regime of citizenship just as easily as it may be 

encouraging more democratic and politically vibrant alternatives and critical alternatives. Traweek 

(2000) sees the potential value of IDR and its accompanying institutional reorganisation of careers and 

universities as challenging established hierarchies in both politics and knowledge production.  

Although IDR is actively promoted and funded by research councils and regarded by various 

academic institutions as desirable not all academics embrace it uncritically. And yet, many academics, 

in different disciplines and contexts and through different motivations
1
 have embraced IDR values or 

practices and attempt to develop such research on a daily basis. However, there seems to be a 

discrepancy between what is encouraged by funding councils, the desire by universities to foster this 

kind of research and what actually happens on the ground – or the experience of individuals as they 

try to carry out IDR and collaborations. Often the programmatic statements of research agencies and 

university management strategies may be at odds with reward structures for academics. The purpose 

of this study was, firstly, to provide an insight into the barriers that academics attempting to carry out 

IDR in one UK University face; and secondly, to explore the existing incentives and opportunities. We 

focus on how senior researchers and some senior administrators from various fields (including 

humanities, anthropology, nanoscience, biology, environmental science, e-research, geography, plant 

sciences, economics, engineering, sociology, migration studies) have engaged in developing various 

forms of IDR. We show how individual, collective and institutional practices and visions intersect or 

contradict. Our findings suggest that IDR on the ground is a lived relational enterprise, a daily research 

practice as well as an institutional transformation effort where time, space, teamwork culture, 

facilitation style and personality qualities play an important role in creating or dissolving barriers (cf. 

Klein 2010). We argue that the barriers to IDR (faced by academics who wish to develop it) result from 

the internal contradictions of policies (e.g. the rhetoric of IDR policies versus the audit culture 

demanding accountability via disciplinary work) as well as from misalignment between policies, 

available resources, management strategies and research goals.    

 
Methodology 
 

The aim of the study was to provide some insights from the point of view of university employees 

(both academic and non-academic) into the changes that have to be made within universities and 

within the tertiary educational structure, in order to break down some of the barriers for IDR and 

developing environments, and to achieve what they see as the full potential of IDR. We have 

documented and we discuss here our research participants‟ views and experiences with some of the 

                                                 
1
 For some it may be an instrumental interest and for others – a sincere one; for some - IDR is new, for others - it 

has been present in their research field for a long time. And yet others may continue to be engaged in 

disciplinary practices – such as lawyers publishing in law journals. 
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key barriers to IDR they encounter and some possible strategies and mechanisms that they consider 

useful in promoting IDR.  

Our study involved a literature review; an empirical study involving 28 qualitative interviews carried 

out between September 2006 and July 2007; and a web survey targeted at five interdisciplinary 

research centres in the university. The literature review included searches of Web of Science, and 

Google Scholar using various search terms that included both „multi-disciplinary‟ and „inter-disciplinary‟ 

research. The in-depth interviews aimed to capture experiences and opinions of a wider range of 

senior staff across the university who were either involved in interdisciplinary initiatives, either as 

academic heads of research groups or departments, or as senior administrators.
2
 For the interviews, 

we used a snow-ball method of recruitment and the questions enquired into the experience of senior 

staff with setting up and running IDR centres, projects, teaching programmes or individual 

collaborations. The web survey was designed to provide a snapshot of each centre in terms of 

research profile and skills, and we incorporated some very general questions about IDR to aid this 

study. This e-survey via Survey Monkey enabled us to collect data from post-graduate students, other 

junior academics and contract research staff. We aimed to get a cross- section of people across the 

university and the academic career structure that also reflected gender and age differences and allow 

us to have a broader understanding of the variety of experiences with IDR. However, in this paper, we 

focus on the interviews we conducted with senior staff who have initiated or who run IDR groups, 

centres or courses. Although the research began as a study of IDR among academics, soon we 

realised that research management and administration cannot be examined separately and that their 

impact on IDR is as significant as the academic one because it often facilitates or prevents the 

academic from being or becoming IDR.  

 
Interdisciplinary Research – A Relational Enterprise 
 

The key finding from our research regarding IDR as daily practice suggests that, on the ground, in 

this university, IDR is understood and experienced as a lived relational enterprise including both an 

intellectual and institutional engagement. Thus, IDR here is an organisational form of academic work 

and a process of relatedness between individuals, groups and institutions in and outside academia. It 

is in the process of building relationships that obstacles and opportunities arise in the context of 

various individual, collective, institutional or policy constraints and incentives (see also Frodeman et al. 

2009, Klein 2010). In this particular University, IDR took a variety of forms, bringing what was seen as 

benefits and yet also numerous challenges for researchers. The different forms and meanings of IDR 

depended on the specific situation of the researcher(s) defined by their position in the university, their 

access to resources (such as time, space, and funding), on personality qualities and interaction, on 

leadership styles, and departmental/centre administration and research management strategies and 

structures. Some of the interviewees described IDR as embodied in one person conversant in different 

disciplines; or, as born in the relationship between two disciplinary experts working together on a 

project and either complementing each other (disciplines side by side, sometimes referred to as 

                                                 
2
 A comparison with academics who are not involved in IDR may also highlight potential barriers to IDR, 

however, this was out of the scope of this study. 
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multidisciplinary) or learning from each other to the extent that their work becomes „transdisciplinary‟ 

(referring to deeper integration when it may not be possible to make an easy disciplinary separation).  

All interviewees stressed the importance of time, space, teamwork, personality qualities and 

facilitation in supporting IDR (cf. Frodeman et al. 2009, Klein 2010). These main issues seem to be 

about organisational forms that allow for or sustain a process of relatedness between researchers and 

between researcher and research management, or the institution. Communication, facilitation and 

institutional support were seen as the main vehicles in creating and sustaining IDR collaborations. IDR 

relationships are very similar to all other forms of research collaborations and yet, in our interviewees‟ 

experience, they seem to need longer time, common space, more interactions and deeper forms of 

engagement, skilful facilitation, more informality and openness, building trust and long term security. 

As one interviewee explained:  

 
IDR is not people talking past each other from different perspectives but it is each 
person becoming individually interdisciplinary. It is about being able to grasp from many 
different angles. It means it is about investing time and energy. That reduces the pool to 
potential collaborators; it is about openness, it is also about time and energy and 
priorities may be different. It is very time consuming, and it takes time too (... if I have a 
hunch that a group of biologist may solve my problem they have not thought about, I 
have a task to convince them and I have to learn myself about their area) (Interview 4). 

 
We encountered a rich variety of such engagement ranging from more formal to completely 

informal. In some occasions, IDR emerged as the essence of an ongoing discussion at a seminar 

series, a workshop or a research committee, and only existed in the time and space of this interaction 

although it could bring change and inspiration for individuals and even publications. Or, it could begin 

or evolve in a chat or some form of informal engagement at the departmental canteen, a café or a 

dinner/lunch at the university club leading to strong and sustainable project development and 

collaboration. It appeared that is could be stimulated from top down as a result of a grant opportunity 

although the limitations of such an approach were widely recognised. Or, it could be stimulated by an 

individual‟s vision searching for those with similar interests or with relevant expertise to the questions 

posed. However, these interactions depend upon a context that allows them to flourish and grow, and 

quite often there can be barriers to their development. The content and substance of IDR varied in the 

different settings from a less integrated (e.g. „multi-disciplinary‟) to a more integrated combinations 

(e.g. „transdisciplinary‟, cf. Klein 2010:182). Since in this paper, we focus mostly on the forms of IDR, 

rather than on the actual substance, we refer to all variations of content on the scale between 

multidisciplianty to transdisciplinary as interdisciplinary. 

 
 
The Barriers to Interdisciplinary Research
 

The barriers to IDR experienced by our interviewees cut across these relationships and activities 

or failed to recognise them – rendering them invisible. There were four main areas that emerged as 

barriers to IDR. These were: external barriers such as research assessment and the publishing 

process; the lack of appropriate funding; institutional and administrative barriers, including the 

allocation and use of time and space; and language and communication. 

 
1. External Constraints 
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While individuals may find IDR useful for addressing the bigger, more ambitious issues facing society, 

the sector is orientated around disciplines with rewards and academic accreditation flowing along 

entrenched disciplinary lines. As one interviewee stated:  

 
The advantage is that you have a network you can talk to and solve problems if they 
arrive; but the disciplinary structure is so strong! Not just the university but the world 
operates by disciplines. 

 
The main problems encountered by our interviewees were funders who still divided its assessment 

panels into disciplines, making it very difficult for IDR applications to succeed as they did not fit the 

box. As one researcher shared:  

 
In the end, my research will be judged on how my peers think of me in my discipline- it is 
cuckcoo land to think that people will value research because it goes across disciplines, 
British Academy elects by discipline. This is the reality of it (Interview 11). 
 

Publishing was highlighted as another problematic area: although the number of IDR journals is 

growing, publishing interdisciplinary research could have a negative impact on one‟s career. 

Furthermore, having your name on a paper where multiple authors are listed in a seemingly unrelated 

area, does not count in the same way as a single authored paper in a journal that is specific to a 

discipline. One of the researchers described it eloquently: “In 50 years may be if I died and people 

think of my contribution and it may be a contribution that I have published in maths journals and in the 

long term ideas get recognised but in the short term it is the professional recognition that is important. 

Judging where people publish rather than what they publish…” However, this researcher like many 

others had found a creative solution. He has teamed with a researcher from another discipline and 

they publish with him as a first name in his field, and with him as a second name in his colleague‟s 

field. In such context, it is understandable how, in relation IDR teams‟ publishing, Campbell (2005) 

recommends journals should expand the number of editors from different disciplines in order to open a 

space for different expectations about evaluating IDR publications.  

On the whole, most researchers have pointed out to the difficulty of publishing when doing IDR 

work due to the single discipline editorial boards of most journals. The lack of respect mentioned in 

many articles (e.g. in Bruce et al 2004; Evans and Martin 2004) as characterising IDR research 

practices has been explained with conceiving of IDR as of lower status research; affecting promotion; 

and possibilities to publish. Lack of respect has also been linked to hierarchical values between 

disciplines (also in Strathern ibid.). In this sense, the existing publishing practices maintain the 

hierarchies between disciplines and the continuing negative attitude towards IDR. 

Some of the external barriers to IDR particularly affect young researchers. If they become experts 

in IDR, or take post-doc research positions in interdisciplinary research projects, they no longer have 

the anchor in one discipline that would enable them to obtain a permanent academic position. This 

makes young researchers and contract researchers who are employed on IDR projects particularly 

vulnerable and the chances of obtaining a permanent position diminish. This inequality will remain as 

long as the only path to a permanent position in academia is through teaching rather than research. 

This current state of affairs means that the expertise, skills and knowledge that is built up through 

successive projects involving a team maybe lost because there is no certainty of continued funding 
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and job security. This also has a long-term detrimental impact on IDR as a whole and long-term 

capacity building in the field.   

The difficulty of having credible standards to assess IDR is a problem most clearly illustrated by 

the Research Assessment Evaluation schemes for higher education as well as by peers who evaluate 

grant applications, review publications or make recommendations for appointments and promotions. 

As Strathern (2006:200-201) argues, IDR is evoked as a measure of innovation obscuring attempts to 

apply evaluation procedures to itself and at the same time, there are no criteria to assess IDR on its 

own terms. Research assessment exercises can create tensions between an IDR centre and the 

department where it is housed, because such centres generate a lot of income but produce a very 

limited amount of discipline specific RAE useful outputs.  

 

2. The Importance of Departmental Funding 

Most recently, research councils in the UK have come together and offered joint funding schemes 

calling for interdisciplinary projects. However, the majority of projects are still advised to go through a 

review within one of the research councils. The biggest obstacle reported by the researchers was the 

view taken by the Humanities Research Council (HRC), the Welcome Trust and the Leverhulme Trust. 

For example, HRC is divided into panels divided in disciplines and getting Alfa ranked and funded is 

virtually impossible. This shows that there is a strong need for streams of funding supporting new 

forms of IDR in addition to those already offered. One of the departmental administrators was 

concerned that sustainability of successful IDR initiatives was also dependent upon unreliable streams 

of funding: “We can do everything, provide support and space but nothing will happen if researchers 

do not see funding that will sustain it for a long time.” Another important aspect is what the funding 

covers: for example, research councils may not provide research facilitation support although for big 

interdisciplinary projects this is essential for success. Some administrators have creatively found ways 

to fund such research facilitation through overheads. However, the project did not always have control 

over the overheads or the full economic cost award which were controlled by the department: “It is 

critical for an IDR project to control its overheads. Even if I cannot put the management in the grant I 

can cover it from the overheads and we will appoint a deputy director. The IDR needs the overheads 

to reinvest.”  

IDR projects need more time to establish trust and working collaborations and they need more 

funding for meetings, conferences, workshops and travel or websites and new technologies for 

communication and collaboration.  They also may need more assistance with the development of a 

profile for a new and emerging area of study or research centre. For example, in the political sciences, 

one of the researchers told us that: 

 
Having four conferences in the first year of the centre, greatly helped to establish the 
centre and its IDR collaborations, which has led to continuing enquiries from people who 
wish to come and work in the centre. Another benefit came from the funding of a post-doc 
to work in the centre through the University Research Services Fund (Interview 6). 

 
3. The Need for Extra Time  

Most researchers acknowledged that time was the most important aspect to consider when 

initiating IDR (cf.Klein 2010). The main reasons put forward were the long periods of time needed to 
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build IDR collaboration between teams or individuals; to foster trust and learn each other‟s language. It 

was obvious that most IDR collaborations took a lot longer before any outputs were produced in 

contrast to single discipline work and collaboration. Many have also underlined the cost of time and 

the importance of having time free of administration and teaching in order to focus on IDR work. While 

researchers need more flexibility with their time in IDR, the universities are gradually becoming more 

rigid in how they structure researchers‟ time. 

For those with extensive experience in IDR collaborations, it was obvious that 2-8 years of getting 

to know the other person or team was the average period necessary to establish a good working 

relationship. In one of the cases, two researchers have met in the early 1980s at an IDR informal 

weekly evening seminar. During the discussions at the seminar and the following drinks, through 

informality they established a field of common interest and developed a project. They have been 

cooperating ever since. They report that getting to know each other gradually and finding out how to 

get on well together over many years has led to the current trusting and robust relationship. Only in 

such relationship, they feel safe to say “I do not understand, please explain”.  

They felt strongly that unthreatening personal relationship is the precondition for a working 

professional relationship where mistakes, temporary misunderstanding and periods of unsatisfactory 

research results may be withstood and effective collaboration sustained. This long-term collaboration 

has also led to them learning each other‟s language and trusting in the other‟s expertise. Researchers 

reported that they may often find it difficult to work within an area they do not know and prefer to rely 

on their collaborator‟s knowledge instead. Thus, most scholars have commented on the importance of 

allowing time for IDR collaborations and longer research cycles: “it starts slowly and if you start it now, 

it may give results in a few years”. Or, as another researcher put it: 

 
IDR takes so long! It is becoming clear only now where I come from and where my 
colleagues came from and it took 3 years. People cannot see what you are trying to do 
and it takes time to communicate it and to learn, to make an impact on such a project, to 
feel you are in a process of co-evolution. You also need persistence (Interview 27). 

 
Persuading people to spend time on an IDR problem solving work might indeed be linked to 

issues of time as a resource. Many have shared that they experienced difficulty having their teaching 

or administration time bought in order to be able to engage productively in IDR. This researcher who is 

still ready to spend some of his time on meetings or other forms of collaboration is gradually becoming 

a rarer example:  

 
Some departments may get upset if their staff or technicians are asked to solve an IDR 
problem; different departments have different ways of accounting for time and money; I 
tend to say: „it is an academic issue, I will do it‟ and I hate the business of not doing 
something unless you figure out how to pay for it; we have to think more broadly here – if 
it works, we have a publication, and this is how academic life has operated in the past… 
this is why  we should have mechanisms to be able to try speculative ideas and take the 
time to meet, to travel to talk about an idea, I may try and persuade someone to solve a 
practical problem but they may claim they have no time for it (Interview 12). 

 
At the same time, some interviewees stressed their scepticism that time might be an obstacle for 

IDR research: “people are infinitely adaptable in how they manage their time… time will always be 

found if researchers identify a common interest- time is never likely to be a limiting factor”.  
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4. The Need for Space 

The majority of the interviewees agreed that allowing time for building and staying in a 

collaborative relationship is also about the space where this relationship unfolds. The following section 

examines some issues about space emerging from this study as important aspects for fostering IDR 

collaboration. One of the key barriers regarding the role of space for IDR is that researchers are often 

attached to a particular office and desk and may not have an opportunity to meet with others. Open 

offices or offices with moving walls have been a possible solution. In one centre, no one wanted to be 

in the separate office as it meant that you missed out on all of the interaction, exchange of ideas and 

the fun that was going on in the main open-plan office. However, some have also complained from 

open plan offices as some academic work may demand full concentration and isolation. The fixed 

location of individuals in space has sometimes contradicted the needs for flexibility and interaction of 

IDR collaborations. 

With the constant expansion of this University, space has become a very limited resource. It was 

easier for people in the university to create a network which does not involve building a new building 

or department. Interviewees found that every instance of IDR involving two departments felt as if they 

had to start and set up a project twice because of the negotiations that had to take place in both 

departments. Furthermore, a space may be available (such as the new social sciences building in this 

University which was originally designed especially with IDR in mind), but if it is not lived in an IDR 

way, the opportunities it could provide may vanish. One of the researchers described this in the 

following way:  

 
It may work if it is someone‟s job to make connections between people and departments, 
run seminars. Of course, some of it will happen naturally, without initiative, but it will be 
best if we think how to bring people together. At the moment, disciplines have begun to 
reassert themselves naturally through need for space and it will turn into a house for 
departments rather than IDR engagement. But you cannot engineer it top down if they do 
not want to do it or see the value of it. You can create environment that works but this 
building did not reach its potential. People who work here are housed in departments but 
not in the originally conceived centre for advanced centre in the social sciences. What is 
happening now, by default, is that the disciplines reassert themselves and it will turn into 
a house for the departments. And what could have been quite an opportunity is lost. 

 
This shows that providing space is important but such space only becomes an IDR space if there 

are lived IDR relationships to take place in this space. In some cases, space meant for IDR 

interactions may be re-claimed by the disciplines if these have more powerful presence in the local 

networks. 

 
5. Team building, Leadership and Communication 

The importance of IDR practices in everyday life and the methods through which IDR is employed 

is described by many authors. For example, Bracken and Oughton (2006) explore one practice: the 

use of language (dialects, metaphors and articulation) as a key to understanding IDR practice in on 

research project. They follow Balsiger‟s (2004) definition of IDR as a collective term encompassing all 

forms of scientific collaboration where the field of a single discipline is transgressed. The authors 

argue that exploring working practices between disciplines is the best way to understand IDR 

(ibid.:372) and provide a very convincing account of how addressing language issues (in the widest 

sense of communication and learning and in the specific use of disciplinary dialects, metaphors and 
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articulation) is central to successful IDR research. Klein (2004:7) argues that language may be a key 

barrier as researchers must be aware not only of scientific and technical languages but also of the 

language of discourse of the stakeholders (e.g. in health research), to link scientific and everyday 

language. The possibility for huge misunderstanding of language is a wide spread risk in IRD practice. 

Some authors have suggested that even if same metaphors are used (to encourage understanding), 

they may be understood differently (Bracken and Oughton, Ibid:377). One of our research participants 

confirmed precisely these points found in the literature:  

 
There are also issues in if you are trying to use someone else‟s language. We learn each 
other languages, but others have to trust you, and you have to trust that you will not be 
given hard time and they will be kind; it is about communication and how do you teach: 
you sometimes have to say: this is wrong but a good teacher finds a way to say it. On 
both sides there is teaching and works both ways; you can take a question and dump it 
into another subject, but you have to have openness to learning and teaching (Interview 
24). 

 
Many authors have emphasised the role of micro-politics of relationships. They remind us that 

intellectual egos may be fragile and this may put communication at risk. Here, the issue of trust and 

not feeling vulnerable when exposing lack of knowledge become very important. It has been observed 

in numerous occasions that a feeling of being challenged may bring frustration, defensiveness, or 

even feelings of superiority when not understood. These emotions make IDR teams vulnerable to 

disciplinary competitiveness (Ibid: 378) 

The qualities mentioned most often were the need for good communication skills; openness; 

intellectual curiosity; a lack of disciplinary arrogance; self-awareness; an ability to be self-critical; the 

ability to accept and provide constructive criticism; to be trusting and trustful; easy to get on with; 

patient; curious; inquisitive; a willingness to share and listen actively; reliability; and to be able to move 

on and leave behind ideas that do not work; as well as to be a good networker. As one of the 

participants put it:  

 
You need openness and persistence and it is easy to shut down and you may think you 
have understood something but you have not. And sometimes even when we have 
prepared so well to present to the other discipline and they may still not understand it. 
(Interview 14). 

 
Indeed all of the people interviewed stressed the importance of personal qualities and ability to 

work in a team for the successful creation and running of IDR projects. The reasons described were 

multiple but two standout: firstly, that IDR collaborations may involve more risk and more potential for 

conflict and misunderstandings, and secondly, that IDR collaboration were also described as forms of 

mutual teaching and learning experience through intense, frequent and long lasting contact. This is 

why, personal qualities, teamwork and team leadership were regarded as extremely important (cf. 

Klein 2010). 

 
How to Facilitate Interdisciplinary Research 
 

The increasing number of IDR teams and research topics has led to a growing body of research 

on how to overcome the barriers to IDR, and to produce effective working IDR teams with high quality 

research outputs (cf. Klein 2010, Frodeman et al. 2009). It appears that the most important aspect for 
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supporting IDR research is to nourish its flexibility and dynamic nature. In this spirit, Lele and 

Norgaard (2005:972) call: “Forget disciplines, think scientific communities!” The formation of research 

networks that are dynamic and flexible in an environment of stable and rigid administrative structures 

in universities is one of the main ways to break out of disciplinary boundaries in an effective way. Our 

interviewees identified a number of ways that they had found to promote interdisciplinary research but 

also identified institutional requirements that they regarded as essential to the promotion of IDR.  One 

of these was commitment from the higher echelons of the university. 

 

1. Leadership from the Top 

Most interviewees suggested that the university should develop a powerful strategy on IDR within 

the institution and communicate it to funders and those who were running the RAE. Often, because of 

the long gestation period, IDR research was only able to produce outputs after a longer period of time, 

and the outputs may, or may not be able, to be published in a journal that counts for the evaluation for 

each department. This must be made explicit to the funding bodies and RAE by the University. These 

bodies should be made aware of the real-world relevance of the IDR. Others suggested that the 

University should link the IDR strategies to the wider strategy of embracing the main goal to tackle big 

questions for humanity, “actually, universities can steer rather than just follow and the leaders can say 

we do not trust this IDR word as it is a big word but we want people to ask the big questions” 

(Interviewee 6). Thus, while the university could maintain the encouragement of individual disciplinary 

developments and the transmission of single disciplinary knowledge to the next generation, at the 

same time, it should describe the horizon where IDR follows naturally.  

Most IDR researchers felt that their status may not be as highly regarded as disciplinary scholars 

in the university because they do a lot of contractual and applied work. Most interviewees suggested 

that the University should address the perceived “lower status” of IDR by making it more prominent, 

praising and rewarding it. Then the university could provide funding to buy off the teaching as well as 

the administration while the researcher answers the IDR question. Some interviewees have observed 

a number of barriers for individual bureaucracy of administrators and the accounting system and 

incentives have been hard to see. However, the university could provide support by adapting the 

administrative structure to allow for more cross-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary work. This could 

include ways to reward the IDR work with higher status and where relevant – higher priority. Several of 

the successful IDR researchers acknowledged the huge change made to the quality of their research 

by having an administrator which saves two hours a day from e-mails as well as having their teaching 

commitments bought out.  

 

2. Supporting Key People 

Most research participants recognised that IDR should not be a “top down” management creation 

as this will make it unsustainable. One of the interviewees recognised that the inappropriate use of 

incentives may encourage people to do things they are not committed to, and it may push IDR 

connections where they do not come naturally. Instead, he proposed that support should be given to 

those initiatives that get established and start from the bottom up. As one interviewee said: “You do 

not interfere at institutional level except in backing winner who are identified as individuals who are 
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able to come with brilliant ideas and have shown to be sustainable from outside sources” (Interviewee 

9). These people must be able to be facilitators, convene seminars, as well as being a good networker 

and be an effective communicator with sound organisational skills. It is far better to have key 

individuals who have begun the initiative and can lead it than taking on that role at the top. The 

preferred role of the university administration is provide support and to make sure there are no 

administrative barriers to stop the initiative. 

The organisation of the administrative structure and different levels of centralisation or 

decentralisation can have a significant effect on IDR forms and connections. For example, more 

centralised governance can just make a viable idea happen easing the process of cutting across 

administrative structures. On the other hand, a more decentralised structure is more difficult and often 

several departments will have to be approached to be persuaded that it is a good investment and to 

share the expenses. Ad decentralised model usually goes hand in hand with more responsibility and 

independence flowing to individuals and departments. This bottom up approach relies on one person 

with vision to carry a new initiative forward. This is a more sustainable model and one where the 

university administrators have a role as facilitators rather than leaders.  

Team leadership also came up as an important aspect of IDR collaborations. One interviewee 

had extensive experience in group facilitation and was able to include and validate all contributions to 

the discussion in a safe and unthreatening way in order to encourage communication and trust. This 

meant that participants were not afraid to speak because they felt confident they would be respected, 

even when they knew they may not have understood everything. Another person interviewed also 

reported: 

 
We are trying to have a day to meet regularly and start to appreciate each other‟s 
differences… people get very disheartened if criticised and I do not know how to get 
around it… so we try to have a day to start to appreciate the strengths and weaknesses of 
each methodological orientation but it is very difficult to get a time convenient for 
everyone to commit to. This is one of the difficulties at the moment. Again, I find that 
people work best if they feel good at what they are doing and appreciated, but if they are 
criticised, it may be disheartening (Interviewee 23). 

 
3. The Creation of Space 

The majority of interviewees emphasised the importance of working in the same space, or coming 

together in the same space on a regular basis. For example, most interviewees praised those 

buildings that were planned in such as way as to provide an opportunity for informal encounters and 

communication between different disciplines. As one interviewee explained – 

 
They had a vision for an IDR research centre and they built a building for it and 
facilitated IDR research by assuring that there was a comfortable coffee lounge where 
they can come together and converse. For 15 years this has yielded good results and 
they were possible only because of having appropriate common space where 
individuals see themselves regularly to develop fundable ideas (interviewee 15).  

 

The other spaces in the university where people of different disciplines could meet in order to 

facilitate IDR exchange were usually cafes and dining halls (more informal) or seminar rooms (more 

formal). The closeness of an interaction that allows for informality, which was described as not 

absolutely necessary, but still as a useful mechanism for problem solving if issues arise. Meeting 
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informally or by chance, during a coffee or lunch break has been reported as a way of sorting out 

questions and potential misunderstandings.  

Virtual space and e-communication, such as video-conferencing are one of the obvious means 

for people from different disciplines to communicate. However, most interviewees clearly thought that 

face-to-face communication is often the key to IDR work. One of the researchers compared two IDR 

relationships: one with partners in a building connected to theirs and another one with partners in a 

different part of the town. The former profits from regular informal updates and discussions in the 

café/dining hall they share. The other distant collaboration involved prearranged meetings which went 

well but lacked the spontaneous and free exchange associated with a chance meeting such as this 

one between collaborators from different departments who sometimes come across each other in the 

café during the day: “In the café, you meet the work person and we are lucky to be able to quickly 

check something that may have come up this morning and this is how the work process continues 

without having to wait to the next meeting to solve it”. E-communication can be useful once 

collaborations have been established but such organised appointments often lack the free exchange 

of ideas that more serendipitous meetings allow. 

Regular meetings and being housed together also enabled people to build strong working 

relationships. As one interviewee explained:- 

 
You have to have regular meetings and exchange information, and this is easy because 
we now know how they would approach something and we can be very straight forward. 
For our new centre we hope that the researchers will spend the days they are working 
with us in the same building. If they are to work two days, they will come and spend two 
days there, post-docs will be there all the time and we will have something like a shift 
work for like-minded people, I am developing a timetable but I know you cannot herd an 
academic. This is why we are putting a lot of emphasis on the quality of the food so that 
we can have lunch together rather than let them go to their departments. If they go 
away for lunch they may not come back and we want them to spend the whole day with 
us (Interviewee 12). 

 
More than half of the interviewees reported that productive IDR collaborations begin after an informal 

meeting for coffee or lunch/dinner. The importance of sharing food and having the space to allow this 

to happen cannot be under-estimated. 

One of the interviewees plans to have a building to host post-docs and seconded staff from other 

departments for a day or two per week:  

 
We will go to other departments and see who works on finance and will ask them to 
allow them to spend some time to work with us… Everyone will represent their own 
discipline… A good mathematician will come, work for a while on finance and then go 
back and continue to be a good mathematician... it will be something like a shift-work”, 
which is based on a timetable the interviewee has prepared (Interviewee 9).  

 
The interviewee chose this model on a historic argument that “all major ideas in finance have 

come from outside finance” and also on an argument about liability if the funder goes away: this model 

does not create many new appointments. Circulating staff among sites in order to spend time working 

together has been an important precondition to a successful exchange of ideas and mutual stimulation 

and growth. Also the timing of meetings and days of work so that meetings do not clash and everyone 

can meet, including part-time staff, has also been underlined as an important factor in fostering IDR 

collaborations.  
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„Spending time together‟ - as an engaging co-presence - has been seen as the most valuable 

resource for starting and sustaining collaborations. However, the fluid nature of funding did not always 

justify establishing a new space. One interviewee suggested that: 

 
If you have a grant for 3 years and need some space, after 3 years, you do not need 
this space anymore, so we need to think about finding and managing space and 
perhaps creating something like a divisional hotel for grant holders. That would obviate 
the problems with finding space for research and it will be good for researchers to know 
in advance that we have the space guaranteed for you (Interviewee 22).  

 
This solution, „divisional hotels,‟ may indeed transform immutable physical space into a flexible 

and dynamic space of the type that IDR networks need when they are short-lived, dynamic and 

flexible.  

 

4. Establishing Horizontal Structures 

If an institution is predominantly organised along disciplinary lines, then horizontal structures that 

support IDR are essential. Seminar series that showcase IDR run by people at the highest level in the 

university is an effective way to focus on cross- disciplinary issues such as global health and 

translational justice. Ideally, funding for this event should buy out teaching and administration of those 

organising it as well as providing space and funding for the events. IDR Masters courses also provide 

a valuable means to bring existing scholars together and to provide a focus on key IDR topics. In 

addition, dinners or seminars that are supported by the VC of the university are more likely to be 

attended and can be used to promote IDR. 

Most of the literature reviewed and many of the interviewees agree that networks have the best 

attributes to suit an IDR research in a university, as they cut across disciplines, departments and 

faculties (cf. Klein 2010). One of the forms of IDR horizontal structures are the university societies. 

However, these are mainly seen as „student‟ activities and are sometimes not taken seriously as 

having potential to advance research. If the support is not there, such societies may soon become „just 

another student society‟ while it has the potential to become a horizontal network. Developing and 

sustaining networks across university administrative boundaries can be difficult. However, such a form 

is still the most flexible and dynamic and could grow or shrink depending on the current topic, 

interests, motivation and resources. Such networks do not necessarily have to exist permanently, they 

depend upon existing staff and they may dissolve as soon as the question is answered. Some may 

become more sustainable and robust, leading to a more permanent physical entity if the questions 

they work on demand it and prove to be significant. 

In large universities it is also necessary to be able to find other people who may have relevant 

expertise and so a good website or university register of research interests is essential to perform this 

function. Sharing of information and having the means to announce IDR events, such as via an IDR 

notice board in the university newsletter or via e-mail was regarded as necessary. Interviewees 

reported that certain initiatives or IDR seminars often do not get circulated across the relevant 

departments as the secretaries may choose not to circulate them as they may not have an awareness 

of the relevance. They felt that is important to be able to circulate information without unexpected 

blocks. 
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In Conclusion 

 

The key finding from our research was that while IDR as a relational activity linking people, groups 

and institutions may be a common endeavour in the context of policy promotion and funding for IDR, 

there are a number of barriers to the realisation of IDR approaches as designed. Individuals and 

organisations may strive to put in place the structures and innovative solutions but this could all be in 

vain, as the ways of evaluating and rewarding staff and assessing the performance of institutions are 

still predominantly based on disciplinary criteria. Mainstream journals often are reluctant to take IDR 

papers, and professional rewards are based on contributions to the disciplines. Our study showed how 

the contradictions between policy, researcher‟s endeavours and current practices of research 

accountability pose challenges to the development and sustainability of IDR. The IDR physical and 

social space mutually define each other, but the main challenge is how to transform the expensive and 

scarce physical space in the university into flexible, dynamic or temporary space  as required by the 

nature of many IDR collaborations. Vertical structures across the university do not provide support to 

activities running horizontally across administrative divisions, departments and schools. While 

discussion groups, seminars or individual collaborations were easy to establish, when finances are 

involved the verticality of the administrative system begins to protest. The real barriers appear when 

interviewees try to establish IDR Masters programmes or new posts that cut across administrative and 

financial boundaries. Only the most tenacious academics in this university were able to make IDRC 

projects and centres successes. Although our research was conducted in one university only, our 

findings seem to concur with the existing literature (cf. Frodeman et al., Klein 2010, Bracken and 

Oughton 2006) and may be of wider relevance in both the UK and international context, pointing to the 

key role of lack of departmental funding, a need for extra time, rigid spatial or bureaucratic 

arrangements, ineffective team-work or communication and disciplinary boundaries.   

However, this does not mean that change cannot be implemented. The researchers we 

interviewed suggested a number of strategies for overcoming barriers to IDR that may be relevant 

beyond the immediate context of the University we studied. Some interviewees pointed to the need for 

designing innovative solutions to institutional restructuring and to the important role of senior 

administration involved in strategy development. Some of these new institutional forms could include 

horizontal structures, effective cross-university system of communication (e.g. a digital database with 

information about existing research and common interests); or the development of „hotels‟ where 

researchers can be seconded to projects or new projects can be based. This will demand a concerted 

effort between researchers, academic institutions and policy makers, such as the effort needed to 

address the lasting questions about what is at stake within the current rewarding and accounting 

regimes of academic work. 

 

Bibliography 
 
AWT (Adviesraad voor het Wetenschaps-en Technologiebeleid) 1+1>2 Promoting Multidisciplinary Research. The 
Hague: AWT, available at: http://www.awt.nl/uploads/files/auk.pdf) (Accessed 2003). 
 

 
Balsiger, Phillip, M. (2004) Supradisciplinary research practices: history, objectives and rationale, Futures, 4; pp. 
407-21. 
 

http://www.awt.nl/uploads/files/auk.pdf


In-Spire Journal of Law, Politics and Societies (Vol. 5, No.  1 – 2010) 

 

54 

 

Bracken, L J and E A Oughton (2006) “What do you mean?” The importance of language in developing 
interdisciplinary research, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers No: 31; pp. 371-82. 
 
Brewer, G. D. (1999) The Challenges of Interdisciplinarity. Policy Sciences, 32; pp. 327-37. 

 
Campbell, Lisa M. (2005) Overcoming obstacles to Interdisciplinary research, Conservation Biology, 19(2); pp. 
574-77. 
 
 Gosden, C., F. Larson and A. Petch (2007) Origins and survivals - Tylor, Balfour and the Pitt Rivers Museum and 
their role within anthropology in Oxford 1883 – 1905 in P. Riviére (ed.) A History of Anthropology at the University 
of Oxford. Oxford: Berghahn. 
 

Committee on Science, Engineering and Public Policy (COSEPUP) (2004) Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research, 
The National Academies Press, available at: http://books.nap.edu/catalog/11153.html (accessed 12 September 
2010) 
 
Frodeman, R., Klein, Th., and C. Mitcham, eds. (2010) Oxford Handbook of Interdisciplinarity, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 
 
Fry, Lincoln and Miller, Jon (1974) The impact of interdisciplinary team on organisational relationships, The 
Sociological Quarterly, 15 (Summer); pp. 417-31 
 
Klein, J. Th. (2005) “Interdisciplinary Teamwork: The Dynamics of Collaboration and Integration. In S. J. Derry, C. 
D. Schunn, M. A. Gernsbacher, (Eds.). Interdisciplinary Collaboration: An Emerging Cognitive Science. Mahwah, 
NJ: Erlbaum; pp. 23-50. 
 
Klein, J, Th. (2010). Creating Interdisciplinary Campus Cultures: A Model for Strength and Sustainability. San 
Francisco: Jossey Bass with AACU. 
 
Lele, S., and R. B. Norgaard. (2005) Practicing interdisciplinarity. Bioscience 55; pp. 967-75. 
 
McCallin, Antoinette (2006) Interdisciplinary researching: exploring the opportunities and risks of working 
together, Nursing and Health Sciences, 8; pp. 88-94. 

 
Rosow, Stephen (2003), Toward an interdisciplinary global studies, International Studies Perspectives, 4; pp 1-14. 
 
Strathern, Marilyn (2006) A community of critics? Thoughts on new knowledge, Journal of Royal Anthropological 
Institute, 12; pp. 191-209 
 
Traweek, Sh. Faultlines (2000) in R. Reid and Sh. Traweek (eds.) Doing Science and Culture, New York: 
Routledge; pp. 21-49. 

 

 

http://books.nap.edu/catalog/11153.html

