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Abstract: This study explores what academics in one major university in Great Britain (The 
Great Western University2) perceive interdisciplinary research (IDR) to be, and in doing so, dif-
ferentiates it from associated concepts, such as multidisciplinary research and transdisciplinary 
research, found in the research literature. This study is important because the university in 
which the study is set has undertaken a complete restructuring of colleges and departments to 
support interdisciplinary research. The inquiry utilized a two-phased, mixed methods, descrip-
WLYH�FDVH�VWXG\�WR�H[DPLQH�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�WKH�QDWXUH��VLJQL¿FDQFH��DQG�EHQH¿WV�RI�PXOWLGLVFL-
plinary and interdisciplinary research. The methods of the data collection were semi-structured 
1 The authors would like to express their gratitude to the Adam Smith Foundation, 
University of Glasgow, UK, for the support of this research, and to our anonymous 
reviewers who through suggestions and encouragement substantially improved this 
article. 
2 Pseudonym.
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interview (25 participants), survey (127 participants), and analysis of archival documents. The 
¿QGLQJV�LQGLFDWH�WKDW�WKH�UHVWUXFWXULQJ�RI�7KH�*UHDW�:HVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\�WR�VXSSRUW�LQWHUGLVFL-
SOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�EHJDQ�RQ� OHVV� WKDQ�¿UP�IRRWLQJ�� �:KLOH�VFKRODUV�VHHP�WR�KDYH�FODUL¿HG� WKH�
GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�DSSURDFKHV��LQ�SUDFWLFH�WKHUH�VWLOO�LV�D�ODFN�RI�FODULW\�LQ�VHFWRUV�
which are less familiar with interdisciplinary approaches to solving major problems facing so-
FLHW\��:H�LGHQWL¿HG�LVVXHV�RI�FODULW\�RI�WHUPLQRORJ\�DQG�PLVVLRQ��ÀH[LELOLW\�RI�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ��
and alignment of faculty incentives as involving necessary but unmet conditions for fostering 
and promoting interdisciplinarity throughout the university. 

Keywords: interdisciplinarity, interdisciplinary research, cross-disciplinary research, transdis-
FLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK��PXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK��FODULW\��ÀH[LELOLW\��DOLJQPHQW

 “It is hardly possible to overrate the value . . . of placing human 
beings in contact with persons dissimilar to themselves, and with 

modes of thought and action unlike those with which they are famil-
iar… Such communication has always been, and is particularly in 

the present age, one of the primary sources of progress”
John Stuart Mill (1848)

³&URVVLQJ�ERXQGDULHV�LV�D�GH¿QLQJ�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI�RXU�DJH�´
Julie Thompson Klein (1996, p. 1)

Much has happened between 1848 when John Stuart Mill claimed that 
the primary source of progress was bringing diverse people together and 
1996 when Julie Thompson Klein claimed that crossing boundaries was a 
GH¿QLQJ�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI�RXU�DJH���0LOO�ZDV�SUHVFLHQW�RI�ZKDW�.OHLQ�RE-
served.  Collaboration and integration, they believed, are the keys to prog-
ress.  What isn’t clear is the focus of that collaboration, what its character-
istics are, how it occurs, what results it achieves, and how it can be more 
productive.  This article probes these issues through a consideration of 
concepts related to interdisciplinary research, what it is, why it is needed, 
and more importantly how it is perceived by the people who are expected 
to implement it. 

The purpose of this paper is not to elevate the worth of interdisciplinary 
research above disciplinary research. Our aim is to explore what academ-
ics in one major university in Great Britain (referred to here as The Great 
Western University3) perceive interdisciplinary research (IDR) to be, and 
in doing so, to differentiate it from associated concepts, such as multidisci-
plinary research and transdisciplinary research, found in the research litera-
ture.  One research question guided the study. What are the perceptions of 
administrators and academic staff of The Great Western University of the 
3 Pseudonym.
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QDWXUH��VLJQL¿FDQFH��DQG�EHQH¿WV�RI�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK"
The study is particularly important because while some attention has been 

given to restructuring of the professions (Broadbent et al., 1997) few studies 
focus on restructuring of universities to support interdisciplinary research 
(National Academy of Science, 2004). The Great Western University is 
one of those universities that recently undertook a focused initiative and 
restructured its colleges and departments to promote and strengthen interdis-
ciplinary research. This move was seen as necessary since interdisciplinary 
thinking is rapidly becoming an integral feature of research because of the 
inherent complexity and multi-faceted reality of natural and social phenom-
ena, the need to solve societal problems in a holistic way, and the integra-
tive power of new technologies. These conditions led funders of academic 
research and policymakers to support interdisciplinary research as a means 
of dealing with the complex problems facing society (Fayard, 2010). In turn, 
these funders and policymakers have increasingly called upon universities 
to produce collaborative, interdisciplinary research focused on larger soci-
etal needs (National Academy of Sciences, 2004; Rhoten, 2003). 

Theoretical Considerations

,QWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�KDV�VXUJHG��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�GHFDGH�RI�WKH�
21st century, and this has provided impetus to the growing body of literature 
on the subject. It is pertinent to acknowledge from the outset that the con-
cepts, descriptions, and practices associated with IDR have linkages with 
scholarship in interdisciplinary pedagogy, involving a number of different 
disciplines such as psychology, history, the arts, and the sciences (Haynes, 
2002; Newell 1990; Newell & Green, 1982; Repko, 2008; Szostak, 2007) 
and in interdisciplinary curriculum, especially coursework that helps to 
translate the research into practical activity that cuts across different disci-
plinary areas (Augsburg & Henry, 2005/2009; Edwards, 1996; Klein, 2006). 
However, given the nature of our research, in the subsequent sections of 
WKLV�DUWLFOH�ZH�UHÀHFW�WKLV�IDFW�RQO\�LPSOLFLWO\��DV�ZH�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�
surrounding the nature of interdisciplinary research (National Academy of 
Science, 2004; Repko, 2008/2012).  

There is a robust discussion of the notion of interdisciplinarity in the lit-
erature, especially related to the extent to which the demarcations between 
the disciplines can blur. Interdisciplinarians are usually academics involved 
in research that goes beyond the usual disciplinary boundaries; even if they 
remain focused on research within their respective disciplinary boundaries, 
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they use concepts and techniques from other disciplines as well. In either 
case, since they are working across disciplinary borders they are working 
LQ�DQ�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�IDVKLRQ��3LUULH�HW�DO�����������7KLV�ZRUN�KDV�EHQH¿WV�
for the allied disciplines, the interdisciplinarians themselves, and society as 
D�ZKROH��:KHQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�DSSOLFDWLRQ�IRU�WKHLU�WKHRULHV�H[SDQGV��WKH\�JDLQ�
a more holistic view of the problem under investigation and complex prob-
lems come under scrutiny from multiple angles for both problem solving 
and innovation. 

The philosopher Karl Popper (1963, p. 88) summarizes these claims when 
he suggests that people who engage in disciplinary work are “students of 
subject matter” whereas those who engage in interdisciplinary research fo-
cus on problems that cut across the borders of subject matter or disciplines.  
This crossing of the borders by individuals is described in many ways, for 
example, “multidisciplinary,” “interdisciplinary,” “transdisciplinary,” and 
“cross disciplinary.” As it stands, these terms, which describe the ways pro-
fessionals work across disciplinary borders, are used ambiguously on many 
university campuses, among professionals, and by funders of research. In 
practice, the words have often been used interchangeably, and they have 
come to mean something and nothing to everybody (Perri et al., 1998). 
7KLV� FRQIXVLRQ� LV�ZLGHVSUHDG� LQ�%ULWDLQ��$V�*ULI¿Q� HW� DO�� ���������� KDYH�
HVWDEOLVKHG��QHLWKHU�WKH�8.�UHVHDUFK�FRXQFLOV�QRU�VSHFL¿F�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�
UHVHDUFK� SURJUDPV� DFWXDOO\� GH¿QH� LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\� UHVHDUFK� RU� LQWHUGLVLF-
plinarity, and instead, “the term tends to be used in a declarative manner, 
often interchangeably with multi-disciplinarity.” Wilson and Pirrie (2000) 
concluded that many terms associated with interdisciplinarity are used inter-
changeably in the general literature, as well.
&OHDU� GH¿QLWLRQV�� KRZHYHU�� DUH� QRZ� WR� EH� IRXQG� LQ� WKH� OLWHUDWXUH� DIWHU�

many years of debate and analysis (see the 2001 and 2002 issues of Issues 
in Integrative Studies) even as the terms continue to be used interchange-
ably by many university administrators and other academics. As seen in Fig-
ure 1, expert interdisciplinarians agree “disciplinary research” is conducted 
IURP�WKH�FRQ¿QHV�RI�RQH�GLVFLSOLQH��³0XOWL´�PHDQV�³PDQ\´�DQG�³PXOWLGLVFL-
plinary research” implies that two or more disciplines work in conjunction 
on a common subject but from within the boundaries of their discipline in an 
isolated manner (Salter & Hearn, 1996; Stokols et al., 2008b; Wall & Shan-
kar, 2008). There is “no actual integration across these disciplines” (Newell 
& Galliers, 2000, p. 1740). This lack of integration has been referred to as 
“mechanistic pooling” by Knights and Wilmott (1997, p.17).

Although academic boundaries are not crossed, multidisciplinary research 
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“features an additive approach towards the disciplines” (Holley, 2009, p. 
333), with the “parallel existence of discrete bodies of knowledge in prox-
LPLW\�RI�HDFK�RWKHU´� �*ULI¿Q�HW�DO���������S�������)ULHGPDQ�DQG�)ULHGPDQ�
(1985) describe it as investigators sharing facilities and research approaches 
but working separately on distinct aspects of a problem. The outcome is to 
offer different perspectives on the issues at hand (Dykes et al., 2009, p. 104).

Aboelela et al. (2006, p. 342) have warned, “the mere addition of research-
ers from various disciplines or with different academic and professional cre-
GHQWLDOV�LV�QRW�VXI¿FLHQW�WR�PDNH�D�UHVHDUFK�HIIRUW�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�´�7R�GH-
velop, support, and strengthen truly interdisciplinary research, beyond simply 
bringing people from different disciplines together, it is fundamental to grasp 
the concept of interdisciplinarity and its associated terms. Based on a sys-
tematic review of the literature and using their own research, Aboelela et al. 
�������KDYH�LGHQWL¿HG�WKH�QHHG�IRU�JHQXLQH�OLQNDJH�RU�LQWHJUDWLRQ�WKURXJKRXW�
the research process, encompassing the development of a conceptual frame-
work, research design, data collection and analysis, and drawing conclusions, 
if one is to make an endeavor truly interdisciplinary. Furthermore, The Na-
tional Academy of Science (2004, p. 27) considers research truly interdisci-
plinary only “when it is not just pasting two disciplines together to create one 
product but rather is an integration and synthesis of ideas and methods.”  

Interdisciplinary research means that scholars in multiple disciplines col-
laborate on the research (Carpenter, 1995; Dykes et al., 2009, p.105; Wall 
& Shankar, 2008, p. 552), there is an element of integration of knowledge 
IRU�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�FUHDWLQJ�QHZ�NQRZOHGJH�V\QWKHVHV��*ULI¿Q�HW�DO���������
p. 11; Newell & Galliers, 2000, p. 1740), and it is “problem-oriented criti-
cal thinking focusing on process rather than domain” (Youngblood, 2007). 
7KHVH�FRQFHSWV�RI�FROODERUDWLRQ�DQG�LQWHJUDWLRQ�DUH�VHHQ�LQ�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�
interdisciplinary studies offered by Newell (2001): “Interdisciplinary study 
draws insights from relevant disciplines and integrates those insights into a 
more comprehensive understanding” (p. 2). They are also found in The Na-
WLRQDO�$FDGHP\�IRU�6FLHQFHV��������GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�

Interdisciplinary research (IDR) is a mode of research by teams 
or individuals that integrates information, data, techniques, tools, 
perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more disciplines 
or bodies of specialized knowledge to advance fundamental under-
standing or to solve problems whose solutions are beyond the scope 
of a single discipline or area of research practice. (p. 2) 
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Figure 1: Defining the terminology used to describe types of research 
Disciplinary research looks at a problem from a single discipline’s perspective. 

 

 

Multidisciplinary research looks at the same problem from more than one perspective. 
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Thus, in interdisciplinary research there is an assumption of interdepen-
GHQFH�LQ�WKDW�WKH�WKHRULHV��SHUVSHFWLYHV��WRROV��DQG�¿QGLQJV�RI�RQH�GLVFLSOLQH�
cannot solve or illuminate the problem it is trying to solve, so there is a 
sharing of purpose and methods, and a development of an understanding of 
the core principles of the contributing disciplines (National Academy of Sci-
ences, 2004; Aboelela et al., 2006; Boix Mansilla & Gardner, 2003; Clark, 
1993; Dykes et al., 2009; Holley, 2009; Klein, 1990; Stokols, et al., 2008b; 
Hübenthal, 1994; Wall & Shankar, 2008). Interdisciplinary research is plu-
ralistic in its methods and involves researchers working in tandem with each 
other in an integrated way to create new and unpredictable patterns, referred 
to as a “kaleidoscope” by Newell and Galliers (2000, p. 1740).

According to some expert interdisciplinarians, transdisciplinary research 
PHDQV�WKDW�UHVHDUFK�WHDP�PHPEHUV�KDYH�GHYHORSHG�VXI¿FLHQW�WUXVW�DQG�PX-
WXDO� FRQ¿GHQFH� WR� WUDQVFHQG�GLVFLSOLQDU\�ERXQGDULHV� DQG� DGRSW� D�KROLVWLF��
blended, integrated approach so that the disciplinary distinctions become 
blurred, which may result in the creation of new disciplines, such as bio-
chemistry, bioengineering, and cognitive neuroscience (Dykes et al., 2009; 
Stokols et al., 2008b). Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn (2007) argue that 

WUDQVGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�GHDOV�ZLWK�SUREOHP�¿HOGV«�LQ�VXFK�D�ZD\�
that it can: a) grasp the complexity… of problems, b) take into ac-
FRXQW� WKH� GLYHUVLW\«� RI� OLIH�ZRUOG«� DQG� VFLHQWL¿F� SHUFHSWLRQV� RI�
SUREOHPV�� F�� OLQN�DEVWUDFW� DQG�FDVH� VSHFL¿F�NQRZOHGJH�� DQG�G��GH-
velop knowledge and practices that promote what is perceived to be 
the common good. (p. 9) 

An extended view of transdisciplinarity suggests that it goes beyond an 
integration of academic disciplines so that “collaboration and mutual learn-
ing among people from practice and society are a salient and necessary part 
of transdisciplinarity” (Scholz & Stauffacher, 2010). This “trans-sector, 
problem-oriented research involving a wider range of stakeholders in so-
ciety” has been characterized as the European version of transdisciplinarity 
by Klein (2008, p. S117). Transdisciplinary research is not a cumulative, but 
D�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH��DSSURDFK��*ULI¿Q�HW�DO���������GHVFULEH�LW�DV�EHLQJ�PRUH�
FULWLFDO� DQG� UHÀH[LYH� WKDQ� GLVFLSOLQDU\� SHUVSHFWLYHV�� :KLOH� WKHRUHWLFDOO\�
there is a difference between interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary practice, 
many argue they are really gradations of similar practice (Dykes et al., 2009; 
Huutoniemi et al., 2010; Aboelela et al., 2006). 

For purposes of this research, we follow Stokols et al. (2008a) and use the 
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words “interdisciplinary research” and “transdisciplinary research” as syn-
onyms, and we use the term “cross disciplinary research” as synonymous, as 
well. This position is further supported by other academics. “While the term 
transdisciplinarity�DW�RQH�WLPH�VLJQL¿HG�DQ�LQVLVWHQFH�RQ�LQWHJUDWLQJ�EH\RQG�
the academy (an orientation also embraced by many interdisciplinarians), its 
meaning today is often very similar to that of the term interdisciplinarity” 
�*ULI¿Q�HW�DO���������:LOVRQ�	�3LUULH��������6]RVWDN����������

The review discussed above suggests that there are levels of disciplinary 
interactions, collaboration, and integration that differentiate the terms “mul-
tidisciplinary” on the one hand, and “interdisciplinary” and its more or less 
synonymous gradations, “transdisciplinary” and “cross disciplinary,” on the 
other. Simply stated, multidisciplinary research is research that involves 
more than a single discipline but in which scholars from each discipline 
make a separate contribution. Interdisciplinary research is research that in-
volves more than one discipline but in which scholars from each discipline 
attempt to integrate ideas and methods or even establish completely new 
ones. 

As evident from Figure 1, the nature of the problem determines whether 
it is appropriate to use disciplinary, multidisciplinary, or interdisciplinary 
research methods.   Based on the context and purpose of interdisciplinary 
UHVHDUFK��WKH�SUREOHP�KDV�EHHQ�GHVFULEHG�DV�³LQVWUXPHQWDO´��*ULI¿Q�HW�DO���
2006; Klein, 1999), “critical” (Klein, 2010), complex (Newell, 2001), cog-
QLWLYH�LQ�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�LVVXHV�RI�³IXQGDPHQWDO�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ´��*ULI¿Q�HW�DO���
2006), and “comparative, exploratory, or contemplative” in purpose (New-
ell, 2007, p. 2).  Klein and Newell, (1997) have described the criticality of 
the problem this way: 

a process of answering a question, solving a problem, or addressing 
a topic that is too broad or complex to be dealt with adequately by a 
single discipline or profession and draws on disciplinary perspectives 
and integrates their insights through construction of a more compre-
hensive perspective. (pp. 393-394)

The focus of all research is on problems that need to be solved or on op-
portunities to be discovered. As portrayed in Figure 1, the more intricate 
and complex the problem, the more researchers tend towards crossing the 
borders of disciplines into interdisciplinary territory to gain a holistic under-
standing of the problem and to suggest a sustainable solution.  
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The Research Setting

The current study was conducted on the campus of Great Western Univer-
sity in the United Kingdom. The university is in the top 1% of the world’s 
universities and is a research-intensive institution offering a broad range 
of courses in various disciplines. There are around 6,000 staff and 23,000 
students from 120 countries who rate the university near the top in the UK 
for international student satisfaction. The university recently underwent a 
restructuring activity to keep its teaching and research structures abreast of 
changing social, political, and technological challenges, to attract the best 
staff possible, to improve the level of service to students, and to generate 
public and private funding to support “research that has impact” and solu-
tions for “major social challenges.” (Great Western University website)

Methodology

In keeping with the grounded nature of the research to explore the disposi-
tions, processes, and practices in promoting, developing, managing, and ex-
ecuting interdisciplinary research, an interpretive approach was employed. 
The methodology used was a case study to gain in-depth understanding 
(Yin, 2003) of the phenomenon under study. To make the exploration of 
the case deep, representative, and valid, mixed methods were used. Trian-
gulation (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003, pp. 443-444) was employed to collect 
TXDQWLWDWLYH�DQG�TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�DQG�WR�YDOLGDWH�WKH�¿QGLQJV��
The methods of data collection were document analysis, qualitative semi-
structured interviews, and an 18-question survey with structured and open-
ended narrative questions. The sampling was purposeful and based on the 
relevance to the research question (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

For document analysis, archival data were accessed from university web-
VLWHV�� SXEOLFDWLRQV�� DQG� RI¿FLDO� GRFXPHQWV�� 4XDOLWDWLYH� LQWHUYLHZV� ZHUH�
conducted with 25 administrative and academic staff within the univer-
sity, including  four senior administrators at the university, three  college 
KHDGV� �&+���¿YH�VFKRRO�KHDGV� �6+��� WZR�FROOHJH�OHYHO� UHVHDUFK�FRRUGLQD-
tors (CRC), two school-level research coordinators (SRC), six research 
team leaders (TL), and six research team members (TM). One-hour-long 
interviews were set up as an informal, conversational, “social interaction” 
�&RKHQ�HW�DO���������IUHH�IURP�WKH�UHVWULFWLRQV�LPSRVHG�³E\�WKH�DUWL¿FLDOLW\�
of a standard instrument” (Bush, 2007, p. 94). The interaction was focused 
around three themes related to interdisciplinary research teams: (a) how they 
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have been formed, (b) what makes them work or not work, and (c) what 
can be done to nurture and support them. All research active staff in three 
of the four colleges in the university were invited to participate, with prom-
LVHG�FRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\��DQG�����UHVSRQGHG��7KLV�UHVHDUFK�GHVLJQ�HQKDQFHG�WKH�
YDOLGLW\�RI�WKH�¿QGLQJV��LQ�SDUWLFXODU�WKURXJK�WKH�XVH�RI�WKUHH�PHWKRGV�DQG�
three sources of data, (a) academic staff, (b) work unit managers, and (c) 
organizational archival data, which strengthened the claim for internal valid-
ity of the research, and also reduced the likelihood of common method bias 
(Podsakoff, et al., 2003). 

Data Analysis

The research question guided the data analysis process, which spanned 
“examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing, or otherwise recombining evi-
dence, to draw empirically based conclusions” (Yin, 2003, p.126). Initially 
coding was based on the respondent groups for the survey (both quantitative 
and narrative data) and interview data. These coded data and the archival 
data were organized into chunks based on the research question from which 
evidence sheets were created. The data were re-coded through an inductive 
process as the research team became more familiar with the data through 
UHYLHZLQJ� TXDQWLWDWLYH� GDWD� DQG� UHUHDGLQJ� LQWHUYLHZ� VXPPDULHV� DQG� ¿HOG�
notes. At this stage, the categorization of data was done in two phases of 
“open coding” and “selective or focused coding” (Charmaz as cited by Bry-
man, 2008, p. 543), which involved “reassembling the data by searching for 
connections between the categories that have emerged out of the coding” 
(Bryman, 2008, p. 543). As the evidence from survey, interview, and narra-
tive data extended beyond individual respondents, themes started to emerge. 
The emergent themes were triangulated. Then researchers delved into the 
data for patterns, contrasts, and paradoxes (Coffey et al., 1996) to identify 
evidence relevant to the research question, “What are the perceptions of 
DGPLQLVWUDWRUV�DQG�DFDGHPLF�VWDII�RI� WKH�QDWXUH��VLJQL¿FDQFH��DQG�EHQH¿WV�
RI�PXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\�DQG�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK"´ Finally, based on early 
comments on this article, we recoded a portion of the data that dealt with the 
UHYLHZV�RI�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�GLIIHUHQW�IRUPV�RI�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDULW\�WR�HQVXUH�
WKDW�DSSURSULDWH�GH¿QLWLRQDO�WHUPLQRORJ\�ZDV�XVHG�E\�WKH�UHVHDUFKHUV�

Perceptions of Interdisciplinary Research

In this section we describe the perceptions held by academic staff and 
DGPLQLVWUDWRUV�DERXW�WKH�QDWXUH�DQG�EHQH¿WV�RI�PXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\�DQG�LQWHU-
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disciplinary research at Great Western University. The need for increased 
LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDULW\�KDG�EHHQ�LGHQWL¿HG�E\�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�DV�RQH�ZD\�WR�PD[L-
mize research funding, and a comprehensive restructuring of the university 
ZDV�XQGHUWDNHQ�ZLWK�RQH�LGHQWL¿HG�LQWHQWLRQ�EHLQJ�WR�HQDEOH�WKLV�WR�RFFXU��
The rationale provided for this focus on interdisciplinarity was as follows:

Government has made it clear that Universities are expected to con-
tribute to increased economic growth by working in partnership with 
other agencies, industry, and policy makers to deliver economically 
YDOXDEOH�RXWFRPHV��$�VLJQL¿FDQW�VWUHDP�RI� IXQGLQJ�KDV�EHHQ�UH�GL-
rected at this objective. The effect of these changes is to increase 
funding to i) individuals of the highest calibre ii) initiatives which 
respond to funder priorities iii) interdisciplinary research teams, and 
iv) universities capable of setting strategic priorities in partnership 
with funders (including industry and Regional Development Agen-
cies [RDAs]) on a broad front. (Great Western University, 2010:2-3)

The Sample

One hundred-twenty-seven research active academic staff responded to 
our survey. Of them, 33 did not provide demographic information, but their 
responses to our questions were used. Ninety-four people provided demo-
graphic information. The majority of them were male (67%). Different age 
JURXSV�ZHUH�LGHQWL¿HG������ZHUH�LQ�WKH�������FDWHJRU\������LQ�WKH�������
age category; and 32% in the 50-60 age group).  The respondents included 
41% professors, 37% lecturers, 17% researchers, and 6% associate profes-
sors. Also, 33% indicated that they were a research team leader (TL), 34% 
indicated that they were a research team member (TM), and 87% indicated 
that they were a member of the academic staff (AS). None of the respon-
dents indicated that they were an administrator, at any level of the university. 
This may mean that no administrators completed the survey or that they 
chose not to identify themselves as an administrator.

Most respondents (65%) reported that they were interested in interdisci-
plinary research, and most (84%) reported that they were actively involved 
in it, with 31% of the respondents indicating their research was primarily 
interdisciplinary and 60% indicating their research was partially interdis-
ciplinary. In addition, 73% of the respondents said they had published in 
LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�MRXUQDOV��ZLWK�����KDYLQJ�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�WKH�ODVW�¿YH�\HDUV�
PRUH�WKDQ�WKUHH�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�DUWLFOHV�DQG�����PRUH�WKDQ�¿YH�
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Understanding of Interdisciplinary Research by the University

It might be expected that such a comprehensive reorganization of a ma-
jor university would be based on a clear understanding of what is expected 
given the term “interdisciplinary research,” yet a search of the university 
ZHEVLWH�¿QGV�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�WHUPV�XVHG�WR�UHIHU�WR�DFWLYLW\�WKDW�FURVVHV�GLV-
FLSOLQDU\�ERXQGDULHV��7KH�XQLYHUVLW\�KDV�D�ZHEVLWH� WKDW� LGHQWL¿HV� WKH�XQL-
versity’s “key interdisciplinary research areas.” However, if the links to 
VRPH�RI�WKHVH�UHVHDUFK�DUHDV�DUH�IROORZHG��ZH�¿QG�VWDWHPHQWV�DV�GLYHUVH�LQ�
terminology as the following: “We specialise in multi-disciplinary research 
and development,” “Joined-up thinking,” “A number of units and centres 
both within the University and beyond provide a multi-scale approach,” and 
“strong interdisciplinary approach.”

Some of the research projects, in areas such as bioelectronics, cell sig-
naling, nanotechnology, and optoelectronics, suggest that interdisciplinary 
research has now crossed over into what we have called transdisciplinary 
research. In each case, the implied assumption is that there will be collabo-
UDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�GLVFLSOLQHV��VFKRROV��FHQWHUV��RU�LQVWLWXWLRQV��EXW�QR�VSHFL¿F�
GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�UHOHYDQW�WHUPV�PHDQ�LV�SURYLGHG��7KLV�OHDGV�WR�WKH�FRQ-
clusion that the various terms, “transdisciplinary,” “cross disciplinary,” “in-
terdisciplinary,”  and “multidisciplinary” may have been used to describe 
similar research activities.

Further, in papers and presentations created by the university administra-
tion, these terms also appear to be used interchangeably. For instance, a 
single document proposing structural reforms at the university contains the 
following terminology within it: “interdisciplinary research teams,” “cross 
disciplinary teams,” “multi-disciplinary teams,” “cross-disciplinary invest-
ment,” “interdisciplinary research themes,” “inter- and multi-disciplinary 
activities,” “Enhanced collaboration & inter-disciplinarity,” “multi-disci-
plinarity,” “inter-disciplinarity,” “inter- and multi-disciplinary growth,” “in-
terdisciplinary training,” “multi-disciplinary research,” “multidisciplinary 
research,” “inter-disciplinary research,” “cross-disciplinary research,” “In-
terdisciplinary work,” and “interdisciplinary portfolio” (Great Western Uni-
versity, 2010). This search suggests that there is not a clear understanding at 
the administrative level of what each of the various terms being used means. 
The various words used, sometimes hyphenated and sometimes not, have 
different meanings in the literature, but these meanings are not made clear 
in university documents. 
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Understanding of Interdisciplinary Research by Academic 
Staff

To establish whether university academic staff had a clear understand-
LQJ�RI�WKH�WHUPV�EHLQJ�XVHG��D�VSHFL¿F�TXHVWLRQ�ZDV�LQFOXGHG�LQ�WKH�VXUYH\��
It was an open-ended question asking respondents to articulate what they 
saw as being the difference between interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary 
research. This question was answered by 66 respondents. The responses 
were categorized into three levels of understanding: 0 = no understanding, 
1 = some understanding, 2 = good understanding. Decisions were based on 
WKH�FORVHQHVV�RI�WKH�UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQV�SURYLGHG�LQ�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH��
namely that multidisciplinary research looks at the same problem from more 
than one perspective with integration not attempted, whereas interdisciplin-
ary research strives for integration of insights from various perspectives and 
involves looking at the problem in a new way.

As seen on Table 1, interdisciplinarity is understood better in the Arts Col-
OHJH�WKDQ�LQ�WKH�6FLHQFH�&ROOHJH���2I�WKH����FROOHJH�LGHQWL¿HG�UHVSRQGHQWV��
52% had no understanding of the difference between multidisciplinary and 
interdisciplinary research, 27% had some understanding of it, and 21% had a 
good understanding. This varied widely from college to college. In the Col-
lege of Social Science (N=24), 50% of the staff had no understanding, 29% 
had some understanding, and 21% had a good understanding. In the College 
of Science and Engineering (N=26), 69% had no understanding, 23% had 
some understanding, and 8% had a good understanding. In the College of 
Arts (n=14) 28% had no understanding, 28% had some understanding, and 
43% had a good understanding of the terms. 

Respondent comments indicated that those whose responses were cat-
egorized as having no understanding believed that there was “no differ-
ence” or they had “no idea” or they completely misunderstood the terms, 
saying things such as “Multidisciplinary synthesizes multiple disciplines; 
interdisciplinary builds on those multiple disciplines but has a distinctive 
approach (which is almost a separate ‘discipline’ in itself).” A good under-
VWDQGLQJ�ZDV�UHÀHFWHG�WKURXJK�VWDWHPHQWV�VXFK�DV�³LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�VHHNV�
synthesis; multidisciplinary tends to be more parallel (sometimes ‘siloed’ 
work). In interdisciplinary, the sum should be greater than the parts” or “In-
terdisciplinary research can occur at the interface between two disciplines. 
Multidisciplinary research partakes of expertise in 2 or more subject areas.” 
The responses which were categorized as having some understanding were 
mostly those which explained one term only without focusing on the dif-
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ferentiation between the two, as, for example, “Interdisciplinary research 
should create new knowledge/holistic approaches through synthesis of dif-
ferent disciplinary inputs.” This category also included responses, which 
alluded to some minor features of the terms without encompassing their real 
essence. They included statements such as, “interdisciplinary, I think, works 
together to perform a single goal taking the strengths from each approach. 
Multi-disciplinary allows multiple produces [sic] each meeting the strengths 
from each discipline but not necessarily borrowing strengths from the oth-
ers” or “Interdisciplinary suggests both (all) parties engage somewhat in 
OHDUQLQJ�RQH�DQRWKHU¶V�GLVFLSOLQHV��,W¶V�H[WUHPHO\�GLI¿FXOW�ZKHQ�FURVVLQJ��IRU�
example, science and social science.”

Table 1
The respondents’ level of understanding of the terms

“multidisciplinary” and “interdisciplinary”
College 2 (Good un-

derstanding)
1 (Some un-
derstanding)

0 (No under-
standing)

Total

College 1 (College 
of Social Sciences)

5 (21%) 7 (29%) 12 (50%) 24

College 2
(College of Science 
and Engineering)

2 (8%) 6 (23%) 18 (69%) 26

College 3
(College of Arts)

6 (43%) 4 (28%) 4 (28%) 14

1R�DI¿OLDWLRQ
declared

1 1 2

14 (21%) 18 (27%) 34 (52%) 66

More than half of the academic staff had no understanding of what the dif-
ferences were, and many also indicated they didn’t care, saying, “I wouldn’t 
waste my time on such a non-issue,” and “these are just words you’ve made 
XS��DUHQ¶W� WKH\"´�DQG�³,�VXVSHFW� WKH\�DUH�GLIIHUHQW� WUHQG\�SKUDVHV�RU�EX]]�
ZRUGV�´�2WKHU� UHVSRQGHQWV�KDG�GLI¿FXOW\� LQ� WU\LQJ� WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ� WKH�
differences might impact on their work: “I really struggle with this because 
the literature tells me one thing about this distinction, and then grant applica-
WLRQV�JHW�ERPEHG�RXW�IRU�UHDVRQV�WKDW�GRQ¶W�¿W�ZLWK�WKLV�GLVWLQFWLRQ�´

The interviews also established that various perceptions are held about the 
distinctions between inter- and multi-disciplinary work, and some responses 



Towards an Understanding of Interdisciplinarity 163

suggested that respondents think the words are interchangeable. One re-
search coordinator characterized the difference thus:

I use the term multi-disciplinary rather than interdisciplinary. Multi-
disciplinary to me is where the tools of a discipline are used to focus 
on problem solution.  It’s the study of one topic by scholars from 
several different subject disciplines. Making use of several disci-
SOLQHV�DW�RQFH�VXFK�DV�LQ�WHDFKLQJ��7R�UHGH¿QH�SUREOHPV�RXWVLGH�RI�
normal boundaries and reach solutions based on a new understanding 
of complex situations it is simply a fundamental expression of being 
guided by holism rather than reductionism. (RC 1)

Some interdisciplinary team leaders tried to respond to the question by 
looking at the bigger picture. One interdisciplinary team leader suggested 
that “Interdisciplinary research is research that is applied to societal prob-
lems and making change if necessary” (TL3). An academic staff member 
said, “I think interdisciplinary forces us to provide a synthesis that was not 
there” (AS 11). However, there these respondents did express a concern 
about the lack of clarity as to what the terms mean and the tendency to use 
them as if they are interchangeable; this is confusing, even to those who lead 
research teams. “The jargon keeps shifting” (TL4).

The data suggest there is a lack of clarity among both the university ad-
ministrators and the staff at Great Western University about what the terms 
“multidisciplinary” and “interdisciplinary” mean. The terms are used inter-
changeably at all levels, and nowhere is there any statement that helps to 
GH¿QH�HLWKHU� WKH� OHYHO�RI�DQDO\WLFDO�V\QWKHVLV�RU� WKH�YDULRXV� OHYHOV�RI�FRO-
laboration required to justify the use of each. 

3HUFHSWLRQV�RI�WKH�6LJQL¿FDQFH�RI�,QWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�5HVHDUFK

A number of questions on the survey asked for staff members’ perception 
RI�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�DQG�WKH�SUDFWLFH�RI�LW�DW�*UHDW�
Western University. Table 2 lists the responses to questions that considered 
staff perceptions of various dimensions of interdisciplinary research. 

Overall, 78% of staff said they believe that interdisciplinary research is 
as important as disciplinary research, although some expressed concern that 
LW�PLJKW� EH� KROGLQJ� D� SULYLOHJHG�SRVLWLRQ�ZLWKLQ� WKH� XQLYHUVLW\� DV� UHÀHFWHG�
through interview data: “I notice a worrying recent trend towards fetishizing 
‘interdisciplinary’ work - assuming that it is automatically better than ‘disci-
plinary’ work, automatically privileging it for funding” (AS5). Another mem-
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ber of staff said, “it is a ludicrous assumption that interdisciplinary research 
ought to be promoted at the expense of single discipline research” (AS7).

Table 2
5HVSRQGHQW�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�

SA A U D SD Total

Interdisciplinary knowledge is better 
than knowledge obtained from a 
VLQJOH�GLVFLSOLQH�

21.4%
(27)

23.0%
(29)

28.6%
(36)

16.7%
(21)

10.3%
(13)

126

Interdisciplinary research is just 
as important as single discipline 
UHVHDUFK�

37.9%
(47)

40.3%
(50)

12.1%
(15)

7.3%
(9)

2.4%
(3)

124

I recommend that staff get involved 
in interdisciplinary research early 
UDWKHU�WKDQ�ODWHU�LQ�WKHLU�FDUHHU�

26.4%
(32)

29.8%
(36)

26.4%
(32)

11.6%
(14)

5.8%
(7)

121

Views were mixed as to whether interdisciplinary research is better than 
single discipline research, with 44.4% believing that it is, 29% being unsure, 
and 27% believing that it isn’t. Comments indicated that interdisciplinary 
and single disciplinary research should be treated as equally important: “In-
terdisciplinary research is no more or less valuable, per se, than intradisci-
plinary” (AS11). A majority of academic staff (56%) agreed that it is better 
to become involved in interdisciplinary research early rather than later in 
one’s career, possibly to overcome a concern that “traditional attitudes about 
the superiority and importance of certain disciplines over others hinders ef-
forts to cross disciplinary domains” (AS3) that might build up over time. Yet 
some of the structures established by the university seem to privilege some 
forms of research over others. Townsend et al. (in preparation) report on 
issues related to the development of research institutes designed to support 
interdisciplinary research: A “major concern directed toward the Institutes 
was that they take resources away from the Schools”; “the shift away from 
departments to Institutes will further undermine departments through ‘asset 
stripping’ by ‘poaching the best researchers.’”

7KH�%HQH¿WV�RI�%HLQJ�,QYROYHG�LQ�,QWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�5HVHDUFK

Members of the academic staff are likely to get involved in a new form 
RI�UHVHDUFK�RQO\�LI�WKH\�VHH�EHQH¿WV�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�GRLQJ�VR��7KH�GDWD�LQ�
Table 3 indicate that many of the respondents were able to identify posi-
tive outcomes from their involvement in interdisciplinary research. A ma-
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MRULW\�RI�VWDII�������LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�WKH\�KDG�EHQH¿WHG�IURP�EHLQJ�LQYROYHG�
in interdisciplinary research. A majority (54%) also indicated that this had 
KHOSHG� WKHP� LQ� WKHLU�FRUH�¿HOG�RI� VWXG\��DQG�����LQGLFDWHG� WKDW� WKH\�KDG�
accomplished more through interdisciplinary research than they could have 
working in their single discipline.

Table 3
3HUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�EHQH¿WV�RI�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�

SA A U D SD Total

,�KDYH�EHQH¿WHG�IURP�EHLQJ�LQYROYHG�
LQ�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�

34.1%
(42)

37.4%
(46)

16.3%
(20)

8.9%
(11)

3.3%
(4)

123

The new knowledge I have acquired 
in my interdisciplinary research 
projects has given me an advantage 
LQ�P\�FRUH�¿HOG�

18.9%
(23)

35.2%
(43)

28.7%
(35)

14.8%
(18)

2.5%
(3)

122

The chance for high impact research 
is greater from interdisciplinary 
UHVHDUFK��HIIRUWV�

21.3%
(26)

32.0%
(39)

23.8%
(29)

13.1%
(16)

9.8%
(12)

122

The results from my interdisciplinary 
research project have been greater 
than I could have accomplished 
DORQH�

29.4%
(35)

32.8%
(39)

26.9%
(32)

10.1%
(12)

0.8%
(1)

119

The rewards available for interdis-
ciplinary research don’t match the 
HIIRUW�UHTXLUHG�

9.8%
(12)

22.1%
(27)

23.0%
(28)

36.9%
(45)

8.2%
(10)

122

Being part of an interdisciplinary 
research team is a hindrance to get-
WLQJ�SXEOLVKHG�

2.5%
(3)

8.2%
(10)

22.1%
(27)

49.2%
(60)

18.0%
(22)

122

Interdisciplinary research improves 
P\�FKDQFHV�RI�SURPRWLRQ�

16.5%
(21)

17.3%
(22)

44.9%
(57)

13.4%
(17)

7.9%
(10)

127

Furthermore, 53% felt there was a better chance of having an impact 
through this type of research. On the other hand, 11% of the sample felt that 
interdisciplinary research was a hindrance to getting published, and 31% 
felt that the rewards available didn’t match the effort required. In fact, the 
majority of staff felt either negative (34%) or unsure (45%) about the impact 
interdisciplinary research might have on their chances of promotion.

$FDGHPLF� VXFFHVV� LV�GH¿QHG�E\� VXFFHVV� LQ�D�',6&,3/,1(��2QH�
needs appropriate disciplinary publications for the REF.4 All my ex-

4 The Research Excellence Framework (REF) is a periodical review of the discipline-
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perience in seeing people in my team trying to get interdisciplinary 
research published has been that if it falls between stools, reviewers 
from either side won’t rate it highly. Funding income is weighted 
towards core disciplinary work. (AS21)  

6XFK�YLHZV�KDYH�PDGH�LW�GLI¿FXOW�WR�SURPRWH�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�DW�
the School level. “It is a struggle to get people motivated toward long term 
EHQH¿WV�ZKLFK�GHULYH�IURP�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�ZKHQ�LW¶V�VKRUW� WHUP�
results which are demanded” (SH2). It is clear that even though interdis-
ciplinary research was seen as being positive, both for the institution and 
the staff member, there are still a number of issues that need to be resolved. 
Key amongst these are how interdisciplinary research papers are seen both 
locally, for promotional purposes, and outside the university, for purposes 
such as the Research Excellence Framework (REF) activity and acceptance 
in high quality journals. 

Discussion and Conclusions

The literature reveals that the concept of boundary crossing in research 
KDV� HYROYHG� RYHU� D� SHULRG� RI� WLPH� LQWR� UH¿QHG� FDWHJRULHV� RI�PXOWL�� LQWHU��
cross, and trans disciplinarity. There is enough theorization in the literature 
to differentiate among these categories especially with reference to the level 
of collaboration among the researchers and the integration of philosophies, 
methodologies, methods, analyses, and conclusions within the research. The 
data from the current study raise a number of issues relevant to The Great 
Western University, but these are likely to be issues for other universities 
engaged in restructuring to support IDR, as well.
7KH�¿UVW�LVVXH�LV�FODULW\��7KLV�UHODWHV�WR�WKH�GHVLUH�RI�7KH�*UHDW�:HVWHUQ�

University to promote interdisciplinarity without there being a clear under-
standing of what this means or how to approach it. There are strategies that 
might be adopted by this university as well as others to support the move 
from single discipline research to research at the varying levels of interdis-
FLSOLQDULW\��<HW�� WKH�GDWD� UHÀHFW�D� ORZ� OHYHO�RI� VHQVLWLYLW\� WRZDUGV� WKH�GLI-
ferentiated use of terms, especially “multidisciplinary research” and “inter-
GLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�´�LQ�WKH�RI¿FLDO�GRFXPHQWV�RI�WKH�FDVH�VWXG\�XQLYHUVLW\�

based research undertaken by academics in British universities. It compares the qual-
ity and impact of research undertaken, and the publications that emanate from it, on 
D����SRLQW�VFDOH���,Q�WKLV�ZD\�WKH�%ULWLVK�JRYHUQPHQW�LGHQWL¿HV�WKH�OHYHO�RI�IXQGLQJ�
support it will provide for research infrastructure in each university in the UK.



Towards an Understanding of Interdisciplinarity 167

despite its desires to nurture interdisciplinary research. The interview and 
narrative data reveal the prevalence of this confusion of terms among the 
staff, as well. The data show many ways these terms have been interpreted 
and used by both administrators and academic staff.  In fact, in one college 
69% of the responding academic staff did not exhibit any understanding of 
the differences between the terms. 

The university has declared the fostering of interdisciplinary research as 
the focal point of its restructuring strategy, but clarity of mission has not 
been demonstrated.  The interchangeable use of terms that are not inter-
FKDQJHDEOH� �DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKH� OLWHUDWXUH� LQ� WKH�¿HOG�� UDLVHV� WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�
whether it is multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary research that has been de-
clared necessary. It is crucial to give a clear message if the university intends 
to attract academics away from their silos and into congregations expected 
to do such research. A lack of clarity may be impeding people from taking 
WKH�¿UVW�VWHS��,I�FROODERUDWLYH��LQWHJUDWLYH�UHVHDUFK��WKDW�LV��WUXO\�LQWHUGLVFL-
plinary research) is the goal it should clearly be stated, and strategies for 
PRYLQJ�WRZDUGV�WKDW�JRDO��ZLWK�VWDJHV�DORQJ�WKH�ZD\��QHHG�WR�EH�LGHQWL¿HG��

The good news is that 21% of the staff that responded to our survey dem-
onstrated a good understanding of the difference between “multidisciplinary 
research” and “interdisciplinary research.” These staff might be used by 
the university as ambassadors to help other staff to come to terms with the 
changes. They might be used as models for how interdisciplinary research 
PLJKW�EH�XQGHUWDNHQ� DQG� HYHQ� HQKDQFH� WKH� UHVHDUFK�SUR¿OH� WKDW� WKH� LQGL-
vidual staff member might develop. They might be used as team leaders to 
support others to move forward.  However, the university will also need to 
identify ways of compensating these people for the work that they might do 
on the university’s behalf, to ensure that such activities are seen to be part of 
the work people do, not additional to it.
7KH�VHFRQG�LVVXH�LV�ÀH[LELOLW\��7KH�XQLYHUVLW\�VHHPV�WR�EH�SURPRWLQJ�LQ-

terdisciplinary research as its approved preference for the future rather than 
as one of a number of equally valuable ways in which staff might contribute 
WR�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�UHVHDUFK�SUR¿OH��$V�WKH�GDWD�LQGLFDWH��SDUWLFLSDQWV�GR�QRW�
elevate the status of interdisciplinary research above that of single discipline 
research though overall most see it as important. They also see the value of 
EHLQJ�LQYROYHG�LQ�LW��DQG�PDQ\�VDLG�WKH\�KDYH�EHQH¿WHG�IURP�LW��0DQ\�VDLG�
that they have not considered IDR as a hindrance to getting published or an 
unrewarding exercise. It is interesting to note that despite the ambiguity of 
WHUPLQRORJ\��VWDII�FDQ�VWLOO�VHH�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�EHQH¿WV��HYHQ�IRU�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�
not now involved.  However, there is the concern that resources are gradual-
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ly being redirected. As one school level research coordinator indicated when 
discussing institutes, “Academic staff members are invited to participate in 
the research. They can buy out of their teaching responsibilities and their 
employment status changes. Even when they are ‘bought out’ no money 
comes back to the school” (SRC2). Somewhere in the mix, there is the need 
to allow lone researchers, whether working in a single discipline or under-
taking interdisciplinary work by themselves, to thrive within the university’s 
research structures. Many seem to feel that this option is no longer available.

The third issue is alignment. Some staff felt negative, and almost half 
were unsure about whether being involved in IDR would help or hurt their 
promotion prospects. This concern possibly stems from the fact that, in the 
British REF review of scholarly activity in late 2013, disciplinary research 
will count for more than interdisciplinary research in the judgment of re-
VHDUFK� H[FHOOHQFH�� 6WDII� DOVR� LGHQWL¿HG� D� SUREOHP� DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK� JHWWLQJ�
published in leading journals, which are overwhelmingly based on single 
disciplines. These two factors, more than anything else, are seen by staff to 
be associated with future promotion opportunities, and both seem to favor 
a disciplinary rather than an interdisciplinary approach. There needs to be a 
way in which interdisciplinary research is seen both internally, among those 
considering promotion within the university, and externally, by the REF and 
by high quality journals, as being equally as valuable as discipline-based 
research. At the moment, it is not. 
3HUKDSV�D�¿UVW�VWHS�IRU�7KH�*UHDW�:HVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\�LV�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�WKH�

redressing of the balance between disciplinary and interdisciplinary work 
happens internally, when promotion or review of staff performance is under-
WDNHQ��,W�PD\�WKHQ�QHHG�WR�XVH�LWV�LQÀXHQFH�DV�D�PDMRU�XQLYHUVLW\�WR�DGGUHVV�
the current anomaly at the national level, where discipline-based papers 
seem to count for up to 70% of the REF judgements and only 10% to 15% 
focus on interdisciplinary work. 

A further issue related to alignment is that this new form of research is 
seen as having to be accomplished on top of everything else that staff do. 
One team leader said, “It really would be nice if the University would rec-
ognize the work and let it count in my workload” (TL3). If interdisciplinary 
work is to be promoted, then it needs also to be recognized as legitimate 
work, not something extra. Realignment of workloads is necessary to ensure 
this new expectation does not push staff over the limit of their capabilities.

It is clear that interdisciplinary research will not go away. Government 
and funding agencies will see to that. So it is important for universities like 
the case study university to establish strategies and structures that will incor-
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porate this new way of thinking about research into what they already do and 
to work through staff concerns to ensure that IDR will happen. Our study 
KDV� LGHQWL¿HG�VRPH� LVVXHV�DQG�PDGH�VRPH� WHQWDWLYH�VXJJHVWLRQV� IRU�ZD\V�
IRUZDUG��&ODULW\�RI�PHDQLQJ�DQG�PHVVDJH�LV�FULWLFDO��DQG�FODUL¿FDWLRQ�PLJKW�
be followed by the provision of supportive ways of moving from single dis-
cipline research through multidisciplinary research towards interdisciplin-
ary research for those that see this as an opportunity for them in the future. 
Flexibility is needed to allow “a thousand roses to bloom,” for colleges, 
schools, teams, and individuals. Allowing for diversity, in approach and 
expectations, for both individuals and groups, is important. Finally, align-
ment, of resources, of workloads, of judgments about what academic work 
is important, is essential. Interdisciplinary research is valuable, but so is 
VLQJOH�GLVFLSOLQH�UHVHDUFK�WKDW�OHDGV�XV�WR�D�GHHSHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�VSHFL¿F�
problems. Both need to be honored and supported. The individual researcher 
doing disciplinary research still has a place. But a key to helping staff move 
to a broader understanding of the types of research they might become in-
YROYHG�LQ�LV�WR�FODULI\�DQG�XVH�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�WKH�YDULRXV�WHUPV�DVVRFLDWHG�
with interdisciplinary work as a means of supporting staff in moving beyond 
their disciplines, because it is beyond their own disciplines that interest-
ing new challenges lie. IDR allows us to explore these challenges together. 
We return to Mill to outline the communications, between and across disci-
plines, that are now being explored. “Such communication has always been, 
and is particularly in the present age, one of the primary sources of prog-
ress.” John Stuart Mill (1848)
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