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A little bit about me …
◼ Interdisciplinary PhD – in evolutionary biology at Duke, but 

dissecting ‘dynamics of scientific revolution’ as catalysed by Darwin

◼ Moved into science policy, working with Governor & his Science 
Advisor, North Carolina – ‘between science and the outside world’

◼ Co-founder & first VP, pioneering statewide biotech centre –
catalysing multiple emerging fields, e.g. plant molecular biology, and 
novel initiatives including a Forest Biotechnology centre

◼ Research dean, Rutgers University – interdisciplinary, inter-sector, 
inter-institutional, international initiatives

◼ Fulbright Fellow in institutional change, University of Edinburgh

◼ Moved to Scotland 1999; Re-established consultancy, Technology 
Development Group, on strategic change in research – both 
facilitating and evaluating programmes and funding schemes 
promoting interdisciplinarity, knowledge exchange/impact generation 
and/or novel capacity-building

◼ ‘Lifelong learning’ about relevant processes



http://www.bloomsburyacademic.com

http://www.bloomsburyacademic.com/


Outline

◼ Opportunities & Motivations – for ID 

research projects 

◼ Challenges & Concerns – for ID research 

projects 

◼ Practicalities of ID research



A brief history of 

interdisciplinarity in academia –

through the medium of … silos!



‘An eclectic mix of feed silos in Norfolk’ by Richard Humphrey

http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/5110746

Diego Delso, delso.photo, License CC-BY-SA

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Silos,_Acatl%C3%A1n,_Hidalgo,_M%C3%A9xico,_2013-10-11,_DD_03.JPG

http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/5110746
http://delso.photo/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/legalcode
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Silos,_Acatl%C3%A1n,_Hidalgo,_M%C3%A9xico,_2013-10-11,_DD_03.JPG


https://pixabay.com/en/silo-grain-farmer-agriculture-2022754/
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Guido Van Helten Brim Silo Art project, Brim, Australia
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=199063&picture=painted-silos

https://www.publicdomainpictures.net/en/view-image.php?image=199063&picture=painted-silos
https://www.publicdomainpictures.net/en/view-image.php?image=199063&picture=painted-silos


https://pixabay.com/en/iowa-farm-silos-barn-wind-turbines-1731523/



Interdisciplinarity is not a single, uniform research 

method  … it is a process, an exciting journey 

about which we can learn

Cartoon by Shawn Harmon, Interdisciplinary Research Journeys



Some terminology
Slide from Dr Ann Bruce, University of  Edinburgh

Discipline A

Discipline B

Discipline C

Multidisciplinary research

Interdisciplinary research

Discipline A

Discipline B
Discipline C

Transdisciplinary 

research

Issue A Issue B

Issue C



Opportunities & Motivations

◼ Intellectual excitement! Enjoying variety, 

breaking out of constraints, gaining perspectives

◼ Answering  important ‘big picture’ questions

◼ Increasing research funding for research 

tackling complex issues with multiple dimensions

◼ Impact agenda

◼ Evolution of fields, tackling bottlenecks, 

transferring techniques or questions



Seeing a richer picture!

http://imgs.xkcd.com/comics/desert_island.png



Interdisciplinarity & Impact

Meagher, L and Martin, U. (2017) Slightly dirty maths: The richly textured mechanisms of impact.   

Research Evaluation (2017) rvw024. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1093/reseval/rvw024

“The mechanism of interdisciplinarity arises very frequently indeed in

relation to impacts of mathematics research: 

◼ in interviews; 

◼ in IETs showing 83% of units reporting it; and 

◼ in surveys, with 82% of 80 HoD respondents selecting it from a list. 

When asked specifically,

◼ most HoDs (86%) believed that active ‘collaboration with other disciplines 

has been a useful pathway in the generation of some of the impacts from 

my department’s research’. 

◼ Almost two-thirds (64%) have seen results of ‘departmental research 

“picked up” later by other disciplines which then generate impacts’.”



Challenges

◼ It takes work to surpass the ‘default’

◼ Academic promotions and most review 

processes centre about disciplines

◼ Strategies or at least tactics are necessary



Challenges do exist…

Cartoons by Shawn Harmon, Interdisciplinary Research Journeys



Concerns: for development of 

research projects

◼ Feeling ‘all at sea’ – where to start? 

◼ How to create order and co-ordination

◼ How to fit different disciplines/people together

◼ How to build bridges, balance interests

◼ Feeling exposed or isolated

◼ Having to present differently to different 
audiences (especially if they don’t like ID)

◼ Unexpected disciplinary obstacles 

◼ Achieving new and/or deeper understanding

◼ Overwork! v ‘Credit’



Practicalities: we have learned a lot 

about the “How” of Interdisciplinarity 

Cartoons by Shawn Harmon, Interdisciplinary Research Journeys



Extra effort & energy is needed!

Cartoon by Shawn Harmon, Interdisciplinary Research Journeys



Interdisciplinarity in action – Fonte Boa, State of Acre, Brazil



Building a Successful ID project
◼ Selecting collaborators (open-minded, willing to learn, broad 

appreciation, personality!)

◼ Conceptualising the research problem (Consider how 
different lines of thought/inquiry, traditions can be brought 
together into a compelling research plan/proposal)

◼ Planning/distributing responsibilities (Figure out together the 
best way to ensure that all participants contribute, plan 
ahead for sharing, trust-building)

◼ Overcoming barriers (Anticipate/prepare for hurdles that 
might arise due to different disciplinary traditions or styles of 
working. Be prepared to troubleshoot) 

◼ Negotiating collaboration across a team (Take steps – early 
and often! – to develop a common understanding of the 
project among team members, foster strong relationships)



Interdisciplinarity and Impact-generation … 

and International Collaboration

◼ Creative processes, which can be understood 
and thus improved (e.g., through self-
evaluation/critical friends)

◼ Engagement of multiple perspectives –
negotiating collaborations and building trust, 
respect

◼ Interwoven dimensions: impact goals can 
motivate ID; ID is needed to address complex 
problems; international collaboration brings it all 
together!



Breaking down silos!



Remember: Enjoy the journey!

Lyall, Bruce, Tait & Meagher. 2011. Interdisciplinary 

Research Journeys. Bloomsbury Academic Press
http://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/interdisciplinary-research-journeys-9781849660143/

Series of short briefing notes on different aspects of ID:
www.tinyurl.com/idwiki

laura.meagher@btinternet.com


