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NAVIGATING INTERDISCIPLINARITY 

Veronica Strang, Sandra Bell 

This publication describes a workshop designed to introduce researchers to 
interdisciplinarity. Composed by Durham University’s Institute of Advanced Study, its 
purpose is to assist our visiting Fellows and Durham researchers in embarking upon joint 
research conversations and collaborations. We have placed this material on the IAS 
website to make it freely available to others wrestling with the challenges of 
interdisciplinary research, and ask only that those who make use of it cite its inception at 
the IAS and Durham University. We also invite them to send us feedback and suggest 
improvements, as ‘navigating interdisciplinarity’ continues to be a work in progress.  
 

 
 

 

THE INSTITUTE OF ADVANCED STUDY 

Launched in 2006, the Institute of Advanced Study is Durham University’s flagship 
interdisciplinary research institute. It aims to promote transformational thinking by 
facilitating collaboration across the full spectrum of disciplinary areas. The Institute’s 
approach is distinctive: it brings together international communities of scholars to engage in 
research on broad annual themes, for example, Being Human; Water; Time; Light and 
Emergence.  

Each year, through its Fellowship programme, the IAS invites 20 distinguished visitors from 
around the world to spend three months in Durham, enabling them to exchange ideas with 
each other and with the university’s own researchers. Housed in a beautiful 18th century 
Bishop’s residence at the centre of Durham’s World Heritage site, the IAS provides its 
Fellows with a dedicated ‘thinking space’, helps to integrate them into Durham’s research 
activities, and facilitates interdisciplinary collaboration.  

 Further information about the IAS is available at http://www.dur.ac.uk/ias/ 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/ias/
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INTRODUCTION 

The IAS workshop focuses on the process of creating and conducting collaborative 
interdisciplinary research projects. Its purpose is to assist participants in navigating 
their way successfully through each stage of the process, from initial project 
development through to the production of research outputs. There is no single recipe 
for interdisciplinary research. As Marzano, Carss and Bell observe: ‘interdisciplinarity is 
dynamic, being the integration of ‘ways of thinking’ as part of the development of a 
‘way of working’ (2006: 194). The workshop simply tries to highlight some of the key 
issues for collaborative projects, and to suggest some ways of engaging with these. 

 

The workshop employs a set of tools, a way of thinking drawn from anthropology that 
makes use of its disciplinary focus on cross-cultural translation. Ethnographic research 
with multiple cultural and sub-cultural groups suggests that a useful way to approach 
interdisciplinary research might be to treat each disciplinary area as a mini cultural or 
sub-cultural context.  
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Taking an anthropological perspective, we might therefore say that each has its own 
‘cosmological’ models of how the world works; its own epistemologies, 
representational forms and languages; its own guiding laws and principles. Each 
focuses on specific things, ideas and behaviours, and has particular ways of engaging 
with these. Obviously there is an important historical dimension to this specialisation 
and to some extent interdisciplinarity represents an attempt to regain the intellectual 
cohesion of an earlier academy.1 The IAS workshop aims to find ways to achieve this in 
practical terms. The purpose of the exercises that follow is therefore to achieve some 
‘cross-cultural translation’ across disciplinary boundaries. There are some challenges. 

 

The way that disciplines are constructed creates some territorial issues. Ray Land 
describes ‘tribal boundaries’, and as Klein says:  

In the logic of the geopolitical metaphor, a discipline is ‘private property’, an ‘island 
fortress’ staked off by its own ‘patrolled boundaries’ and ‘no trespassing’ notices’ 
(Klein, 1990: 77). 

 

       

As this implies each discipline also has a particular identity, founded on its particular 
‘knowledge practices’ (Strathern 2008). Some academics acquire several of these over time. 
Each disciplinary identity tends to have particular self-representations: these may include 
asserting scientific authority (for example through prestigious prizes and peer-reviewed 
publications); building on disciplinary history (for example, by locating research in classical 
intellectual traditions); making positive use of externally imposed stereotypes (for example 
the medical researcher as hero; the archaeologist as time traveller).  
 

                                                           
1
 The historical issues are addressed in some of the literature listed in the bibliography.  
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Most disciplinary areas have various kinds of stereotype in the popular media: the 
scientific authority; the mad boffin; the Indiana Jones archaeologist-adventurer; the 
gone native, gone bonkers anthropologist...  

      

These stereotypical views are quite important: they permeate public perceptions of 
particular disciplinary identities. They can and do affect how disciplines are relatively 
valorised and funded over time. And, though we might like to think that the academy 
is immune from them, they also can and do seep readily into interactions between 
disciplines. Interdisciplinary research requires the participants to have some reflexive 
awareness of their own (sometimes long-held and cherished) subliminal images of 
‘other’ disciplinary areas and the assumptions that these uphold.  

This is particularly an issue in thinking about the relative status of disciplines. In a 
competitive academic world, there is, inevitably, some jousting for status and its 
consequent access to prestige, resources etc. Successful interdisciplinary collaboration 
depends heavily on each of the participants having an equal voice in discussions and 
decisions. This is something to bear in mind in the exercises that comprise the IAS 
workshop.  

How does one make sure that all disciplinary voices are heard and valorised equally? 
Every research group – and indeed every research conversation – requires some 
management. In a sense, collaborative groups rapidly form mini moral communities 
with their own rules and rituals of communication. Things can be put on the right track 
by making the ground rules explicit right at the start, so that all participants are aware 
of the need for mutual respect, and of the need to listen to each other. 

Identity 

Interdisciplinary research can be challenging to disciplinary identities. Meyer and Land 
(2003) suggest that this is because crossing disciplinary boundaries entails crossing 
knowledge thresholds and entering ‘liminal’ areas, which can be discomfiting (see also 
Gasper 2010).  Embarking on research in unfamiliar areas can be a bumpy ride: it 
involves taking risks with the professional identities carefully constructed in relation to 
disciplinary colleagues. Early career researchers in particular wonder if working 
‘outside the box’ will have negative effects on their careers, making it more difficult to 
get fairly peer reviewed, to get published, to be promoted – in other words, to get on. 
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For academics whose professional training has emphasised deep immersion 
within a largely monodisciplinary community of practice and for which all the 
career rewards have to date largely been dependent on production and 
performance of outputs geared to that community, then it is not surprising that a 
somewhat Cyclops-like application of a single disciplinary lens is retained as the 
most reliable guarantee of future career success. (Land 2011: 6)  

These fears are not without foundation: fellow disciplinary specialists can be 
conservative and inclined to disapprove of those who ‘stray’. A certain amount of 
‘policing the boundaries’ takes place. 

 
 

Formulating more flexible ideas about professional identity therefore requires a 
certain amount of confidence for individuals as well as for interdisciplinary groups 
hoping to create collective identities that challenge disciplinary boundaries, create new 
disciplinary constellations, or at least construct useful exchanges between specialisms. 

So why do interdisciplinary research? Single disciplines have proved to be a very robust 
in addressing issues in a way that produces outcomes that are not achievable in other 
ways. There is really no need to discard them. Interdisciplinary research doesn’t 
require participants to throw off their disciplinary identities: these can simply be 
carried into a different intellectual space that opens up new and creative possibilities. 
As Meyer and Land put it: 

The acquisition of a threshold concept within a particular discipline operates in 
the manner of a portal, a liminal space, opening up a new and previously 
inaccessible way of thinking about something (Meyer and Land 2003: 412).  
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Nevertheless, interdisciplinary collaboration may entail some letting go of attachments 
to specific disciplinary ways of thinking. What Meyer and Land call ‘troublesome 
knowledge’ (ibid.) is that which unsettles and challenges familiar concepts and creates 
new subjectivities.  

Like Adam and Eve disciplinary specialists tend to find it difficult to leave the 
comforting Eden of their discipline, to cross the boundary into 
interdisciplinarity… an encounter with the wise and provocative serpent of 
troublesome knowledge might be required to occasion the ontological shift 
required, though the recipe of transformation may well be a degree of 
‘ontological insecurity’ (Giddens 1991) or ‘boundariless anxiety’ (Bergquist 1995). 
(Land 2011: 7) 

But it is perhaps more useful to regard this not as a loss of identity and intellectual 
coherence, but as a cosmopolitan acquisition of pluralities that enable wholly new 
ways of thinking. It is also worth recalling that the construction of specific disciplines is 
a relatively recent historical development, and one that is always subject to dynamic 
change. While interdisciplinarity is often imagined as a form of ‘superstructure’ 
creating ‘bridges’ between disciplines, it is perhaps better understood as the deeper 
foundational core of the academy, a reminder that this is a shared intellectual project 
(McLeish and Strang 2014).  

 

Increasingly, an ability to collaborate across disciplinary areas is being valorised by 
universities, government bodies and funding agencies. There is a sense that 
multifaceted issues such as environmental change really need a range of disciplinary 
perspectives. Publishers as well as funders are seeking more effective methods for 
evaluating interdisciplinary research (Strang and McLeish 2015). There is a new 
openness to this kind of work and increasing appreciation of its value. 

Perhaps most critically for individuals – both in intellectual and pragmatic terms – 
positive engagement with other disciplinary approaches provides considerable 
advantages to those involved, offering fresh perspectives upon their own work, and 
potentially sparking original ideas that add to rather than detracting from their career 
prospects. Interdisciplinary collaboration can be genuinely transformational to the 
thinking of all the participants. 
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An example of a successful interdisciplinary project is provided by research originally 
enabled by the IAS, entitled Hearing the Voice. Voice-hearing has commonly been seen 
as a neurological or mental health issue, or as a social and political challenge arising 
from perceptions of it as a medical problem or disability.  

Bringing together multiple disciplinary perspectives foregrounded other ways of 
thinking about voice hearing in different cultural and historical contexts. In some, 
hearing voices casts individuals as shamans and confers considerable social power and 
status. Historically, voice hearing has had immensely positive religious connotations. 
Collaboration between the social sciences, humanities, neuroscience and psychology 
created an original and intellectually exciting approach. This helped the team to gain 
several million in funding and is now radically transforming how researchers and 
research users – and those who experience such phenomena – think about voice 
hearing.  

At the IAS we have supported the development of interdisciplinary projects on topics 
as diverse as Tipping Points; Knots; Biofuels Science and Society; Evolutionary Medicine; 
and The Ordered Universe.  

 

 

Hearing 
the Voice 
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Networks 

The academy is founded upon social, political and economic relationships: dynamic 
networks of national and international alliances within disciplinary areas; linkages 
between these and funding agencies, policy makers and public audiences. There is a 
constant – often competitive – process of self-representation and negotiation within 
these networks to establish productive relationships and gain access to status and 
resources.  

Interdisciplinary research generally requires the formation of different constellations 
of relationships: networks that cross disciplinary boundaries and form new ‘research 
communities’. A common practical issue is how to find the ‘right’ people in disciplines 
other than one’s own (where most of us know who will be helpful, and who should be 
avoided at all costs!). Here it is useful to employ a social science technique called 
‘snowballing’, which basically entails starting with a few contacts and using ‘word of 
mouth’ to gain information about people in related areas. Research Institutes such as 
the IAS can help with their extensive networks across the disciplinary spectrum.  

 

Creating new interdisciplinary networks not only takes time and effort, it requires 
trust. A vital first step is to build social relationships that engender trust and a 
willingness to invest time and energy in a common enterprise. Such relationships can 
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only flourish if they are underpinned by a commitment to equality and inclusivity, and 
by a willingness to learn from unfamiliar ways of thinking. These three principles – 
acknowledging the equal value of all disciplinary areas, accepting their diverse ways of 
thinking and doing and being willing to learn – are fundamental to the conduct of 
successful interdisciplinary collaboration. Ensuring that projects are run along these 
lines takes leadership (though this can be collective/non-hierarchical in form) and 
considerable goodwill and generosity all round. In interviews with academics involved 
in interdisciplinary research, Marzano, Carss and Bell’s respondents regularly felt that: 

Building effective relationships within an interdisciplinary team requires good 
leadership, trust, receptiveness and a willingness to learn, although all agree that 
addressing these issues is difficult. (2006: 188)  

The creation of new research communities is therefore a process of dynamic and 
creative development which involves:  

o Fostering social relationships that engender trust.  
o Teaching and learning about each other’s disciplinary models, epistemologies, 

methods, data, analytic approaches and outputs.  
o Collaborating on the design of a joint research project.  
o Finding practical ways to work together.  
o Continuing to translate and integrate at every stage. 

Resources 

Interdisciplinary projects need to build in sufficient time and resources to enable their 
participants to spend time working together on each of these stages and genuinely engaging 
with each other’s disciplinary perspectives. Such occasions are both socially and 
intellectually necessary. To cite Marzano, Carss and Bell again:  

Meetings or workshops were the main opportunities for... researchers to gather to 
discuss their research. These opportunities are cited as important for establishing 
‘group identity’ and promoting a mutual sense of ownership and responsibility among 
project members... All members of an interdisciplinary team should feel able to 
become equally involved in discussions and research efforts. In large projects, 
effective dialogue between all participants takes time, and may require careful 
facilitation, but effort is needed to encourage ‘inclusion’ rather than expecting it to 
‘just happen’. Moreover, the balance between disciplines is important to encourage 
multiple perspectives and prevent one discipline becoming dominant. (2006: 190, 191)  
 

It may be useful to involve social scientists not only because of their large and inclusive 
theoretical models, but also for their experience in engaging with diversity and 
facilitating cross-cultural translation. Social scientists can also cast a usefully reflexive 
eye on the collaborative process itself. As well as making visible some of the underlying 
issues that can get in the way, having a regular ‘feedback loop’ of this kind helps to 
keep a project on track. 

What kinds of problems do arise? Maintaining equality is tricky: it is easy for people to 
slide into feeling marginalised, especially if some individuals are simply more dynamic, 
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active or assertive than others. Keeping up efforts to communicate ideas effectively 
throughout can be arduous. Funding – and differential access to it – is always a ready 
source of discord. Of course many such issues appear in any collaborative group, 
whether or not these are interdisciplinary, but with the latter it is more important to 
reapply the core principles on a regular basis. There are practical measures that can 
help: rituals of reporting to each other regularly, collective decision-making processes. 
Social events are important too. In these utilitarian times, these may seem like a 
frivolous luxury, but humans are not automata: positive social relationships are the 
foundation of successful collaborative relationships.  

In interdisciplinary endeavours, diversity has to be dealt with at every stage of the 
research process. The exercises in this workshop address each of these stages. 

Theoretical models 

As noted previously, each discipline focuses on particular things, and has its own ways 
of understanding of ‘how the world works’. Perkins (2006) calls these ‘epistemes’. We 
could also describe them as ‘meta-discourses’: higher level thinking that allows people 
to discuss research questions at a level that is sufficiently abstract to encompass 
different kinds of material.   

These models are often incomprehensible to outsiders and difficult to reconcile with 
others. An essential first step in interdisciplinary collaboration is to invest some time in 
understanding the perspective of ‘the other’ discipline: what it focuses on, what kinds 
of questions it asks, and how it approaches these. For example, anthropology locates 
research questions in a comprehensive ethnographic context, and this context is 
regarded as the key to understanding and explaining human behaviour.  

 

A visual representation might therefore indicate the multiple aspects of life that an 
ethnographer would investigate (for example, law, kinship,religion, economic mode, 
social and spatial organisation, art and material culture, environment, etc.). Other 
disciplinary areas have quite different models, some contextualised in alternate ways, 
and others more specialised in their foci.  

One might say that interdisciplinary research, in essence, requires a ‘meta-meta 
discourse’: a level of abstraction that rises above specific disciplinary viewpoints to 
articulate the things that connect them. For example, the Hearing the Voice project has 
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overarching questions about how we conceptualise and represent phenomenological 
experiences. In dealing with tipping points in physical landscapes, financial markets 
and social trends, the Tipping Points project also has broader questions about how we 
think about sudden changes, how we measure or predict them, or how metaphors of 
tipping points permeate multiple dimensions of life.   

Language  

Each discipline has particular languages, sometimes giving similar terms very different 
meanings. Interdisciplinary research collaborators need to learn each other’s 
languages at least at a pidgin level, and maybe acquire some interdisciplinary 
‘Esperanto’. It is also useful to recognise that some disciplines are more accustomed 
than others to communicating outside their own areas. Those more engaged in 
working directly with people (and particularly those working with communities who 
literally speak another language) have necessarily developed skills in translating their 
work into more widely comprehensible forms.2   

 

Data 

Each discipline collects information: some of us call this ‘data’; others would be more 
inclined to say ‘material’ or ‘evidence’. Interdisciplinary work requires an 
understanding that data or research material can be almost anything: a series of 
chemical reactions; an artwork or song; a set of ideas and concepts; a section of prose 
or interview transcription; a record of fish movements. Participants in interdisciplinary 
research need to have a conversation about what constitutes key information in each 
of the disciplinary areas involved, and how these different kinds of information, 
material, evidence or data might speak to each other.  

Methods  

Just as the information used varies widely, so do methods. There is no immediately 
apparent linkage, for example, between using infrared light to read star formations 
over time; collecting ethnographic data to consider diverse cultural engagements with 
light; considering the effects of light on plants, or on human health, and 

                                                           
2
 The IAS has developed a game, Durham Bluff, to facilitate a lighthearted exchange of disciplinary jargon. See 

Appendix 2.   
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deconstructing classical images and texts to illuminate the historical meanings of light 
and enlightenment. But all entail the systematic collection and analysis of data about 
light, and from this fundamental common ground, it is possible for physicists, 
anthropologists, biologists, medical researchers and classicists to have a conversation 
about their methods and – critically for interdisciplinary work – to consider how these 
might inform each other.  

Analysis 

Similarly, all disciplines share, very broadly, a process of analysis which is concerned 
with comparing datasets, discerning patterns, and drawing conclusions. From these 
basic premises, it is possible to have conversations about how (and why) we do this in 
diverse ways.  

Outputs 

Disciplines produce widely differing kinds of outputs. The greatest perceptual divide 
lies between quantitative and qualitative outputs, and the extent to which outputs are 
expected to reduce findings. This is only a matter of degree: even the most 
quantitative of disciplines require some qualitative explanation, and qualitative 
researchers recognise that some kinds of data are best described in quantitative form.  

However, there are often major gaps between disciplines that employ highly reductive 
ways of communicating their work and those attempting to unfold intricate issues that 
are not readily compressed into more reductive representational forms. 
Interdisciplinary work requires that different ways of talking about research and 
presenting findings are equally valorised.  

 

The key challenge for interdisciplinary projects is to bring outputs together so that they 
are well integrated, or at the very least inform each other and so add up to more than 
a sum of their parts. The best strategy is to think about how to make strength from this 
diversity: how can disciplinary outputs work together to define a common goal? How 
can projects gain from diverse perspectives, and (to use a cartography term) how can 
they use these to ‘triangulate’ – that is increase the robustness of – the research 
findings?  
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DISCUSSION (10 minutes)  

The introductory section concludes with a discussion that explores which of these issues 
resonate most strongly with the participants’ experiences and asks whether there are key 
things not covered to date. For example, how do these issues play out in solo 
interdisciplinary research? Is it easier to collaborate with cognate disciplines – or does 
sibling rivalry present more of an obstacle than that of radically different approaches? What 
affects people’s individual capacities to engage in interdisciplinary research? 

 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
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WORKSHOP TIMETABLE 

The timetable of the IAS workshop is as follows: 

8.30. COFFEE 

 9.00. An introduction to the issues. Presentation by the workshop 
coordinators, plus general discussion (30 minutes). 

 9.30. Exercises. A series of exercises for workshop participants, dealing with 
each stage in the research process.  
 

o 1. Introducing the other (30 minutes) 
o 2. a. Envisioning Epistemes. Part One. (20-30 minutes) 

10.30-11.00. BREAK (30 minutes) 

o 2.b. Envisioning Epistemes. Part Two. (30 minutes) 
o 3. Visualising Interdisciplinarity. (30 minutes) 

12.30 – 1.30 LUNCH (60 minutes) 

o 4. Engaging with a Research Theme (20-30 minutes) 
o 5.a. Developing collaborative research questions and designing an 

interdisciplinary research project (approx 1 hour) 

3.00 – 3.30 BREAK (30 minutes) 

o 5.b. Interdisciplinary research projects. Presentations. (30 minutes) 
o Summation (15-30 minutes) 
o Feedback 
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EXERCISES  

What follows is a series of exercises dealing with the various stages of collaborative 
research development. These are focused on a specific research theme (the IAS makes 
use of its annual theme for this purpose). They might assist the development of real 
projects and research, but they are purely exercises at this stage. The objective is to 
help the participants to gain skills in navigating the research development process, in 
the hope that this will help them in developing interdisciplinary projects of all kinds. A 
few practicalities are entailed: some of the exercises involve composing teams of 
people from contiguous disciplines; others require mixed teams, so some kind of 
identification is needed (see Appendix 1.). 

Exercise 1. Speed Meeting:  Introducing the Other  

One of the first obstacles to navigate in interdisciplinary research is that (though 
academics rarely feel comfortable admitting this) many have only a vague idea about 
what colleagues in very different disciplines do, or how or why they do it. So this 
exercise is quite literally about ‘speed meeting’ and ‘introducing the other’.  

Exercise 1. Speed Meeting:  Introducing the Other (10 minutes for all to swap notes, 20 
minutes for each participant to give a 1 minute description of the Other) 

Working in pairs composed of DISSIMILAR disciplinary areas, each person is asked 
to elicit key information from ONE other person, take notes, and compose a very 
short (1 minute) description.  Some possible questions are: 

•  What is the focus of your disciplinary area – what does it study? 

•  What constitutes evidence? What kinds of data or material do you collect?  

•  What kinds of methods? Solo? Team?  

•  What kinds of outputs does this lead to?  

•  What kinds of applications are made from your research? What is its ‘impact’? 

•  What is the most important thing about the work that you do? 

•  If you have a disciplinary stereotype, what does it look like? 

Then each will offer a very short (1 minute) description – a thumbnail sketch that 
just gives a sense of what that person does. This needs to be done in a carefully 
timed ‘quick-fire’ way (perhaps with a bell to make it entertaining and get 
through the descriptions quickly).  
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Exercise 2a. Envisioning Epistemes 

Every discipline has an ‘episteme’ – a theoretical framework or model: what do these 
look like? The introduction suggested one that might describe Anthropology. What 
would other disciplines look like?  

This and the next exercise are done in visual form. It is not unusual for participants to 
find this challenging initially! But it works very well as a communicative exercise, 
serving to disrupt well-worn ways of describing things, and encouraging people to get 
away from technical language.
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Participants are asked to – literally – make a creative sketch that describes the 
theoretical model of a discipline they practice or with which they are familiar. Much 
will depend on the composition of each group. Ideally the sub-groups will be 
composed of similar or contiguous disciplinary areas. For instance, if they are all life 
science researchers then they should select life science as their episteme, even if they 
sub-divide into molecular biologists, ecologists and oceanographers. If there is an 
unavoidably mixed group of, for example, mathematicians, philosophers and classicists 
then they should pick the discipline all members know something about. 

The outcome of the exercise is intended to be an image of a particular ‘way of 
knowing’ and  ‘type of knowledge’ and an accompanying world view. Thus just as 
anthropologists (as in the example above) might depict the multiple dimensions of life 
that compose an ethnographic context, lawyers might imagine opposing bodies of 
evidence in some form, or environmental researchers the components of ecosystems.   

Exercise 2.a. Envisioning ‘Epistemes’(30 minutes with the remainder of the exercise 
after the break). 

Working in 2s or 3s with people in SIMILAR disciplinary areas, make a sketch that 
describes the theoretical approach of your disciplinary area (20 minutes). Try to 
use only visual images. 

This sketch can be diagrammatic, metaphorical or indeed anything that helps you 
to explain how your discipline sees its particular world.  

AFTER THE BREAK you will be asked to use your artwork to explain the 
fundamentals of your ‘episteme’ (up to 3 minutes each group).  

* In the IAS workshop, the participant group producing ‘the most beautifully 
explanatory’ model in this or the next exercise wins a bottle of wine. All of the 
workshop participants vote for their favourite artworks over lunch.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ BREAK ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Exercise 2.b. Envisioning Epistemes. Part 2. (30 minutes) 

Following the break, participants are asked to use their model sketch to explain 
to other groups at the workshop the fundamentals of their disciplinary 
‘worldview’ (they may use as an example how this discipline would address the 
current research theme) (3 minutes each).   

Exercise 3. Visualising Interdisciplinarity (30 minutes) 

Drawing on an exercise created by Marzano, Carss and Bell (2006), participants are asked to 
work in small groups (for 10-15 minutes) to draw on their experiences and imaginations  to 
represent interdisciplinarity. As noted in the introduction, interdisciplinarity has often been 
conceived as a bridge between disciplines, but many other images are employed: for 
example stepping stones or vehicles (see illustrations below). Des Gasper (2001) uses the 
metaphor of a swamp or wetland to describe the messy but creative possibilities of 
interdisciplinarity or transdisciplinarity. At the IAS we tend to favour a vision of 
interdiscipinarity as the foundational and dynamic ‘core’ of the academy. But workshop 
participants have a range of ideas, and have come up with a variety of useful metaphorical 
devices. Participants are encouraged to use whatever imagery they feel describes the 
process best.  
 
In imagining what interdisciplinarity might ‘look’ like, it might help to ask: 
 

 How can people from separate disciplines best organise themselves to work 
together? 

 What abilities are needed to make it work? 

 What opportunities does it provide? 

 What pitfalls need to be avoided? 
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Exercise 3. Visualising interdisciplinarity (10-15 minutes for sketching, 3 minutes each 
to describe outputs). 

 Participants are asked to work in 3 DISSIMILAR i.e. mixed-discipline groups 
(approximately 7-8 people), drawing on their perceptions and personal 
experiences to represent interdisciplinarity visually.  

 

 
 
DISCUSSION/RAMBLE (a stroll in the park/Botanic Gardens if weather permits) 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ LUNCH ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Exercise 4.  Engaging with a Research Theme  (20 minutes) 

In this exercise, participants are asked simply to describe how their research 
engages/could engage with a given research theme in collaboration with one or more 
other disciplines. 

Exercise 4.  Engaging with a Research Theme.  (20-30 mins) 

Work in pairs. These can be the same as for Exercise 1. Each person takes a turn of 10 
minutes to describe to the other: 

 How their work engages with the research theme 

 How this engagement might lead into and address  interdisciplinary 
questions. 

Exercise 5. Developing Collaborative Research and Pitching an Interdisciplinary 
Project (approximately one hour) 

The objective here is to sketch out a potential project as one might do for the first 
stage of a funding application relating to a common research theme (the IAS uses its 
annual theme for this purpose). Participants should specifically address the questions 
below – and of course others may arise during their discussion. 

Exercise 5.a.  Developing collaborative research questions  and outlining an 
interdisciplinary project (1 hour). 

Each of the three mixed groups is asked to work together to consider, in relation  
to a common research theme: 

• What might be promising collaborative research questions?  

• What are the key issues that such research might address? 

• Having identified key questions, how would each discipline approach these? 

• How would these approaches illuminate each other?  

• There may be a need for more disciplinary areas. What could be added? 

• What would a shared research model/framework look like? 

• What kinds of information/data  would be needed? How would this be 
collected?  

• What people/resources/time/funding would be needed? 

• How would it be brought together analytically? 

• What kinds of output(s) would be produced? If plural, how would they 
inform/support each other? 

• Who are the potential research users? What are the benefits of the research? 
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• What are other major questions that have arisen during the course of the 
discussion? 

 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ BREAK ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Exercise 5.b.  Outlining the Interdisciplinary Project and its implementation (30 
minutes) 

Participant groups are asked to present their project to the workshop, in whatever way 
they choose (for example, they may use one or more rapporteurs).  

Exercise 5.b.  Presenting a project outline. (10 minutes per group) 

 Groups should complete and agree on the verbal and visual presentation 
of their group’s  interdisciplinary project, present it to the workshop and 
invite feedback.  

Summation (15-30 minutes) 

The group reflects on the workshop and the issues it has covered, with an opportunity 
to explore these more fully.  
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APPENDIX 1.  PRACTICALITIES 
Needed for the workshop: 

o Two facilitators. 
o Approximately 20 participants from a balanced range of disciplinary 

areas.  
o A suitable venue – ideally a ‘retreat’ space of some kind.  
o Catering.   
o Powerpoint facilities.  
o Coloured spots of three kinds (for Science, Social Science and Arts & 

Humanities). These should be attached to name badges (and can also be 
used for voting).  

o Timetables for all participants. 
o Feedback forms for all participants. 
o Notepads and pens.  
o Butchers’ paper (generous amounts of) (and drawing implements (thick 

variously coloured pens).  
o Surfaces/clipboards to which art works can be attached with Sellotape, 

Blue tac, clips or pins. 
o A prize for best art work.  
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APPENDIX 2. DURHAM BLUFF  

Following on from the IAS’s workshop on interdisciplinarity, this is a game designed to 
facilitate cross-disciplinary understandings of the specialised concepts and terms prevailing 
in multiple disciplinary areas. Its more general aim is simply to provide an entertaining social 
event that allows people to connect through play. It is similar to a longstanding British 
game, ‘Call My Bluff’, in which players take an obscure term and, as well as defining its true 
meaning, offer two false definitions or ‘bluffs’. The game is played by two teams, each 
composed of three people, with a referee/director of ceremonies.  
 
In the game, each team has a set of prepared terms and definitions. The referee/host 
presents each term. Each member of the team whose word/phrase it is then takes it in turn 
to offer a definition of it, and the choice about which is true has to be made by the other 
team. Each team gains a point either by choosing the correct answer or by fooling the other 
team with a ‘bluff’. 
 
The game itself is usually played for 60 minutes. Team members offering definitions can 
elaborate on these briefly, ideally in an entertaining fashion. The team whose turn it is to 
decide which definition is true will have a limited time (one minute) in which to provide an 
answer. The referee/host will keep time, keep score, and make any rulings necessary.   
 

 
 
Some results of the IAS’s recent Durham Bluff games are at:  
 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/ias/events/other/bluff/ 
 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/ias/events/other/blufffeb13/ 
 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/ias/events/other/bluff/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/ias/events/other/blufffeb13/
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Clips of Call My Bluff are at:  
  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OLE5IbjeOts&feature=related 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZcmLxQIih1s 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0JabsAVfaYc&feature=related 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSL8Hory6u8&feature=related 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oQS0Zbms_Ws&feature=related 
 

Needed for Durham Bluff: 

o Organisers to collect words and definitions, and compose false definitions.  
o An entertaining Director of Ceremonies. 
o An assistant to keep score.  
o Two teams of three players (in Durham Fellows play against a ‘home’ team).  
o 3 cards for each word: each with either a ‘True’ of ‘Bluff’ definition.  
o Cards to hold up saying ‘True’ and ‘Bluff’.  
o A score card for the host/scorekeeper.  
o Prizes.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OLE5IbjeOts&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZcmLxQIih1s
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0JabsAVfaYc&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSL8Hory6u8&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oQS0Zbms_Ws&feature=related

