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The importance of interdisciplinary 
collaboration: reflections from a funder
Melanie Knetsch



• Wide range of definitions within academia and policy 

communities (transdisciplinarity/ interdisciplinarity/ 

multidisciplinarity)

• Common feature of inter & trans is the aim to 

“transform concrete situations and approach 

complex problems” (Vienni-Baptista)

• Whatever the label: key research questions do not 

follow disciplinarity boundaries AND require 

researchers to work with stakeholders beyond 

academia, with a focus on real world application

• But – it is important to agree what is meant in the 

development of activities at the start

• I will be using the term interdisciplinary in its broad 

definition

What do we mean? 

“We are not students of some subject 

matter, but students of problems. And 

problems may cut right across the 

borders of any subject matter or 

discipline.” Karl Popper

J Klein (1990), Interdisciplinarity; history, theory and practice
K Popper (1963), Conjectures and refutations: the growth of 

scientific knowledge
Foundations of Interdisciplinary and Transdisciplinary Research - A 

Reader, Edited by Bianca Vienni-Baptista, Isabel Fletcher and 
Catherine Lyall

“interdisciplinarity has been variously 

defined … as a methodology, a concept, a 

process, a way of thinking, a philosophy, 

and a reflexive ideology. It has been linked 

with attempts to expose the dangers of 

fragmentation, to re-establish old 

connections, to explore emerging 

relationships, and to create new subjects 

adequate to handle our practical and 

conceptual needs” Julie Klein

https://bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/foundations-of-interdisciplinary-and-transdisciplinary-research
https://bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/foundations-of-interdisciplinary-and-transdisciplinary-research
https://bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/foundations-of-interdisciplinary-and-transdisciplinary-research


• The move from an industrial focussed to a 

services economy, allied with technological 

transformation, is framing areas of 

research needs

• The rate of technological, societal and 

environmental change

• Leads to the need to understand people, 

and the relationship between society, 

economy, government & technology 

• Disciplinary collaborations are a key 

means of addressing complex national or 

global challenges 

• R&I is an ecosystem: various components 

to coalesce 

Setting the scene

N Cominetti et al, Changing jobs?: Change in the 
UK labour market and the role of worker 

mobility, The Economy 2030 Inquiry, 2021
Interrogating interdisciplinarity (nature.com)

"Global problems do not come in neat 

packages: the stresses of transnational 

migration present questions for international 

lawyers, transport experts and conflict 

analysts alike, and the impacts of water 

scarcity equally call on civil engineers, 

anthropologists, natural hazard specialists 

and policy makers.” (Nature)

https://www.nature.com/collections/qtqsgncqqp


• All challenges have a ‘human’ element in 

them; AHSS disciplines by their nature 

focus on this

o Readiness levels; human factors/the 

human condition; adoption; skills 

needs; ethics and responsibilities

• Methods and approaches often focus on 

the context of the challenge, barriers, 

opportunities, reframe the 

questions/assumptions/imagine different 

futures = local and global

• Understanding data is also a key need

• Links with different communities

The importance of Arts, Humanities 
and Social Sciences

"Most companies that we spoke to predict that more and 

deeper cross-disciplinary working will be needed in the future. 

This usually includes the need for traditional ‘science’ (STEM) 

disciplines to work in teams with social scientists who can 

understand the science substance but also bring knowledge 

about regulation, social and geo-spatial networks, and human 

behaviour together at various stages to inform strategies and 

product development. This was true in digital products or 

other services, and in industrial companies.” (AcSS, Vital 

Business) 

Vital-Business.pdf (acss.org.uk)
The Times 5/7/23

www.ari.org.uk

https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Vital-Business.pdf


• UKRI Strategy emphasis on connectivity as 

a key principle for change

• Support for cross-disciplinary working in 

relation to talent & skills development: 

CDTs, DTPs and Collective Talent Funding 

• New cross research council responsive 

mode pilot for interdisciplinary research 

• Cross-UKRI strategic themes, to 

encourage support wide range of 

interdisciplinary cross-council investments & 

improving understanding of UKRI’s existing 

investment portfolio

• Challenge focussed funding has had join 

up of disciplines with sectors/industry/policy

The role of UKRI 

Techy image – phones, computers, AI



Ambition to incentivise activities that span disciplines 

Range of tools:

- How we scope the area, who we engage with 

- Call documents: inclusive language

- Reviewers: how we are upskilling reviewers; who 

the reviewers are; getting ‘experts’ who have been 

part of this before; non academics experts

- How we engage the community before the closing 

dates

- Non-traditional ways of funding: sandpits; 

Network+, adoption accelerators; clusters

- Rewarding and recognising

- UKRI interdisciplinary pilot call – learning from this, 

including the approach to reviewers and panels

Practical approaches



• Evidence base – shows AHSS  doing a lot of 
disciplinary collaboration

• In new/challenge driven areas, are we clear of our 
added value? Are we articulating it?

o Is AHSS an afterthought – or are we inserting 
ourselves? When are we connecting?  What 
relationships have we got?

• How to bring the university components together –
what works?  What role do they use to bring people 
together that UKRI can build on? (professional 
services, departments/people)

• Are we sharing the evidence of what works and as a 
community are we clear what it leads to

Final thought: Are we entrepreneurial?
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“We need you”

Transition from STEM to STEAM

Dariusz Aksamit

March for Science Foundation

Warsaw University of Technology, Faculty of Physics

Akademeia High School





“Please don’t make the mistake of thinking the arts and science are at odds with one another.

That is a recent, stupid and damaging idea.

You don’t have to be unscientific to make a beautiful art (…).

You don’t need to be superstitious to be a poet.

You don’t need to hate GM technology to care about the beauty of the planet.

You don’t have to claim a soul to promote compassion.

Science is not a body of knowledge nor a belief system (…)

The arts and sciences need to work together to improve how knowledge is communicated.

(…) 

Be pro-stuff, not just anti-stuff

https://youtu.be/yoEezZD71sc?si=m1rvzK_ZiG7Xm20n



Do the arts or humanities 
need natural sciences?



Director, Kislak Center for Special Collections, Rare Books and ManuscriptsWilliam Noel

https://www.ted.com/talks/william_noel_revealing_the_lost_codex_of_archimedes?language=en

https://www.linkedin.com/company/3165/?lipi=urn%3Ali%3Apage%3Ad_flagship3_profile_view_base%3B%2BsDYzzvWQRyPTF3m%2BkJXhQ%3D%3D
https://www.ted.com/talks/william_noel_revealing_the_lost_codex_of_archimedes?language=en


Director, Kislak Center for Special Collections, Rare Books and ManuscriptsWilliam Noel

https://www.ted.com/talks/william_noel_revealing_the_lost_codex_of_archimedes?language=en

https://www.linkedin.com/company/3165/?lipi=urn%3Ali%3Apage%3Ad_flagship3_profile_view_base%3B%2BsDYzzvWQRyPTF3m%2BkJXhQ%3D%3D
https://www.ted.com/talks/william_noel_revealing_the_lost_codex_of_archimedes?language=en


Do the natural sciences 
need arts and humanities?





“A team of engineers and scientists had designed
containers that could store low-level transuranic waste
safely for an estimated 10,000 years.

But even in the best of circumstances—that is, with no
interference on the part of future humans—that would
leave 14,000 years of unprotected toxicity.

In the possible absence of any known human language,
some universal warning system would have to be
developed, as the DOE realized.”



https://www.jstor.org/stable/215659?origin=crossref

https://www.jstor.org/stable/215659?origin=crossref


https://daily.jstor.org/can-we-use-art-to-warn-future-humans-about-radioactive-waste

https://daily.jstor.org/can-we-use-art-to-warn-future-humans-about-radioactive-waste


https://www.ricomet.eu

https://www.ricomet.eu/


Who needs who 
when discussing…

…climate change?!



https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1029/2019GB006170

https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/phone-
electric-vehicle-congo-cobalt-mine-b2277665.html

https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1029/2019GB006170


https://brill.com/display/book/9789004471818/BP000024.xml

https://brill.com/display/book/9789004471818/BP000024.xml










https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-96829-8https://www.dramaticpublishing.com/radium-girls

https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-96829-8
https://www.dramaticpublishing.com/radium-girls


https://choishine.com/Giants.html
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Closing Remarks by AESIS
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