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EXPLORING THE POSSIBILITES OF INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH







Abstract
This paper explores how interdisciplinarity, that is, interdisciplinary research teams, mixed methods and concepts developed within more than one academic discipline can facilitate a broader exploration and deeper understanding of the social world. The author draws upon examples from the research literature, including her own doctoral thesis, to support this contention and concludes the paper with consideration of how interdisciplinary research can be developed further.
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1. Introduction
Becker and Bryman (2004) illustrate the many purposes of research, including how it can inform policy making and evidence based practice. They go on to state that an overarching objective of research is to provide ‘important way[s] of knowing [authors’ emphasis] about the social world [and] that it may be more reliable than, for example, personal beliefs or other sources of evidence’ (Becker and Bryman, 2004: 3). Other key functions of research relate to knowledge production and for research within the social sciences, in particular, this may include an investigation of structures, groups, individuals and social processes. Researching social phenomena is complex at the best of times, requiring careful consideration of researchers’ ontological and epistemological positions, how theoretical concepts from particular academic disciplines inform knowledge production and appropriate research methodologies. This paper explores interdisciplinary research approaches discussed in the research literature. The author also illustrates how for her  doctoral study she draw upon principles of interdisciplinarity through the use of a mixed methods approach and a multi-disciplinary theoretical lens - building upon concepts developed within sociology and psychology - to explore the education and career trajectories of less privileged students’ striving to navigate their way from further education (FE) to higher education (HE). The paper concludes with suggestions for facilitating more interdisciplinary research.

2. Research approaches
Undertaking research, be it at individual or project level or as part of a theme or programme/initiative can be a labour intensive and intellectually challenging process. It not only requires rigiour but also consideration of ethical concerns linked to access, confidentiality and principles of non-maleficence (Beauchamp and Childress, 1994). In addition, research institutions and university based researchers need to be aware of their own positioning and how the academic disciplines within which they are located influence and inform their research, especially the research design, research questions, and analysis and interpretation of findings. These processes are more complex for research involving more than one discipline. 

The term “discipline” is described by Thomson (1990 cited by Tait et al., 2002: 12) as ‘stable systematic communities within which researchers concentrate their experience into a particular worldview’. Research involving other disciplines is variously referred to as “interdisciplinary”, “transdisciplinary”, and “multi-disciplinary” and “cross disciplinary” based on the level of involvement of other parties. Tait et al., (2002: 12) argue that trans-disciplinary research focuses on processes of knowledge production and is less concerned with specific disciplines and subjects which traditionally inform knowledge production within academic settings for example. This would seem to imply a grounded theory approach where the main objective is to generate theories from data (Becker and Bryman, 2004), and where no prior disciplinary knowledge is assumed.  In contrast, multidisciplinary research tends to explore ‘an issue from the perspective of a range of disciplines, but each discipline works in a self-contained manner with little cross-fertilisation among disciplines, or synergy in the outcomes’ (Tait et al., 2002: 12). Here no attempt is made to integrate findings from other disciplines or to deepen the level of understanding of social phenomenon under investigation. Lastly, interdisciplinary research shares similarity with multidisciplinary approaches by drawing upon different disciplines, but the active and sustained contribution of different disciplines is deemed essential. Tait, et al., (2002) point out that this entails integration, holistic involvement and systematic outcomes; consequently, interdisciplinary research implies that all team members should be involved in the research design, fieldwork, analysis, publication and dissemination of research findings. This requires a high level of effective communication, collaboration and power-sharing. Mauther and Bell (2007: 97) highlight the importance of research teams ‘having a strong vision of the team’s goal and the aim of the research and of involving members intellectually in the project’; this is especially important for interdisciplinary research teams where respective members are likely to have differing ideas about appropriate research methodologies and may hold diverse epistemological and ontological stances. Lyall et al., (2011: iii) point out that whilst research that embraces ‘interdisciplinarity can be a goal and an endpoint, it is also a process that takes place over time’. They elaborate on the intricate processes of interdisciplinary research in general and with particular reference to natural science disciplines: 

This requires an examination of the epistemologies and ontological assumptions involved, focusing on where individuals within the programme draw their knowledge from and how this will impact on the locus of interdisciplinarity. In the case of environmental research, there may be particular tensions between universal and contextualised knowledge, between global and local scale, and between cultural differences where research is conducted on an international level or with non-academic stakeholders (Lyall et al., 2011: iii).

Similar observations could also be made about sociological research where the process of knowledge production can be at a structural level (macro investigation) or individual level (micro investigation), and set within different socio-economic contexts; for example, an investigation of social problems such as poverty and its impact on particular social groups. Lyall (2008: pgs 2 and 3) outlines four different interdisciplinary research approaches:

1. Developing conceptual links using a perspective in one discipline to modify a perspective in another; 
2. Using different research techniques developed in one discipline to elaborate a theoretical model in another; 
3. Modifying and extending a theoretical framework from one domain to apply in another;
4. Developing a new theoretical framework to re-conceptualise research in separate domains as it attempts to integrate them.

The first approach entails drawing upon theoretical ideas from more than one discipline so that other ways of understanding social phenomena can be posited. The second interdisciplinary approach involves combining different research methods common to particular disciplines, be this within the natural or social sciences. The third approach entails building upon existing knowledge within more than one discipline but also making links with theoretical ideas developed within another discipline to facilitate a deeper understanding of social phenomenon.  The final approach involves the development of new and original theoretical ideas and attempts to relate these across disciplines. The author describes later in this paper how she drew upon approaches one and three vis-à-vis her doctoral research. Bruce et al., (2004: 458) outline the rationale for interdisciplinary research and implicit challenges of moving beyond mono-disciplinary research approaches:

Pressure to encourage interdisciplinary research [...] comes from the need to solve complex socio-scientific problems, where one discipline on its own cannot provide an answer. However, this perceived need for interdisciplinary research, despite considerable financial encouragement and verbal exhortation is not being met by the research community, particularly when it comes to research which crosses the boundaries between natural and social sciences, and there are few studies available on which to base policy recommendations for the support and management of interdisciplinary research.

2.1 Examples of interdisciplinarity within the social sciences
In this section of the paper the author explores how interdisciplinarity approaches have been used within the social sciences. A programme of research by the Centre for Learning and Life Chances in Knowledge Economies and Societies (LLAKES) commissioned a series of research projects encompassing “interdisciplinary research”. Two studies in particular, (Green, 2011) and Evans et al., (2010), involved three disciplinary perspectives: Economics, sociology and psychology. Both studies entailed working in a holistic and integrated way with research team members from other disciplines and required initial clarification of key important factors. Green (2011: 3) notes in the study in which he was involved the importance of language and communication in terms of clarifying differing meanings attributed to key terms across disciplines. When thinking about the term “skills”, for example, he states that economists, sociologists and psychologists ‘appear to be talking about different things, even though they each ascribe high importance to it’. To overcome potential conceptual barriers, he asserts the importance of inter-disciplinary communication and advocates for ‘a simple functional concept that offers a prospect of dialogue and progress in skills analysis’ (Green, 2011: 3). 

In addition to exploring social phenomena from different perspectives, the scope of investigation may vary between disciplines. Staying with the subject of “skills”, Green (2011: 8) points out that for economists “skills” are closely associated with notions of human capital and ‘future prospective earning’ capacity. In contrast, sociologists may focus on the ‘production process for the concept of skills’ and may be more concerned with how skills equip individuals to carry out more complex tasks, and disparities in skills development resulting in unequal distribution of power, discrimination, social inequalities/divisions in society. Whilst psychology shares similarities to sociology by focusing on ‘the social context in which skills are learned and used’, Green (2011: 12) notes that occupational psychologists, in particular,  may focus on ‘competences’ and competence levels and explore related areas such as tasks, knowledge, abilities and attitudes. 

In contrast, Evans et al’s., (2010: 3 and 5) quantitative study explored ‘what ‘riskiness’ in the life course actually means from different perspectives’. Whilst this particular research project built upon existing research and theoretical ideas, Evan et al., (2010) recognise the point made by Lyall et al., (2011: iii) earlier - that ‘interdisciplinarity is a process that takes place over time’, and is incremental in nature and in terms of its outcomes - by noting that their ‘analysis to date implies a movement from narrow versions of rational choice to biographical negotiation as a dominant life-course model for effective policy-making’. They justify their ‘unifying’ ‘interdisciplinary framework’ by stating that:

A comprehensive understanding of the multiple inferences on individual lives’ is needed because ‘life course development is profoundly affected by macroeconomic conditions, institutional structures, social background, gender, and ethnicity, as well as acquired attributes and individual resources such as ability, motivation, and aspirations (Evans et al., 2010: 5).

Here connections were forged between the investigative domains of economics, sociology and psychology to enhance understanding and knowledge production. Evans et al., (2010: 40) illustrate further the common ground between the disciplinary perspectives, stating that ‘they all attempt to understand both the processes and consequences of participation in different forms of learning and experience’. The distinctions between disciplines and degrees of over-lap when making inferences from data and when developing middle range theories make for an interesting but challenging research process. However, not all disciplines share this degree of fit. Indeed, Bruce et al., (2004) report from a survey of interdisciplinary research they conducted that such processes are generally complex and can be fraught with difficulty for research teams combined of members from both the natural and social sciences. As well as differences in language, understandings and perspective such teams may also have completely diverse traditions vis-à-vis research methodologies. For example, within the natural, and some social sciences such as psychology, researchers may have a more positivist orientation and view of how aspects of the social world can be captured and measured; consequently, they may rely exclusively on quantitative methods proposing hypotheses as explanations of phenomena. This may entail using experimental methods with control and non-control groups to test hypotheses and to make predictions, and the presentation of findings in numerical form. In contrast, social scientists within the author’s own field, sociology, may be more concerned with subjects’ lived experiences and may draw upon qualitative methods such as interviews to endeavour to capture the realities of peoples’ lives and the sense they make of their experiences. A mixed methods approach combining quantitative and qualitative methods might address some of the difficulties incumbent in interdisciplinary teams made up of members from the natural and social sciences. This kind of research design may permit a more nuanced investigation of social phenomena, analysis at different levels and potentially a more in-depth understanding of the social world as the discussion and examples provided in the following sections of this paper seek to demonstrate. 

3. Merging research paradigms
Mixed methods approaches is a term used to refer to ‘the practice of different types, or styles, of data-collecting methods within the same study or program’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003: 557). This approach, also referred to as “triangulation”, was ‘advocated in the post-positivism era or philosophical tradition of “pragmatism” as a means of promoting ‘holism and continuity’ (Schulenberg, 2007: 101) through both the use of a ‘plurality of methods’ and multiple method philosophies’ (Maxcy, 2003: 52). Whilst a mixed methods approach can involve drawing upon more than one qualitative method, for example, interviews and focus groups, typically the term is  used to refer to a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods; for example, a survey and interviews. 

Previously quantitative and qualitative methods were seen as discrete and incompatible, resulting in what has been referred to as the ‘paradigm wars’ (Robson, 2002: 43), with “never the twain shall meet”. However, combining quantitative and qualitative methods is increasingly recognised as an important means of promoting research rigiour and adding to the overall contributions of research. Indeed, Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003: 15) assert that a mixed method approach ‘enables the researcher to simultaneously answer confirmatory and exploratory questions, and therefore verify and generate theory in the same study’. Another advantage illuminated by Schulenberg (2007: 102) is that ‘a mixed-methods approach allows for stronger inferences based on the findings’. Finally, Sammons et al., (2005) argue that mixed method approaches are particularly useful in ‘complex and pluralistic social contexts [which] demand analysis that is informed by multiple and diverse perspectives’. This is especially pertinent to interdisciplinary knowledge production. In the following section of this paper the author describes how she embraced some of the principles of interdisciplinarity to broaden the scope of investigation and analysis undertaken vis-à-vis her doctoral study. 

4. Using interdisciplinary research tools to deepen understanding 
4.1 The study
The author’s doctoral study drew upon interdisciplinary research approaches on methodological, analytical and conceptual levels. The study was located within the context of social work education. This is an eclectic discipline informed by a number of different academic subjects, including history, sociology, psychology, law, anthropology and philosophy. The study entailed exploring ‘Access to Social Work’ students’ experiences and personal journeys vis-à-vis their education and career decision-making in the context of their attempts to navigate their way from FE to HE. The study focussed predominantly but not exclusively on the experiences of black minority ethnic (BME) students enrolled on three [endnoteRef:2]Access courses in the South East of England between June 2008 and June 2009. Data relating to students’ social backgrounds, motivations and key ‘turning points’ influencing their education and career decision-making was elicited and the perspectives of course tutors were also sought to determine enabling factors and barriers to HE.  [2:  Access courses provide progression pathways from FE to HE and are designed for students with the potential to study for a degree or professional qualification, but who have under-achieved academically or had their education disrupted because of personal circumstances or social disadvantages.
] 


4.2 Rationale
The focus of the investigation was influenced by the author’s observations as a Social Work Admissions Tutor at Middlesex University from 2001-2005. During this period she became increasingly aware within the context of her own professional practice and through widening participation work with local FE colleges that an increasing number of students from less privileged social backgrounds seemed to be experiencing difficulty in accessing the BA Social Work at her university. This may have been due, in part, to the increased volume of social work applications now apparent within social work education (GSCC, 2008 and 2009) and more stringent entry requirements for social work education introduced in 2003. The author’s professional concern was that these factors may have created additional entry barriers and new and growing educational inequalities among some students from less privileged social backgrounds. The study that followed was both exploratory and confirmatory in that it sought to explore whether the issues identified within the author’s own professional context were unique to her own institution or more widely apparent.

4.3 Research design
The research design was influenced by the scope of the investigation.  A multi-level dynamic investigation and analysis of social processes (Walter et al., 2009) was undertaken at macro (policy and structures) and, meso (FE and HE) and micro (students’ experiences) levels incorporating a mixed-method research design using both quantitative and qualitative strategies. This entailed completion of social background and HE choice/outcome questionnaires, initial and follow-up focus groups and semi-structured interviews. Use of this mixed methods approach permitted a more in-depth and contextualised investigation and exploration of intersectionality in terms of gender, social background and ethnicity. Phoenix (2011: 9) points out that both methodology and theory ‘which explore issues of intersectionality enable the researcher to analyse the complexity of everyday practices, and permit a focus on inequalities as dynamics and not properties of people’. She goes on to argue that ‘intersectionality also recognises the multiple positioning; intragroup differences and intergroup commonalities’ (Phoenix, 2011: 9). With reference to the author’s own study, completion of the social background questionnaires allowed for quantification of social factors; thus, revealing that the ‘Access to Social Work’ courses under investigation were socially stratified in terms of gender, class and ethnicity (78% BME; 74% ‘working class’, and 78% were women) and these factors intersected to compound social inequalities among research participants (Dillon, 2011). To demonstrate further, the students in the study were either unemployed or in low paid/status gendered work. Analysis of HE choice/outcome questionnaires revealed that the BME research participants were disproportionately less likely than their white/other counterparts to be short-listed or to secure social work places at either pre-1992 or post-1992 universities, or indeed HE places per se (Dillon, 2011). Whilst these findings support those reported in the research literature (GSCC, 2008, 2009; Hussein et al., 2009; Bernard et al., 2010), the focus groups and interviews with students and course tutors identified possible reasons for this, including perceptions of ethnocentricity and eurocentricity resulting in racial basis during selection processes (Dillon, 2011, 2010b).
Another example of how a mixed methods approach permitted a more in-depth investigation relates to education outcomes. The social background questionnaire data enabled the author to establish the type of education participants had received (e.g. state, private, overseas), level of attainment and any interruptions in education. Focus groups and individual individuals permitted a more nuanced exploration of confounding factors affecting low educational attainment and barriers to HE entry; for example, poverty, family breakdown and issues with key skills development, especially where English was a second or third language, or for those with limited previous academic attainment, as is illustrated by the following quotation:

So what’s happening, particularly for non-English speakers, non first language English speakers and others of those that have not had the advantages of sort of a full education, for whatever reason, is that they’re not getting through our entry requirements… tests…to get onto the course, so they’re failing (Course Tutor).  

In addition, the initial and follow-up focus groups and in-depth interviews with a sub-sample of students provided narrative accounts of research participants’ education and career decision-making and enabled an investigation of temporality with respect to retrospective accounting over the life course. Discussing temporality and making links with theories of resilience, Phoenix (2011: 23) argues that ‘whether or not people overcome stress or adversity may depend on their experiences after adverse events’. The follow-up focus groups permitted an exploration of research participants’ development and aspirations over time, revealing a rise in determination and personal and educational ambitions. The following quote from a course tutor illustrates how Access courses can assist students’ to overcome adverse life course experiences by improving self-confidence and possible future life chances:

I think Access courses generally are for the less privileged, and absolutely crucial in getting them into higher education. I think we give them the confidence to move on to university, to believe in themselves that they can be practitioners. A lot of these guys come on wanting to do social work but never believing that they have the academic credentials or the confidence to do social work. And I think we are very influential as a team, not me, a team of people, and it’s not just the tutors; it’s all the support, the careers staff and all the support staff as well.  I think as a team we are very influential yeah, in giving them the confidence to move on to the next stage (Course Tutor).

A multi-disciplinary theoretical lens deploying concepts developed within the fields of sociology and psychology enabled a broader interpretation of the findings and the development of original theoretical ideas, as is illustrated in following section of this paper.
4.4 Building upon and extending theoretical concepts from different academic 
      disciplines

The multi-disciplinary theoretical lens which informed the author’s study entailed drawing upon theoretical ideas relating to social reproduction, critical race, feminism and life course development. Particular focus was given to key ‘turning points’ linked to structure and agency factors influencing the education and career choices open to students. For the purpose of this paper, examples, linked to Bourdieu’s (1990 and 1998) social reproduction thesis and life course development ideas will be discussed. 

Theoretical constructs relating to the reproduction of social divisions in society developed by the French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, were particularly pertinent during initial interpretation of the data. The social reproduction thesis focuses on how privilege and social inequalities are socially reproduced across generations. Through his critical analysis of class relations, Bourdieu (1990 and 1998) provides one possible explanation for why unequal educational opportunities prevail among different social groups. Bourdieu (1998) saw the education system as a hidden structure manipulated by the powerful to reproduce the overall society and described the social processes by which minority elites shape society and perpetuate their interests in terms of different kinds of capital accumulation (e.g. social, cultural, economic), thus advantaging themselves in the process. Widening participation policy seeks to address issues of social reproduction by encouraging HE participation among less privileged students who have historically been under-represented in HE; for example, those from working class and BME backgrounds, women and students with disabilities (Robbins Report, 1963; NCIHE, 2007; DfES, 2003).  

Findings from the author’s study confirm the social reproduction of inequalities over generations of families, illustrated by the majority of research participants sharing similar low levels of education attainment, and following similar career trajectories within the caring professions to one or both of their parents; albeit these students were striving to pursue higher status careers choice (that is, degree level professions) than those of the majority of their parents. These findings and the over-representation of women, BME and ‘working class’ students enrolled on the three Access courses who participated in the study provide evidence of what the author refers to as ‘vocational stratification’, characterised by the interplay of different social factors resulting in social disadvantage (Dillon, 2011; Dillon, 2010b). To illustrate further, it was found that research participants experienced more barriers when striving to access vocational degree courses than they did when applying for non-vocational degrees and this was disproportionately the case for BME students (Dillon, 2011; Dillon, 2010). This provides evidence of the inverse of the academic/vocational divide reported in the literature (i.e. students following the ‘traditional’ A level route to HE are more likely to be offered places than those following vocational routes such as Access courses) (Wolf, 2002), and confirms the author’s prior professional observations; thus, providing empirical evidence of new and growing forms of educational inequalities, especially for BME students.
Life course development ideas, particularly the work of Elder and others (2002; Elder et al., 2006), enabled further elucidation and development of the aforementioned findings and theoretical concepts. Whilst life course development theories have a mixed academic heritage embracing both psychology and sociology, for example, distinctly, this body of work  recognises that since societies have become more diverse that there is a greater need to understand the multiplicity within societies on a more individual level, as is aptly illustrated by Elder et al., (2006: 4) who argue that ‘the salience of such diversity on a social level emphasised the need to understand diversity on an individual level – how the trajectory of individual lives differs across social groups’. Elder (2002: 1-2) expounds that life course development theories are underpinned by five central tenets: 
Firstly, development is lifelong; secondly, people are actors with choices that construct their lives; thirdly, the timing of event and roles, whether early or late, affects their impact. Fourthly, lives are embedded in relationships with other people and are influenced by them, and fifthly, changing historical times and places profoundly influence people’s experiences. 
In essence, this analysis implies that opportunities and life chances are not necessarily linear or static, and can, and do, change over the life course. Moreover, individuals can be self-determining in shaping their own lives. Finally, peoples’ lives can be influenced by key experiences or ‘turning points’. Such ideas embrace the notion of agency and are less deterministic than sociological ideas providing structural explanations for social inequalities; thus, suggesting previous or existing social disadvantages and inequalities can be overcome over the life course.
In addition to life course ideas, the author draw upon theoretical ideas developed by Hodkinson et al., (1996), who explored issues of social class and the interplay between structure and agency. They suggest individual social action can be shaped by three types of ‘turning points’ or key life events, classified according to their causes, structural, self-initiated or forced (Hodkinson et al., 1996: 142-143). ‘Structural turning points’ include non-participation in education because of socio-economic disadvantage, for example. ‘Self-initiated turning points’ refer to when an individual is self-determining in transforming their lives through accessing HE education, for example. ‘Forced turning points’ are the result of external events; for example, an accident or bereavement preventing a student from entering, or completing an education course. 
The author’s findings both confirmed and extended Hodkinson et al’s (1996) contentions about the interplay of structure and agency in relation to research participants’ education and career decision-making and the choices open to them. Key ‘turning points’ influencing decision-making in these areas were found to be ‘structural’, ‘self-initiated’ or ‘forced’. For example, structural inequalities – compounded by the interplay of ethnicity, class and gender – were key catalysts in the ‘self-initiated’ education and careers decisions that research participants made, and in their attempts to improve their material conditions and their desire to make a fuller contribution to society. It was also very evident that earlier ‘forced’ inhibitory factors such as lack of qualifications and adverse social circumstances had prevented an earlier prioritisation of the self and a focus on self-development. 
However, the author’s study also revealed that ‘turning points’, or key motivational factors, linked to significant life events were often more complex and can be subdivided into what she terms ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ ‘turning points’. Whilst primary ‘turning points’ were significant and sometimes the result of ‘forced’ or ‘structural’ factors, it was often the more cumulative effects of ‘secondary turning points’ occurring at later points in the life course that had an impact on shaping research participants’ self-identity and dispositions, and which subsequently influenced their education and career decision-making. This suggests decision-making is a highly reflexive process and that the research participants did not generally fit with the notion of the ‘normal’, linear biography of students reported in the literature (see Du Bois-Reymond, 1998). These findings and the inferences that can be drawn from them extend existing understanding and theoretical ideas developed within the two disciplines of sociology and psychology. Key insights that can be extrapolated from these findings include:
· Access students’ education and career trajectories are generally non-linear and complex and influenced by a multitude of factors. 
· Access students’ education and career trajectories are highly individualistic and influenced by a number of different factors occurring over the life-course, including structural barriers and particular personal difficulties experienced. 
· Although access students may experience multiple disadvantages linked to the interplay of ethnicity, class and gender, the exercise of agency, through the achievement of particular education and career aspirations, is very strong. 
· Over the passage of time Access students have a growing sense of what they want to achieve for themselves personally, for their families and from their careers. Hence, the benefits of this longer journey were the gradual development of a positive self-identity, self-concept and self-belief, and a realisation that education and career desires could be achieved.
· Access courses help to reinforce students’ gradually developing self-conviction, and therefore played a key transformatory role by elevating students’ self-belief vis-à-vis the education and career choices open to them, and thus facilitate improved future life chances.
Fundamentally, these findings and the generation of new interconnected theoretical ideas from sociology and psychology not only highlight the complexity of people and the society within which they are situated, but support and endorse the central contention of this paper that  interdisciplinary research strategies are needed to adequately capture and measure complex structures, social processes and human relationships. 
5. Conclusion 
This paper has illustrated how interdisciplinarity can enhance both the processes and outcomes of research on methodological, analytical and conceptual levels. Whilst it is recognised that research incorporating indisciplinarity may not be without difficulty, the benefits arguably outweigh any inherent difficulties that may be encountered. Mixed methods approaches and drawing upon perspectives from more than one discipline may help to broaden the scope of research and facilitate wider ‘truths’ and understandings of the social world, but multi-disciplinary research teams with the active involvement and engagement of each disciplinary member more fully embrace fundamental principles underpinning interdisciplinarity. Lyall (2011) makes various suggestions for how interdisciplinary research can be facilitated, including an interdisciplinary funders’ forum; an ‘interdisciplinary portal’ to co-ordinate access to information about funding, training and other support dedicated to interdisciplinarity; shared administrative resources for interdisciplinary investments, and an interdisciplinary reviewers’ college. On a practical level they suggest a coordinator and a steering group committee to manage and advise on relevant processes (Lyall et al, 2011: 30). Whilst it is recognised that current challenges associated with significant public sector financial cuts and the requirements of the Research Excellence Framework (REF) in the UK do not lend themselves easily to these suggestions or to interdisciplinary research per se, the social world is becoming ever more complex and no one academic discipline or research methodology can adequately capture key components. Hence the need for more interdisciplinary research is not only worthwhile but important if researchers want to broaden knowledge production and deepen their understanding of the social world.
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