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Abstract 

The Cross-Disciplinary Research Group at the University of Nottingham has been created by a group of early career researchers from a range of departments and disciplines. It was initially developed as a means to overcome isolation of new researchers, both postgraduate students and postdoctoral researchers. Its aim is to generate dialogue amongst researchers across the university as a means to promote and facilitate interdisciplinary research. 
The CDRG is run by researchers for researchers. It involves resourcing a network across the disciplines by means of a regular programme of seminars on cross-disciplinary topics. The CDRG researchers organise events, collaborate with other research centres in the university to disseminate expertise and raise awareness of cross-disciplinary work.

The CDRG aims to contribute to developing a culture of innovation and creativity as well as to raise awareness of opportunities for researchers’ career development. Current evaluation data suggest that its benefits are to develop and strengthen a sense of community amongst researchers and to find ways to address the potential isolation of new researchers. This particular initiative adopts a bottom up approach, i.e. the CDRG is driven primarily by researchers’ needs. The CDRG has developed close links with the university’s graduate school and the Staff educational development unit to ensure connections within the institution.

Ultimately, it is hoped that a range of interdisciplinary projects will develop out of current CDRG activities. 

This paper intends to provide an example of how a researcher-led, bottom-up approach can be adapted, adopted and developed in a university setting. Also, the paper will outline ways of evaluating the value and impact of such an initiative and what its potential is for establishing a range of research dialogues and ultimately creating interdisciplinary links and research projects through enabling communication between researchers. 

The Cross-Disciplinary Research Group: overcoming isolation, promoting communication and interdisciplinarity

‘Your planet is very beautiful’, said the Prince. ‘Has it any oceans?’

‘I couldn’t tell you,’ said the geographer...

‘But you are a geographer!’

‘Exactly,’ the geographer said. ‘But I am not an explorer. I haven’t a single explorer on my planet. It is not the geographer who goes out to count the towns, the rivers, the mountains, the oceans, and the deserts. The geographer is much too important to go loafing about. He does not leave his desk.’

Antoine de Saint Exupéry, The Little Prince

Introduction

This paper presents the activities of the Cross-Disciplinary Research Group (CDRG
) at the University of Nottingham. The CDRG was originally established in September 2003 by a small group of ‘new’ researchers in the social sciences as a support forum. It received informal support by the University in September 2004 and was formally funded (for 3 years) in January 2005 as one of the University of Nottingham Graduate School’s Roberts Projects. 
The CDRG’s activities are centred around a series of seminars open to all academics, but aimed primarily at ‘new’ researchers, i.e. postgraduate students and postdoctoral researchers at the beginning of their careers. The CDRG can be considered as an initiative originally created for new researchers by new researchers. It utilises a bottom-up approach and aims to give new researchers ‘a voice’. Whilst this approach is a means for new researchers to get heard, such an initiative also raises a series of questions with regards to evaluation and impact on the sense of community among new researchers. In addition, it might be asked what the potential of groups such as the CDRG for promoting interdisciplinary communication and collaboration is and whether it could serve as one possible model (amongst many) for developing interdisciplinary research (IDR) in university settings. 

This paper examines the CDRG activities and aims to link them to broader interdisciplinary developments both internal to the University of Nottingham and further afield as reflected in research funders’ policies. A short overview of current discussions on interdisciplinarity and related areas follows. This discussion is linked to the CDRG’s aims and objectives and how interdisciplinary theories can (or cannot) contribute to the further development of research and knowledge. Finally, the CDRG successes and challenges as currently experienced are examined in detail. 
A short history of the CDRG and introduction to its activities
The CDRG was created in September 2003 as an informal support network of ‘new’ researchers. Initially, it consisted of a small network of (mainly) social scientists with an interest in developing a shared knowledge base focusing on methodological approaches used across a range of fields.

The CDRG members at the time developed some initial events such as short talks by eminent interdisciplinarians. The focus of these events was three-fold:

· to share and learn from each other in research methods and IDR, 

· to develop further networks and inclusive practices,
· to attract interest from university support structures (e.g. the Graduate School, the Research Innovation Services (RIS), Schools/Departments)
Although these events were well-attended, the CDRG was not able to develop a substantial programme of activities at the time due to time and funding restrictions. The events provoked a series of discussions about ways to support a researcher network such as the CDRG, and also ensured the informal support of various internal university structures. RIS, for example, have acknowledged the needs for a researcher support forum and promoting IDR.
As an outcome of the Sir Gareth Roberts’ Review “Set for Success”
 focusing on the need for developing additional transferable skills for postgraduate research students and contract research staff, the University of Nottingham Graduate School set up the Roberts Money Initiative, which allowed Schools and Departments to bid jointly for funding for projects related to developing transferable skills for researchers. The CDRG was one of initially 6 initiatives to receive funding. 

The CDRG:

· was created by researchers for researchers as a means to overcome contract research staff isolation,
· aims in particular to support researchers (both postgraduate researchers and contract research staff) in the early stages of their careers in a range of disciplines and departments,
· wants to promote dialogue across the disciplines,
· aims to contribute to sharing and promoting good IDR practices,
· aims to contribute to the provision of transferable skills training.

These are reflected in the CDRG’s annual activities. Its core activities consist of developing a series of seminars looking at IDR issues from a range of perspectives. CDRG seminars cover a wide range of subjects, but always have as a common focus the showcasing and development of IDR. Titles of some past and current events reflect this overall focus:

· The nature of IDR
· Activity Theory

· Support for interdisciplinarity

· Philosophy of methodology

· Forensic visualization: An interdisciplinary exercise

· Holocaust education in schools

· Do universities and disciplines need each other?

· Physics outside physics

· Interdisciplinarity in practice

Whilst the seminars are intended as a ‘meta-departmental’ way to present and share a range of interdisciplinary practices, they are also used as a means for networking among researchers. The number of attendees has ranged from 15 to 60 with backgrounds from a wide range of disciplines covering the natural, applied and social sciences. 

In addition, the CDRG has set up an ever-evolving website as a means to support the seminar activities, networking and discussion. Its 3-year programme will culminate in a national 2-day conference (November 2007) on process issues in IDR, professional development workshops, a database of interdisciplinarity expertise, and guidelines on IDR.
As a grassroots bottom-up approach, the CDRG has been embraced by both researchers and University management structures. One scenario for its further development would be its integration into the day-to-day functioning of University support services that cater for either students or staff. An annual or biennial event would serve to demonstrate and evaluate IDR and plan necessary support. Current CDRG funding through the Roberts Initiative will run out in December 2007. Alternative funding avenues are currently being explored to ensure CDRG sustainability. 

Interdisciplinarity

Whilst the CDRG has been praised as one of the most successful Roberts projects at the University of Nottingham, its activities to date seem to be limited to the development of seminars and networks among researchers. 
At a broader level, the CDRG gains from a current focus on developing and supporting interdisciplinarity. This is reflected nationally and internationally in current EU-research policy and ESRC guidelines, among others. Locally, this is reflected in the University’s support for researchers and its Research Strategy for the forthcoming years.

Such foci on interdisciplinarity stem from a realisation that, often, applied research problems do not originate with science and do not correspond to one discipline. As an extension, disciplinary methodological constraints are exposed to highlight and adapt new methods across diverse disciplines. This in turn can have knock-on effects on the criteria for research evaluation and on dissemination of results. This awareness of interdisciplinarity is reflected in the emergence of new fields, such as ecology, environmental sciences, biotechnology, sociology of knowledge, discourse studies, cultural studies and systems sciences, to name a few.

At the same time, these emerging fields reflect different degrees of interaction and integration between various knowledge domains, ranging from the disciplinary to the cross-disciplinary, the multidisciplinary and the interdisciplinary, to the transdisciplinary
. These issues reflect the complex evolving relationship between applied research and disciplinary/interdisciplinary work
. 
Nissani
 sums up the arguments for IDR as: enabling creative breakthroughs; developing objective outsider’s perspectives; discovering disciplinary omissions; helping solve complex applied problems; promoting a unity-of-knowledge ideal; developing flexible research; contributing to communication and mobilisation of resources; and facilitating the defence of academic freedom.
New researchers, especially those trained in a number of fields and/or exposed to current debates in the disciplines, are possibly implicitly aware of the issues. The CDRG aims to raise researchers’ awareness of the potentials for interdisciplinary work, as well as of possible limitations and barriers. Such a critical awareness can also contribute to developing a clearer understanding of the theory and practice of interdisciplinarity, its purposes, research processes and research applications, and of issues related to research dissemination and evaluation.
Whilst these various points hint at the scholarly excitement that IDR and its promoters such as the CDRG can develop, its complex and complicated nature also creates challenges for establishing interdisciplinary networks. These are discussed in the next section. 

Challenges to creating interdisciplinary networks
IDR also raises questions about accessibility and understanding of research, i.e. outsiders and amateurs could miss essential facts. Interdisciplinarians may have to be ‘jacks of all trades, but master of none’. This could lead to naïve generalism and the danger of interdisciplinary dialogue becoming stale or superficial. Finally, IDR is demanding and requires substantial resources and intellectual energy
. These are challenges inherent to the practice of IDR. Additionally, universities might pose barriers for IDR through their disciplinary environments, competition and control and rigid university structures
. Established non-transparent and inflexible communication channels and lack of criteria for evaluating interdisciplinary initiatives are additional barriers. 

All these challenges have been experienced to some degree by the CDRG. Whilst some bodies such as RIS, the Graduate School and the Humanities Research Centre have been very supportive of the CDRG, structural elements in the University environment might have hindered its impact and contribution to developing an IDR community. A hierarchical research support structure located mainly inside pre-defined disciplinary bodies is an ever-present barrier. In addition, and in relation to the traditional disciplinary hierarchies, it is difficult to develop the types of resources and activities required to support interdisciplinary work and research skills. Whilst it is possible to overcome these barriers through ongoing dialogue, they can still pose a threat to similar initiatives. 
These remain areas of concern. At the same time, some interdisciplinarians go as far as claiming that there is a shift in the way that knowledge is produced. The hierarchical, homogeneous mode of disciplinary work and certification is being replaced by one characterised by complexity, hybridity, heterogeneity, and transdisciplinarity
. From segmentation to boundary crossing, unity to integration, and isolation to cooperation, these changes are reflected in official EU research foci. In December 2005 a major European Commission conference was held in Brussels to address the question of what strategies for social sciences and humanities are needed for Europe, and what are the best options for developing and implementing such strategies. Whilst these new foci are commendable, it remains to be seen how they can be translated into university functioning. Anecdotal evidence from the University of Nottingham suggest that although traditional disciplinary/faculty structures will remain in place, there is sufficient scope and flexibility for a number of new groups and centres to be established along the old structures, in recognition of the importance of IDR. The University is flexible and forward-thinking enough to recognize that overly formal closed structures are no longer viable if its strategy on IDR is to be realised. 
The CDRG seems to have a positive impact across the University. It is extremely difficult, however, to assess what its contribution is to developing and facilitating IDR and dialogue amongst researchers.
Currently, these key questions can only be answered in the longer term. Whilst the CDRG activities attract a wide range of researchers, quantitative impact evaluation is problematic. Although event attendance is generally rising, this cannot necessarily be considered a quality or impact evaluation tool. This difficulty reflects broader issues in IDR in relation to evaluation
. Equally, qualitative evaluation data of CDRG activities suggest that it is seen as extremely positive in bringing researchers together to explore interdisciplinary fields. However, it is still to be seen whether these benefits can materialise in actual IDR practice and structures. 

Conclusions

Overall, the CDRG has been described as a success story. Its efforts are supplemented by current support for IDR in general at the national and European levels, in spite of existing structural and other barriers at the local and perceptual levels. As a bottom-up initiative, the CDRG allows to further develop and contribute to academic debates and address researcher isolation. At the same time, initiatives such as the CDRG are always also located within the existing university structures. Whilst its links to other University support bodies help strengthen its activities, it is crucial for the CDRG to maintain its own academic independence as an initiative led by researchers for researchers.

Ultimately, the CDRG might help prevent researchers from adopting the view of Saint Exupéry’s monodisciplinary geographer and, instead, allow researchers to collaborate and cooperate across a range of disciplines and to develop and support scholarly creativity in interdisciplinary ways. 
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