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The Briefing Note collection

This collection of briefing notes aims to provide a comprehensive overview of challenges to Social
Sciences and Humanities (SSH) visibility in inter- and transdisciplinary research for climate, energy,
and mobility. The collection has been created based on experiences of researchers participating in
activities of SSH CENTRE. SSH CENTRE is a Horizon Europe project that aimed to develop best prac-
tices for integrating SSH into Europe’s climate, energy, and mobility transition research. Through
a series of collaborative epistemic experiments, the project explored how researchers, policymakers,
and citizens can work together more effectively across disciplinary and institutional boundaries.

This collection consists of ten Briefing Notes that identify challenges that need to be overcome
for SSH to effectively contribute to EU climate, energy, and mobility transitions. This introduc-
tion first provides a justification for why these Notes are needed. We then outline the Formative
Accompanying Research (FAR) methodology that informed the challenges explored by the ten
Briefing Notes. Following, we present an overview of their structure and contents. We conclude
with an explanation of how we envision the Briefing Notes informing ongoing inter- and transdis-
ciplinary research that supports meaningful SSH engagement. Our recommendations are targeted
to researchers, project collaborators, and research managers and funders. We therefore flag that
actions should be taken by all those with an interest in such work, at multiple levels of the knowl-
edge system, and not just by SSH researchers themselves.

The need to understand challenges faced for meaningful Social
Sciences and Humanities collaboration

Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH) research must play a central role in inter- and transdis-
ciplinary research that supports Europe’s transition to carbon neutrality.! Global challenges such
as climate change do not come pre-sorted by academic field but are interdisciplinary in nature.
Moreover, the origin of climate change lies in human activities and resource consumption [3].
Addressing climate change requires, alongside understanding the material, ecological, and

1 Interdisciplinary research combines methods and theories from different academic fields to tackle complex problems
collaboratively. Transdisciplinary research extends this collaboration to non-academic actors [1,2]. Both approaches are
understood here as always including SSH.
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technological drivers, sustained attention to social, cultural, economic, and political drivers, as well
as profound sociocultural and behavioural transformations, all of which fall under the expertise of
SSH [4-9]. Europe’s climate, energy, and mobility transitions therefore depend on SSH becoming full
partners with STEM (Scientific, Technical, Engineering, and Mathematical) disciplines and societal
actors.

There is increasing recognition in research and policy that despite its importance, SSH knowledge
is overlooked in climate, energy, and mobility research. SSH is historically underfunded compared
with STEM research, though with European-funded research this gap is decreasing [10,11]. However,
meaningful collaboration must go beyond purely providing financial support. It must include
understanding, reflecting, and facilitating the contribution that can be made by SSH research.
For example, in many research funding calls, there is a dominance of a technocentric paradigm
[6,12,13]. Within such a paradigm, SSH research is employed to facilitate pre-determined, top-down
policy initiatives, with the objective of ensuring ‘acceptance’ among citizens or ‘service the needs’ of
STEM projects in diffusing technology [6,13]. This role does not allow SSH to realize its potential in
understanding human systems, identifying drivers of change, synthesizing diverse knowledges, and
offering ethically and societally grounded solutions [6,14].

When exploring the challenges that shape SSH visibility and uptake, it is necessary to consider
multiple levels of the knowledge system - individual researchers, project conditions, and the wider
funding/academic system. Research into scientific processes has placed significant emphasis on the
roles of individual researchers, particularly SSH researchers. Here, knowledge points to the kinds
of skills and capacities that researchers seeking to do inter- and transdisciplinary research need to
foster [15,16]. However, using such skills is often difficult when SSH researchers are in the minority
(or are indeed alone) in a STEM-dominated collaboration. Thus, the creation of meaningful SSH
collaboration relies on SSH and STEM researchers alike having the skills to collaborate together, but
also on them being supported by the broader project conditions that they are operating within. In
turn, such project conditions are shaped by the funding, and broader academic systems that they
are being implemented within [4,17-19]. Fostering SSH visibility therefore requires a more compre-
hensive understanding of the challenges to collaboration, and how these are shaped by the individ-
ual researchers, project conditions and broader funding and academic requirements.

Formative Accompanying Research methodology

The SSH CENTRE project included a Formative Accompanying Research (FAR), the output of
which is this collection of briefing notes. The intention of FAR is to learn about, with, and for, a col-
laboration [20]. To this end, we participated in SSH CENTRE activities, while structuring a process of
reflection, evaluation, and discussion within the team (inspired by [21]). The FAR therefore served
as a process of ongoing evaluation and learning to understand what works - and what does not - in
fostering SSH involvement in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration. The formative evaluation
focused on three epistemic experiments that were created and run by the SSH CENTRE:

1. Interdisciplinary Collaborations for EU Policy Recommendations: This experiment facilitated
nearly 30 new interdisciplinary collaborations between SSH and STEM researchers, aimed at
generating policy-relevant insights for the European Green Deal. Each collaboration produced
a chapter in one of three edited volumes on climate, energy, and mobility policy [22-24].

2. Transdisciplinary Knowledge Brokerage Initiative: The Knowledge Brokerage Initiative connected
thirty Early Career Researchers (ECRs) from SSH backgrounds with six European municipal
hubs working on sustainability transitions. After receiving online training in research-policy
brokerage, the ECRs collaborated with local policymakers to co-produce actionable insights
supporting decarbonisation goals [25-32].

3. Debating Europe Citizens’ Engagement: This experiment brought together European citizens to
discuss energy and climate issues. Conducted by Debating Europe, it involved focus groups on
EU Missions such as Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities, Climate Adaptation, Healthy Soils, and
Protecting Ocean and Waters [33].

The FAR process was designed to not only evaluate results, but also to feed insights back into the
project during its implementation. The evaluation combined reflexive workshops held at four SSH
CENTRE consortium meetings, as well as participant observation at a city-hub workshop, a total
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of 44 semi-structured interviews with participants in the epistemic experiments, and 11 debrief
interviews with SSH CENTRE partners. Full details of samples, process and interview and workshop
protocols are provided on the open science platform Zenodo. Ethics approval was obtained from the
Scientific and Ethics Advisory Board of the Global Change Research Institute of the Czech Academy
of Sciences, CzechGlobe.

Data analysis of interview transcripts was a bottom-up and iterative process. Emerging issues
were identified from interview transcripts and turned into general discussion points for project
level reflection (via the aforementioned consortium reflexive workshops), which then fed back into
the way that interviews were understood and analysed. The factors that emerged as shaping SSH
visibility in the epistemic interventions were grouped by the FAR leads into the 10 challenges that
are presented in the Briefing Notes.

Introducing the Briefing Notes

Organisation and structure

Each Briefing Note focuses on a domain where the challenges for meaningful SSH engagement
become visible - some arise from structural features of the research and funding systems, others
from the internal logics of inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration. The Notes are grouped into
two clusters: structural challenges and practice-embedded challenges.

Structural challenges (BNs 1-5) originate in the wider organisation of research - STEM-based
standards (BN1), time demands (BN2), organisational barriers (BN3), evaluation metrics (BN4), and
funding calls design (BN5). The first Note (BN1) addresses the challenges rooted in lingering misun-
derstandings of SSH and in disciplinary hierarchies that favour STEM-based standards of evidence
and impact. The second Note (BN2) reflects that the very nature of inter- and transdisciplinary
research means that involving more disciplines or stakeholders increases the complexity of col-
laboration, which creates time demands. In the third Note (BN3), the ways in which organisational
structures, especially those related to funding and career assessment within research institutions,
hinder inter- and transdisciplinary research are explored. The challenge of assessing the quality and
impact of research using current metrics is investigated in the fourth Briefing Note (BN4). The fifth
Note (BN5) shows how funders, call designers, and reviewers act as gatekeepers, determining which
knowledge is considered valuable and which collaborations and outputs receive support.

The practice-embedded challenges (BNs 6-10) stem from the inner logic of inter- and transdisci-
plinary collaboration - navigating terminology (BN6), research coordination and leadership (BN7),
spaces for communication (BN8), reflexivity and positionality (BN9), and stakeholder engagement
(BN10). These are intrinsic to collaborative research: if not addressed, they can become systemic
barriers. Briefing Note six (BN6) focuses on the challenge of navigating terminology, concepts,
and methods in inter- and transdisciplinary research; managing these differences is not trivial, as
researchers construct and validate knowledge in relatively narrow problem spaces. Coordinating
and leading inter- and transdisciplinary research teams, as Note seven (BN7) describes, requires
active integration, trust building, and mediation. Furthermore, spaces for effective communication
across disciplinary and stakeholder boundaries are fundamental for successful inter- and trans-
disciplinary research (BN8). Note nine (BN9), focusing on positionality and reflexivity, shows how
addressing complex societal problems through integration of diverse forms of knowledge requires
valuing them and identifying power imbalances. The final Note (BN10) emphasises that engaging
stakeholders and adapting communication for diverse audiences are central to the effectiveness
and impact of inter- and transdisciplinary research, particularly for addressing complex societal
challenges such as climate change.

All Briefing Notes follow a common structure. After introducing the topic and a headline message,
they provide broad context on how the given challenge has been framed and addressed in existing
research literature. Following, they outline the way the challenge was manifested within the epis-
temic experiments of the SSH CENTRE. These reflect the experiences of the participants in these
interventions, and we use quotations for illustration purposes. Quoted interviewees are anonymised
using coded identifiers indicating gender (M/F) and career stage (ECR = Early Career Researcher,
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within six years of PhD; EXP = Expert Researcher, more than six years after PhD), followed by a
random number for identification only (e.g., MECR1, FEXP2). Each Briefing Note concludes by pro-
viding a set of recommendations that combine the SSH CENTRE data with literature insights and
offer practical actions that can be implemented by individual researchers, at the project level, or by
the broader academic community (including funders).

How to use the Briefing Notes

We intend that each Briefing Note can act as a standalone document that is useful for anyone
working with SSH in inter- and transdisciplinary collaborations. If a researcher or team is expe-
riencing a particular challenge, then an individual Briefing Note should help to unpack that chal-
lenge, and provide tangible actions for navigating it. The references included provide a starting
point for further, in-depth exploration. Throughout the Briefing Notes, we are keen to stress that
such actions do not come solely from the SSH researchers themselves. By including the different
levels of action recommendations (individual researcher, project, academic and funding systems),
we ensure that there are clear actions for all those who seek to create meaningful collaborations that
include SSH knowledge.

However, we also hope that the complete collection will serve as a constructive handbook for
anyone seeking to improve the inclusion, visibility and uptake of SSH knowledge in climate, energy
and mobility research. The challenges, lessons and actions presented should shape the ongoing
design and implementation of inter- and transdisciplinary research in this field. In cross-referenc-
ing between the Briefing Notes, and indeed in this overarching front matter, we demonstrate that all
the challenges are interlinked. They will all require attention at some point in inter- and transdisci-
plinary collaborations. This complete collection should therefore be useful to SSH researchers of all
career stages in guiding their own practice and finding space within collaborative research; STEM
researchers of all career stages in cultivating the capacities to collaborate with SSH researchers;
decision-makers in research institutes in creating supportive environments for inter- and transdis-
ciplinary collaboration; and research funders in providing the structures and framing that facili-
tates such research. Serving as a formative evaluation, this Briefing Note collection is also useful
to members of the SSH CENTRE team in their future endeavours to facilitate such collaborations.

The Briefing Notes

Each briefing note has a title that reflects the challenge it addresses, as follows:

BN1 - Balancing SSH and STEM contributions in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration

BN2 - Time demands in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration

BN3 - Organisational structures as challenges to inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration

BN4 - Evaluation metrics in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration

BNS5 - Disciplinary design and evaluation standards in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration
BN6 - Navigating terminology, concepts, and methods in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration
BN7 - Coordination and leadership in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration

BN8 - Spaces for communication in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration

BNO9 - Positionality and reflexivity in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration

BN10 - Engaging stakeholders and audiences in inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration
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