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Introduction

Time demands are one of the most significant challenges 
recurring in inter- and transdisciplinary research [1–5]. The 
inter- and transdisciplinary literature shows that integration 
across disciplines and with stakeholders requires substan-
tial early investment of time for building shared language, 
trust, and new methods. The findings of the SSH CENTRE 
confirm this: both the SSH-STEM Policy Collaborations and 
the Transdisciplinary Knowledge brokerage Initiatives faced 
significant up-front and ongoing time requirements. As 
sufficient time was given to these activities, collaborations 
matured with this supporting the delivery of meaningful 
outputs. 

This Briefing Note presents the challenge of time for inter- 
and transdisciplinary research, drawing upon existing liter-
ature. It then discusses this topic within the context of the 
SSH CENTRE project. The Briefing Note closes with recom-
mendations on how to better account for time in inter- and 
transdisciplinary research at the individual, project, and sys-
temic levels.

2

 What did the SSH CENTRE 
project do? 

SSH CENTRE (Social Sciences and Humanities 
for Climate, Energy aNd Transport Research 
Excellence) is a Horizon Europe project that 
focused on generating best practices for incor-
porating both Social Sciences and Humanities 
(SSH) and inter- and transdisciplinary research 
into the European Union’s climate, energy, and 
mobility transition policy. The SSH CENTRE 
project deliberately created spaces for epistemic 
experimentation – i.e. structured collaborations 
that bridge different epistemic (knowledge) cul-
tures to co-produce policy-relevant knowledge: 

Interdisciplinary Collaborations for EU Policy 
Recommendations

The SSH CENTRE project facilitated nearly 
30 novel collaborations between the SSH 
and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics) disciplines, for strengthen-
ing European climate, energy, and mobility 
policy. These resulted in three edited books, 
whereby each Interdisciplinary Collaboration 
produced a chapter. For more see SSH CENTRE 
Interdisciplinary EU Policy Book Collection.

Transdisciplinary Knowledge Brokerage Initiative

The Knowledge Brokerage Initiative for sus-
tainability transitions gathered 30 early- and 
mid-career SSH researchers working on themes 
of climate, energy, and mobility. These research-
ers actively engaged in accelerating the transi-
tion process towards a carbon-free society by 
working with six European cities on sustaina-
bility issues and brokering SSH knowledge. The 
researchers organised workshops and produced 
a range of reports that provided knowledge to 
support the cities’ transitions. For more see 
Knowledge Brokerage Reports.

This Briefing Note is one of 10 that present the 
findings and recommendations from the evalu-
ation of these epistemic experiments. For more, 
see the Introduction to the Briefing Note collec-
tion and the Formative Accompanying Research 
methodology.
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negotiation, disagreement or even conflict, and ensuring that 
collaboration is a genuinely two-way process [11]. Regarding 
spaces for communication, see BN8.

The significant time demands of inter- and transdiscipli-
nary collaboration frequently clash with institutional and 
structural realities [12]. Research projects are often con-
fined to short lifespans due to funding patterns; this lack of 
protected time prevents researchers from building common 
ground effectively and limits the full development of col-
laborative practices. Short-term funding is widely deemed 
inadequate for the necessary long-term planning of inter- 
and transdisciplinary research [13,14]. Further institutional 
time constraints result in a conflict with research careers. 
Individual researchers, particularly early-career research-
ers, face challenges when trying to devote sufficient time to 
an inter- or transdisciplinary project while simultaneously 
meeting other demands and balancing disciplinary projects 
[15]. Additionally, students participating in inter- and trans-
disciplinary projects are often hired for a shorter period than 
the time needed for results to become visible [15].

Manifestation in the SSH CENTRE

Within the SSH CENTRE project, the time demands 
stemmed from the need to: 

•	 establish a shared understanding and consensus across 
the inter- and transdisciplinary team;

•	 negotiate terminology and find a common language;
•	 develop new tools, methods, and approaches from 

scratch; and
•	 conduct extra coordination efforts.

The participants in the SSH-STEM Interdisciplinary 
Policy Collaborations and the Transdisciplinary Knowledge 
Brokerage highlighted the need for more time upfront to 
establish a shared understanding of each other’s perspec-
tives, and consensus regarding the expectations and goals of 
the research project. Time was seen as crucial for the success 
of the project; researchers repeatedly framed the build-up 
phase as a necessary investment to make knowledge integra-
tion possible. While such negotiations took time, potentially 
making the researchers struggle to see progress during early 
stages, they were invaluable in the long term. As researcher 
FEXP2 put it, the “entry barriers are quite high,” requiring “a 
lot of time ahead,” with returns only if the project is “long 
enough” to benefit from that investment.

For me, the time, this time is needed because if I was about 
to (…) do a project in my own discipline, I can build on my 
own research (…). But here, even though I had databases or 
stuff like that, I needed to start from nothing because, you 
know, I’m working with different people from different [dis-
ciplines]. So, we always… we will always need to start from 
nothing. And this is good, actually. But this time needs to be 
included in a future project (…). And it’s not a lost time. For 
me, it’s an investment because it will really be helpful for the 
deployment and the implementation of the project. We can 
be quicker, but we need more time at the beginning. (FEXP2, 
Interdisciplinary Collaborations)

Similarly, developing a common language took time, 
with the terminology needing to be explained, sometimes 

Problem description and literature 
insights

Inter- and transdisciplinary research examines issues 
that cannot be adequately dealt with by a monodisciplinary 
approach [6]. The very nature of inter- and transdisciplinary 
research means that involving more disciplines or stakehold-
ers increases the complexity of collaboration, which creates 
time demands. Monodisciplinary research often already has 
established ways in which it is conducted; researchers are 
able to share disciplinary jargon, theoretical frameworks or 
adopt different methodologies more easily. However, inter- 
and transdisciplinary work “does not just happen” [6] – it is 
not enough to simply bring researchers together and have 
them collaborate. As inter- and transdisciplinary research 
involves scholars and participants from diverse disciplines 
and social and work settings, they do not have a unified 
language, theoretical perspective, or overall approach to 
research. Consequently, the establishment of research 
approaches requires more time in inter- and transdiscipli-
nary research than monodisciplinary research. 

One broad area of time demands relates to knowledge 
integration management. Achieving genuine knowledge 
integration requires dedicated time and active management 
throughout the life of the project [7]. Integration is an itera-
tive process and should happen as research is formulated and 
undertaken, rather than as an afterthought [1]. The manage-
ment of inter- and transdisciplinary research should focus 
on supporting team work to achieve knowledge integration, 
and not be reduced to more administrative tasks like sched-
uling or handling the budget [6]. For example, a skilful leader 
can help ensure all team members sufficiently understand 
each other’s contributions, mediate when misunderstand-
ings arise between disciplinary perspectives, and facilitate 
ongoing dialogue across disciplinary divides. Due to the com-
plexity of inter- and transdisciplinary work, it is necessary to 
take into account the various adaptations that occur during 
the research and possible delays when coordinating these 
projects. In transdisciplinary research in particular, flexibil-
ity in framing of the stakeholder engagement is key to better 
co-produced knowledge outcomes [8]. Briefing Note 7 (BN7) 
focuses on coordination and leadership in more detail, 
while allocating time for developing shared vocabularies 
and understandings is covered in BN6.

Another aspect of time demands concerns investment in 
communication. Such communication is not merely about 
sharing scientific findings but about communicating to 
create a functional inter- and transdisciplinary environment 
for collaboration. Inter- and transdisciplinary research con-
nects not only different perspectives on a given topic, but 
also individuals from different research, work, and social 
cultures. Soft skills are essential for appreciation, recogni-
tion, and trust across different perspectives [6]. Therefore, 
the time demands of communication in inter- and transdis-
ciplinary collaborations involve not only learning the termi-
nology, methodology, and theoretical frameworks of other 
disciplines, but also becoming familiar with the participants’ 
cultural and academic background, clarifying expectations 
to each other, and building trust [9,10]. In transdisciplinary 
work where non-academic participants are involved, an 
additional layer of time-intensive communication arises, 
requiring relationship-building, room for trial and error, 

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17608088
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simplified, and agreed upon. Reaching a workable shared 
vocabulary cannot be rushed. Interviewees noted that even 
after one successful collaboration, subsequent collaborations 
will not be without such time demands. Developing shared 
terminology, as well as establishing a shared understanding 
remains an iterative process, proving that integration cannot 
be reduced to administrative coordination [1,6,7].

Another time-consuming part of the project was the devel-
opment of the research procedure itself. Inter- and transdis-
ciplinary work often entailed the development of new tools, 
methods, or new approaches in general, as existing discipli-
nary research methodologies did not allow to deal with the 
research problem sufficiently. As one researcher described: 

We get the result, and we see that the tools and the classi-
cal tools in classical methodology were not fit and perti-
nent for all the text and we need to define our own tools. 
We get the result, and we have a lot of iteration like this. 
It was very, very complicated also because the timing, (…) 
so we organised [biweekly] meetings to be able to define the 
different tasks, (…) to be very responsive, to correct the dif-
ferent difficulties and issues. (MEXP1, Interdisciplinary 
Collaborations)

Between the two epistemic experiments conducted 
within the SSH CENTRE, there were differences in terms 
of the dynamics of time requirements. In the SSH-STEM 
Interdisciplinary Policy Collaborations, time demands clus-
tered up-front (establishing shared understanding, negoti-
ating common vocabulary, and developing new methods) 
and around chapter review and revision processes. In the 
Transdisciplinary Knowledge Brokerage Initiative, time 
demands reflected different working regimes: municipal 
cycles, seasonal shutdowns, and shifting availability of all 
parties. In one case, a city workshop occurred just before the 
summer holidays, postponing feedback on the workshop. 
The Knowledge Brokerage programme required dynamic 
time availability from the researchers:

I think it was expected to be more or less like this. The only 
tricky thing is I always forget that when there is like half a day 
per week, it doesn’t really mean half a day per every week. It 
means like no work at some weeks and some weeks you need 
to work like four days on it. (FECR4, Transdisciplinary 
Knowledge Brokerage Initiative)

Taken together, the SSH CENTRE epistemic experiments 
illustrate how time demands in inter- and transdiscipli-
nary collaborations are front-loaded investments in inte-
gration and require flexibility on the part of researchers. 
Nevertheless, the project and systemic levels – the framework 
in which the research takes place and the support that comes 
from project funders and call designers – are crucial and fun-
damentally contribute to the success of research collabora-
tions. For example, the Knowledge Brokerage program had 
a support system in the form of mentors, which was widely 
appreciated, and as the program lasted one year, it enabled 
researchers to spread the work.

When I applied, (…) I didn’t remember that we were going to 
have a mentor that actually follow us and also direct in some 
way our activities. And this work was really fundamental 
in my opinion, because sometimes in other kind of projects 
and courses, the participants are completely left alone to do 
something completely new without any suggestion. And in 

this case, we were really accompanied, I don’t know how 
to say it, with [Mentor3] in this case. (…) And because it 
was spread among one year, we could have enough time to 
organize, to get ready for the workshop, then to finish work-
shop and now to write the brief. (FECR5, Transdisciplinary 
Knowledge Brokerage Initiative)

Further suggestions for supporting inter- and transdiscipli-
nary research at various levels are presented in the following 
section.

Recommendations at individual, project, 
and systemic levels

Both the literature and the SSH CENTRE experience show 
that protecting time for integration transforms time from a 
barrier into an asset. The recommendations below set out 
how to better account for time demands at three levels of 
research practice.

Recommendations at the individual/researcher 
level

•	 Develop an understanding of all disciplines involved in 
the research project: personally commit time to learn 
other’s concepts, methods, and terminology early on in 
the project.

•	 Be honest about time availability: plan around uneven 
weekly loads and signal constraints tied to seasonal 
cycles.

•	 Schedule personal reflection time: dedicate moments 
for reflexivity and reviewing integration progress so 
that collaborative time is used more effectively [16].

Recommendations at the project level

•	 Schedule time at the beginning for intensive team build-
ing and developing effective communication [9,17].

•	 Make a non-negotiable 4-8-week build-up phase (scale 
to project) to do framing, roles, and integration design, 
with explicit deliverables: shared glossary, prob-
lem-framing canvas, integration map, and decision log 
[9].

•	 Schedule regular “time check-ins”: include short, recur-
ring “are we still on the same page?” moments through-
out the project to prevent small misunderstandings 
from compounding into delays [14].

Recommendations at the systemic/broader 
academia and funding level

•	 Fund time for explicit knowledge integration: make 
dedicated hours for inception, facilitation, mentoring, 
and reflection eligible in budgets and required in pro-
posals [1,7].

•	 Provide training and support to coordinators so that 
they have the knowledge and skills to navigate interdis-
ciplinary teamwork. 
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•	 Fund training centres, seed grants, or team-teaching 
that give researchers “slow time” exposure to other 
fields before proposal deadlines [6].

•	 Encourage informal interactions between SSH and 
STEM colleagues within same institutions so they get 
a better understanding of their research interests and 
abilities
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