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Session 1 Format: 
Session Facilitator  – Pete Bailey 

15.05 -15.15 - The Why, What and How of Interdisciplinary Endeavour: 
Nicky Beaumont 

15.15 -15.25 - Interdisciplinarity and the social sciences - working 
across boundaries, Benjamin Sovacool

15.25 - 15.35 - Practice and research case studies: Pete Bailey and Fern 

Elsdon-Baker

15.35 - 16.00 – facilitated break out group sessions 

16.00-16.15 – feedback and group reflections



The Why, What and How of 

Interdisciplinary Endeavour

Prof. Nicola Beaumont: nijb@pml.ac.uk
Head of Science: Sea and Society
Plymouth Marine Laboratory

Contributors: Meghan Alexander, Jonathan Porter, Ece Ozdemiroglu, Rosalind Bark, Claire Wansbury, Kirk Woolford, Chris Fremantle, Gemma Delafield, Kathryn G Logan, 
Richard Gunton, Sarah Lindley, Francesco Cherchi, Sunita Sarkar

Collaborators: Angus Garbutt , Brett Day , Elizabeth Gabe-Thomas, Emma McKinley, Erin Roberts, Greg Smith, Harshine Karunarathna, Iris Moller, John Griffin, Jordi Pagès
Fauria, Kayleigh Wyles Karen Henwood, Kate Davidson, Martin Skov, Merryn Thomas, Nick Pidgeon, Olivia Rendón, Rhoda Ballinger, Simon Read, Thomas van Veelan, Tom 
Fairchild, Will Bennett
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Why Interdisciplinary Working? 

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/e/ef/Extinction_Rebellion,_green_placard_(cropped).jpg/220px-Extinction_Rebellion,_green_placard_(cropped).jpg&imgrefurl=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extinction_Rebellion&docid=on_iTwYy0MOXwM&tbnid=MHyFqiOkZsrxuM:&vet=10ahUKEwiTgqTIoZzjAhW0oVwKHZWEC8UQMwhSKAIwAg..i&w=220&h=284&safe=active&bih=655&biw=1366&q=extinction%20rebellion&ved=0ahUKEwiTgqTIoZzjAhW0oVwKHZWEC8UQMwhSKAIwAg&iact=mrc&uact=8


What? A Spectrum 

Inter disciplinary:

"projects that integrate 

both academic 

researchers from 

different unrelated 

disciplines and user-

group participants to 

reach a common goal“ 

Tress et al (2003) 



How? 

7 Principles of Interdisciplinary working

1. Respect 

Source: http://xkcd.com/435/

https://communication4health.files.wordpress.com/2014/02/renaissance4.png


1. Respect – Top tips

• Keep an open mind, listen deeply and ask questions 

• Avoid pre-conceptions, assumptions and patronisation 

• Co-develop project guidelines for respect and equality 

• Acknowledge and demonstrate appreciation for all contributors 
involved in achieving goals 

• Undertake an early joint activity (review, publication, plan) to 
provide an immediate shared goal. 



2. Take Time

There is a need to learn and understand different 
backgrounds, methods and language. 

Top tips: 

• Build additional time into project timelines, both overall 
and for specific interdisciplinary activities

• Build additional time into meetings for extended 
discussions

• Explicitly budget for the extra time, resources and 
activities required. 



3. Communicate

Don’t assume that the forms of communication within 
your discipline are universal, different disciplines may 
use the same words but with very different meanings. 



3. Communicate – Top tips

• Collaboratively develop a project-specific dictionary

• Do not be afraid to admit that you do not understand; 

• Listen actively and repeat back what you have heard in your own 
words to ensure that you have understood; 

• Visit a field site and ask each team member to explain what they see 
- listen to the differences; 

• Remember that simplicity in communication is not the same as 
being simple, explaining complex issues to non-experts requires skill.



4. Embrace personalities 

Successful interdisciplinary working is not just about 
bringing two or more disciplines together; it is about 
bringing two or more people harmoniously together.

Top tips: 

Create opportunities to get to know each other outside of the usual work 
place, e.g. outreach and STEM events.

Remember that no one person embodies an entire discipline and it can take 
time to find a suitable disciplinary representative for your team/project. 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi_4b_Ny_rWAhVCvRoKHWfICD0QjRwIBw&url=https://blogs.biomedcentral.com/on-health/2014/04/16/help-me-im-interdisciplinary-a-blog-post-about-interdisciplinary-health-services-research/&psig=AOvVaw1m1BV9LQvgIhr3UHd9GuDD&ust=1508430175692171


5. Prepare

The development of an interdisciplinary collaboration can require 
unfamiliar procedures which need additional consideration. 

Top tips: 

• Take time at the beginning of a collaboration to determine if 
an interdisciplinary approach is required, what disciplines are 
needed, and how they will be organised

• Ensure roles and responsibilities are clear including who will be 
delivering what and to whom, and when

• Have an agreed publication strategy with an emphasis on 
inclusivity



6. Adapt

Interdisciplinary working can be unpredictable requiring 
adaptability. 

Top tips: 

• Jointly develop and regularly revisit a Gantt chart, if an activity 
is struggling be proactive and do not be afraid to change 
direction if needed

• Include risk management strategies in the proposal to address 
delays and non-delivery, or the delivery of alternative outputs; 



7. Share

Interdisciplinary working is challenging and to support and improve 
success, the sharing of experiences is critical before, during and 
after a project is undertaken.

Top tips:

• Discuss with other people who are working in an 
interdisciplinary context

• Keep a record or diary of what works well and what works less 
well

• take time to read some of the extensive interdisciplinary 
literature

• Write up and publicise your own interdisciplinary experiences.



https://valuing-nature.net/demystifying-interdisciplinary-working

https://valuing-nature.net/demystifying-interdisciplinary-working


Interdisciplinarity and the social 

sciences - working across boundaries

Presentation to the First Annual Assembly of the 

Advancing Capacity for Climate and Environment 

Social Science (ACCESS), Exeter, June 15, 2022

Benjamin K. Sovacool, Ph.D

Professor of Energy Policy 
Professor of Business and Social Sciences

Professor of Earth and Environment



How much is energy 

social science used? 

(Answer from an older 

study: not much)



Sample of articles in our content analysis



Sample of articles in our content analysis

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Disciplinary Affiliation for Energy Studies 

Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=9,597)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Country Affiliation for Energy Studies Journal 

Authors, 1999 to 2013 (n=9,549)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Institutional Affiliations for Energy Studies 

Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=8,881)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Share of Female Authors for Energy Studies 

Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=9,549)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Disclosed Funding Sources for Energy Studies 

Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=4,738)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Methodological Approaches of Energy Studies 

Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=5,012)

Qualitative methods” refer to original data collected through research interviews, 

surveys, questionnaires, or field research.  “Quantitative methods” refer to original 

data collected through economic modeling, forecasting, econometric analysis, 

programming, statistical analysis, input/output analysis, cost benefit analysis, 

lifecycle assessments, remote sensing, and other similar tools.



Country and Comparative Case Study Focus for Energy 

Studies Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=4,815)



Citations from Energy Studies Journal Articles, 

1999 to 2013 (n=90,079)

Non-Classified/Grey 

Literature

Self-

Citations

Economi

cs

Scien

ce

Book

s

Social 

Science

Arts & 

Humanities

1999 1018 75 217 141 274 55 0

2000 1540 170 187 178 320 54 2

2001 2054 203 241 127 255 60 0

2002 1959 158 196 208 295 63 0

2003 2287 229 250 213 223 85 1

2004 2950 304 474 472 434 144 0

2005 3552 400 515 483 377 212 0

2006 7439 964 1209 1608 884 714 15

2007 2847 430 659 677 328 279 1

2008 2823 352 616 663 273 379 2

2009 4137 466 747 656 519 292 3

2010 5363 594 812 748 611 354 4

2011 5179 686 798 951 554 355 11

2012 5046 682 869 945 649 372 13

2013 6588 826 1108 1054 849 402 19

Total 54782 6539 8898 9124 6845 3820 71

% 60.8 7.3 9.9 10.1 7.6 4.2 0.08



Three key findings and 

implications



Finding 1: Under-utilized human-centered and 

comparative methods

• Of the roughly 13 percent of articles that reported using 

“human-centered” research methods, these were dominated 

by surveys (7.8 percent), with far fewer studies utilizing field 

research, research interviews, or focus groups

• Few participatory or trans-disciplinary methods also 

• Interdisciplinary and comparative collaborations were rare: By 

our calculations less than one out of every four articles 

reported interdisciplinary affiliations, taken as a proxy for 

interdisciplinary collaboration
Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Finding 2: Under-representation of particular 

disciplines and sources as well (and countries)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “Energy Studies Need Social Science,” Nature 511 (7511) (July 31, 2014), 

pp. 529-530.



Finding 3: Twelve under-represented topics

Source: Sovacool, BK. “Energy Studies Need Social Science,” Nature 511 (7511) (July 31, 

2014), pp. 529-530.



But wait, there is new 

evidence from a recent 

study that is more 

positive! 



Based on a newer sample of N=1000 projects 

(1990-2020)

Source: Sovacool, BK, C Daniels and A AbdulRafiu. “Science for whom? Examining the data quality, themes, and trends in 

30 years of public funding for global climate change and energy research,” Energy Research & Social Science 89 (July, 

2022), 102645, pp. 1-20.



Based on a newer sample of N=1000 projects 

(1990-2020)

Source: Sovacool, BK, C Daniels and A AbdulRafiu. “Science for whom? Examining the data quality, themes, and trends in 

30 years of public funding for global climate change and energy research,” Energy Research & Social Science 89 (July, 

2022), 102645, pp. 1-20.



Based on a newer sample of N=1000 projects 

(1990-2020)

Source: Sovacool, BK, 

C Daniels and A 

AbdulRafiu. “Science 

for whom? Examining 

the data quality, 

themes, and trends in 

30 years of public 

funding for global 

climate change and 

energy research,” 

Energy Research & 

Social Science 89 

(July, 2022), 102645, 

pp. 1-20.



Based on a newer sample of N=1000 projects 

(1990-2020)

Source: Abbas AbdulRafiu, Benjamin K. Sovacool, Chux Daniels, The dynamics of global public 

research funding on climate change, energy, transport, and industrial decarbonisation, Renewable and 

Sustainable Energy Reviews, Volume 162, 2022, 112420.



Based on a newer sample of N=1000 projects 

(1990-2020)

Source: Abbas AbdulRafiu, Benjamin K. Sovacool, Chux Daniels, The dynamics of global public 

research funding on climate change, energy, transport, and industrial decarbonisation, Renewable and 

Sustainable Energy Reviews, Volume 162, 2022, 112420.



Contact Information 

Benjamin K. Sovacool, Ph.D

Professor of Energy Policy 

University of Sussex

Jubilee Building, Room 367

Falmer, East Sussex, BN1 9SL

UK: 01273 877128

International: +44 1273 877128

B.Sovacool@sussex.ac.uk

mailto:B.Sovacool@sussex.ac.uk


Social science in applied and 
interdisciplinary contexts

Or getting social scientific voices heard by those that 
matter

Peter Bailey
Social Science Manager & Head of Social Science Profession
June 2022



40

Applied science

Funtowicz & Ravetz's post
normal science

Academic 
audience

Extra-academic 
audience

Instrumental 
knowledge

Professional Policy

Reflexive 
knowledge

Critical Public

Burawoy’s division of sociological labour

I realised early in my career the 
need for a plurality of 
knowledges and participants

Environment issues and emergencies are social problems –

widespread realisation effective action needs social insights



Example: flooding

Social science 
now mainstream in 
flood research programmes

Community resilience 
mapping (above)

Flood inequalities 
analysis (left)

Bewley demountable 
defences



Emergencies example: Covid

A realisation of the need for social & 
behavioural sciences

Epidemiological models dominated yet require assumptions 
about how society interacts

SAGE included social and behavioural science papers some 
of which were interdisciplinary



Example: Net Zero and climate change

A deliberately blank slide!

Work in progress - some useful work going on in Government but still 
lots more to do to bring social science into NZ policy & delivery

I’m especially interested in the social & political construction of ‘net’ 
in Net Zero …



Inside Multi-disciplinary 
Social Science Research

Prof Fern Elsdon-Baker, University of  
Birmingham 

• UKRI Future Flight Challenge Social Science 
Research Director

• Director Research Institute for STEMM in 
Culture and Society (ISTEMMiCS)



Current 
projects

UKRI Future Flight Challenge – developing and 
delivering social science research strategy upstream 
of technological scale up and industrialization of 
Advance Air Mobility (AAM)

Birmingham Plastics network – cross-disciplinary 
future research development towards a sustainable 
plastics future ( Social Sciences, Business Studies, 
Environmental sciences and Chemistry) 

Science and Religion: Exploring the Spectrum -
(Sociology, social psychology, history and media 
studies working with teams in 8 countries 
worldwide) 



Types of Aviation Technologies included in Future Flight Challenge 



Reflections from the Social Sciences

• Why Multi-disciplinary Research ? 

- We can’t always combine methods across our approaches (e.g., sociology, social 
psychology/quants surveys/historical/media studies) 

- Allows us to: 

- triangulate our findings 

- work at different levels (individuals, groups, communities, social/cultural narratives).

- Engage across different specialist audiences 

• How does this work across cultures/countries ? 

• How can this be beneficial upstream of new technological development when both the 
technological and social research are emergent ? 



Breakout groups: 30 minutes 

Suggested focus and questions: 

• How might we better 
promote 
interdisciplinarity among 
trainers and practitioners

• How might we better 
promote 
interdisciplinarity among 
researchers

• How might we better 
promote 
interdisciplinarity among 
policymakers 

Group 1 (online) Facilitator: 
Group 2 (online) Facilitator: Patrick 
Group 3 Facilitator: Nicky
Group 4 Facilitator: Pete 
Group 5 Facilitator: Fern 


