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We know that interdisciplinary team research is more 
competitive than single disciplinary research in applying for 
sponsored funding. 
 
A "fruit" metaphor for scientists working together from different 
disciplines is attributed to Moti Nissami from Wayne State 
University. 
 
The analogy compares disciplinary research (a bowl of various 
fruits, each fruit representing a discipline and being in close 
proximity to the others), to multidisciplinary research (a fruit 
salad), to interdisciplinary research (a smoothie, finely 
blended so that the distinctive flavor of each fruit is no longer 
recognizable, yielding instead the delectable experience of the 
smoothie). 
 

A Recipe for Great Team Science – 
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Taking it a step further, 
transdisciplinary research connotes 
a research strategy that crosses many 
disciplinary boundaries to create a holistic 
approach - a perfect, finely blended 
smoothie that produces a pure, distinctive, 
new flavor that is appealing to many 
(impactful). 
 
The spaces between disciplines fill in and 
ideas emulsify. Interdisciplinary 
researchers work jointly but from each 
respective scientific perspective, while 
transdisciplinary researchers work jointly to 
develop a shared conceptual framework 
and methodological approach that 
integrates and transcends their respective 
disciplinary perspectives to address a 
common problem. 
 
How do Principal Investigators (PIs) 
achieve the perfect smoothie with a 
team of researchers? 

Here is one recipe: 

• Select disciplines that blend 
(integrate) well and may enhance 
the contributions of each (this is 
not a random pull from the fruit 
bowl). 
 

• Select both seasoned 
(incumbent) researchers and 
those more recently trained (just 
picked) researchers; remember - 
diversity is the key to innovation! 

 
• Select proportions of different 

disciplines depending on final 
objectives. 

 
• Before combining, make an effort 

to resolve inconsistencies, e.g., 
identify mutually acceptable 
terminology, methodology, 
concepts. 
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• While blending, the chef (PI) has 
to carefully add trust to the mix 
through effective communication. 
Disagreements will happen, 
flavors will compete.  
 
Help members develop an 
understanding that perceptions 
and experiences will vary, and 
variety is the spice of science, not 
a threat. 
 
Members must be ready to share 
and accept data, feedback, and 
concerns. A shared vision helps! 
 

While it takes patience and effort to make 
a great transdisciplinary smoothie, the pay 
offs are numerous. 

Teams typically produce more highly cited 
research than individuals, address 
complex problems, foster creativity, and 
are more likely to demonstrate success in 
challenging environments. 

 

Resources: 
Falk-Krzesinski, Holly J. Guidance for 
team science leaders: Tools you can 
use. 
 
Repko, Allen F. (2012) Interdisciplinary 
Research Process and Theory (2nd 
edition). Sage. 
 


