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COLLABORATING ACROSS DISCIPLINES 

HEALING DYSFUNCTIONALITY: A PLAY 

IN FOUR ACTS  

A PLAY WRITTEN BY DR LAURA MEAGHER, TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT GROUP 
TO STIMULATE GROUP DISCUSSIONS AROUND GOOD COLLABORATIVE 
PRACTICE 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ACT I The Beginnings….. 
 
Scene 1 
(Motivation) 
The University’s Principal attends a high-level, pan-government meeting on the environment 
and is embarrassed to admit that the university has no major funded initiative in that area. He 
comes back, calls in the Research VP and tells her to get some impressive level of cross-
Research Council funding. The Research VP calls in a hardworking marine sediment geologist at 
Reader level, Zeke, and hands over a cross-Research Council call for proposals in a new 
environmental programme and “suggests” that leading an interdisciplinary project would be 
seen as a positive in two or three years time when considering the possibility of promotion to 
Professor.  
 
Scene 2 
(Conceptualising the problem) 
The due date is in 3.5 weeks.  Zeke reads through the call, which resonates very little with his 
academic interests, and chooses Land-Ocean Interface as the one among the four listed 
themes which at least seems closest to the work he already does. 
 
 
Questions to discuss 
 
What do you think of the motivations driving the proposal? 

Instructions 
 
This imaginary case study is intended to stimulate discussion and to facilitate your sharing 
advice as to leadership of interdisciplinary initiatives. 
 
Please discuss each Scene in turn, and generate your requested bullet points of leadership 
advice for that Act on separate flipcharts, BEFORE turning to the next Act. 
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What do you think of the processes through which a leader and a topic were chosen? 
 
 
 
Leadership Advice to Share 
 
1. List 3-5 drivers that would ideally be present before someone takes on the mantle of 

leadership for a large interdisciplinary project. 
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ACT II Early Development 
 
Scene 1 
(Choosing the team) 
Realising that he will have to offer a mix of individuals in different disciplines in order to get 
money from this programme, Zeke gets a list from the university’s research office of people 
who have received funding from any one of the 5 Research Councils investing in the overall 
programme (even though not all Councils are required to be involved with each initiative). He 
doesn’t know any of them, so asks the Research VP to send an email round to one person 
funded by each Council, inviting them to participate in the bid on the theme he has chosen. 
Two say no, two (Herbert and Chris) say alright but they are too busy to be involved in 
proposal development, and one lecturer (Phoebe) responds enthusiastically saying she’d be 
glad to be involved and when could people meet. The Research VP coerces one of those saying 
no to change his mind (Ebenezer), and then drafts someone in the remaining area who has not 
published for several years (Cyrus), and tells Zeke to put Cyrus on the team. 
 
Questions to discuss 
 
How would you have picked the team?  
 
Do you have any concerns about potential problems? 
 
 
 
Scene 2 
(Designing the initiative) 
Zeke sends an email to the 5 suggesting that they meet at one particular time he sets. 
Enthusiastic Phoebe, who had several times emailed Zeke suggesting the get-together, 
attends; Cyrus comes sullenly; Ebenezer offers a half hour by conference phone; Herbert (in 
Zeke’s building and, broadly speaking, in his area) comes for the first half hour only; Chris 
cannot attend. The Research VP has offered the time of a young PhD in the Research Office, 
Susan, whose dissertation had been on sustainability of deserts. She only found out about the 
meeting through a chance mention in another conversation with Phoebe and rearranged her 
schedule to be there, although Zeke did not ask her to do anything. With no agenda, the group 
went through a general discussion of what the programme funders might want to see in a bid, 
a brief iteration of each participant’s particular interests, and an agreement that each wanted 
a postdoc, project funding and some travel funds. 
 
Susan sends around two successful interdisciplinary bids (in other fields) to Zeke and everyone 
in the group, offering to help in any way that she can. 
 
Question to discuss 
 
How could this early stage of the initiative have been improved? 
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Scene 3 
(Writing the proposal) 
Trying to work on a matrix of the interests of the 5 (as stated in their online university profile 
pages) and himself, aligned with what he sees as six different facets of a problem that the 
funders would like, Zeke writes the bid over a weekend, giving each person authority over a 
component project, with himself both conducting a project and overseeing the entire 
initiative. He then hands (just) the budget development to Susan at the Research Office, telling 
her to figure out something everyone can live with,  and has the departmental secretary 
secure a CV from each of the 5. He sends the final text draft around the group 36 hours before 
the deadline. (Susan has given each member of the group a postdoc and travel funds, and 
then, allowing for FEC, split the remaining money equally among them, with each receiving the 
same amount each of the five years.)  
 
Phoebe sends in multiple edits, and suggests politely that somehow the proposal needs to 
seem more interdisciplinary rather than a collection of individual projects --- perhaps including 
some sort of manager or liaison officer as initiative staff. Chris then sends a short email saying 
“Fine as is, don’t waste money on admin”; Herbert agrees with Chris and sends along some 
edits, primarily on his component project but with what he calls a strategic recasting of the 
introduction, which Zeke decides not to use as he doesn’t understand the point. Ebenezer 
rewrites the section on his project entirely, even though in so doing the promises do not match 
the budget. Cyrus complains that he needs more money than the others because he needs to 
update his equipment…. Zeke tears his hair out, deciding not to communicate any more with 
anyone as that only brings up problems. The proposal goes in. 
 
Question to discuss 
 
Can you spot 5 or more mistakes Zeke has made in this part of the process? 
 
 
 
 
 
Leadership Advice to Share 
 
2. Provide 3 phrases as to how a leader should select members of an interdisciplinary team. 
 
3. List 3-5 steps that a leader could take to foster engagement in the development of a robust 

interdisciplinary proposal. 
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ACT III (Launching the initiative) 
 
Scene 1 
(Early communications and interactions) 
Much to Zeke’s surprise, as he had nearly forgotten about the bid, he finds that the 
programme’s funding will be awarded (subject to midterm review). Pressed for time, he sends 
around a quick email with the news, saying he will get back to everyone with a time to meet. 
 
After various false starts, the group gets together for a two hour meeting. Zeke has by now 
taken fright and talked to two older academics who have each led an interdisciplinary 
initiative. He suggests to the group that they should get together regularly. Phoebe 
enthusiastically agrees, the others say “okay, but not too often”. Zeke settles on a meeting 
every two months. Although the intent for the first meeting had been to share aims, 
approaches and methodologies; the group is diverted into personnel issues involved in hiring 
postdocs and the demands of two department heads that some of the funding be ring-fenced 
to return to their discretionary departmental budgets. 
 
Scene 2  
(Finding a focus) 
In the absence of consensus, let alone constructive input from this meeting, Zeke emails round 
the initial mission statement on the initiative’s focus and an excerpted matrix of specific 
project milestones from the original proposal, saying that he will assume everyone is 
comfortable with this unless he hears otherwise … 
 
Scene 3 
(Building)  
Since Zeke encouraged them to be interdisciplinary, pointing to the flowery language he had 
generated for the (winning) bid, Cyrus and Ebenezer met twice, and Chris and Herbert met 
several times. When Phoebe realised this was happening, she took it on herself to visit with 
each person individually, to learn more about what they were doing and offer to interact with 
them, particularly because, as a modeller, she needed their data. She asks each of them for a 
reading list and spends significant time on her own trying to understand the methods used by 
each field. 
 
Phoebe asked for a meeting with Zeke and again suggested that somehow the group needed 
to work together more, and rise to a different level of interdisciplinarity. Finding all this a bit 
stressful, Zeke decides to ask a postgrad to set up an email list, a Google Group and a wiki. 
Chris and Herbert also set up two separate Google Groups.   
 
 
Questions to discuss 
 
Do you sense any trouble brewing? 
 
Is Zeke overlooking any opportunities to create a sound base for the initiative?  
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Leadership Advice to Share 
 
4. Name 3 issues that any interdisciplinary leader should keep “antennae” out for, in the early 

stages of an initiative 
 
5. Identify 3-5 key steps that a leader should take to get an interdisciplinary initiative off to a 

good start.  
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ACT IV (Managing the initiative) 
 
Scene 1 
(Roles, responsibilities) 
Zeke, trying to write the first end-of-year report, asks for progress updates from everyone. 
After chasing up replies from 3 who do not respond, he finds that what most of them were 
doing did not come close to matching the matrix of milestones he had written for the proposal, 
which he had intended to use as a template to facilitate easy report-writing. He is also 
surprised to find out that there is high variability among the group members in the level of 
involvement in the initiative’s research.  
 
Actually, Ebenezer had mentioned that Cyrus seemed to be “stalled”, and Phoebe had taken 
Zeke aside expressing her concern that she couldn’t start developing her model until Chris had 
provided an initial round of data, which Chris’s postdoc seemed unwilling to give her…. But 
Zeke had discounted these comments as typical academic whinging. 
 
Pleased by the apparent progress shown by Ebenezer and by Chris, at least, Zeke speaks to 
each individually, only to find that each (in confidence) expresses deep suspicion of the quality 
of the other’s work and the very validity of the other’s methods. He finds that each has 
independently developed a rather time-consuming “work-around” so as to generate their own 
data, rather than use each other’s.  
 
Getting more and more depressed, Zeke still needs to write a report section on integration. 
Casting about for something to say, he wonders about citing “interdisciplinary capacity-
building” among the postdocs. However, when he gets the six together, he finds they’ve never 
met before and two needed some persuading to believe they were in fact part of a broader 
initiative than their supervisor’s lab. Desperate to finish the form, he describes a plan to set up 
a Postdoc Circle. 
 
Questions to discuss 
 
Could Zeke have pre-empted any of the emerging problems by taking action earlier?  
 
How could Zeke act now, to clarify roles, encourage assumption of responsibilities and build a 
sense of community? 
 
 
Scene 2 
(Distributing rewards and incentives) 
Zeke holds a meeting in which he scolds everyone angrily. He shows a powerpoint with the 
original set of milestones and asks people to describe any changes in their roles and 
responsibilities, or forever hold their peace. Resentfully silent, with each believing the others 
to be dragging down the initiative, no one offers any changes.  
 
Having been told by someone that as a leader he should distribute carrots as well as sticks, 
Zeke asks what people hope to get from the initiative. Again, no one speaks up. Zeke tries to 
rally the group by offering a reward of extra travel money for each first-authored paper in a 
mainstream journal. 
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Scene 3 
(Ongoing interactions) 
Since no one seems to get along, Zeke decides it is best if the group members meet only once 
every 6 months, with the alternating meetings consisting of a set of formal academic talks 
between 10am and 4pm (with no informal mixing time). 
 
Although there is little interaction during the yearly “mini-conferences”, two years into the 
project a Q&A discussion reveals that three group members are using the same word to mean 
different things! 
 
This discussion degenerates into an ugly scene, in which everyone but Phoebe casts aspersions 
upon the validity of at least one other person’s approach, methods and data. Zeke calls the 
meeting to a halt and everyone leaves, fast. 
 
Questions to discuss 
 
Are you surprised by the ugly scene?  
 
Do you see any flaws in the mechanisms Zeke is employing for rewards and for cross-initiative 
interactions? 
 
 
Scene 4 
(Generation of outputs) 
Later, now with the all-important Midterm Review coming up, Zeke pushes everyone to 
provide him with academic papers as Outputs. Cyrus has none. Chris and Herbert both are first 
authors on papers in their respective mainstream journals; they want the travel money reward 
Zeke promised. Ebenezer has a disciplinary paper and also an interdisciplinary paper, but the 
latter is with colleagues from another university (and is not in a mainstream journal). Phoebe, 
unable to generate enough modelling to lead to a paper, has only published a Note. 
 
Zeke realises his own output has suffered, generally, and he has to stretch to count an article 
that he would have written anyway, as one stemming from this project. The Research VP tells 
him NOT to go up for professor for at least 3 years. 
 
Scene 5 
(Sustainability) 
When he is confronted by the mid-term reporting form, and by the visiting review panel, Zeke, 
already feeling pushed to come up with specific outputs, is at a loss for evidence of “added 
value” from integration or interdisciplinarity within the initiative. 
 
The visiting review panel says that individual researchers are contributing to knowledge in five 
of the six component disciplines, but they see no evidence of interdisciplinary integration nor 
indeed of interaction with stakeholders.  
 
The funders, under severe monetary pressure, deny the second half of the initiative’s funding, 
as only 3 of the 5 Councils see any novel outputs for their areas of interest. 
 
 
 
 



 9 

Questions to discuss 
 
Are the publication outputs surprising? Satisfactory for an interdisciplinary initiative? 
 
What might the funders have wanted to see as evidence of integration or added value from the 
interdisciplinary initiative? 
 
 
 
 
Leadership Advice to Share 
 
6. List 3 things a leader can do to ensure that roles are clear and responsibilities carried out 
 
7. List 3 things a leader can do to build mutual respect and a sense of community 
 
8. List 3-5 specific types of “added value” for which a leader can realistically aim within the first 

two to three years of an interdisciplinary initiative   
 
 
 
 

EPILOGUE 
Zeke has been recruited to the States, to head up a multi-institutional environment initiative. 
Phoebe has been passed over for promotion to Senior Lecturer. Susan has left the university to 
be the Research Manager for a spinout company. Cyrus has been out on stress leave since he 
was told he would not be submitted for the REF. Three of the six postdocs have left science 
altogether. A new Research VP has been hired who burns with passion for interdisciplinarity 
and wants to make a name for the institution as the home of an integrated approach to the 
environment. 
 
Leadership Advice to Share 
 
9. You have been given the responsibility of writing a job description for the search for a leader 

of this new initiative: 
 

• In one sentence, how would you convey the role(s) the person is to play? 

• What 5 characteristics should be required? 

• What 5 characteristics should be stated explicitly as desirable? 

• What else (perhaps privately) would you add as a “points to consider guide” for the Vice 
Principal and selection committee? 
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This “play” was written by Dr Laura Meagher, Senior Partner, 

Technology Development Group and has been used to prompt 

discussion at various workshops designed to support 

interdisciplinary researchers at the University of Edinburgh 

and elsewhere. 

Laura Meagher PhD has spent over 30 years working in the US 

and the UK with and within research and higher education 

institutions, along with industry and government.  Since 1999, 

Technology Development Group has been based in Scotland 

providing independent consultancy in higher education, 

focusing on strategic change, facilitating and evaluating 

interdisciplinarity and impacts of research programmes and 

funding schemes.   

Laura Meagher is currently an Honorary Fellow in the Science 

Technology and Innovation Studies group at the University of 

Edinburgh  

 

laura.meagher@btinternet.com 

www.stis.ed.ac.uk/people/honorary_fellows_and_visitors/l

aura_meagher 
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