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Growing Into What?  
The (Un-)disciplined Socialisation of Early Stage  
Researchers in Transdisciplinary Research1  

Ulrike Felt, Judith Igelsböck, Andrea Schikowitz, Thomas Völker 

Over past decades we have witnessed considerable debate questioning the 
capacity of contemporary research to address the challenges posed by com-
plex societal developments. As a consequence the need for rethinking cultures 
and practices of knowledge production has moved high on the policy agenda, 
in particular in areas like natural resource management or more broadly 
speaking sustainability issues. In this context transdisciplinarity has become 
one of the key-notions standing for more openness towards and engagement 
with non-scientific actors all along the process of knowledge production. 
While there is much debate on the broader issue and programmes are put in 
place little is known about the research realities in contexts where different 
kinds of actors - scientists and societal actors - are to be engaged in 
knowledge production. This paper will focus on early stage researchers and 
how they manage to reconcile the demands of transdisciplinarity with other 
normative demands in contemporary research such as accountability, mobili-
ty and the rigid "career-scripts" defining access to more stable positions. Using 
the concept of "epistemic living spaces", which addresses how researchers see 
their room for epistemic and social manoeuvre within research, the paper 
thus explores the possibilities and limits of contemporary research structures 
to accommodate this alternative way of producing knowledge and addresses 
issues of responsibility towards younger researchers. 

Introduction 
Over past decades we have witnessed considerable debate questioning the ca-

pacity of contemporary research to address the challenges posed by complex societal 
developments. As a consequence the need for rethinking cultures and practices of 
knowledge production has moved high on the policy agenda. In particular in areas like 
climate change, natural resource management or more broadly speaking sustainability 
the limits of classical disciplinary organized knowledge production structures, the ac-
companying value systems and institutional logics have been highlighted. Along with 
it came the call for including new societal actors in diverse stages of the knowledge 
production. These debates are tied to key-notions such as ’post-normal science‘ which 
stresses the need for extended forms of knowledge production at moments when 
“facts are uncertain, values in dispute, stakes high and decisions urgent” (Funtowics 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 This research has been made possible by a grant from the Federal Ministry for Science and Research 

under the programme proVISION. We would like to thank all those researchers who were so gener-
ous as to give us their time and share their thoughts about their research work with us. An earlier 
version of this paper was presented at the conference “Risky entanglements? Contemporary research 
cultures imagined and practised”, Vienna 9-11 June 2010. 
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and Ravetz, 1993: 744); or ’mode 2 knowledge production‘ (Gibbons et al., 1994) that 
stresses that knowledge is increasingly produced and validated in contexts also 
framed by extra-scientific rationales. The notion of transdisciplinarity is positioned as 
central in the context of this new mode of knowledge production and is meant to 
stress the extended and more inclusive character of knowledge production. Non-
academic partners should thus – as for example the funding programme which is the 
background to this paper, states – be integrated along the course of knowledge gen-
eration2.  Hence, science should not simply open-up for thinking towards application, 
like other emerging concepts such as ‘translational research’ underline, but collabo-
rated with non-scientific partners towards finding solutions for concrete societal prob-
lems. 

Yet what remained rather unclear and under-researched so far is how far these 
quite normative assumptions also transform the every-day practices of academic 
knowledge production. While there has been a body of literature discussing these 
issues from a macro perspective (e.g. Nowotny, 2007), looking at them from the van-
tage point of competing institutional logics (e.g. Swan et al., 2010), reflecting some of 
the authors’ own experiences in transdisciplinary research (e.g. Darnhofer and Loibl, 
2007), investigating how indicator driven assessment policies foster disciplined mains-
stream research (Rafols et al., 2011) or taking a more evaluative approach (e.g. Pohl 
and Hirsch Hadorn, 2008; Bergmann et al., 2005), rather few studies have investigated 
empirically how these new forms of knowledge generation as well as the diagnosed 
macro changes frame the life- and work-realities of contemporary researchers. 

This paper wants to specifically address this gap. It will do so by focusing on ear-
ly stage researchers as they find themselves most directly confronted with such 
changes in a crucial phase of their academic life: they are growing into research, get-
ting to know its modes of ordering, encountering its values, learning its practices, and 
many more. At the core of our analysis will be the ways in which participants in a PhD 
programme and other PhDs in the same funding scheme manage to reconcile the 
demands of openness and engagement formulated by the very notion of transdisci-
plinarity with other normative demands in contemporary research such as accounta-
bility or mobility and the rather rigid “career-scripts” (Duberley et al., 2006) defining 
access to more stable positions. 

We will start by discussing our central conceptual framing and then describe the 
empirical basis for our analysis. In what follows we will look at the socialization process 
of early stage researchers into transdisciplinary research environments through analys-
ing (1) their efforts to orient themselves, (2) the attachments they create, (3) the strat-
egies of positioning they develop and, (4) how they aim at stabilizing their situation in 
order to assure their epistemic lives beyond the PhD phase. The discussion and con-
clusions will then reflect the imaginations and practices of transdisciplinarity through 
the lens of the PhDs’ accounts and discuss what this means for the implementation of 
this kind of research into contemporary academic knowledge production environ-
ments. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 This is the understanding developed by the programme investigated in this article. www.provision-

research.at (31.01.2011). 
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Living in research 

In order to address the questions at the core of this paper we will build on the 
concept of ’epistemic living spaces‘ (Felt, 2009) developed in the framework of a com-
parative European research project on academic work. This concept is rooted in a co-
productionist approach, stressing the intertwinedness of science and society, and thus 
that “the ways in which we know and represent the world (both nature and society) 
are inseparable from the ways in which we choose to live in it” (Jasanoff, 2004: 3). Tak-
ing a person-centred approach we want to draw our attention to their individual or 
collective perceptions and narrative re-constructions of “the multi-dimensional struc-
tures – symbolic, social, intellectual, temporal and material – which mould, guide and 
delimit in more or less subtle ways researchers’ (inter)actions, what they aim to know, 
the degrees of agency they have and how they can produce knowledge.” (Felt, 2009: 
19) The concept thus directs our attention to the work researchers have to do to stabi-
lize, extend or protect their room for manoeuvre. 

Stressing the aspect of living in research captures not only the formal rules and 
norms in research or institutional structures and their change, but also dimensions 
such as “feeling intellectually and socially ‘at home’, holding an understanding of the 
often non-codified sets of values which matter, feeling subjected to, being part of and 
performing certain temporal regimes, tacitly sharing a repertoire of practices to ad-
dress knowledge questions, adapting to specific often complex funding arrangements 
and many more.” (Felt, 2009: 19) In a nutshell the concept of epistemic living spaces 
focuses on the “intertwinedness of the personal, the institutional, the epistemic, the 
symbolic and the political” (Felt, 2009: 19). It speaks to the “multiplicity, patchiness and 
heterogeneity of the space in which science works” (Pickering, 1992: 8) in today’s re-
search landscape, allows us to address the diverse structuring forces and thus would in 
the end lead a more fine-grained understanding what the “disunity of science” (Stump 
and Galison, 1996) could mean in every-day research contexts. 

Hence, elements which are less important for studying tightly-bound “epistemic 
cultures” (Knorr-Cetina, 1999) are key for understanding the more fluid epistemic liv-
ing spaces: the (trans)formation of academic work environments through the framing 
of research in policy discourses; through the broader societal imaginaries which guide 
research; through ’institutional logics’ (Swan et al., 2010) and practices; and through 
the manifold normative and highly symbolic regimes which govern contemporary 
research practices. The concept thus addresses the inextricable interdependence of 
epistemic practices, institutional rationales, individual biographical decisions, as well 
as political and broader societal frameworks, which characterize the lived experiential 
realities of researchers today. It thus focuses on how researchers perceive the changes 
of the conditions and contexts in which research is carried out and how they under-
stand the impact on their lives. 

For the early stage researchers in our case this means having to imagine for the 
first time how such a living space in which they work would/should/could look like. 
This happens at a moment when research cultures get rearranged, tempo and tem-
poral limitation of scientific research are imposed (Garforth and Cervinková, 2009) and 
values, virtues and rituals get redefined. But also the ‘tacit geographies’ (Felt and 
Stöckelová, 2009) that order research, how PhDs understand their own place and how 
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they (have to) cohabitate within their perceived epistemic living space is essential for 
our understanding of change in academia. 

The room for manoeuvre is never pre-established nor stable over time but needs 
constant work. At every major step in a researchers life these different dimensions and 
their extension get renegotiated, creating new degrees of freedom while at the same 
time imposing new constraints. (Felt et al., 2011) Looking at PhDs thus will show us 
how they work on their first kind of epistemic living space and how it enables them to 
move across the boundary that separates the pre-doc from a post-doc life. 

Data and method 

As introduced above, we opt for taking a closer look at early stage researchers’ 
socialization, because they are notably exposed to changing research environments 
and the related normative assumptions. They have to develop their own strategies to 
establish, stabilize and develop their ‘epistemic living spaces’. In contrast, more estab-
lished researchers are already settled in specific research areas, epistemic communities 
and institutional frameworks and thus are better equipped to deal with diverging de-
mands. 

We draw upon data collected in the course of a three-year research project 
‘Transdisciplinarity as Culture and Practice’. Moving beyond broader claims of chang-
ing modes of knowledge production, the project aims at offering an in-depth under-
standing how changing boundary conditions in research and funding environments, 
such as programmes funding transdisciplinary research, in our case on sustainability, 
shape the culture and practice of knowledge production. To do so the project investi-
gates a broad range of finished and still progressing projects in the context of a major 
Austrian funding program on sustainability research applying a multi-method ap-
proach. 

For this article we specifically look at what these changes mean for young re-
searchers’ lives in science and their ways of knowing.  We focus on a doctoral school, 
which explicitly aims at establishing a transdisciplinary doctoral education. We con-
ducted a focus group discussion, six semi-structured interviews with PhDs engaged in 
this doctoral school3, interviewed the director of the school and participated in the 
closing event, which was framed as a reflexive assessment exercise. What is specific in 
the framing of this group of PhDs is that they were supposed to be neither attached to 
one lab nor to a discipline but should be located transversal to such orders. Thus, PhDs 
in the programme were expected to assemble their community and partners accord-
ing to the (societal) problem they are addressing in their dissertation project. 

To carve out the specificity of this situation, we also conducted four interviews 
with PhD students engaged in transdisciplinary projects who are however clearly affili-
ated to certain institutions as well as disciplines and related communities, and whose 
thesis is not expected to be necessarily a transdisciplinary one. The interviews with the 
doctoral students took place in the finishing phase of their three years doctoral educa-
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 Quotes taken from the focus group material conducted with PhDs of the transdisciplinary doctoral 

program are labeled as „FG_DS_Line”, quotes from interviews with PhDs engaged in the doctoral 
school as “I_DS_PhDNumber_Line” as well as interviews with PhDs engaged in transdisciplinary pro-
jects (see below) as “I_P_PhDNumber_Line”. 
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tion, in which we found them simultaneously reflecting ex post on their transdiscipli-
nary socialization process as well as already intensively planning and working on their 
next career steps. To speak to them in such a phase of transition allowed us to gain 
quite profound insights into what being a transdisciplinary researcher might mean for 
young researchers. Beyond that the interviews carried out with more senior research-
ers in the same research environment allows us to contextualize our findings. 

To analyse these individual sense-making processes in relation to broader de-
velopments we decided to go beyond classical grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 
1998), inscribing ourselves into constructivist approaches as introduced by Clarke 
(2005) in her situational analysis. Including discursive as well as wider institutional and 
political contexts into analysis this approach allows for embracing both micro- and 
macro-processes. 

Growing Into Transdisciplinary Research 
To understand the processes and practices related to becoming a researcher in a 

transdisciplinary research context, we suggest to analyse how early stage researchers 
narrate, and thus reflect upon, order and assess their moving into and settling in 
transdisciplinary research. In doing so we will elaborate in some detail on four kinds of 
work early stage researchers engage in when shaping their epistemic living space in a 
way that seems satisfactory to them: (1) orienting, i.e. coming to grips with the epis-
temic, social and institutional space they are in and to identify the specificities of 
transdisciplinarity as compared to other modes of research; (2) creating attachments, 
i.e. to build a sufficiently coherent identity as a researcher and to develop a feeling of 
‘being at home’ socially as well as intellectually; (3) positioning, i.e. finding a subtle 
balance between their own expectations and aspirations and the ‘external’ require-
ments they encounter; and (4) stabilizing and expanding, i.e. fostering a future career, 
thus to master the transition to the Post-Doc phase, either within or outside academia. 

Orienting 

When entering a new research-environment, one crucial process is that of orien-
tation (see, for example Weidman et al., 2001; Gieryn, 1999). Early stage researchers 
look for what could be coined ‘guiding maps’ that enable them to identify central epis-
temic, social and institutional orders relevant in their specific environment and that 
support the creation of a tacit understanding of what is expected and needed to foster 
their own career. 

On the epistemic level our interviewees sought for orientation concerning what 
would be regarded as a ‘good research question’, the methods which would be seen 
as core or at least as commonly accepted basis for producing ‘sound evidence’ as well 
as the repertoire of theories which were considered as appropriate to deliver satisfac-
tory explanations. Yet they quickly realized that in transdisciplinary research actors 
from different disciplines and also extra-scientific partners should collaborate in 
knowledge production, which also means that they were confronted with a blend of 
different disciplinary maps and ordering modalities. Moreover, for every project and 
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topic a different combination of guiding maps seemed suitable and engagement with 
other actors is sought for. 

Especially when talking about their first phase of defining their research ques-
tion and approach, the early stage researchers expressed difficulties of orienting 
themselves within the multiplicity of relevance systems. The PhDs described this situa-
tion as “meandering” (I_DS_PhD4_57) through a landscape not easily comprehensible 
to them, and finally reacting by turning to more familiar maps – often classical discipli-
nary ones – in order to find a stable starting point for their research. One PhD brought 
this nicely to the point:  

“For me it was easier as I was a x-scientist and I said, ok I look at it from the x-
perspective […] This was an advantage for me […] For my colleague it was slightly 
more difficult, as he was […] interdisciplinary from education and he did not have 
this point of departure which he could refer to.” (I_DS_PhD1_79) 

Closely related to this lack of coherent guidance concerning the epistemic di-
mensions of transdisciplinary sustainability research, our interviewees also expressed a 
considerable disorientation in regard to the (academic) credits that count and how to 
gain them. This means for example to know where – conferences, journals, … – to 
publish results in order to become visible to a relevant community or which institu-
tions seem promising for future jobs. However, as within transdisciplinary research the 
relevant community was fluid and also relevant institutions might change according 
to the respective issue at stake, also the produced credits and their value are rather 
vaguely defined. One PhD for example shared with us that  

“at summer schools, I was often asked how my career would go, if that actually 
works, where I would publish and so on.” (I_DS_PhD6_860) 

More generally the early stage researchers in the doctoral school described “a 
pretty important gap” (I_DS_PhD1_1138) between their respective disciplinary maps 
and what seemed to be valued in their current context, especially when it comes to 
publication venues. They saw their disciplinary orders of quality considered as “sud-
denly nothing worth anymore” (ibid.) while at the same time no clear (and easily ac-
ceptable) alternative was provided to them. Interestingly this situation seems slightly 
different when PhDs are integrated in larger research projects, as they seem to get 
their guidance – even if it would only be temporarily – from the project framing and 
the senior researchers involved in the same project. 

This also points to a lack of social orientation and links to the question of finding 
a community in order to socialize into research through sharing values, questions, 
approaches and many more. Even though doctoral students in more disciplinary ori-
entated doctoral schools also experience disorientation at some points in their sociali-
zation, they can at least rely on what is called “the graduate student grapevine” (Gard-
ner, 2007) as they are embedded in a clearer institutional and disciplinary framework. 
This enables them to tacitly understand what is expected of them and what they need 
to do to foster their own careers. In contrast, within the transdisciplinary doctoral 
school each doctoral candidate was assigned to a group of supervisors with different 
disciplinary backgrounds and expected to collaborate with researchers from different 
disciplines and extra-scientific partners. Our interviewees narrate this as the absence of 
a coherent peer community that would provide collective imaginations of order and 
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therefore provide orientation. This uneasiness concerning the identification of relevant 
peers is expressed in a variety of ways, one being through the issue of supervision, 
where they ponder over questions such as the kind of know-how that is institutionally 
available or not, and how the choices of supervision create tensions and frame – limit 
or foster – future possibilities. 

Attaching 

While doing orientation work, the doctoral students in transdisciplinary educa-
tion also struggle to develop attachments in the sense described above. Such attach-
ment work happens on four different levels: ideological, epistemological, social and 
institutional. 

Starting with the broader ideological level, our interlocutors seemed from the 
very beginning of the doctoral college to have been able to strongly attach to the 
normative imagination of transdisciplinary knowledge production: it was seen as nec-
essary to adequately address complex contemporary problems related to sustainabil-
ity and as having the potential to contribute to a sort of ‘common good’.  

However, to live up to this normative ideal they felt lacking the adequate reper-
toire of ’tools‘ – be they methodological or theoretical.  

“When interdisciplinarity and also transdisciplinarity should happen, then there also 
needs to be a methodological education, which we did not have in that form” (FG_ 
DS_474),  

is the way one PhD made it explicit. This in turn led to the conclusion that de-
veloping attachments to transdisciplinarity on an epistemic level was much harder to 
achieve for them. While wanting to keep up these normative ideals as they saw them 
as valuable and important, they expressed quite frequently the feeling to (have) 
fail(ed) implementing these ideals in the research practice. 

PhD’s narratives in fact could be grouped in two main positions: either they 
could hardly identify distinctions between how they were working before and how 
they are working now, and thus asked themselves what all this transdisciplinarity talk 
was about; or they dismiss the provided procedures as inadequate or unattractive. 
One PhD brought this nicely to the point:  

“…when it became concrete, then I often thought, okay, but this is neither great nor 
actually new“ (I_DS_PhD6_999). 

This difficulty to create clear attachments to transdisciplinarity on the epistemo-
logical level, then gets translated in their accounts into the decision to re-attach to 
more familiar spaces, such as their ‘home-disciplines’ or communities they judge as 
close to them, while transdisciplinarity remains epistemologically underdetermined.  

Attachment on a social level, which of course plays a crucial role in professional 
socialization, could not fully compensate this missing epistemic attachment, as the 
following quote shows:  

“It is indeed a nice atmosphere [in the doctoral school]. But it was not, that there 
were real collaborations” (I_DS_PhD3_280). 
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The early stage researchers described that social togetherness with their col-
leagues was created through their co-presence in the doctoral school, the synchronici-
ty of their dissertation projects and their facing the same structural and practical trou-
bles. However, thematically they remain at best neighbours, as everyone works on his 
or her own project, with different combination of disciplines, with other extra-scientific 
partners and with different theoretical frames and methods. 

Even if our interviewees emphasize their good personal relations to doctoral col-
leagues, they did not manage to build a sound community feeling. Rather they experi-
enced something like a fragmented community life meaning for example to be at-
tached to the colleagues at the social level, to the ‘home discipline’ at the epistemic 
level, and to ideals and ideas of transdisciplinarity on an ideological level. Thus, for 
them transdisciplinarity did not really manage to sufficiently federate people to give 
birth to something they would label an epistemic community. Overall, the early stage 
researchers experience transdisciplinarity rather as an ‘in-between space’, than a 
‘cross-cutting-space’, which is the metaphor of the related funding program and sug-
gests a self-conscious movement across different research areas. 

Against this background they pragmatically strive for attachment on an institu-
tional level, looking for a department of the university the doctoral school is located in 
that proves epistemically as well as socially adequate. This seems interesting as from 
the broader ideological background of transdisciplinarity the flexibility, fluidity and 
temporality of knowledge constellations get highlighted (e.g. Gibbons et al., 1994) and 
disciplinary or institutional boundaries and fixed attachments are pushed to the back-
ground.  

Positioning 

Positioning work can be characterized as the early stage researchers’ attempts 
to find a place in research, to develop an adequate epistemic living space, to realize 
who they are and what they stand for. They try to carve out a position from which they 
can set up their lives in research and beyond. Thereby the PhDs have to negotiate and 
find a balance between their own expectations and the often contradictory and shift-
ing requirements they encounter (e.g. Barry et al., 2006). In doing so, they deploy dif-
ferent positioning strategies to develop a distinguishable profile as a researcher and to 
increase their visibility in the field. They thus try to arrange both their own position 
and the respective environment in a way that seems beneficial, they look for adequate 
allies and build coalitions that promise to support the own work and a further career 
(Latour and Woolgar, 1986: 211).  

Positioning work takes place on at least three levels: on the ideological, the insti-
tutional and the epistemic. Trying to clarify whether or not, or to what degree they are 
transdisciplinary is a struggle omnipresent in our interlocutors’ accounts. Thus, even 
though all our interviewees were part of the transdisciplinary doctoral programme, 
subscribing to this particular ideology of producing knowledge seems far from evident.  

Especially the ones who do not perceive a profile as a transdisciplinary research-
er as beneficial for a future career insist on their disciplinary identity. In this vain they 
denounce those who say they are transdisciplinary as merely ‘re-branding’ their work, 
while continuing to do ‘conventional’ research. This accusation would be captured 
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using terms like “trans-bow” (FG_DS_541) or “trans-tag” (FG_DS_626). They also try to 
connect to more disciplinary established actors, both within the doctoral college and 
beyond, insisting for example that they “need a supervisor from x-sciences uncondi-
tionally” (FG_DS_263). Others, who feel more comfortable with an identity as transdis-
ciplinary researcher use quite different positioning strategies: they would, for example, 
argue that already their original scientific background was inherently transdisciplinary 
or stress that their personal predisposition such as being communicative and net-
worked individuals makes them suitable as transdisciplinary researchers. 

On the institutional level PhDs describe their effort to actively relate to the de-
partment that seems ‘epistemically closer’ in order to reach “a real integration or con-
nection to the institute” (e.g. I_DS_PhD5_504). They take part in institutional activities 
and tasks as teaching or developing research proposals and also try to integrate their 
colleagues from the departments in activities of the doctoral school, for example by 
inviting them to the dissertation seminar. This also explained why our interviewees 
quite explicitly opposed the plan of the leaders of the doctoral programme to rotate 
the workplaces of doctoral students during the three years in order to assure a better 
integration of the projects into the different research contexts.  

Positioning on the epistemic level meant for these early stage researchers to ap-
propriate a clearly recognizable research topic and a specific research approach, which 
proved complex in an environment without clear theoretical and methodological core 
repertoire. Seeing this step as crucial for the development of an identity, all of them 
spent considerable time to explain the need to clearly delimit ‘their dissertation pro-
jects’ and their strategies in doing so. For example, they change members of their orig-
inal supervisor-teams in order to ensure support for their specific research interests, 
even if that caused “a lot of trouble” (I_DS_PhD2_228) in some cases. Others re-define 
their supervisors’ roles, for example by differentiating “who is a supervisor and who is 
an advisor” (I_DS_PhD1_206) or by attributing roles such as “emotional supervisor” 
(I_DS_PhD3_242) or supervisor responsible for the content. 

While the challenge to carve out an individual research profile is always a com-
plex undertaking for PhDs, it seems particularly tricky in the context of transdiscipli-
narity. Here the very idea of transdisciplinarity suggests the production of solutions for 
external problems that should be defined and elaborated together with heterogene-
ous partners. In reaction to this demand for shared ownership of the problems to be 
solved amongst heterogeneous actors, early stage researchers express the fear that 
the partners’ interests could endanger their actual research. This fear of conflicting 
interests was made explicit in many different ways:  

“And I realized, if I talked with these people from my case studies, my whole work 
would change completely and go into another direction” (I_DS_PhD1_ 788). 

 Or they would describe the relation to practice partners in worst cases in terms 
of ”instrumentalisation” (FG_DS 605) or label it as “contract research” (FG_DS_1885). In 
such situations traditional research myths are referred to, such as the ‘freedom of sci-
ence’ understood as the analyses of a research problem without needing to consider 
the usability of the outcomes. In this vein the ability to produce ‘facts’ is clearly at-
tributed to scientists and not to actors from practice fields. Consequently, early stage 
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researchers made considerable repositioning work to claim sole ownership over their 
projects:  

“As far as I have witnessed in the doctoral school, there actually always used to be 
the tendency to edge [the praxispartners] out, so science can be by itself” 
(I_DS_PhD3_616). 

Claiming ownership in a transdisciplinary context thus meant in many cases 
bringing extra scientific partners close enough to meet the ideological and program-
matic requirements, while keeping them largely out of epistemic decisions. 

Regarding positioning work we could thus witness the need to do so on several 
levels simultaneously: arranging their position in the doctoral college, creating addi-
tionally links to external and more disciplinary established authorities and trying to fit 
the transdisciplinary demands while simultaneously trying to preserve their epistemic 
autonomy. At the same time the fear or the feeling of “belonging actually nowhere” 
(I_DS_PhD6_868) runs like a red thread throughout their accounts. 

Stabilizing and expanding 

The ‘riskiness’ of being engaged in transdisciplinary research is expressed as 
most obvious towards the end of the PhD phase, as early stage researchers need to 
‘clear the next career hurdle’. In the last few months of the three years college, in 
which we conducted the interviews, early stage researchers seem to realize that they 
head for a major turning point: the end of their attachment to the doctoral college, a 
change of workplace as well as losing the status of being a student. These changes 
make them engage in diverse stabilizing activities, thus to prepare a “safe ground from 
which unknown territories may be explored” (Felt, 2009: 19).  

Accordingly, our interlocutors aim at accumulating credits, i.e. positive feedback 
of diverse kind from peers which can be re-invested (Latour and Woolgar, 1986), 
through which they expect to be valued in their respective future working-field and 
thus raise the chances of a successful career within or outside academia. Thereby a 
difference can be observed between early-stage researchers who are striving for an 
academic career and those who prefer a more practice related career. 

Those who see their future within academia raise doubts if their transdisciplinary 
PhD is conducive to this:  

“And eventually I didn’t have the security that it will suffice within the scientific 
community I will once be in. Because I lacked feedback.” (I_DS_PhD4_629) 

 In this “quasi-economic calculation through which a young investigator evalu-
ated the opportunities of a field and his chances in it” (Latour and Woolgar, 1986: 195) 
transdisciplinarity is not necessarily perceived as particularly supportive when aiming 
for an academic career. Our interviewees set a clear hierarchy when assessing what 
counts: credits that count in the academic world such as classical publications are at 
the core, while outputs for the praxis are marginalized to a certain extent. The latter 
are either seen as gaining relevance only in the future or by treating them as mere 
add-ons to the ‘real’ work, stating that they “simply [aren’t] an output that counts” 
(I_DS_PhD2_927). Thus, a lot of the early stage researchers show strong attempts to 
remain in one function or another within the current institution, as in this way they 
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hope to keep at least their attachment on one level, and to accumulate more academic 
credits before having to move on. 

Those who do not necessarily see their future within academia describe their 
gain from the participation in the doctoral program foremost on the personal level – 
having developed ‘soft skills’ such as self-management or communicative capacities 
and being much more aware of the own strength and weaknesses. These skills are 
considered as beneficial for working in practice-related fields. None of them regards 
transdisciplinary research as a possible career in particular not under current circum-
stances. However, some of them ponder over potentially returning to academia at 
some point of their career, defining themselves as “commuting between the two 
worlds” (I_DS_PhD5_1147) of science and praxis. 

These reflections show that the worlds of academia and practice related areas 
are clearly perceived as separated in terms of job possibilities. Thus they stress the lack 
of an established ‘cross-cutting space’ for transdisciplinarity. The possibility to work in 
a truly transdisciplinary manner beyond single projects or educational programmes 
like the doctoral programme was then projected in a future yet to come. They specu-
lated that in case of such a future establishment of transdisciplinarity they would be 
the ones who are in an advantageous position. Thus, the credits they accumulated 
within their transdisciplinary education are described as kind of an investment in an 
‘extended science’ still to come. 

Discussion and Conclusions 
The analysis of these four kinds of work PhD students had to do in order to cre-

ate and maintain epistemic living spaces which seemed promising and worth while 
inhabiting them, made visible a number of tensions which occur when transdiscipli-
nary research needs to be integrated into classical academic institutions with predom-
inantly disciplinary modes of ordering. In conclusion we particularly want to address 
three of them. 

First, the autobiographic accounts and reflections PhDs shared with us have 
pointed at the obvious tensions between New Public Management ideologies which 
hold academic institutions in firm grip on the one hand and the aspiration to do more 
integrative transdisciplinary work on the other. As we have seen early stage research-
ers very quickly realize how difficult it is to do this kind of research in an environment 
where dense accountability structures govern actions and career possibilities. Much of 
research needs to be measured, planned, counted and managed according to quanti-
tative criteria, which caused anxieties on the side of young transdisciplinary research-
ers about what this working outside classical disciplines might mean for them. They 
felt caught between two opposing demands: (1) having to perform openness and 
readiness for exploring unstructured territories, engaging with non-scientists and do-
ing substantive translation and articulation work; (2) having to acquire the necessary 
often highly standardized capital, measured through a quite rigid set of indicators (e.g. 
international peer reviewed publications), in order to assure at least potentially an 
academic career. Actually the judgment most of our interlocutors shared is that trans-
disciplinary outputs have relatively little value within the academic environment. (see 
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also Rafals et al., 2011) This goes very much in line with Mary Henkels’ observation that 
within an obviously changing policy imagination of science in society the  

“academic identity is still strongly defended […] and remains a powerful influence in 
reward systems and in the maintenance of academic agendas. It remains a strong 
source of academic identity, in terms of what is important and what gives meaning 
and self-esteem.” (Henkel, 2005: 173) 

In that sense it is understandable that the PhDs felt concern about accountabil-
ity structures and underlying academic values systems once getting close to finishing 
their research. It is often that they  

“realize how classifications matter at moments when, for example, individual biog-
raphies get twisted into predefined normative shapes because powerful classifica-
tion schemes do not line up with the logic of everyday life.” (Felt, 2009: 44)  

In that sense we could say that what is expected from these young transdiscipli-
nary researchers is to perform a kind of ’different sameness‘. They have to comply with 
both of the conflicting value systems: the requested openness and the high normativi-
ty, both implemented through recent research policy measures. It is largely left to 
them to develop their individual risk strategy to deal with the situation. 

Second, from the ways in which our interviewees perceived the realities of 
transdisciplinary knowledge production, it seems essential to understand transdisci-
plinary research not simply as a different kind of more context-driven knowledge pro-
duction (Gibbons et al., 1994), but as a new kind of knowledge regime (see also Bleiklie 
and Byrkjeflot, 2002). By using the notion of ‘regime’ we want to go beyond the epis-
temic level and focus our attention to the deep entanglements and partly essential 
tensions we could observe between: people – be they researchers or actors governing 
research; institutions and their ‘institutional logics‘, i.e. the shared beliefs and practices 
(Friedland and Alford, 1991; Swan et al., 2010); ideologies – in our case of transdiscipli-
narity – and their accompanying prescriptions; and different forms of contestation 
(and workarounds) when it comes to performing this kind of research. Aiming at un-
derstanding what producing knowledge in a transdisciplinary manner actually means 
for early stage researchers, our research has shown that it is central to also engage 
with the socio-political imaginaries of a different relation between science and society 
inscribed into this way of doing research and to acknowledge how this mode of 
knowledge production chafes at established institutionalized practices of policy and 
scientific communities. This in turn would then demand for a different way of concep-
tualising the processes of socialisation of early stage researcher and the issues of re-
sponsibility attached to it. 

Third, it seems rewarding to look at the multiple tacit geographies of transdisci-
plinary research and how they were perceived, constructed and performed by early 
stage researchers. We encountered numerous stories about struggling for or losing 
orientation, of not knowing which map to chose for purposes of orientation – discipli-
nary or transdisciplinary ones yet to be drawn –, of getting maps imposed, etc. Thus 
we are aware how deeply these maps shape and order the epistemic living spaces 
which early stage researchers inhabit. But it also seems essential not to loose sight of 
the fact that symbolic maps researchers and policy makers refer to never simply repre-
sent an existing situation, but much rather produce what will be regarded as a re-
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search ‘reality’. Maps are in that sense models for what they pretend to represent. (Felt, 
2009) This again opens an issue of responsibility regarding early stage researchers 
particularly in transdisciplinary contexts as those producing, distributing or imposing 
these maps hold considerable power over social, economic and epistemic orders in 
research but also of the moral economies (Daston, 1995) which guide research. 

Those maps ‘show’ territories, regions, borders and main directions and should 
allow to locate oneself. From our material we could reach the conclusion that transdis-
ciplinarity seems to definitely be a research borderland and that on several levels: in 
the funding, in careers, in publications and in the lives of most of those established 
researchers that would accompany the younger ones. Most of the supervisors would 
have a disciplinary core from which they could make ‘excursions’ into transdisciplinari-
ty and could get back if the territory proved unfriendly. The PhDs were not in this posi-
tion. For them inhabiting borderland did not seem all too comfortable as it appeared 
as a place full of contradictions and multiple seemingly incompatible expectations; 
and there was the constant fear that moving to the core academic disciplines could 
become rather difficult once one had settled down in transdisciplinary. This allows us 
to interpret some of our interviewees’ narratives as accounts of being a specific sort of 
“outsiders within” (Harding, 1991). Here an interesting difference between PhDs in the 
doctoral college and those participating in larger research projects in collaboration 
with established researchers becomes visible. While the former are expected to inhabit 
the borderland and ’become transdisciplinary‘ as result of their identity work, the latter 
are allocated some space within the epistemic core disciplines, transdisciplinarity be-
ing more of an add-on. 

Coming back to the initial question – Growing into what? – we hope to have 
made visible some of the struggles young researchers encounter when engaging in 
transdisciplinary research. We have shown that while there have been high normative 
claims gravitating around this kind of knowledge production and special programmes 
have tried to counterbalance the tight disciplinary structures and institutional logics at 
work in classical knowledge production, at the same time these arrangements have 
proven notoriously difficult. Thus, efforts to establish transdisciplinary work practices 
would not only need time-limited funding programmes, but in particular institutional 
structures which make this kind of research compatible with the normative structures 
and the underlying values which are at work in science. Only such a step would allow 
young researchers to perceive the possible epistemic living spaces as sufficiently at-
tractive to seriously engage with this kind of border crossing work, develop different 
kinds of innovation processes without having to individually carry the risk of the en-
deavour. 

	
    



Preprint ‘11  
 

D e p a r t m e n t  o f  S o c i a l  S t u d i e s  o f  S c i e n c e  |  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  V i e n n a  2 0 1 1  

	
  

15	
  

Bibliography 
Barry, J., Berg, E. and J. Chandler 2006. Academic shape shifting: Gender, management and 

identities in Sweden and England. Organization, 13 (2), 275-298. 
Bergmann, M., Brohmann, B., Hoffmann, E., M. Loibl et al. 2005. Qualitätskriterien trans-

disziplinärer Forschung: ISOE. 
Bleiklie, I. and H. Byrkjeflot 2002. Changing knowledge regimes: Universities in a new research 

environment. Higher Education, 44 (2-3), 519-532. 
Clarke, A. E. 2005. Situational Analysis. Grounded Theory After the Postmodern Turn. Thousand 

Oaks: Sage. 
Darnhofer, I. and M. C. Loibl 2007. Experiences From Transdisciplinary Workshops: Co-Learning 

About the Effects of Global Change on Farming and Rural Areas. Paper presented at the 
XXIInd ESRS Congress, Waegeningen, 19-24 August 2007. 

Daston, L. 1995. The moral economy of science. OSIRIS, 10, 3-24. 
Duberley, J., Cohen, L. and M. Mallon 2006. Constructing Scientific Careers: Change, Continuity 

and Context. Organization Studies, 27 (8), 1131-1151. 
Felt, U. (ed.) 2009. Knowing and Living in Academic Research. Convergence and Heterogeneity in 

Research Cultures in the European Context. Prague: Institute of Sociology of the Academy 
of Sciences of the Czech Republic. 

Felt, U. and T. Stöckelová 2009. Modes of Ordering and Boundaries that Matter in Academic 
Knowledge Production. In: Felt, U. (ed.) Knowing and Living in Academic Research. Con-
vergence and Heterogeneity in Research Cultures in the European Context. Prague: Institute 
of Sociology of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, 41-126. 

Felt, U., Fochler, M. and R. Müller 2011. Biography and/or career? Knowing and living in contem-
porary research. Manuscript. 

Friedland, R. and R. Alford 1991. Bringing Society Back: Symbols, practices, and institutional 
contradictions. In: Powell, W. W. and P. J. DiMaggio (eds.) The New Institutionalism in Or-
ganizational Analysis. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 232-266. 

Funtowics, S. O. and J. Ravetz 1993. Science for the Post-Normal Age. Futures, 25 (7), 739-757. 
Gardner, S. K. 2007. 'I Heard it Through the Grapevine': Doctoral Student Socialization in Chem-

istry and History. Higher Education, 54 (5), 723-740. 
Garforth, L. and A. Cervincová 2009. Times and Trajectories in Academic Knowledge Production. 

In: Felt, U. (ed.) Knowing and Living in Academic Research. Convergence and Heterogeneity 
in Research Cultures in the European Context. Prague: Institute of Sociology of the Acade-
my of Sciences of the Czech Republic, 169-226. 

Gibbons, M., Limoges, C., Nowotny, H., S. Schwartzman et al. 1994. New Production of 
Knowledge: Dynamics of Science and Research in Contemporary Societies. London, Thou-
sand Oaks, New Delhi: SAGE Publications. 

Gieryn, T. F. 1999. Cultural Boundaries of Science. Credibility on the Line. Chicago, London: The 
University of Chicago Press. 

Harding, S. 1991. Whose science? Whose knowledge? Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
Henkel, M. 2005. Academic Identity and Autonomy in a Changing Policy Environment. Higher 

Education, 49 (1), 155-176. 
Jasanoff, S. 2004. States of Knowledge: The Co-Production of Science and the Social Order. London: 

Routledge. 
Knorr-Cetina, K. 1999. Epistemic Cultures. How the Sciences make Knowledge. Cambridge, Lon-

don: Harvard University Press. 



	
   Felt/Igelsböck/Schikowitz/Völker: Growing Into What? 
	
  

D e p a r t m e n t  o f  S o c i a l  S t u d i e s  o f  S c i e n c e  |  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  V i e n n a  2 0 1 1  

	
  

16	
  

Latour, B. and S. Woolgar 1986. Laboratory Life. The Construction of Scientific Facts. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 

Nowotny, H. 2007. The Potential of Transdisciplinarity. 
http://www.interdisciplines.org/interdisciplinarity/papers/5. 

Pickering, A. 1992. From Science as Knowledge to Science as Practice. In: Pickering, A. (ed.) Sci-
ence as Practice and Culture. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Pohl, C. and G. Hirsch Hadorn 2008. Core Terms in Transdisciplinary Research. In: Hirsch Hadorn, 
G., Hoffmann-Riem H., Biber-Klemm, S., W. Grossenbacher-Mansuy et al. (eds.) Handbook 
of Transdisciplinary Research. Dordrecht: Springer, 427-432. 

Rafols, I., Leydesdorff, L., O‘Hare, A., Nightingale, P. and A. Stirling 2011. How journal rankings 
can suppress interdisciplinarity. The case of innovation studies in business and management. 
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/Users/ir28/IDR/Rafols2011-Rankings&IDR.pdf.  

Strauss, A. L. and J. M. Corbin 1998. Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for 
Developing Grounded Theory. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Stump, D. and P. Galison 1996. The Disunity of Science: Boundaries, Contexts, and Power. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press. 

Swan, J., Bresnen, M., Robertson, M., S. Newell et al. 2010. When Policy meets Practice: Colliding 
Logics and the Challenges of 'Mode 2' Initiatives in the Translation of Academic 
Knowledge. Organization Studies, 31, 1311. 

Weidman, J. C., Twale, D. J. and E. L. Stein 2001. Socialization of Graduate and Professional Stu-
dents in Higher Education: A Perilous Passage? San Francisco: ASHE-ERIC Higher Education 
Report. 


	COVER_higher_edu_felt et al
	felt_et_al_growing into what v1_071011

