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The transformative impact of participatory interdisciplinarity explored through the
‘Branching Out — Treescapes Project’

Authors: The Branching Out research team
Exploring the perspectives of the Branching Out research team on interdisciplinary ways of working using a
Research Impact Evaluation Framework.

Interdisciplinary research impacts researchers and their thinking
about their own and other disciplines and is important in individual
and group development.
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Allocating time to reflect within a project on its interdisciplinary
approach is important in bringing researchers together, sharing
knowledge and experience of what works or what might work.

Face to face interdisciplinary research can open a set of
conversations internally and externally that inform the direction of
the research and any future research.

Background

The Research Impact Evaluation Framework (Edwards and Meagher, 2020) focuses on five impact types: 1)
instrumental, 2) capacity building, 3) enduring connectivity, 4) conceptual and 5) attitude changes to knowledge
exchange. We used this framework in devising questions to capture the Branching Out research teams views of
interdisciplinary working over a two-year period. We explored views of interdisciplinary research and any changes in
these over the lifetime of the project. Thirteen interviews were undertaken in 2023 and 12 in 2024, with a group
discussion in late 2024. All interviews and the discussion were recorded and transcribed.

Opportunities

e Fun and exciting way of working. It provides novel
opportunities to gain rich experiences and build new
connections that can lead to new work.

 Builds capacity in the team by helping them learn from
others and develop new skills.

e Participants reflect on silo working and consider how to
integrate research from different disciplines. )

e Changes attitudes towards different methods and ways
of gathering data. "'
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Challenges

 Difficult to identify potential integration across disciplines early in
the project.

* Takes time to understand what researchers in other disciplines are
doing.

 [tis a significant challenge to understand all the elements of a large
research project, particularly if other disciplines are not familiar to
the researcher.

e Instrumental impact such as a change in policy or practice is
difficult to achieve within the life of a three-year research project.

‘Interdisciplinarity gives us the benefit of multiple disciplines therefore a
much richer set of tools and approaches and, therefore, should make life
easier at the end of it [the project], rather than make life difficult’ :
(Branching Out team member)
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Implications & Recommendations

* Trust and respect need to be built over the lifetime of the project. Informal regular face to face
activities at team meetings, field trips, and engaging socially by drinking and eating together are
critical in supporting this.

e Time is needed throughout interdisciplinary projects to allow researchers to meet face to face and
gain an understanding of other disciplines and their methodologies.

e Openness and willingness to learn, reflect and engage with different disciplinary approaches is
critical.

e Dealing with complex or ‘wicked’ problems can benefit from taking a holistic approach, which can
happen through interdisciplinary research.

« Identify, early on, specific pieces of work in the project that aim to integrate different disciplinary
thinking or data.

Authors’ contact details: https://www.valueoftrees.co.uk/
This note is based on: The transformative impact of participatory interdisciplinarity explored through the
‘Branching Out — Treescapes Project’, coming soon.
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