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Outline of todays lecture
1. Why transdisciplinary (TD) research?

2. What is transdisciplinary co-production (CP)?

3. Critical issues for transdisciplinary co-production



1. Why transdisciplinary 
research? 





Wicked’ problems 

 No definitive formulation
 No stopping rule, never solved for good
 There is no right answer
 No time limits, or ultimate tests for success 
 No test runs
 Numerous explanations of the problem
 They are unique, non transferable.
 Causally complex, complex chain of causality

(Rittel & Webber 1973)



Characteristics of wicked problems

> Value laden and highly contested –
many actors, diverse perspectives.

> Causally complex – evoke different 
levels, interactions and causalities.

> Affect multiple actors and institutions, 
different spatial levels (local-global), 
temporal frames 
(short-medium-long term).

> High uncertainty and unpredictability 
– unforeseen consequences.

> Context dependent – distinctive, 
unique, often chronic. 



2. What is transdisciplinary 
co-production? 



Different types of knowledge 
integration

Figure 1. Overview of research 
concepts: disciplinarity, 
multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity 
and transdisciplinarity.

From Tress et al 2004. Landscape 
Ecology, page 484.



Overall definition of TD

TD research focuses on delivering knowledge that is 
useable for solving real-world problems in a specific 
context.

It includes academics and their knowledge from different 
disciplines – interdisciplinary.

And practitioners and their knowledge and expertise from 
real-life practice – integration of practice-based sources of 
knowledge and expertise.   



Interdisciplinary integrationPB knowledge integration

The transdisciplinary research process as 
co-production of knowledge



What is being integrated in TD processes?

Three types of knowledge integration:

1. Between disciplines – Interdisciplinary integration (ID)

2. Between science and other types of knowledge and 
expertise – Transdisciplinary integration (TD)

3. Between practice-based knowledge sources – Integration 
of professional and experiential knowledge



Categories of Co-production

Descriptive: Used to describe, understand and interpret the 
relationships between science, society, technology and nature. 
Studies how science and society are constituted. The focus is on 
critically analyzing science-society relationships. (Jasanoff, STS)

Normative: Co-producing usable knowledge between different 
groups through interactive processes. The focus is on creating 
solutions to societal problems through novel interactions between 
science and other societal actors, and among other actors.



Transdisciplinary co-production

Knowledge is co-produced through the combination of scientific 
perspectives with other type of relevant perspectives and experiences to 
solve real-world problems. 

Co-production occurs through practitioners and researchers participating 
in the entire knowledge production process together. 

This includes joint problem formulation, knowledge generation, 
application, and quality control of results. 



Assumptions motivating TD CP

• The highly contested and normative nature of wicked problems 
requires participation and negotiations with a variety of stakeholders.

• A diversity of knowledge types, both scientific and practice-based, are 
needed to understand and address this wickedness.

• In-depth participation of both scientific and practice-based actors in 
the research process promote both scientific rigor and the practical 
usability of the results.



What does this mean in practice?

Three problem areas:

1. Practical: How does this affect how we do research?

2. Epistemological: How does this affect what we call research?

3. Contextual: Where does research take place? 



Practical challenges: How we do research

1. Loss of control

2. Large time demands

3. Messy and unpredictable processes



Epistemological challenges: What we call research

1. Dealing with normativity

2. Creating rigorous, relevant and legitimate knowledge

3. Being a reflective scientist



Contextual challenges: Where we do research

1. No neutral space

2. Hybrid practices

3. Homelessness



Crucial issues for debate

• Multiple sites of control: The way different actors are involved, no presumed 
locus of control, multiple ownership, co-leadership, joint control of processes, 
multiple accountability and responsibility

• Multiple ways of knowing: The integration of different types of knowledge from 
multiple sources and traditions evoking diverse ontologies, epistemologies and 
standards for knowledge and evidence

• Hybridity and homelessness: Unaligned space, overlapping institutions, cultures 
and mandates, changing and emergent space


