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Transdisciplinary Research and
Practice for Sustainability Outcomes

We know that the complex sustainability challenges facing our society today,
including water and food security, poverty and climate change impacts, cannot
be effectively tackled from a single disciplinary perspective. ‘Transdisciplinarity’
has emerged as a way of addressing these apparently intractable problems.
Growing international interest in transdisciplinary approaches to research and
practice, four decades of academic discourse and a significant body of work in this
area, provide the background and opportunity for a specific focus on the practical
application of transdisciplinary approaches to sustainability issues.

Transdisciplinary Research and Practice for Sustainability Outcomes examines the
role of transdisciplinarity in the transformations needed for a sustainable world.
After an historical overview of transdisciplinarity, Part I focuses on tools and
frameworks to achieve sustainability outcomes in practice and Part II consolidates
work by a number of scholars on supporting transdisciplinary researchers and
practitioners. Part Il is a series of case studies including several international
examples that demonstrate the challenges and rewards of transdisciplinary work.
The concluding chapter proposes a future research pathway for understanding the
human factors that underpin successful transdisciplinary research.

As Emeritus Professor Valerie Brown AQO notes in her Preface, this book moves
transdisciplinary inquiry into the academic and social mainstream. It will be of great
interest to researchers and practitioners in the fields of sustainability, qualitative
research methods, environmental impact assessment and development studies.

Dena Fam is Research Director and UTS Chancellor’s Post Doctoral Research
Fellow at the Institute for Sustainable Futures, University of Technology Sydney,
Australia.

Jane Palmer is Vice Chancellor’s Research Fellow (Community Futures) at the
Institute for Resilient Regions, University of Southern Queensland, Australia.

Chris Riedy is Research Director at the Institute for Sustainable Futures,
University of Technology Sydney, Australia.

Cynthia Mitchell is Deputy Director at the Institute for Sustainable Futures,
University of Technology Sydney, Australia.
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Preface

Transdisciplinarity: a way of the future?

This book moves transdisciplinary inquiry into the academic and social
mainstream. There is help here for diverse readers seeking a better understanding
of what is happening to their society and their planet — the anxious individuals,
disturbed communities, confused experts, frustrated organisations and hopeful
agents of change. The increasing visibility of transdisciplinarity as a whole is
demonstrated by the examples in the book’s sections on change management,
research practice, change agency and future directions. Together, the chapters
flesh out the practice of transdisciplinary inquiry as a task for all comers, rather
than a boutique enterprise. The question this book can help to answer is, have
the hopes of those who originally invented the idea been realised?

The birth of transdisciplinary inquiry is attributed to transdisciplinarians Jean
Piaget of Switzerland and Erich Jantsch of Austria. In the early 1970s they began
separate discussions that continue to this day. There was then no language to
describe the phenomenon so they called their topic ‘Interdisciplinary’, a term as
controversial then as transdisciplinarity is now. Both of them regarded the then
current monopoly of the disciplines on constructing new knowledge as deeply
unsatisfactory. Piaget (1973) called communication between two disciplines ‘a
dialogue of the deaf’. Jantsch (1972) deplored compartmentalised forms of
knowledge as having ‘a lack of individual meaning, lack of relevance and absence
of a critical synthesis’. At the same time, they both held visions of a time when
this new form of scholarship would become the leading way of thought.

They would both be pleased to find the breadth of practice and the depth of
theory recorded in this volume. They would also find the two schools of thought
which have existed from the beginning, and which are reflected and recombined
there. Piaget places transdisciplinarity as operating within academia and Jantsch
sees it as dispersed throughout the community. Piaget proposed structures that
bring together the existing forms of disciplined inquiry; Jantsch argues for
breaking new ground in thinking about complex issues.

Piaget followed the lead of the early quantum physicists in searching for the
relationships within the existing system of inquiry. His stated goal was a synthesis
that included the full range of academic disciplines. He wrote of the need for
transdisciplinarity to bring together different sets of rules, values and meanings.
On the other hand, Erik Jantsch expected transdisciplinarity to produce a more
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complete and accurate vision of reality by integrating different ways of
understanding. He wrote of human learning as a self-organising, self-renewing
and self-maintaining system.

Recognising the need to combine a coordinating structure and open-
mindedness, both thinkers point to a third possibility: the joining together of
their own positions. Other divided traditions that they hoped would be brought
together included diversity and unity, creativity and rationality, individuals and
the collective. Both thinkers gave us a yardstick by which to measure progress
towards establishing this third collective possibility. Jantsch hoped for the day
when transdisciplinary thinking would value process over structure, uncertainty
over equilibrium, evolution over permanency, and individual creativity over
collective stabilization. Piaget writes of the need for a structure that recognizes a
whole that is distinct from its elements, that achieves a fresh whole rather than
continuing loyalties to existing divisions, and that has rules that permit
re-organization from within. This is a powerful pair of prescriptions for a future
transdisciplinarity.

From nearly half a century ago, these propositions reach out into the present.
Taken together, they suggest criteria for a collective, inclusive, forward-looking
transdisciplinarity. The four parts in Transdisciplinary Research and Practice for
Sustainability Outcomes, namely, change management, research practice, change
agency and future directions, mirror these projections. A summarizing lens helps
us explore whether this book is helping create the future that early
transdisciplinarity hoped for. In short, Piaget and Jantsch asked for:

® a unifying structure that allows for both the independence of the parts and
their recognition as wholes;

¢ a value orientation for transdisciplinarity which requires changes that go
beyond current social practices;

¢ aset of rules which permit, and even encourage, uncertainty and creativity
in a self-organizing system of knowledge.

The important question to ask here is, do the 17 chapters that make up this book,
taken together, reflect these three propositions for a future transdisciplinarity?
Reading the book reveals that each of the chapters has a unifying framework, and
all support the value of transdisciplinarity. The parts that make up each framework
have a strong presence in their own right. Throughout the book uncertainty is
expected and creativity encouraged. The hopes of both Piaget and Jantsch have
been largely fulfilled, although not in the ways they might have expected.
Competing schools of thought remain. There are still the differing directions
taken by the compartmentalised academic and open community-based
orientations, originally represented in the work of Piaget and Jantsch.

The choice of synthesising structures and their parts is a vital part of the current
transdisciplinary story, a story that can be followed through the chapters of this
book. In Part [, each of the chapters is based on a unifying structure, each structure
having its own set of rules. One such unifying structure is the long-sought unity



